
7 Steps to Implementing Background Checks 
The days of thinking that abuse, theft, fraud, and 
other crimes simply could not happen at your 
church have long passed. But recent attention to 
clergy sexual misconduct, embezzling, drug abuse, 
and other situations have forced the church to 
act with diligence to protect the people it serves. 
Ephesians 5:11 says we are to “have nothing to 
do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather 
expose them.”  Background checks have become 
the new screening tool of the church to expose 
the darkness. 

A survey conducted by Church Law and Tax Report 
found that church volunteers commit 50 percent of 
all incidents of sexual abuse in churches, paid staff 
commit 30 percent, and other children commit 20 
percent. Many risk-consultant professionals agree 
that the church is now the pedophile’s last refuge 
because screening doesn’t exist in many churches. 
A Barna study showed that only 57 percent of the 
pastors who were polled said their church conducts 
background and reference checks on those who 
work with children and youth. Failing to screen out 
a potential predator may not only bring harm to 
those in your care but also cause damage to your 
reputation in the community, in addition to the 
financial strain of a lawsuit. (The average jury award 
for negligent hiring is more than $8,000,000.) 

The courts describe an organization's screening 
responsibility as “due diligence,” meaning you did 
everything expected in the screening process to 
demonstrate you were not negligent in placing 
someone in a position where he or she could harm 
another person. This would apply to those who 
work with vulnerable groups, such as children, 
youth, the elderly, and the disabled. 

So how do you implement the process of 
background checking? Here are steps to get started.

Step 1. Create a written policy. Start with a 
policy that is written and accepted by the staff and 
leadership of the church. If you don’t have a written 
policy, write one! It should explain the rationale for 
doing a background check and which volunteer 
positions will be checked. Have the policy accepted 
and approved by your church governing board, and 
incorporate it into your staff handbook for paid and 
unpaid workers.

Step 2. Determine whom to check. Realize that 
not every volunteer in your ministry requires 
the same scrutiny. The person who updates the 
attendance records from her home or the shut-in 
who helps with craft cutouts probably doesn't 
need his or her criminal background checked. 
But if the volunteer position involves making 
contact with children, youth, or others who are 
vulnerable, use the strictest screening procedures 
you can realistically implement. You may also 
want to consider screening cleaning staff, vendors, 
and contracted workers who have access to 
your building. 

Determine if you operate any programs that require 
mandatory screening. You may need to check with a 
local attorney, as these laws vary from state to state 
and can change at any time. Many states require a 
criminal background check on staff if you operate 
a school, preschool, day care program, health 
care program, professional counseling center, or 
program that requires a license or uses licensed 
professionals. Your insurance provider may also 
require background checks in order for you to carry 
standard liability coverage. 
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Step 3. Include a screening requirement in 
ministry descriptions. Once you’ve established 
which positions require a background check, add 
it to the ministry description. A written ministry 
description in itself is a risk management tool 
because it can state the qualifications needed to 
get the job done. Clearly indicate that a criminal 
background check is required of applicants for the 
position. Not only does this help manage the risk—
it contributes to the culture changing by stating 
your expectations up front. 

Step 4. Start at the top. Lead by example. Pastors 
should head up the line for a background check, 
followed by the other paid staff and then the 
volunteers in leadership positions. 

Step 5. Consider your budget. The price of a 
background check depends on the company you 
use and items included in the search. Search options 
may include identity checking, criminal records, 
motor vehicle reports, education verification, and 
more. Shepherd’s Watch offers national background 
checks for as low as $9 per search. 

Step 6. Do your research. Here are important items 
to examine as you compare companies: 

•  How does the provider gain access to and 
deliver background check information? 
Technological advances now make it 
possible to search a database with national 
coverage. The goal of a check is to provide 
the largest coverage possible. However, 
reporting practices vary for each state and 
county, with no guarantee that all felony and 
misdemeanor convictions are reported from 
each law enforcement agency. Therefore, 
look for a firm that offers a multi-court 
criminal search, including as many registries 
as possible, rather than just searching 
within your own state or county. Be sure the 

provider manages, maintains, and updates 
the data rather than buying from another 
vendor. Data should be reliable and accurate.

•  How long does a search take? For most 
providers, once you have completed a 
credentialing process that allows you to 
request background checks, you may get 
results in 24 hours or less. New technologies 
are now allowing the possibility of accessing 
court data in real time. Do note that the 
initial credentialing process can take several 
days (usually depending on how accurately 
the church fills out the required paperwork), 
but once that is completed, the searches are 
very fast.

•  How does the provider ensure that it is up to 
date and compliant with all the various state 
and federal laws that pertain to background 
screening? Some states have laws limiting 
how far back you can go in searching for 
records. For example, California has a seven-
year limit, while Georgia has no limitations. 
The most important consideration in 
selecting a company is to determine 
whether they use legally compliant data 
and processes to do the actual checks for 
your organization. 

Step 7. Keep records. Now’s the time to establish a 
paper trail. Document every screening effort. A file 
on every volunteer is a must. Keep the consent form 
each volunteer signs to allow a background check, 
the background check report, and other documents 
related to that volunteer. Be sure you keep files in a 
secured location.

Do what you can to reduce the risks at your church. 
Make safety a priority in your church, and you’ll reap 
the benefit of a secure and caring community.


