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1. Purpose
It is important for issues to be addressed and for relevant information (no matter how large or small) to be 
evaluated and acted on. Sometimes concerns will be obvious, yet there may be several people involved, 
each with a different perspective and information. At times, seemingly small pieces of information can be 
important to a situation, and need to be shared with the right person so that action can be taken. To enable 
this to happen, individuals who have a concern must be empowered to raise each of their concerns as soon 
as possible, and for resolutions to be achieved, and appropriate records kept. The Safe Ministry with Children 
policy provides the impetus for this action. It is the expectation of the policy that all processes are carried out 
in a respectful manner, conducted reasonably, ethically and consistently across the organisation. The aim of 
the process is to support and guide a person to work and interact in a positive, productive and safe manner. 
The Church values the contribution of its members and this should be reflected in the way this process is 
conducted throughout the Church.

2. Objectives
 � All members, volunteers and leaders are treated fairly and consistently

 � Concerns and incidents are investigated thoroughly

 � Decision-making processes are well informed

 � Alternative options are exhausted in an effort to improve behaviour 

 � Grooming behaviour and abuse and harm to children is reported immediately to the appropriate  
statutory authorities and bodies within the church

Forms to use:
 � Performance management discussion record

 � Performance improvement plan

 � Incident report

 � Complaints/allegations – CHILD

 � Help for the helpers
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 � The church council’s risk from legal action  
or other third party intervention is minimised

 � All parties are aware of the assistance available 
to them from Synod Support Services. 

3. Responsibilities  
and delegations
 � The church council has oversight to ensure 

that the following processes are conducted in 
accordance with the Safe Ministry with Children 
policy documents.

 � For matters involving the abilities and 
performance of volunteers, helpers and leaders 
of children’s activities and programs, the church 
council appointed delegate or supervisor will be 
responsible for conducting the processes  
as outlined herein.

 � For reports involving boundary violations, 
knowledge and suspicion of grooming behaviour, 
harm and abuse to children, the ministry agent 
will be responsible for conducting the processes 
as outlined herein.

 � Each congregation member and adherent  
has a responsibility to report their concerns, 
and to interrupt and report boundary violations 
(inappropriate behaviours). 

4. Definitions
 � Abuse – refers to both adult to child abuse and 

child to child abuse. Abuse and neglect means 
acts or omissions which put the health, welfare  
or safety of a child at risk and includes but is  
not limited to:

 ◦ Physical abuse – when a person purposely 
injures or threatens to injure a child or young 
person.

 ◦ Emotional abuse – an attack on a child or 
young person’s self-esteem such as bullying, 
name calling, threatening, ridiculing, harassing, 
intimidating or isolating the child or young 
person.

 ◦ Family violence – when a family member, 
partner or ex-partner attempts to physically  
or psychologically dominate the other.

 ◦ Sexual abuse – any sexual act or sexual threat 
imposed on a child.

 ◦ Grooming – predatory conduct undertaken  
to prepare a child for sexual activity.  
Grooming is a criminal offence in Queensland.

 ◦ Neglect – where a child is harmed by the 
failure to provide the basic physical and 
emotional necessities.

 ◦ Spiritual abuse – where abuse is administered 
under the guise of religion, including 
harassment or humiliation, misuse of religion 
and/or faith for selfish ends or gratification.

 � Boundary violation – inappropriate behaviour 
which falls outside the stated accepted 
behaviours outlined in the Safe Ministry with 
Children policy. The Safe Ministry with Children 
policy describes the boundaries of appropriate 
behaviour and provides the impetus for boundary 
violations to be interrupted by anyone who 
observes them. All instances of boundary 
violations shall be interrupted immediately  
so that people can interact in a safe way.  

 � Bullying – when someone says or does 
something hurtful, upsetting or intimidating.

 � Child – a child is defined under the Child 
Protection Act 1999 as an individual under  
18 years of age.

 � Disclosure – a person has made a reasonably 
clear statement of any form of abuse or harm.

 � First responder – a person who has knowledge 
or reasonable suspicion that a child under the 
age of 18 years has been abused, or is being 
groomed for abuse. The first responder is 
expected to respond, based on that knowledge  
or suspicion.

 � Harm – in addition to harm caused by physical, 
psychological or emotional abuse or neglect, 
sexual abuse or exploitation (the Act), this policy 
refers to physical injury, mental damage, and 
moral injury caused by wrongdoing.

 � Incident – an event which resulted or could 
have resulted in harm, abuse, damage or loss, 
e.g. failure to comply with a health and safety 
direction. 

