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[bookmark: _Toc178096731]Assessment for Synods
A resource to use with the report and summary “Sexual Boundary Violations in the ELCA: Prevalence, Policy, and Prevention” 
[bookmark: _Toc178096732]Background Information
Since its formation the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) has sought to be a safe place for the people of God and to be a community actively engaged in preventing and responding to sexual harassment and sexual abuse. The 1989 ELCA Churchwide Assembly adopted a resolution on sexual harassment that states, “Sexual harassment and sexual abuse betray God’s creation, inflict grievous suffering on the victims, and rend the fabric of the whole community of the people of God.” The resolution outlines ways congregations, synods, the churchwide organization and all spheres of the ELCA shall commit to be a safe place by preventing and responding to instances of sexual harassment or abuse.
In 2019 the Churchwide Assembly adopted the social statement Faith, Sexism, and Justice: A Call to Action. Implementing resolution 16 of the social statement exhorts us
to call on the church in all its expressions and related agencies, organizations, and institutions to embed and incorporate anti-sexism training and protocols in their ongoing work, including appropriate adaptations to boundaries training for rostered ministers, and to create institutional resources to support rostered ministers who experience sexual misconduct or gender-based harassment, as well as pastoral care resources for all affected by sexism.
The 2020 survey report for the 50th Anniversary of the Church's Decision to Ordain Women revealed high rates of women who have experienced sexual harassment: in the congregation or ministry setting (46%), during internship (26%) and by other rostered ministers (23%). In response to this, the ELCA Quality of Call Initiative for Women in Ministry studied how the ELCA addresses, prevents and responds to sexual boundary violations, with attention to synod policies and resources. These findings were shared in the report and summary “Sexual Boundary Violations in the ELCA: Prevalence, Policy, and Prevention."
Building on these commitments and responding to the continued prevalence of sexual boundary violations in the church, this resource, “Assessment for Synods,” has been developed to (1) accompany the report and summary, (2) assist synods in reviewing and improving the ways they address sexual boundary violations and (3) support congregations and ministry settings in doing the same.


[bookmark: _Toc178096733]Types of Sexual Boundary Violations in the Church 
There are three predominant types of sexual boundary violations in the church. Each of the corresponding narratives is a generalization. 
1. A rostered minister or synod-authorized minister has a sexual relationship with an adult staff or congregation member. Most often, this is a male pastor in a sexual relationship with a female staff or congregation member. This is a violation of boundaries and an abuse of power. 
In subsequent sections of the “Assessment for Synods” resource, this type of sexual boundary violation is referred to as ministerial sexual misconduct. 
2. A rostered minister, synod-authorized minister, staff member or adult or youth volunteer commits an act of sexual abuse against a minor in the congregation or ministry setting. This is an illegal act, a violation of boundaries and an abuse of power. 
In subsequent sections of the “Assessment for Synods” resource, this type of sexual boundary violation is referred to as sexual abuse of minors.
3. A rostered minister or layperson sexually harasses or assaults a rostered minister or layperson. Most often, this is a male rostered minister or layperson harassing or assaulting a female rostered minister. People who identify as nonbinary or transgender experience sexual harassment when they are harassed due to prejudice against gender identity. This is a violation of boundaries and, in some cases, an abuse of power. Sexual assault is illegal. Sexual harassment in the workplace is generally regarded as a type of employment discrimination. However, the U.S. courts differ on whether and under what circumstances a minister may bring a claim for sexual harassment in the workplace. (See page 17 of the full report for further explanation of legality.) In the ELCA, according to “Definitions and Guidelines for Discipline: Rostered Ministers, Congregations, and Members of Congregations” (2021), harassment of another person violates the expectations for both rostered ministers[footnoteRef:2] and members of congregations.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  “Guidelines for Discipline of Rostered Ministers,” sections B:5 (“Sexuality and Public Ministry”), B:9 (“Commission of a Serious Crime”), B:10 (“Hateful Speech or Actions”) and B:11 (“Abusive Activity”), 9-10. ]  [3:  “Guidelines for Discipline of Members of Congregations,” sections B (“Willful and/or Criminal Conduct Grossly Unbecoming of a Member of the Church”) and D (“Willful and Repeated Harassment, Abuse, Bullying, Libel, or Slander of Member(s) of the Congregation”), 13-14. ] 

