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The environment in which religious organizations exist today is rapidly
changing. It is not uncommon to have incidents or allegations of sexual
misconduct, assault and other crimes at worship centers. Many times, lawsuits
will follow. Safeguarding your worship center’s property, members, ministries
and reputation begins with implementing internal risk management procedures.

“Risk management is the responsible thing for an organization to do when it
comes to protecting its people and resources,” said John Patterson, senior
program director for the Nonprofit Risk Management Center in Washington,
D.C. “It is a common misconception that insurance is risk management.
However, insurance alone does not protect a congregation and its members
from risk. It is only intended to pay for losses once they occur.”  

Carol Brotski, risk control representative for Church Mutual Insurance
Company in Merrill, Wis., agrees.  

“The mission of nearly every religious organization is to be a good steward
within the community,” she said. “Resources needlessly spent on losses
could have been spent on the organization’s mission.”

What is a risk?
A risk is any uncertainty about a future event that threatens an
organization’s ability to fulfill its mission. Risk areas for religious
organizations generally fall into the following categories:

People — congregation members, visitors, volunteers, employees 
Property —  buildings, equipment, facilities, materials
Income —  contributions, donations, rent, sales revenue, grants
Good will —  reputation and stature within the community

“Most of the risk a church encounters is people-oriented — what people
do, how they might get hurt.” Patterson said. “Risk management is an
effort to deal with the possibility of future harm by identifying the
threat and developing strategies and techniques to deal with it.”

Developing a risk management program
The first step in developing a risk management program is to form
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Religious organizations have long been considered

safe havens for their members, guests, employees

and volunteers. In order for them to continue to serve

this function, places of worship must address the

areas of risk associated with the programs and

services they offer. Developing a risk management

task force is one of the most effective ways to ensure

that people and facilities are kept safe and secure. 

Bethany Lutheran Church in Cherry Hills Village,

Colo., has had a risk management task force since

1999. The Risk Reporter spoke

with Denny Ahlman, former

chairman of the risk management

team, and Joel Halvorson,

Bethany’s director of finance

and administration. Both men

have been vital in establishing

the task force at Bethany

Lutheran. As a result of their

work, the church has formally

addressed numerous risk topics.

Risk Reporter: What motivated you to create a risk management team?

Bethany Lutheran: We realized that we were not taking time to properly review
our insurance coverages. Although we knew we had coverage, we had not sat
down and really examined our policies to be sure that it was appropriate for 
our church. After doing so, we realized we needed to be more deliberate in our
assessment of the risks associated with our church in order for it to continue
to be a safe, secure place for our members and staff. Creating the task force
ensured that this would be taken care of regularly. 

Risk Reporter: What are some examples of changes your organization has made since
forming a risk management task force?

Bethany Lutheran: After reviewing our insurance policy, we adjusted our
coverages to ensure it was adequate, and we switched insurance carriers. As a
team, we worked to modify various policies and procedures within the church 
to minimize risk. For example, we implemented new driving policies to limit the
hours of driving and the age of drivers on youth trips. We also began to work
closely with various worship center programs, such as our youth ministries, to
implement policies and procedures to minimize risks associated with them.

Risk Reporter: Do all worship centers need a risk management team?

Bethany Lutheran: Every religious organization can benefit from having some sort
of risk management team in place. Large congregations might be slightly more
exposed to risk issues because of the breadth of activities offered. For example, 
an organization that offers an early child care program or organizes large mission
trips might have more risk issues to address than their smaller counterparts.

Risk Reporter: What suggestions would you make to organizations looking to set up their
own risk management team?

Bethany Lutheran: The most important element of developing an effective risk
management team is identifying the right people for the committee. It is 
important that the team includes one or more members with commercial
insurance backgrounds. These members can help you understand the policy
language and identify areas that need to be reviewed. It also helps to have an
attorney or other legal expert on the committee, since legal issues are a large 
part of risk assessment. Someone familiar with emergency response also can 
help in identifying risks and determining the appropriate response procedures 
and equipment.

■ For more information on risk management, please visit:
Church Mutual’s Web site at www.churchmutual.com.
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an internal risk management team. The team is 
responsible for identifying and analyzing exposure to
accidental and business losses that might interfere with an
organization’s mission. 

“An ideal team is made up of five to seven people familiar
with the organization and its programs,” Patterson said. “If
possible, include members that represent different areas of
the organization such as the facilities manager, activities
director, food/kitchen staff and financial director. Also try
to include members with experience in areas such as
insurance, law enforcement, medicine or construction.”

“The size of the team should depend on the size and
complexity of the organization,” Brotski said. “Larger
organizations may consider having a central risk
management team with separate subcommittees for
specific areas such as maintenance. Smaller organizations
may find the idea of a formal risk management team
overwhelming while smaller ‘safety committees’ address
organizational needs.”  

Once formed, the team should develop a charter, a mission
statement, specific member roles and clear responsibilities.

Identifying risk
The team is responsible for developing a risk management
plan. Brotski recommends the team begin by gaining a
basic understanding of the organization’s insurance
coverage including the types of risk it covers. 

Next, the team should identify risks. Checklists and tools
are available to help in the identification process; however,
Brotski also recommends the team talk with the worship
center’s members and staff to help identify problem areas.  

During the risk identification process, Patterson suggests
focusing on three key questions.

1. What can go wrong? Look carefully at each activity
performed within an organization and the range of risks
associated. Also, consider the anticipated frequency and
severity of losses arising from the risks.

2. How can we reduce the possibility this will happen?

Develop strategies to address each hazard. Strategies
include training, new protocol, education and changes 
in policy.  

3. If this loss occurs, how will we pay for it? Insurance
will not cover all losses. Patterson recommends
establishing a contingency fund to finance any
unforeseen losses not covered by insurance.

Evaluating each organizational activity and area using these
three questions will help the risk management team begin
to rank risks in order of importance, Patterson said.  

“Prioritize risks based on probability, severity and
frequency,” Brotski added. “Then decide which risks the
organization can manage, which can be mitigated, which
should be transferred to insurance and which risks 
to avoid.”

The team should decide how to manage the risks using four
basic strategies. 

■ Avoidance — do not offer or stop providing a service or
activity considered too dangerous

■ Modification — change the activity to reduce the chance
of harm occurring or lessen the impact of potential damage

■ Retention — accept all or a portion of the risk 
■ Transferring — transfer the risk to another organization,

usually an insurance company

Strategies for managing risk should be documented in a
written risk management plan and then shared with
management for approval. Upon approval, the team should
implement the plan by distributing and explaining it to all
parties affected by the plan.

Risk management maintenance
Once a plan is in place, the team should continue to meet
on a regular basis to address current and future issues.
Brotski recommends risk management teams meet once a
month to review and revise the plan and conduct regular
risk assessments.

“Regular meetings also are a good opportunity to 
re-evaluate insurance coverage in light of upcoming events
or activities, and develop reports highlighting the success 
of the team as well as future goals and objectives,” 
Brotski said.

The following risk management resources are available 
from Church Mutual Insurance Company:

■ Protection Series — a collection of 11 safety booklets
designed to help you enhance the safety at your facility 

■ Risk Management Self-Inspection Checklist — designed
to help you identify areas of risk at your facility

■ Safety Videos — Church Mutual has created videos
addressing fire safety, workplace safety, transportation
safety, overall safety in the worship center and sexual
molestation prevention

All of these, and other safety items, are available for
free. Order at www.churchmutual.com, select “Safety
Resources” and click on “Order Safety Material.”

■ For additional information on risk management and tools
for assessing risk, visit www.nonprofitrisk.org.
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