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Introduction 

This article explores the complexities of mandatory reporting for chaplains, 
considering state-specific laws, the implications of clergy-penitent privilege, and the 
policies of different institutions.  While the specifics vary by state and institution, the 
overarching goal remains the protection of vulnerable individuals, particularly 
children.  Chaplains must stay informed about the legal requirements in their 
jurisdiction and institution, seek guidance when necessary, and carefully balance their 
legal and ethical obligations to effectively fulfill their roles as both spiritual caregivers 
and protectors of those at risk. 

State Laws on Mandatory Reporting 

Mandatory reporting laws are established in all 50 states in the United States, requiring 
certain professionals to report suspected child abuse and neglect to authorities.  These 
laws aim to protect vulnerable children and ensure timely intervention in cases of 
maltreatment.  However, the specifics of these laws, including who qualifies as a 
mandatory reporter, can vary significantly from state to state. 

1. Common Mandatory Reporters:  Typically, health care providers, mental health 
professionals, teachers, child care providers, social workers, and law enforcement 
officers are listed as mandatory reporters in many states. 

2. Inclusion of Clergy:  While many states include clergy members as mandatory 
reporters, the definitions and requirements differ.  For instance, California includes 
clergy as mandatory reporters but exempts information obtained during penitential 
communications.  Texas, on the other hand, requires all individuals, including clergy, 
to report suspected abuse, with no exceptions for confidential communications. 

3. Variations by State: 

    California:  Clergy members must report suspected child abuse but are exempt from 
reporting information obtained during sacramental confession. 

    Texas:  All persons, including clergy, are mandatory reporters with no exceptions for 
penitential communications. 

    New York:  Clergy members are required to report abuse but are protected regarding 
information obtained during sacramental confession. 



    Florida:  Clergy are mandatory reporters, but information obtained in a religious 
confession is exempt. 

Clergy-Penitent Privilege 

One of the most significant legal and ethical dilemmas for chaplains revolves around 
the clergy-penitent privilege.  This privilege allows clergy members to keep certain 
communications confidential, particularly those made in the context of spiritual 
counseling or confession.  However, this privilege is not absolute and varies by state: 

Absolute Privilege:  In some states, clergy-penitent privilege is absolute, meaning 
clergy cannot be compelled to disclose confidential communications under any 
circumstances. 

Conditional Privilege:  Other states offer conditional privilege, where clergy must 
report certain types of information, such as suspected child abuse, even if it was 
obtained during a confidential communication. 

No Privilege:  A few states have no specific clergy-penitent privilege, requiring clergy 
to report all suspected abuse regardless of the source of the information. 

Institutional Policies 

Chaplains often work within institutions that have their own mandatory reporting 
policies, which can impose additional obligations beyond state law.  These institutions, 
including hospitals, schools, military installations, and prisons, may require all 
employees, including chaplains, to report suspected abuse or neglect.  Failure to 
comply with these policies can result in disciplinary action or termination of 
employment. 

Federal Regulations 

In addition to state laws and institutional policies, chaplains working in federally 
regulated environments may be subject to federal mandatory reporting requirements. 
For example, military chaplains must adhere to specific guidelines set forth by the 
Department of Defense, which may include mandatory reporting obligations. 

Mandatory Reporting in the VFW 

While the VFW Charter itself does not mandate reporting, members and chaplains of 
the VFW are still subject to federal, state, and local laws regarding mandatory 
reporting.  If VFW members or chaplains encounter situations that require reporting 
under these laws, they are obligated to comply with those legal requirements. 

 



In addition, VFW posts and departments may have their own internal policies regarding 
mandatory reporting to ensure compliance with broader legal obligations and to 
protect vulnerable individuals within their communities.  For specific policies, it would 
be necessary to refer to the bylaws or procedural manuals of individual VFW posts or 
departments.  When in doubt concerning mandatory reporting consult your chaplaincy 
chain of command, i.e. post, district, department, regional, national levels. 

Ethical Considerations 

Beyond legal requirements, chaplains must navigate the ethical implications of 
mandatory reporting.  The core ethical principles of beneficence (promoting well-
being), non-maleficence (avoiding harm), and justice (fairness and protection of 
vulnerable individuals) all support the practice of mandatory reporting.  However, 
chaplains must balance these principles with the need to maintain trust and 
confidentiality in their spiritual relationships. 

Conclusion 

Remember, chaplains play a crucial role in providing spiritual care and support across 
various settings, including hospitals, military installations, schools, the VFW and 
correctional facilities.  However, their responsibilities often extend beyond spiritual 
guidance, encompassing legal and ethical obligations, particularly regarding mandatory 
reporting of suspected child abuse and neglect.  