Sexual harassment of a rostered minister is the most under-shared narrative and the most under-resourced in terms of prevention, reporting procedure, response and support. The data from the 50th-anniversary study indicates that this sexual boundary violation occurs most often. 
In subsequent sections of the “Assessment for Synods” resource, this type of sexual boundary violation is referred to as sexual harassment of rostered ministers or more broadly as sexual harassment in ministry settings.
[bookmark: _Toc178096734]How to Use This Resource
This resource is designed to support synods in a process of review and improvement of existing policies and practices to prevent and respond to sexual boundary violations. This resource assesses the following content areas to address sexual boundary violations in the church: 
Policies.
Communication.
Reporting. 
Education and support.
Each section of this resource explains an aspect of addressing sexual boundary violations, asks an assessment question for synod review, offers suggestions for improvement and has spaces to take notes for each type of sexual boundary violation. 
This resource is designed for synod use but could be adapted to assist leaders in congregations and ministry settings in reviewing and improving their own prevention of and response to sexual boundary violations. 
The report and summary "Sexual Boundary Violations in the ELCA: Prevalence, Policy, and Prevention" provide in-depth knowledge to address sexual boundary violations, supply data about synod responses and explain both the ELCA's commitments and the responsibilities of each expression of this church. 
Plan for Assessment Process
The “Assessment for Synods” resource was developed to be an informative and instructional guide to equip synods to prevent and respond to sexual boundary violations. Some responses to questions in this assessment are simple “yes or no” while others require more detail, attention, and contextualization. As synods prepare to use this assessment, it will be helpful to make a plan for the process.
As you plan your synods process for review, consider the following questions: 
Who should be included in this assessment process? The review may be done by one or two people, an existing committee, or a small working group of people from synod staff, synod council, or members of the synod. 
How should this assessment be conducted? It may be helpful to meet a few times to work on the four sections of the assessment collectively or assign sections to individuals and collectively review findings. 
What is the timeline for this assessment process? The timeline for review will vary but the time should be given to (1) complete the assessment, (2) develop an action plan to address assessment findings and (3) implement the action plan.


[bookmark: _Toc178096735]Assessment for Synods
[bookmark: _Toc178096736]Section I: Have Policies to Address Sexual Boundary Violations
A policy communicates an expectation that sexual boundary violations will not be tolerated, offers guidance for reporting and promotes practices that make the church a safer place. 
[bookmark: _Toc178096737]Have synod policies.
	All synods are expected to have policies to prevent and respond to sexual boundary violations. 

	Synod review
	Assessed
	 Notes

	Is there a policy to address ministerial sexual misconduct in the synod? 
	
	

	Is there a policy to address sexual abuse of minors in the context of synod ministries and events? (This is different from a sample policy for congregations or ministry settings.)
	
	

	Is there a policy to address sexual harassment in the context of synod ministries and events? This should specifically state that rostered ministers, synod-authorized ministers, synod staff members and synod council members can be targets of sexual harassment and need protection. (This is different from a sample policy for congregations and ministry settings.)
	
