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When it comes to the safety and 
security of health center patients 
and those who accompany them, 
children present unique challenges. 
Children are not only particularly 
vulnerable to abuse or neglect; but 
they are also at a heightened risk 
of getting lost in unfamiliar places 
or being harmed by otherwise 
innocuous medical equipment 
or supplies found in health care 
settings. Many parents and other 
guardians have no choice but to 
bring their children with them 
to their own health center visits. 

These visits can have a tremendous 
impact on a child’s perception of 
the importance and availability 
of health care in daily life. But 
absent precautions taken by the 
health center to ensure their safety 
while on-site, children can find 
themselves at risk of harm. 

One way for health centers to  
ensure a safe and secure environ-
ment for children and to demonstrate 
their commitment to fostering such 
an environment is by designing  
and implementing a child  
protection policy. 

How Safe and Secure are  
Children in Your Health Center? 
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Community health centers play a vital role in helping to achieve successful health care 

outcomes for children and families across the country. While much attention is given 

to how health centers can improve delivery and quality of care by implementing best 

practices around quality and medical research, less attention is given to a more basic 

aspect of patient care: the necessity that health centers ensure the safety and security of 

all who walk through their doors.  
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What is a child protection 
policy? A child protection (or 
“child safety”) policy is a set of 
guidelines adopted by the health 
center that emphasize the health 
center’s commitment to the safety 
and welfare of children. It outlines 
specific steps and processes to 
which health center leadership and 
staff will adhere in order to maintain 
a safe and secure environment for 
children. 

Health centers have flexibility in 
tailoring their child protection 
policies to their specific operations 
and to reflect applicable state 
law requirements. The following 
sections identify common 
components of child protection 
policies. Health centers that wish 
to create and adopt their own child 
protection policies should consider 
these and other factors relevant to 
their organizations. 

Common Components 
of Child Protection 
Policies
Policy Statement. Child 
protection policies often begin with 
a purpose statement that explains 
the organization’s overarching 
purpose in implementing such 
a policy in the first place. The 
organization’s policy statement is 
an opportunity for it to proclaim 
its commitment to the safety of 
children and to project that message 
both within the organization and to 
the surrounding community. 

Designation of a Primary 
Point of Contact. While 
successful implementation of a child 
protection policy requires “buy-in” 
throughout the organization, it is 
often useful to designate a single 

individual with responsibility for 
developing and then overseeing 
implementation of the policy. This 
individual should be familiar with 
the specifics of the organization’s 
policy and serve as a primary point 
of contact for individuals (from both 
outside and inside the health center) 
to ask questions or seek clarification 
related to the health center’s child 
protection policy. Health centers 
may designate their operations 
officer, safety officer, compliance 
officer, or other senior manager as 
the primary point of contact.

Personnel Screening. 
Many child protection policies 
acknowledge the organization’s 
commitment to conducting 
background checks on prospective 
employees and volunteers so as 
to ensure that individuals who 
will have contact with children 
are appropriately suited for such 
roles. Any such screening processes 
should be conducted in conjunction 
with the organization’s Human 
Resources Department and in 
accordance with all applicable state 
and federal laws.

Regular Trainings. Child 
protection policies often require 
the organization to conduct regular 
trainings for new and current 
employees and volunteers on the 
organization’s child protection 
policy and the practices outlined 
therein. These trainings may 
also cover a range of related 
topics, such as those pertaining 
to the organization’s expectations 
regarding appropriate conduct of 
workforce members while in the 
presence of children, how to identify 
child abuse or neglect, and what  
to do if a member of the health 
center workforce has knowledge  
of or reason to suspect child abuse 
or neglect. 

These trainings also provide a 
terrific forum for health center 
staff to discuss other strategies for 
ensuring the safety of children while 
on the premises, such as the health 
center’s protocols regarding how 
to keep sharp objects or medical 
equipment out of reach of young 
children, what to do if a workforce 
member finds an unaccompanied 
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child, or how to communicate other 
rules (e.g., a prohibition on running 
in the hallways) to children at the 
center. Health centers may, at their 
discretion, include these strategies 
in the child protection policy. 

Reporting Child Abuse or 
Neglect. Child protection policies 
often specify the organization’s 
expectations with respect to the 
steps that workforce members must 

take to report known or suspected 
child abuse or neglect. These steps 
should take into consideration the 
process for reporting such abuse 
or neglect within the organization, 
as well as the process for making 
such reports to the appropriate 
individuals or entities outside 
the organization. Although the 
requirements of such reporting may 
differ from state to state, the policy 
should specify that the reporting 
of child abuse and neglect must be 
conducted in accordance with all 
applicable federal, state, and/or 
international laws. 

Penalties for Non-
Compliance. Organizations 
may wish to specify that failure 
on the part of workforce members 
to adhere to the child protection 
policy may result in disciplinary 
action against that individual 
in accordance with the policies 
and procedures of the Human 
Resources Department. Identifying 

the penalties for non-compliance 
can signal the health center’s 
commitment to child protection.

Child protection policies can 
benefit health centers that wish to 
demonstrate their commitment to 
ensuring the safety and security 
of children that visit the center. 
By designing a child protection 
policy that takes into account the 
specific factors most relevant to 
the organization and integrating 
child protection into all aspects 
of organizational strategy, health 
centers can make great strides 
toward keeping children safe now 
and in the future. u

Disclaimer: This article does not 
constitute and is not to be construed 
as the rendering of legal or other 
professional services. If legal 
advice or other expert assistance is 
required, the services of a competent 
professional should be sought.

TREATING PATIENTS IS GOOD.  

SIMPLIFYING  
ROSTER  
MANAGEMENT  
IS BETTER. 
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UPCOMING EVENTS

MARCH 27-30, 2019
2019 Policy & Issues Forum 

Washington, DC

MAY 6-8, 2019
2019 Conference for  

Agricultural Worker Health 

Albuquerque, NM

For further information about upcoming events, visit www.nachc.org.

AUGUST 18-20, 2019
2019 Community Health 

Institute & EXPO 

Chicago, IL




