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Ethical Guidelines for Religious Life at Northwestern University  

Northwestern University endeavors to promote the personal and intellectual growth of its 
students within a diverse community where they are enabled to learn from each other and 
explore new ideas. The many different faith traditions and life philosophies of the 
individuals at Northwestern reflect this diversity. Furthermore, the University is 
committed to the growth of the whole person and the maturation of its students into 
global citizens. An integral part of this development is the understanding of one’s own 
worldview and the worldviews of others.  

Toward these ends, the University encourages its students to discuss faith, values, ethics, 
spirituality, philosophy, and religion, and to share their beliefs with others. However, 
there are several important shared values that should guide those discussions and 
interactions, including:  

• respect for individual human rights and dignity;  
• the physical and emotional safety and well-being of all students; and  
• academic, religious, and intellectual freedom.  

The following Ethical Guidelines are based on these values and intended to articulate the 
University’s expectations for student religious groups with regard to sharing their faith on 
campus and participation and leadership in student religious groups. 

I. SHARING FAITH ON CAMPUS 

When sharing faith with others, student religious groups, and all individuals in that group, 
are expected to:   

A. Maintain Integrity in Publicity. The University expects transparency of 
all student religious groups in publicizing their group and events. Accordingly, the 
University expects that groups will publicize in good faith and that no student 
religious group will purposely mislead the University community.  

In maintaining the principle of transparency, student religious groups should 
follow these guidelines for publicity:  

• In publicizing their group and programs or offering items on campus, student 
religious groups should only distribute materials that clearly convey who they 
are, the focus of their group or program, and connections to any off-campus 
organizations.  

• The title of and publicity for a particular event should make clear the scope and 
purpose of the event.  

• On any publicity item (flyer, poster, newspaper advertisement, banner, free 
gift, etc.), the name of the sponsoring group should be large enough to be easily 
read by anyone encountering the item.  
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• The name “Office of the University Chaplain” may not be used on publicity 
without the knowledge and consent of a University Chaplain.  

• If the limitations of certain media (e.g. quarter sheets or business cards) prevent 
a student religious group from detailing all relevant information, the student 
religious group should provide a URL where an interested party would be able 
to find more information.  

B. Foster a Climate of Respect.  

• Student religious groups should help to ensure the physical and emotional 
safety, privacy and confidentiality of all students. To this end, student 
religious groups should not employ coercion, manipulation, harassment, or 
exploitation of any kind.  

• As members of the university community, student religious groups should 
facilitate critical thinking and open discussion, and they should treat other 
belief systems and their adherents respectfully. Student religious groups 
should complement, and not conflict with, the University’s academic mission.  

• Student religious groups should respect individual autonomy, choice, and 
belief, as well as existing familial and communal relationships.  

• Student religious groups are responsible for knowing and complying with all 
relevant University policies and procedures applicable to any student or 
student group, including the following: 

Guide to Student Organizations Handbook 
Campus Publicity Policy 
Residence Hall Rules and Regulations 
Northwestern University Student Handbook 
Student Religious Organizations And Advisers At Northwestern 
University 

  
C. Respect Privacy within University Residence Halls.   

To avoid intrusion upon the privacy of residents, student religious groups that 
wish to share their faith with others should act in accordance with the following 
guidelines:  

• Religious advisors, student religious group staff, and non-resident student 
members should only visit students in residence halls who:  
1.) have registered their interest in that particular religious tradition or student 
 religious group on the Religious Affiliation Form distributed though the 
Office of  the University Chaplain or have requested more information 
through direct contact with that particular group; and  
2.) have invited those associated with a specific student religious group to 
visit them in their rooms.  

• Religious advisors, student religious group staff, and non-resident student 
members should not canvass or visit an entire residence hall, floor, or wing.  
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• Religious advisors, student religious group staff, and non-resident student 
members should not visit student rooms where no prior relationship has 
existed, even if the student has left his or her door open.   

• Religious advisors, student religious group staff, and non-resident student 
members should not distribute publicity or solicitations on a general, random 
basis on or under the doors of students’ rooms.  

• Student religious groups, regardless of whether their members are residents, 
should not set up a table or distribute material in the lobby of a residence hall 
without approval of University Residential Life.  

II. PARTICIPATION AND LEADERSHIP IN RELIGIOUS GROUPS  

As part of the diverse Northwestern community, student religious groups:  

• Must be open to general participation by any interested student.  
• May specify requirements for holding a leadership position and/or participating 

in a particular religious ritual. However, student religious groups may only do so in 
a way that is consistent with University policy (including its policy on 
nondiscrimination) and with the core values articulated by these Guidelines (i.e. 
respect for individual human rights and dignity, the physical and emotional safety and 
well-being of all students, and academic, intellectual and religious freedom).  

III. OVERSIGHT BY THE OFFICE OF THE UNIVERSITY CHAPLAIN  

Students who feel that any of the above ethical guidelines were not followed in their 
interactions with a student religious group should bring their concerns to the Office of the 
University Chaplain.  The Chaplain or Associate Chaplain will contact the group 
involved and initiate a discussion of the expressed concern. The Chaplain will contact the 
group involved and initiate a discussion of the expressed concern.  The first priority will 
be to reach a negotiated understanding that is mutually agreeable to all parties involved. 

Recognition of religious groups is a privilege accorded by the University.  The University 
Chaplain may limit, suspend or withdraw recognition, or access to the University services 
or facilities, of any religious group, campus adviser, staff member or outside 
representative whenever, in his or her judgment, it would be in the best interest of the 
University community.  A decision of the Chaplain may be appealed to the Vice 
President of Student Affairs.  

 
Portions of this document adapted from The Ethical Framework for Religious Life at USC. 