	

	Action steps
If your synod does not have a policy for each type of sexual boundary violation, adopt one. 
· Use a policy template for synod policy to address ministerial sexual misconduct, available from the ELCA Office of the Secretary.
· [bookmark: _Hlk165628557]Use and adapt the Church Mutual policy template related to sexual abuse 
of minors: Child and Youth Abuse Prevention Program sample policy.[footnoteRef:4] (Language may need to be amended for synod context). [4:  Full link to Church Mutual’s Child and Youth Abuse Prevent Program sample policy: download.elca.org/ELCA%20Resource%20Repository/Sample_Misconduct_Preventions_Policy.docx?_ga=2.160731645.1736083994.1714414791-1925623541.1686345988 ] 

· Use and adapt the Church Mutual sample policy for anti-harassment.[footnoteRef:5] 
(This sample policy is not drafted specifically to ministry context, and language should be updated to include rostered ministers, synod-authorized ministers and staff members.)  [5:  Full link to Church Mutual’s Anti-Harassment Sample Policy: www.churchmutual.com/media/safetyResources/files/Anti-HarassmentPolicy.pdf] 

If your synod has a policy for sexual boundary violations, discuss and review it with your synod council. Subsequent sections of this assessment will help you determine if a policy should be updated. 
Check that your synod policy to address ministerial sexual misconduct includes the nine policy elements from “An ELCA Strategy for Responding to Sexual Abuse in the Church” (printed pages 9-11, digital pages 14-16).[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  This resource does not include the current language to describe ministers called to serve within the ELCA. Be sure to update language to “rostered ministers” or “pastors and deacons” in policy revisions or developments.] 

Be sure language for rostered ministers is up to date (i.e., use “pastors and deacons,” not “pastors, deaconesses, diaconal ministers and associates in ministry”; use “ministers of Word and Sacrament and ministers of Word and Service” or “rostered ministers,” not “clergy and lay rosters”).
Things to avoid
Not enacting policies in your synod to address all types of sexual boundary violations. 
	




[bookmark: _Toc178096738]Define sexual boundary violations.
	Identifiable definitions of sexual boundary violations promote awareness, prevention and reporting of violations. When not well-defined, violating behaviors may be overlooked or unreported. At the same time, any concerns should always be reported, even if the concern is not named within the scope of definitions suggested in a policy or resource. 

	Synod review
	Assessed
	 Notes

	1. Is each type of sexual boundary violation clearly defined in your synod’s policies and website information?
	a. 
	

	Action steps
Definitions should include identifiable actions (e.g., telling jokes or stories that are sexual in nature, forcible kissing, groping, etc.) to assist understanding beyond such general terms as “sexual misconduct” or “sexual harassment.” 
Any concerns should always be reported, even if they are not named within the scope of definitions suggested in a policy or resource.
	

	Things to avoid
Using only broad terms, such as “sexual misconduct” or “sexual harassment,” to define sexual boundary violations.
Allowing definitions to be a barrier to reporting.  
	





[bookmark: _Toc178096739]Section II: Communication Is Crucial to Addressing Sexual Boundary Violations
Synod websites are one of the first places congregations and ministry settings and individuals will go to find information to understand, prevent or make a report regarding sexual boundary violations. A synod website is a primary way to share policies, information for reporting, and supplemental resources. Additionally, a synod website can provide a space to express values and a commitment to prevent and respond to all sexual boundary violations in the church. 
[bookmark: _Toc178096740]Put information on the synod website.
	Placement matters. Policies, information and resources to address sexual boundary violations should be easy to find and use through the synod website. 

	Synod review
	Assessed
	 Notes

	1. Where is information for reporting a sexual boundary violation shared?
	1. 
	

	How are policies, resources and reporting information presented on the synod website?
	
	

	Action steps
Create a page on your synod website for all policies, information and resources regarding sexual boundary violations. (Subpages for specific types of sexual boundary violations can be used.)
Include a brief statement of the synod’s commitment to prevent and respond to any instances of sexual boundary violations. 
Share policies, reporting information and downloadable resources.  
Things to avoid
Putting policies, information or resources in a list of all the synod’s downloadable resources.
Not using the synod website to share policies, information and resources to address sexual boundary violations. 
	





[bookmark: _Toc178096741]Make information accessible on the synod website.
	Policies, information and resources to address sexual boundary violations should be simple to find from the synod homepage. 

