Confidentiality in Covenant Discipleship with Youth
This online resource is designed as a supplement to Everyday Disciples: Covenant Discipleship with Youth. This
piece explores the value and need for confidentiality as a part of covenant discipleship groups with youth, as
well as suggestions for actions when confidentiality must be broken.

Why is Confidentiality Important?
Covenant Discipleship groups work best when trust is built within the group. Because the ideal groups
meet weekly, remain in regular communication, and encourage accountability, the ability to keep confidence
with one another builds trust. In fact, some adult Covenant Discipleship groups, the group will make a
confidentiality agreement where participants agree to not repeat anything they say or hear during a group
meeting.
Covenant disciples should make every effort to build trust with each other. Trust will encourage a deeper
level of sharing and honesty in a group. Keeping confidence with each other is especially important because
there are so many places to share information and be in conversation.

Why is Confidentiality with Youth Different than with Adults?
Trust is equally important with youth and adult participants in covenant discipleship. That said, those under
the age of 18 in the United States are not considered as legal adults, Therefore, an adult (who is considered
by their age to be in a place of greater power and responsibility) must be aware of certain situations where
confidence must be broken. Youth under the age of 18 are considered minors in the US, therefore and adult
who is 18 or older in a covenant discipleship group must both build trust with youth as well as make it clear
that certain types of behavior or thoughts require sharing outside of the group.

When does an Adult Need to Break Confidence?
Covenant Discipleship groups are groups built to encourage spiritual development through mutual
accountability. That means all members of a group agree to the same ground rules in their group covenant.
The guide can be a youth or adult member of the group, and that guide should be the one to state, from the
beginning, what kinds of things would constitute the need to share information outside of the covenant
group.
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A guide, whether an adult or youth, involved in a covenant discipleship group should never share
information from within the group with youth outside the group.
However, sometimes, a guide must share information outside the group with another trusted adult, or
responsible party. Examples of when:
•
•
•
•

A youth engages in behavior that presents clear and imminent danger to themselves
A youth engages in behavior that presents clear and imminent danger to others
If a youth’s health or safety is at risk
If child abuse or neglect is known or suspected

For more in depth information about what requires sharing, refer to your local church’s or Annual
Conference’s Safe Sanctuaries Policy. General Information on Safe Sanctuaries can be found at
www.umcdiscipleship.org/leadership-resources/safe-sanctuaries.
In cases of borderline behavior, consult with your pastor. They also honor the abuse prevention and risk
reduction tools covered in Safe Sanctuaries, and would be familiar with local regulations.

How do I Minimize Damage to the Trust if I Need to Share Information?
•
•
•
•

Let the youth know ahead of time that you need to share information with another adult. Also share
what you plan to say.
Let the youth know what you’d specifically like to share, with who, and why. Something like “Do you
mind if I talk with your parent(s) about ____?” Document the youth’s permission.
When a youth joins a covenant discipleship group, assure the parents in writing, or otherwise, that you
will let them know if their youth is in harm’s way. Consider including something like this in a clause
when the group writes their covenant.
Invite the youth to use their own words when they share with another adult, with you present.
Additionally, invite the youth to be present when you are sharing, so that they know what exactly is
shared.

Other Considerations
If not already included in any medical or parental release forms, consider creating a document to be signed
by the class leader (guide), parent, and youth that outlines when the group leader may need to share
information from within the group including: Harm to self or others, Abuse or neglect, or a court or legal
proceedings. Sign and date the agreement along with the group covenant.

Social Media Sharing
The concept of confidentiality agreed upon in the group should extend to social media as well. Social media
can be a valuable tool for covenant discipleship groups for youth, providing an additional space to check-in,
and provide an additional layer of accountability.
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A conversation with participants about what is and is not appropriate to share on social media is very
valuable at the beginning of a covenant discipleship group with youth. Make sure to create clear parameters
about what kinds of things can be shared publicly, versus those that should be held in trust.
Apply the same considerations listed on the previous page regarding the sharing of information virtually.
If connecting with youth via social media:
•
•
•

Always attempt to connect with their parent or guardian as well. This will facilitate your sharing of
information if necessary.
Avoid private messaging when possible, use group chats.
Keep written records of any messages shared back and forth. Most platforms do this automatically for
you.
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