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The camp administration became concerned about a camper who arrived appearing 
unkempt and with visible bruises. The camper seemed withdrawn but participated in 
camp activities. During a group mealtime, the camper mentioned to her counselor that 
she often had to make her own meals at home because her parents were frequently 
absent or too busy to provide food. She shared that there were days when she had no 
access to proper meals for long stretches and that she would sometimes skip eating 
until the next day. 

The story, combined with her appearance and the bruises, raised concern among the 
staff. Though the situation lacked overt signs of physical abuse, the description of the 
camper’s home life suggested potential neglect. Camp administrators were unsure if the 
situation met the threshold for mandatory reporting, as it appeared "gray," lacking in 
clear, direct evidence of abuse.  

Challenges 

• Determining the Threshold for Mandatory Reporting: The administration 
recognized that while there were no clear signs of physical abuse, this situation 
could involve neglect — a factor that is often included under mandatory reporting 
laws. However, the "gray" nature of the situation made it difficult to determine 
whether the camp was obligated to file a report with child protective services. 

• Legal and Ethical Considerations: The camp, as a licensed and accredited 
organization, had a responsibility to understand its legal obligations under 
mandatory reporting laws. The staff needed clarity on whether the situation 
warranted a report and how to balance potential concerns for the camper’s well-
being with the ethical implications of involving child protective services without 
clear evidence. 

• Supporting the Camper: The camp’s staff wanted to ensure that the camper felt 
safe and supported while at camp, regardless of whether a formal report was 
filed. They were concerned that the bruises and the camper’s story indicated 
possible issues at home, but they did not want to jump to conclusions or cause 
unnecessary distress to the camper or her family. 

What Can We Learn from This Case? 

• Understand the legal and ethical responsibilities surrounding mandatory 
reporting, including when and how to report cases of suspected neglect. 

• Recognize that neglect can be as serious as overt abuse, and understand the 
thresholds for determining whether a situation meets the reporting criteria. 

• Explore the importance of supporting both the emotional and physical well-being 
of campers, particularly in situations where a report may need to be made. 

• Develop a framework for assessing "gray" situations and responding in a way 
that prioritizes camper safety while adhering to legal obligations. 
 

Policies and Risk Management — Questions to Consider  



   

 

   

 

• Does your camp have a clear policy outlining the steps staff should take when 
concerns arise about possible abuse or neglect? 

• How does your camp ensure that all staff members are trained on the nuances of 
mandatory reporting, including what constitutes neglect? 

• Are there established protocols for staff to follow when they encounter a situation 
that feels uncertain or “gray”? 

• What processes are in place to handle sensitive situations like this one, where 
the signs of neglect or abuse are not clear? 

• How can camp leadership work with legal counsel or external experts to ensure 
compliance with reporting laws while managing potential risks to the camp’s 
reputation and legal standing? 

• How does the camp protect itself from liability when reporting a situation that 
turns out not to involve abuse or neglect? 

Staff Training — Questions to Consider  

• Are camp staff regularly trained to recognize the signs of neglect or abuse in 
campers? 

• How does the camp provide staff with guidance on how to interact with and 
support campers who may be victims of neglect or abuse, without causing further 
trauma? 

• What resources are available to staff if they are uncertain about whether a 
situation should be reported? 

Key Takeaways 

• Mandatory Reporting Laws Are Clear on Neglect: Even when situations seem 
unclear or “gray,” neglect can be grounds for mandatory reporting. It is essential 
for camp staff to understand that neglect does not always involve overt physical 
harm but can include situations where a child’s basic needs are not being met. 

• When in Doubt, Report: In situations of uncertainty, the legal and ethical 
guideline is to err on the side of reporting. Failure to report potential neglect or 
abuse can have severe consequences for the child and legal ramifications for the 
camp. 

• Supporting Campers While Fulfilling Legal Obligations: Even after a report is 
made, camps have a responsibility to ensure that campers feel safe, supported, 
and nurtured. Staff must balance their reporting duties with providing a positive, 
caring environment for the camper in question. 

• Ongoing Staff Training Is Crucial: Regular training on mandatory reporting, 
child protection laws, and recognizing the signs of neglect and abuse is essential. 
Staff should feel confident in identifying concerning behavior or signs in campers 
and know how to act appropriately. 

• Consultation with Experts Is Valuable: When in doubt, camps should not 
hesitate to consult legal counsel or child welfare experts. These external 
resources can provide valuable insights that help protect both the camp and the 
camper, ensuring that the correct actions are taken. 



   

 

   

 

Resources 

• Childwelfare.gov — How to Report Child Abuse and Neglect 

• CDC Child Abuse and Neglect Prevention — About Child Abuse and Neglect 

Articles 

• Neglect in Children 

• Child Neglect: Assessment and Intervention 

https://www.childwelfare.gov/how-report-child-abuse-and-neglect/
https://www.cdc.gov/child-abuse-neglect/about/index.html#:~:text=Neglect%20is%20the%20failure%20to,validated%20and%20appropriately%20responded%20to.
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4288037/
https://www.jpedhc.org/article/S0891-5245(13)00349-0/fulltext