	Synod review
	Assessed
	 Notes

	1. Count the number of computer mouse clicks you must make from your synod website's homepage to information about sexual boundary violations.
	1. 
	

	Action steps
Create a button or direct link on the synod website homepage or in the website footer that leads people to the page for sexual boundary violations in one click. 
Things to avoid
Having content to address sexual boundary violations buried in multiple pages of a synod website.
	


[bookmark: _Toc178096742]Update contact information for reporting.
	Keeping information current shows a synod's ongoing commitment and responsiveness to addressing sexual boundary violations.

	Synod review
	Assessed 
	 Notes

	1. Is the contact information for reporting sexual boundary violations up to date?
	1. 
	

	How frequently will the contact information be reviewed to ensure that it is kept current?
	
	

	Who is responsible for reviews and updates?
	
	

	Action steps
Be sure that contact information is updated in all posted places as response team members or information changes. 
If contact information is listed in a synod policy, ensure that it is current. 
When there is a change in bishop or synod staff membership, be sure that the information is updated. 
Things to avoid
Providing out-of-date information or contacts.
	


[bookmark: _Toc178096743]Section III: Support Reporting Sexual Boundary Violations
Clear information for reporting sexual boundary violations helps to promote trust that synods will respond to reports and hold people accountable when a boundary is violated. 
[bookmark: _Toc178096744]Clarify how to report a sexual boundary violation.
	Information about how to report a sexual boundary violation, and about the process after the initial report is made, help to support victims or witnesses in reporting. Ministerial sexual misconduct must always be reported to the synod. Synods may not be the reporting authority for sexual abuse of minors or sexual harassment in ministry settings, but they may need to be informed. 

	Synod review
	Assessed
	 Notes

	1. Is there clear information on the synod website about how to report a sexual boundary violation?
	1. 
	

	Is there clear information on the synod website about the process after a report is made?
	
	

	Action steps
If the answer to either synod review question is “no,” add information about how to report a sexual boundary violation and what the process is. “An ELCA Strategy for Responding to Sexual Abuse in the Church” (printed pages 9-11, digital pages 14-16) outlines this process.  
Explain what information is helpful to include in a report (who, what, when, where) or what questions might be asked. 
Be transparent about what information is shared, and with whom, throughout an investigation of a sexual boundary violation. 
If a sexual boundary violation is not under the reporting authority of the synod, provide general information about how reports can be made, and serve as a support and resource as needed. 
Note that sexual boundary violations that are illegal will need to be reported to law enforcement. (See the section below for more details.) Sexual boundary violations that are criminally illegal include both sexual assault and sexual boundary violations involving minors. 
Things to avoid
Leaving victims or witnesses of a sexual boundary violation without the information needed to make a report. 
Failing to tell someone making a report about the next steps in the investigation process.   
	


[bookmark: _Toc178096745]Decide and make clear who receives reports of sexual boundary violations. 
	A response team is an effective way for synods to be ready to receive reports of sexual boundary violations. A response team shows preparedness to respond; intention to diversity in the roles, identities and experiences of the people to whom one reports; and an expectation that if an incident occurs, the synod office will address it.

	Synod review
	Assessed
	 Notes

	1. Who receives reports of a sexual boundary violation in your synod?
	1. 
	1. 

	Is there a variety of roles represented on the response team?
	
	

	Action steps
Form a response team to receive reports of ministerial sexual misconduct. 
This team should have members that represent a variety of roles (rostered ministers, lay members, synod staff members, synod council members) within the synod.
Explain clearly how the team will be involved in the response after the initial report (e.g., is the whole team involved or only members selected by the bishop?). 
Things to avoid
Having only one or two people identified and prepared to receive sexual boundary violation reports. 
A response team composed of only synod staff members (including the bishop). 
Lack of attention to how roles, friendships or power dynamics might affect a person’s confidence in making a report. (This is why diverse roles are important).  
	






