Oak Grove United Methodist Church - Social and Digital Media Code of Conduct
Adopted by Oak Grove United Methodist Church on May 14, 2019
Oak Grove UMC respects the rights of it paid staff and other ministry leaders to use social media during non-working hours.  However, because the nature of these sites is essentially public, certain guidelines apply in the same manner as if the ministry leaders (including paid staff) were speaking in person to a public gathering.  The electronic tools aid us in communication, relationships, and information sharing in ways we never before conceived possible. The use of social networking often also causes lines to blur between work, personal life and church relationships. In general, what you do on your own time is a personal decision. However, activities in or outside of work that are shared via social media may have adverse effects on your job performance, leadership abilities, and faithful witness of Jesus Christ. Thus, if a ministry leader is identifiable as an Oak Grove UMC staff member or leader on a social media site (their own, or as a public contributor to someone else’s), he or she must adhere to the following code of conduct.   In searching for the right balance, we start from 2 of the simple rules 
from Wesley, the founder of Methodism:  Do no harm and do good. When using social media, ask yourself the General Rules: Does this do harm? Does this do good? Does this help others to attend to the ordinances of God? Does this reflect love of God, neighbor and self?
In keeping with Wesley tradition this Code is written around the following guiding principles:

General Guidelines:

Do no Harm - One of the benefits of social media is that it provides the opportunity to share views, thoughts, joys and concerns about all areas of life. Our social media contributions can be very effective tools for ministry if we are careful to apply caution before we post. We will be careful that our posts are not “doing harm” by insulting or damaging the reputation of others. We will make sure our posts are respectful and in good taste. And we remember:  Everything we post – status updates, comments, tweets, blogs - becomes public immediately after we click “send” (even if we’re using a limited access setting). We can’t take it back once it’s out there, so we will use discernment with everything we post.  TO THINK ABOUT: Is the post “doing harm” to the reputation of the church, Christ or another person or organization? Can the post be interpreted as harmful, offensive, rude or distasteful?  If using the post as an outlet to vent, is there a more productive, less public way to do so? When in doubt, simply avoid posting.
Do Good - Social media is one of the most effective methods of church networking and communicating today and raising awareness of church activities and events, communicating with members and otherwise serves to connect, grow and serve. When used properly, it can have a significant encouraging influence on our readers and become a powerful tool for delivering the Gospel message to a large audience that extends beyond our contact list. It is a great tool for networking and providing the world with news about our church and ministry. It also is a very useful tool for obtaining feedback and ideas from our audience and can be used to gain insight for sermons, Bible study topics, worship times, needs of the community, etc. The “good” and positive uses of social media are endless.  TO THINK ABOUT: Can the post be described as “good”?  Will it help the Kingdom and fellow believers? How will it be perceived by non-believers? How will the post be received by people with different cultural or faith backgrounds?  Are we communicating effectively by asking questions in addition to providing information? 


Definitions - The following definitions apply to this code of conduct:   
· Social Media – For the purposes of this policy, social media includes any website or forum for open-communication on the internet including, but not limited to social networking site (Linkedin, Facebook, Twitter), electronic communications and online activities, such as text messages; email; wikis; and posting comments, such as on blogs, video and photo-sharing website like YouTube, Flickr, Snapchat. This policy includes all forms of social media that currently are in use and those that Oak Grove UMC may adopt at any time in the future.  Because of the blur between personal and professional communications, this Code of Conduct helps explain what is recommended and expected.
· Ministry Leader – Any paid staff or volunteer adult who has been designated by the church to supervise or lead others in worship, in ministry programs or ministry areas.

· Paid Staff – Compensated employees of Oak Grove United Methodist Church.

