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Grooming: A definition
Grooming is a word used to describe how 
people who want to sexually harm children 
and young people get close to them, and often 
to their families, and gain their trust. They 
do this in all kinds of places – in the home or 
local neighbourhood, the child’s school, youth 
and sports club, the local church and the 
workplace. Grooming may also occur on line by 
people forming relationships with children and 
pretending to be their friend. 

Child sex offenders will often seek out adults 
and groom them in order to get access to their 
children. By ‘bonding’ with adults in this way the 
sex offender can create a relationship either built 
on trust or dependency and gain access to the 
children through it. 

This activity can take place over long periods of 
time, even over years.

Adapted from Parents Protect  
(Lucy Faithfull Foundation, 2011)

Finkelhor’s stages in offending
Stage 1:  Motivation to abuse For example 

re-enactment, arrested emotional 
development, inappropriate patterns of 
arousal.

Stage 2:  Internal inhibitors For example 
conscience; knowing the behaviour  
is not right; knowing that it can cause 
damage. Disinhibitors might be: 
alcohol/drug use, distorted thinking, 
impulse disorder, inappropriate 
boundaries in the family. Internal 
inhibitors need to be overcome.

Stage 3:  External inhibitors For example 
supervision in the role; lack of 
opportunity to be alone with a child, 
need to be overcome.

Stage 4:  Overcoming a child’s or adult’s 
resistance. This might be by coercion 
and force or by creating a relationship 
in which the child or adult comes to 
trust the abusing adult. 

The term ‘grooming’ and Finkelhor’s model 
have been developed mostly in relation to the 
sexual abuse of children. However experience 
suggests that those intending to harm and abuse 
adults also use techniques of grooming such as 
befriending and gaining trust. 

Grooming in the church context: 
lessons learnt
We have learned that in the Church, grooming 
happens at different levels:
 Individual: befriending; supporting; giving gifts; 

providing assistance; isolating; threatening; 
embarrassing.

 Family: building up trust with family members; 
becoming a family friend; being seen as a 
helpful person and a good influence

 The church community: building acceptance of 
self; creating a useful role.

 Those in influential positions within 
the church: rationalising the pushing of 
boundaries; minimisation and normalisation 
of behaviour; persuading those in authority to 
bend the rules.

These levels have also been noted in an article 
by Anne-Marie McAlinden, Queen’s University 
Belfast, Setting ‘Em Up: Personal, Familial and 
Institutional Grooming in the Sexual Abuse of 
Children Social & Legal Studies 2006 15: 339
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