 � Ministry agent – a person who is determined 
within the Uniting Church in Australia Regulations 
(2.2) definition of specified ministries: Ministers 
(of the Word and Deacons); Pastors; Lay Pastors; 
Lay Preachers; Youth Workers and Community 
Ministers. The ministries of Lay Pastor,  
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Youth Worker and Community Minister were 
closed for entry by Assembly some years ago. 
Anyone still operating in one of the now closed 
ministries is covered by this policy.

 � Parent/guardian – birth mother or father or 
adoptive parents, someone else having or 
exercising parental responsibility for the child 
on a permanent basis, or someone who under 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander custom is 
regarded as a parent of the child.

 � Privacy provisions – the requirement that all 
information be collected, stored and used in 
accordance with the provisions of the Privacy 
Act 1988 (Commonwealth) and the Queensland 
Synod Privacy policy – ucaqld.com.au

 � Second responder – a person who has received 
a report from a first responder detailing their 
knowledge or suspicion that a child under the 
age of 18 years has been abused, or is being 
groomed for abuse; and is required to take certain 
actions based on that report.

5. Boundary violations
A boundary violation is defined as inappropriate 
behaviour which falls outside the stated accepted 
behaviours outlined in the Safe Ministry with Children 
policy. The Safe Ministry with Children policy 
describes the boundaries of appropriate behaviour 
and provides the impetus for boundary violations to 
be interrupted by anyone who observes them.  
All instances of boundary violations shall be 
interrupted immediately so that people can interact 
in a safe way. (There shall be no inference or 
assumption made about the motives of the individual 
who has violated a boundary). Any person observing 
a boundary violation – committed by any person  
of any age, gender or status – should:

 � Instruct the boundary violator to ‘stop’, and ask 
them not to engage in the behaviour again (‘stop, 
we don’t do that here, please don’t do it again’) 

 � If challenged, the observer should make reference 
to this policy, and that the behaviour is not within 
the acceptable behaviours of safe ministry  
(‘it’s the policy of the church’); and 

 � Report the matter immediately to the 
congregation’s minister who will commence 
performance improvement processes. In the 
event that the boundary violator is the minister, 

the presbytery chairperson is to complete  
the actions that would normally be undertaken  
by the minister.

Where grooming behaviour is suspected (including 
after three boundary violations), the parent or 
guardian must be advised (unless the boundary 
violator is the parent of the child) of the behaviour 
and of the need to report to the police for further 
investigation.

6. Performance 
improvement processes
Note: if at any stage during the performance 
improvement process, evidence of or reasonable 
suspicion of grooming behaviour, harm or abuse  
to children is present, please contact Synod Support 
Services on 1800 586 591 for guidance and 
direction. If this number is unattended,  
your message will be converted to an electronic 
voicemail and emailed to someone who will contact 
you as soon as possible. In the absence of such 
evidence or reasonable suspicion, the following 
processes apply. For assistance with steps  
6.2 – 6.5, contact the Human Resources manager, 
Synod Support Services.

6.1 Performance management 
discussion
The purpose of the performance management 
discussion is to assist the person to understand  
that the identified behaviour is not within the bounds 
of acceptability according to the policy (especially 
in the case of boundary violations), and identify 
ways of improving work performance or conduct. 
The aim is to allow the person to improve their work 
performance or behaviour before progressing further.  

For matters involving the abilities and performance 
of volunteers, helpers and leaders of children’s 
activities and programs, the church council 
appointed delegate or supervisor will be responsible 
for conducting the processes as outlined herein  
and the process fully documented on the 
Performance management discussion record 
provided with this process.  

For reports involving boundary violations the  
ministry agent will be responsible for conducting  
the processes as outlined herein, commencing  
the process at step 6.2 due to the serious nature  
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of boundary violation incidents; and the process fully 
documented on the Performance improvement plan 
form provided with this process.  

Before any meeting, the supervisor, delegate  
or ministry agent should:

 � Investigate the circumstances of the matter, try to 
ascertain contributing factors relating to the matter

 � Contact the person whose behaviour is being 
reported (the respondent), inform them about the 
issue to be discussed (including the date of the 
incident, where the incident took place),  
make a suitable time to meet, and invite them to 
bring a support person as an observer if they wish 
(the support person should not be someone who 
was present at the time of the incident as  
this would include the first responder). 

At the meeting the supervisor,  
delegate or ministry agent should:
 � Keep the respondent informed at all times,  

explain why the performance management 
discussion is taking place, make reference  
to the Safe Ministry with Children policy

 � Discuss facts relating to the matter with the 
respondent; seek their response and work 
proactively to identify solutions to the problem/s. 
During this discussion, inform the respondent  
of the church’s expectations relating to the matter 
and assist the respondent to access relevant 
policy and procedure

 � Agree on specific outcomes/actions including  
any review date 

 � Complete the Performance management 
discussion record, ensuring it is signed by  
all parties, and give a copy to the respondent.

