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8.2 The grooming process

Contact offences often occur as a result of a grooming process, although grooming doesn’t always
result in a contact offence; some offenders simply seek online gratification. Webster et al. (2012)
produced one of the first online grooming process models. They conducted a study consisting of a
literature review, a review of case files, interviews with stakeholders and interviews with convicted
offenders. The study concentrates on the UK, Norway, ltaly and Belgium. The model proposes six
phases: vulnerability, scanning, identity, contact, intensity and outcome. Two further elements, risk
management and offence maintenance, support the grooming process. Figure 20 illustrates the
interrelationships of the different phases within the grooming model.

Figure 20: Model of online grooming
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Source: Webster, Davidson and Bifulco (2014). YP = young person.
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Elzinga, Wolff and Poelmans (2012) provide a similar model of the grooming process, adding
strength to the model proposed by Webster et al. (2012). Whittle, Hamilton-Giachritsis and Beech
(2014) found participants who had been sexually abused online and/or offline had a range of
grooming experiences, including:

manipulation

deception

regular/intense contact

secrecy

sexualisation

kindness and flattery

erratic temperament and nastiness

simultaneous grooming of those close to the victim.

The findings are similar to themes originally identified by Webster et al. (2012) and other earlier
literature in this area (see, for example, Quayle, Jonsson, & L66f, 2012). These tactics are likely to
make the victims feel familiarity, love, trust, increased confidence, emotional support and
excitement, but also a lack of control, confusion, reliance on the offender and distancing from
family members. Once an individual is 'enmeshed' in the relationship with an offender they are
more likely to endure negative feelings associated with the grooming but equally develop a bond
with the offender.

Recently, a communication model for grooming discourse was formulated by Lorenzo-Dus, lzura
and Pérez-Tattam (2016). This model is based on analysis of a large data set (approximately
75,000 words) of online groomer chatlogs. Using various processes such as desensitisation,
reverse psychology, reframing and isolation among others, results suggest that there are four main
strategies used by groomers when communicating. These included:

1. Deceptive trust development: groomers disguise their main intention to engage a child in
sexual behaviour by cultivating a personal and friendly relationship.

2. Sexual gratification: groomers prepare the child to accept offline sexual contact and to
engage in online sexual activities.

3. Compliance testing: groomers gauge the extent to which the child is an actual minor and
will agree to engage in the sexual activities proposed.

4. |solation: groomers develop the secrecy of their intended relationship with the child,
including efforts to avoid discovery by the child’s support network.

The researchers concluded that victim—offender relationships are as varied and complex as the
individuals involved, and although the processes may differentiate between ‘dyads’, the use of
cognitive distortions on the part of the offenders and the emotional effect the entire process has on
the victims is constant. In short, research suggests that online grooming is varied, cyclical and
occurs in a non-linear process.

8.3 The impact on children and seeking support

It is clear that the consequences of sexual grooming can be and often are devastating for the child,
potentially impacting on their lives and future relationships (Quayle, Jonsson, & L66f, 2012).
However, the impact will vary depending on the nature and severity of the abuse and possibly the
extent to which contact abuse is involved. Nevertheless, Whittle, Hamilton-Giachritsis and Beech’s
(2014) study with young people experiencing abuse concludes that:

There is no evidence in this study to suggest that those who were also abused offline
experienced greater negative impact of abuse than those who were abused online only.
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This supports emerging research. Instead, the negative effects of abuse appear to be
correlated with the risk and protective factors impacting upon the individual before the onset
of the grooming. (Whittle, Hamilton-Giachritsis, & Beech 2014, p. 67)

This finding is supported by Webster, Davidson and Bifulco (2014) and Webster et al. (2012), who
suggest that children who are vulnerable offline may also be vulnerable online. However, Whittle,
Hamilton-Giachritsis and Beech’s work was based on only a small number of qualitative interviews,
and more research is needed to validate this finding. According to findings by Gunnell et al. (2014),
victims of grooming and online child sexual abuse often report long-term psychological issues as
well as suicide ideation and attempts. It is clear that the impact of the initial and early online
grooming approach on children will vary: some children will become distressed (Priebe, Mitchell, &
Finkelhor, 2013), some will take action to block or report the approach (Priebe, Mitchell, &
Finkelhor, 2013; Webster, Davidson, & Bifulco, 2014), some will ignore the approach, and some
will engage with the sender (Webster et al., 2012).

Research indicates that some children may confide in others or report what has happened;
however, a significant number of young people do not confide in parents or teachers for a number
of reasons — they consider the behaviour normal, they feel uncomfortable talking to parents or they
fear the removal of their electronic devices as a result of their parents discovering (Priebe, Mitchell,
& Finkelhor, 2013). Understanding whom children are likely to confide in when distressed about
online sexual solicitation is vital as there has been limited research conducted in this area. As part
of their research, Mitchell et al. (2013) examined children and young people’s disclosure of online
solicitation incidents, and found that 53% of solicitations were disclosed to a trusted individual.
Most participants disclosed information to a friend (37%) or parent/guardian (19%). Very few
incidents were reported to a teacher or a higher authority such as law enforcement.

Davidson et al.’s (2016) research explored children and young people’s informal and formal help-
seeking behaviour following an experience of online victimisation in childhood (see Table 8). In
keeping with the Priebe, Mitchell and Finkelhor. (2013) study, this research suggests that children
rarely seek help from authority figures and are more likely to confide in friends (33%) than their
parents (4%).
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