Code of Conduct – The code provisions are as set forth below:
1. Think Before Posting - Remember all internet postings are permanent — able to be duplicated and may go viral.  Despite privacy settings and policies, ministry leaders cannot always be sure who will view, share or archive the information that is posted online.  Ministry leaders should remember that any conduct, online or otherwise, that negatively or adversely impact’s the performance of the ministry leader’s responsibilities or adversely affects the ministries of Oak Grove or its members, may result in discipline up to and including termination from ministry leadership at Oak Grove.  Ministry leaders should use their best judgment and exercise personal responsibility when posting to any social media websites, whether those associated with or belonging to Oak Grove UMC or personal.  Ministry leaders are responsible for what they post. 
2. Use Common Sense - If you wonder whether or not to communicate or post, don't do it until you consult with Oak Grove leadership or Senior Pastor.  Communicate in a manner that honors Christ and demonstrates His love for others.  Our responsibility to lead the church by example as followers of Jesus includes the online realm of social media.
3. Protect Confidential Information - For your protection and the protection of Oak Grove UMC, you are prohibited from using internal or external social media channels to discuss confidential items, giving records, financial information, medical information, and personal or family problems you may become aware of through your ministry.  Confidential information also includes legal matters, litigation, or the organization's financial performance and should not be released unless authorized to do so by the Senior Pastor, Church Council or Board of Trustees. Confidential information generally includes anything labeled as such or information not available to the public. When asked by others to discuss any of these matters, you should relay that our social media policy only allows authorized individuals to discuss these types of matters, and refer them to that individual. 
4. Using Social Media at Work – Paid staff and other ministry leaders may use Oak Grove equipment to access social media, including during paid staff working hours, if the nature of the job duties and ministry responsibilities include interacting with members of the congregation and the community to promote Oak Grove’s mission to worship, connect, grow and serve.  Paid staff should not use work time or Oak Grove UMC equipment to access social media for extensive personal use.  Ministry leaders should avoid using Oak Grove UMC provided email addresses to register on social networks, blogs or other websites for personal use.  Paid staff should note that this provision is not meant to prohibit employees from or interfere with your legal rights to bargain collectively or engage in concerted or protected activities which is lawful under Section 7 of the NLRA.  
5. Respecting Other’s Privacy Rights - Employees/volunteers are prohibited from sharing anything via social media channels that could violate a member’s or another employee/volunteer's right to personal privacy.  For example, personal addresses and phone numbers should not appear in postings.  Never check-in (i.e. disclose the location of) anyone who has not expressed their permission to be checked in. Additionally, when posting on Facebook, Twitter, etc., be discreet in tagging persons who are in the same location as you are; rather, use hashtags as a means of facilitating conversation.   When checking in with any location tagging social media, only check in yourself. Never check in minors. Be sensitive to tagging or revealing other participants’ locations.

6. Ministry Leaders are NOT Authorized to Speak on Behalf of Oak Grove UMC Unless Given Explicit Permission by Oak Grove UMC - Only those officially designated may use social media to speak on behalf of the organization in an official capacity, though employees/volunteers may use social media to speak for themselves individually. When designated persons use social media to communicate on behalf of the organization, they should clearly identify themselves as an employee/volunteer.  If Oak Grove is the subject of unofficial content posted online, the ministry leader should make it clear that the views posted do not represent or reflect the views of Oak Grove UMC or other ministry leaders.    Always make clear that the views expressed are yours alone and that they do not necessarily reflect the views of Oak Grove UMC.    If you are not officially authorized to speak on behalf of Oak Grove UMC, use a disclaimer saying that what you communicate is your personal opinion and not that of the organization when you are engaging in conversation on Oak Grove’s social media channels. Two sample social media disclaimers include: (1) "While I work for Oak Grove, this is my personal opinion."; and (2) "I am not an official spokesperson, but my personal opinion is . . . ." This requirement is not meant to interfere with your rights to bargain collectively or engage in concerted or protected activities but rather to ensure that others can easily distinguish the official position of the organization or the organization's leadership from those of our employees/volunteers.  