6.2 Written warning
If the performance discussion process does 
not positively alter the person’s performance or 
behaviour, they should be issued with a written 
warning. The written warning should be issued  
after a formal meeting if the person’s response is  
not accepted. In the case of boundary violations  
step 6.2 must occur when the first report is received. 
The church council chairperson or secretary is 
required to sign all warning letters.
Before the formal meeting:
 � Investigate the circumstances of the matter,  

try to ascertain contributing factors relating to  
the matter

 � Inform the person in writing e.g. letter (preferred) 
or in person (make a written record of the 
discussion afterwards), about:

 � The incident, performance or behaviour that they 
will respond to at the meeting

 � That they will be given an opportunity to provide  
a response at the meeting

 � The date, time and location of the meeting 

 � That they are able to bring a support person 
as an observer if they wish (the support person 
should not be someone who was present at the 
time of the incident as this would include the first 
responder)

 � Who will be attending from the church (the church 
should have two representatives present at this 
meeting)

 � That the process is private and confidential

 � State any restriction on who the person can talk 
to about the process e.g. must not talk to people 
at the incident location, can talk to the support 
person; can talk to the church council chairperson 
or secretary.

At the formal meeting:
 � The church should have two representatives 

present 

 � Keep a written record kept of the interview 
discussion, particularly the person’s response 

 � Clearly explain the performance problem  
or boundary violation

 � Seek the person’s explanation of why their 
behaviour or performance has not improved  
or why the boundary violation occurred

 � Restate the behaviour or performance standard/s 
expected with reference to the Safe Ministry with 
Children policy

 � State any corrective actions including review 
dates 

 � Warn the person of future consequences if  
their performance or behaviour does not improve 
e.g. that future performance discussion will occur 
which may eventually lead to termination of 
services

 � Ideally, reach an agreement on future action  
by the person and the supervisor, delegate  
or ministry agent
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 � Express hope that the person’s performance  
will improve (or that no future boundary violation 
will occur)

 � Where the person’s response provides acceptable 
evidence that the behaviour did not occur as 
reported, the person should be thanked for their 
attendance and told that no warning will be 
issued. If the person was subject to step 6.1, 
restate the church’s expectations related to  
the matter raised in 6.1.

After the formal meeting, where the response is 
not accepted (within five days of the interview):
Issue a written warning letter which:

 � Outlines the unsatisfactory behaviour or work 
performance that was raised at the meeting

 � Provides a brief summary of the person’s 
response

 � Outlines organisational expectations

 � Outlines agreed future actions for improvement 
and review dates. Depending on the issue,  
allow at least four weeks to pass before 
conducting a review

 � Outlines consequences if standards are not met

 � Reminds the person that the process is private 
and confidential

 � Informs the person of who they should contact  
if they have any questions.

NB: When writing the letter, refer to specific issues 
and do not generalise.

6.3 Final Warning
If the person’s work performance or behaviour has 
not improved after a warning letter, they should be 
issued with a written final warning letter. In the case 
of boundary violations this should occur when the 
second report is received, or when it is evident that 
the behaviour has not changed, as agreed in the 
written warning, whichever is sooner. The church 
council chairperson or secretary is required to sign 
all warning letters. 
Before the interview:
 � Follow the same process as outlined in step 6.2, 

with the following variations:

 ◦ When conducting the investigation, verify that 
the agreed future actions were implemented 
and that the review was conducted

 ◦ Remind the person of the previous interview 
date and the outcome (written warning)

 ◦ The church should ensure that the church 
council chairperson and the person’s 
supervisor are present at the interview.

At the interview:
 � Follow the same process as outlined in step 6.2, 

with the following variations:

 ◦ o Remind the person of the previous interview 
date and the outcome (written warning)

 ◦ o Warn the person of future consequences 
if their performance or behaviour does 
not improve e.g. that future performance 
discussion will occur which will eventually  
lead to termination of services

 ◦ o Where the person’s response provides 
acceptable evidence that the behaviour did 
not occur as reported, the person should be 
thanked for their attendance and told that 
no final warning will be issued. If the person 
was subject to step 6.2, restate the church’s 
expectations related to the matter raised in 
step 6.2

After the interview, where the response is not 
accepted (within 24 hours of the completion of 
the interview), issue a final warning letter which:
 � Outlines the date of the interview

 � Outlines the unsatisfactory behaviour or work 
performance

 � Provides a brief summary of the person’s 
response

 � Outlines organisational expectations,  
refer to relevant policy

 � Outlines agreed future actions for improvement 
and review dates. Allow at least two weeks  
to pass before reviewing performance

 � Outlines consequences if standards are not met; 
e.g. termination of volunteer role, (and in the case 
of suspected grooming behaviour, notification to 
Blue Card Services, police, and Synod Support 
Services)

 � Informs the person of who they should contact  
if they have any questions.