[bookmark: _Toc178096746]Prepare members of a response team.
	Equipping the members of a response team empowers them to respond and provide care to the person reporting a sexual boundary violation in the initial steps of reporting.

	Synod review
	Assessed
	 Notes

	1. How are response team members prepared to receive reports of sexual boundary violations?
	1. 
	1. 

	Action steps
Equip the response team with expectations of:
· What they should do when receiving a report. 
· Caring and responsive skills for talking with the reporting person. 
· Knowledge of the procedure outlined in the synod’s policy on ministerial sexual misconduct. 
· Any resources to share with the reporting person.
Clarify roles and procedures for team members when a report is made.
Use “Responding to Claims of Clergy Sexual Misconduct.”(Note: Some resources in “Responding to Claims of Clergy Sexual Misconduct” are outdated and no longer in use, e.g., “Vision and Expectations.”) 
Things to avoid
Providing the policy without equipping response team members to receive reports
	





[bookmark: _Toc178096747]Report to law enforcement.
	All sexual boundary violations are wrong and contradict the values of this church. Some sexual boundary violations are also illegal and should be reported to law enforcement. Sexual abuse of minors and sexual assault are illegal, criminal offenses and should be reported to law enforcement. In these cases the synod process will be secondary to the criminal process or investigation, but the sexual boundary violation should still also be reported to the synod. 
Any suspected sexual contact with a minor should be reported to the appropriate governmental agency as required by state or local laws concerning reporting of child abuse, except in the rare circumstances where the clergy-penitent privilege would prevent such a report.[footnoteRef:7] Ministers facing this situation should consult with legal counsel in their jurisdiction.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  To learn about mandatory reporting and the use of clergy-penitent privilege in each state and territory, see “Clergy as Mandatory Reporters of Child Abuse and Neglect,” produced by Child Welfare Information Gateway, part of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.]  [8:  For more on confidentiality and ministers of Word and Sacrament, see provision 7.45. in “Constitutions, Bylaws, and Continuing Resolutions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America,” page 39. ] 


	Synod review
	Assessed
	 Notes

	1. Does your synod website, boundaries education, or resource include information on what offenses should be reported to law enforcement and how to report them?
	1. 
	1. 

	States vary in laws that identify roles that are mandatory reporters. Be sure to check the laws within your synod boundaries and communicate this in information about sexual boundary violations.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  To learn about mandatory reporting roles and expectations in each state and territory, see “Mandatory Reporting of Child Abuse and Neglect,” produced by Child Welfare Information Gateway, part of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.] 

	
	

	States vary in laws allowing, limiting or denying clergy-penitent privilege in cases of child abuse or neglect. Check the laws within your synod jurisdiction and communicate this information to rostered and synod-authorized ministers in your synod. (See footnote 6.)
	
	

	Action steps
Check the state laws in your synod and communicate this on the sexual boundary violations page on the synod website.
Things to avoid
Being unaware of or not complying with state or local laws on reporting sexual boundary violations to law enforcement. 
Not communicating to rostered ministers, synod-authorized ministers, lay leaders or volunteers the reporting requirements based on state or local laws.
	


[bookmark: _Toc178096748]Section IV: Education and Support Are Crucial to Addressing Sexual Boundary Violations
Synods can support congregations and ministry settings by providing supplemental resources that help raise awareness and address sexual boundary violations. 
[bookmark: _Toc178096749]Use sample policies.
	Sample policies are a resource to guide and support leaders of congregations and ministry settings in creating safe environments in which sexual boundaries are known and respected. Sample policies should be available to address sexual abuse of minors and sexual harassment of church workers and in ministry settings. 

	Synod review
	Assessed
	 Notes

	1. Does your synod offer a sample policy to support congregations and ministry settings in preventing and responding to sexual abuse of minors?
	1. [bookmark: _Hlk178088277]
	1. 