7. Act Appropriately – Always communicate in a manner that honors Christ and demonstrates His love for others.  Our responsibility to lead the church by example as followers of Jesus includes the online realm of social media, and may at times appear to inhibit our freedom of expression.  Common sense must play a role, and the ministry leaders should always consider whether a posting furthers the ministry or the church, or at least does not harm the ability or effectiveness of the ministry leaders to help connect, grow, and serve at Oak Grove UMC.  Even if you do not identify yourself as a ministry leader of Oak Grove UMC, remember that those viewing your online postings may already know that you are an Oak Grove ministry leader.  To be a ministry leader we must uphold Oak Grove UMC’s value of respect for the individual and should be consistent with Oak Grove UMC’s and the United Methodist Conference’s values, principles, policies and practices with respect to ethics, confidential information, discrimination and harassment.  Ministry leaders should not engage in any online conduct that is derogatory, discriminatory, racist, demonstrating religious intolerance, stereotyping, threatening, intimidating, harassing, insulting, slanderous, defamatory, pornographic, obscene, malicious, hostile, or glorifying substance abuse.  Do not engage in any such behavior and do not make or comment on any such behavior, comments, or remarks.
8. Copyright and Related Laws - Do not violate copyright and fair use laws and do not plagiarize another's work. Obtain permission if you wish to use material created by someone else.  Simply giving credit to the author will not always protect the ministry from a possible copyright infringement claim.
9. Communication with Children and Youth - When you are communicating with youth or children as defined in Oak Grove’s Safe Sanctuary Policy through any digital or social media, act as you would if you were communicating in person. Specifically, communicate with minors using transparency and in a group whenever reasonably possible. If it is necessary to send an individual message outside of a public area to a minor, it is advisable to copy another adult or a parent. If no others are copied, take extra precaution to avoid any possible inappropriate innuendo and never write anything that would be embarrassing to read on the front page of the newspaper.  Do not initiate a one-on-one relationship (such as friending from a personal profile) with a child or youth.  A ministry leader may accept a friend request from a child or youth, but are reminded that such contact may create risks for the ministry leaders and alter the dynamic between a youth leader and youth.  Ministry leaders should refrain from including children or youth as Snapchat friends and should not send messages via Snapchat to minors. Importantly, ministry leaders who work with children and youth should keep their professional image in mind, and understand that online conduct and behavior affects this image.
10. Oak Grove Reserves the Right to Monitor – Communications over the Oak Grove UMC network or on Oak Grove Social Media sites is not considered private and the church reserves the right and will in fact monitor such internet activity.  Ministry leaders are advised that the church may be legally compelled to access and disclose information sent over our network including e-mails, website usage 
11. Photographs - Before posting photographs of any person for use on an official Oak Grove UMC site, obtain his/her permission.  For children or youth, the permission must come from their parents or appropriate guardians.  The standard permission slip for all children and youth events shall include permission to use photographs of the children or youth on social media.
12. Creating Church Social Media Sites - Only “authorized ministry leaders” or their designee may create sites that represent Oak Grove UMC or any ministry areas.  “Sites” include creating Groups or Pages within social media.  Authorized ministry leaders are a subset of ministry leaders approved by Charge Conference or Church Council to lead a ministry area (e.g. Missions, Youth, Children, UMW, UMM, etc.).   Official sites must have more than one ministry leader as an authorized administrator and paid staff and other ministry leaders are required to turn over their passwords and administrative privileges in the event they leave employment or ministry leadership.  Only authorized ministry leaders or their designee may post official notices or official content on behalf of Oak Grove UMC on church sites.  Posting includes using church sites to make announcements, distributing media, and initiating topics of discussion.  Oak Grove reserves the right for site administrators, staff and ministry leaders to delete inappropriate postings including but not limited to posting contrary to United Methodist principles. 
13. Commenting on Posts – Ministry leaders should only be factual or positive in nature.  Constructive criticism generally should be communicated privately, not through social media.  Comments should be worded with great care to avoid unnecessarily offending any group or individual.  Ministry leaders who are perceived as offensive, even if that is not their intention, may be asked to attend counseling and/or asked not to comment on church sites.  Only authorized ministry leaders or paid staff should attempt to respond to a comment that is critical of the church or a church leader, and/or may be deemed obscene or offensive.  
14. Reporting - If you see a violation of this Code of Conduct, report it to the Senior Pastor, Associate Pastor or Church Council.   If you have questions about the Code of Conduct, please contact the Church Council.  Oak Grove UMC prohibits taking negative action against any paid staff or ministry leader for reporting possible violations of this social media policy or cooperating in any investigation with respect to a potential social media policy violation.  Any paid staff or other ministry leader who retaliates against any other paid staff or ministry leader for reporting a possible deviation from this policy or for cooperating in any investigation will be subject to disciplinary action, up to and including termination from their position.
15. Incorporation of other Church Policies - All of the Oak Grove UMC’s other policies apply to the use of digital and social media. All communication by paid staff or volunteers should take into account the organization's values, reputation, and workplace policies. 
16. Response to Violations - If social media activity, whether on behalf of Oak Grove UMC or personal, is seen by the Senior Pastor as compromising Oak Grove UMC or interfering with the ministry leader’s responsibilities or leadership, the ministry leader may be asked to cease such activity and may be subject to counseling and/or potential disciplinary action up to and including removal from their leadership position or dismissal from employment.  For a first offense, the ministry leader will be subject to counseling and will be required to review and verify in writing that they understand and will comply with the church’s social media policy.  For any subsequent violations, consideration will be given to appropriate discipline as noted above.  Understanding that this is a highly subjective area, if a volunteer ministry leader believes that their post, for which discipline has been assessed, is not violative of this policy they may appeal the finding of a policy violation to a three-member panel composed of one member of the pastoral team, the affected ministry chair, and an at large appointee of the Church Council.  If there is a conflict of interest with any one of the three members of the panel, a neutral second at large member of Church Council will take the conflicted member’s position.  The appeal is limited to the finding of a violation of the policy and not the level of discipline assessed if a violation is confirmed.  In the event the discipline is assessed against a paid staff member, their appeal would be to the Staff Parish Committee.      
I have received a copy of Oak Grove UMC’s Social and Digital Media Code of Conduct. I understand it is my responsibility to become familiar with and adhere to the information contained herein. I understand that these policies are the property of Oak Grove UMC.
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