6.4 Demotion or change of duties 
These options are an alternative to dismissal and 
should only be considered after careful consideration 
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of the performance improvement process and 
the nature of the behaviour, work performance 
or incident. Demoting a volunteer to a role with 
reduced responsibility or changing their duties so 
that responsibilities are more suitable to a person’s 
capabilities can be used when a person’s work 
performance is consistently below expectation and 
there has been evidence of a commitment to the 
agreed actions. A reflective person may also offer 
demotion or a change in duties in the early steps  
of the performance improvement process.  
Demotion or a change in duties should not be 
considered when boundary violations or an incident 
of harm/abuse has occurred or where the demoted 
person’s role still places them in a position where 
is a risk of future incidents occurring. The person 
will have received a minimum of a written warning 
before a church council chairperson can consider 
this option. There needs to be objective evidence 
that the person is capable of fulfilling their demoted 
or changed role responsibilities after being provided 
relevant training and support from their supervisor 
over a period of no less than three months.

This process should be clearly documented and 
filed on the volunteer’s file. The person should be 
informed in writing of the conditions of their  
demotion or change of duties.
Letter – confirmation of demotion or change  
of duties as an alternative to termination:
The person should be issued a letter addressing  
the following issues:

 � Outline the date of the interview

 � Outline the unsatisfactory behaviour or work 
performance leading to their demotion or change 
of duties

 � Provide a brief summary of the person’s response

 � Outline organisational expectations,  
refer to relevant policy

 � Outline agreed future actions for improvement 
and review dates. Allow at least two weeks  
to pass before reviewing performance

 � Outline consequences if standards are not met; 
e.g. termination of volunteer role, (and in the case 
of suspected grooming behaviour, notification  
to Blue Card Services, police, and Synod Support 
Services)

 � Inform the person of who they should contact  
if they have any questions.

6.5 Suspension from duties 
A person may be suspended from duties if they 
are subject to an investigation of their current 
work practices and behaviour, if the person’s 
work performance or behaviour has not improved 
following a final warning, or if there has been a third 
boundary violation. Suspension from duties may 
also occur if the reported incident represents serious 
misconduct to the degree that termination is being 
considered as a likely first step i.e. the person’s 
action represents risk to the reputation of the church 
or the viability of the children’s ministry e.g. theft, 
fraud, grooming, abuse. 

Where suspension from duties is in relation to  
an investigation, the person is instructed by the 
church council chairperson to stay home so that  
an investigation can be conducted into the incident. 
The person should be told:

 � In broad terms, the nature of the incident(s)  
being investigated

 � That the investigation relates to the Safe Ministry 
with Children policy

 � That they will be given an opportunity to 
participate in the investigation at a meeting

 � The date, time and location of the meeting (or that 
they will be advised when the meeting will occur)

 � Whether the matter has been reported to an 
external organisation (e.g. Police) 

 � That they are able to bring an independent 
support person to the interview (not a person  
who was present at the incident or a member  
of the children’s ministry team)

 � Who will be attending from the church  
(the church should have two representatives 
present at this meeting)

 � That the process is private and confidential

 � State any restriction on who the person can talk 
to during the investigation e.g. must not talk to 
people at the incident location, parents/guardians, 
can talk to the support person, can talk to the 
church council chairperson or secretary.

Within 24 hours, the person should be issued with 
a letter to confirm the suspension. The letter should 
include the matters verbally addressed with the 
person. The investigation meeting should focus on 
the person providing a response to the incidents 
being investigated. The person should be told of 
the expected period of time before the investigation 
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is concluded. After the investigation has been 
concluded, performance or behaviour concerns  
of the person should be addressed using the  
process improvement process and at a step that  
is commensurate with the investigation findings  
e.g. final warning or termination.