	Does your synod offer a sample policy to support congregations and ministry settings in preventing and responding to sexual harassment in the church, including of rostered ministers and synod-authorized ministers?
	
	

	Action steps
Add any missing sample policies. 
· Church Mutual policy template related to sexual abuse of minors: Child and Youth Abuse Prevention Program sample policy. (Language may need to be amended for synod context.)
· ELCA sample policy on sexual harassment and sexual abuse in congregations and ministry settings.  
Consider how online ministry (particularly online meetings) are made safer in sample policies. This resource may help: “Best Practices for Recording and Livestreaming.”
Review existing sample policies and revise them as needed. Be sure that all sample policies use the updated language to describe rostered ministers as pastors and deacons. 
Things to avoid
 Not offering any sample policies to support congregations and ministry settings.  
	


[bookmark: _Toc178096750]Use additional resources for congregations and ministry settings.
	Resources are an effective way for synods to equip and educate congregations and ministry settings about sexual boundary violations. Synods can also support congregations and ministry settings with ELCA social teaching and related resources. In addition to downloadable resources, synods can raise awareness and promote safe practices by participating in events and campaigns that seek to end sexual violence. 

	Synod review
	Assessed
	Notes

	1. What resources does your synod offer to support congregations and ministry settings in preventing and responding to sexual boundary violations?
	1. 
	1. 

	What resources provide basic education about sexual boundary violations?
	
	

	How are resources used to assist congregations and ministry settings in developing policies to prevent and address sexual boundary violations? 
	
	

	What resources does your synod use to inform individuals, congregations and ministry settings about the reporting process of a sexual boundary violation?
	
	

	Action steps
Consider adding some of these resources: 
· Brochure about addressing sexual boundary violations in the church, with synod contact and reporting information.
· Background check information.
· Information on safe digital ministry and online meeting practices, especially related to youth ministries.
· Boundaries educational opportunities and expectations.
· Pastoral care after a sexual boundary violation in a congregation or ministry setting.
· Education about safe-church practices.
· Anti-sexual-harassment education opportunities. 
Participate in and share information about Thursdays in Black, the World Council of Churches campaign to raise awareness and stand in solidarity “towards a world without rape and violence.” 
Host a synod-wide study of the ELCA social message “Gender-based Violence” and the ELCA social statement Faith, Sexism, and Justice: A Call to Action.
Share ELCA resources: 
· “Responding to a Sex Offender in a Congregation.”
· “Responding to Claims of Clergy Sexual Misconduct.”
Ask rostered ministers, synod-authorized ministers and lay leaders about their need for resources to address sexual boundary violations.
Ask if congregations and ministry settings have resources addressing sexual boundary violations to share within the synod.
Host lay leader boundaries educational opportunities.
Be sure that any existing links connect and that the information listed for outside organizations or resources is current. 
Be sure that all resources use the updated language to describe rostered ministers as pastors or deacons.
Things to avoid
Not offering any resources to educate congregations and ministry settings or address sexual boundary violations. 
Offering resources that do not align with current policy and practices or that include outdated language or information. 
	


[bookmark: _Toc178096751]What Next?
	Once your synod has done a review, make a plan for how your synod will carry out the identified updates from this assessment. 

Email the ELCA Gender Justice and Women’s Empowerment team to inform them of the updates made. 

After these changes have been made and updated on the synod website, share this good news with: 
· Rostered ministers. 
· Synod-authorized ministers. 
· Synod council and staff members. 
· Congregational presidents. 
· Lay leaders. 
· Synod ministries based outside congregations. 
· Ministers for children, youth and family. 
· Volunteers. 
· Ministry partners. 

Let them know about these updates and invite them to continue the review, revision and improvements to address sexual boundary violations in the church. 

Share this information through email, highlight it at synod assemblies or conference/cluster gatherings, host online learning opportunities to make these changes in congregations and ministry settings, and be proactive in communicating that sexual boundary violations are sin, will not be tolerated and will be addressed when reported. 
	Notes
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