Where the suspension from duties is in relation to  
a person’s work performance or behaviour, or a third 
boundary violation and the person has been issued 
a with a final written warning within a reasonable 
period of time (generally in the last 12 months), 
suspension should be considered if the church 
council chairperson is satisfied that the available 
evidence does suggest that there has  
been diminished performance/behaviour or a 
boundary violation. The person is instructed by the 
church council chairperson to stay home so that 
they can prepare a response to their performance, 
behaviour or boundary violation. The person should 
be verbally told:

 � The nature of the incident, performance or 
behaviour that they will respond to at the meeting

 � That if their response is not accepted, the 
consequence will be termination of their volunteer 
role (and in the case of suspected grooming 
behaviour, notification to police, Blue Card 
Services and Synod Support Services)

 � The date, time and location of the meeting

 � That they will be given an opportunity to provide  
a response at the meeting

 � That they are able to bring an independent 
support person (not a person who was present 
at the incident or a member of the youth ministry 
team)

 � Who will be attending from the church (the church 
should have the church council chairperson and 
the person’s supervisor present at this meeting)

 � That the process is private and confidential

 � State any restriction on who the person can talk  
to about the process e.g. must not talk to people 
at the incident location or the parents/guardians, 
can talk to the support person, can talk to the 
church council chairperson or secretary

 � That they may also wish to consider whether  
they can meet the organisation’s expected levels 
of performance and behaviour.

The person should be informed in writing of the 
conditions of their suspension (as above) within  
24 hours.

At the interview:
 � Keep a written record of the interview discussion, 

particularly the person’s response

 � Acknowledge the support person and remind 
them that the process is private and confidential

 � Refer to the process being undertaken and that 
the process is in accordance with the Safety 
Ministry with Children policy, and gain the 
person’s acknowledgement of the policy

 � Refer to previous warnings

 � Clearly explain the performance problem  
or boundary violation

 � Seek the person’s explanation of why their 
behaviour or performance has not improved  
or why the boundary violation occurred

 � Restate the behaviour or performance standard/s 
expected with reference to the Safe Ministry with 
Children policy

 � Where the person’s response provides 
acceptable evidence that the behaviour did not 
occur as reported, the person should be thanked 
for their attendance and told that termination will 
not occur. If the person was subject to step 6.3, 
restate the church’s expectations related to the 
matter raised in step 6.3.  

Where the person’s response is not accepted and 
demotion or change in duties is not appropriate, 
proceed to Section 8 Termination.

7. Knowledge and/
or suspicion of harm, 
grooming and abuse
Discussing child sexual abuse can be difficult.  
This is especially so for victims of recent abuse, 
survivors of historical abuse, their families and 
professional staff supporting them. In the first 
instance, the immediate safety of the child or 
survivor must be a priority, and emergency medical 
aid or assistance organised if required. In every 
case, individuals should be treated with respect, the 
dignity and privacy of all parties involved maintained, 
and all information treated as confidential.

Complaints/allegations – CHILD outlines the process 
to be followed when abuse is suspected and/or 
reported. It provides a test to apply, helping you to 
identify your reporting obligations, and a form to be 
completed.
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In some cases, a family may require additional 
support and assistance to overcome challenges  
they face. Help for the helpers gives additional 
guidance and referral options, and contact details  
to assist with the process of supporting survivors  
and their families.

You may seek assistance and/or report your 
suspicions or knowledge of abuse by calling the 
Synod office on 1800 586 591. If this number is 
unattended, your message will be converted to  
text and emailed to someone who will contact  
you as soon as possible. 

8. Termination
All resignation and termination processes will be 
conducted in a respectful manner. Processes will 
be managed ethically and consistently ensuring 
accurate information is provided to volunteers.  
Using the performance improvement process steps 
in Section 6 will provide an ethical and sound 
process before the termination decision. All actions 
regarding a termination or redundancy must be  
in writing.

In respect of termination following Stage 6 and 
suspension of duties, if the person’s response is  
not accepted and demotion or change in duties is  
not appropriate, the person is issued with a 
termination letter. The letter should:

 � Outline the date of the interview

 � Outline the unsatisfactory behaviour or work 
performance leading to their termination

 � Provide a brief summary of the person’s response

 � Outline organisational expectations, refer to 
relevant policy

 � State clearly that a decision has been made to 
terminate their volunteer role

 � State that any church property must be returned 
within a specified date

 � Remind them that the process was private and 
confidential.

9. Storage and destruction 
of documents
All records will be kept in the relevant personnel file 
for that period of their voluntary position. The person 
should also retain a copy of the documentation 
given to them. All records and reports concerning 
suspected or known grooming behaviour, harm or 
abuse of children should be kept indefinitely.

10. Disagreement, 
grievance, resolution  
and appeal rights
If the person disagrees with any aspect of the 
way the process was conducted, they may lodge 
a grievance in accordance with the Complaints 
Allegations policy (POL-0003).  The person is 
encouraged to speak to their immediate supervisor, 
church council chair, minister, cultural advisor or 
presbytery chairperson for advice.


