
PROTECTING GOD’S CHILDREN

Vol. 25 No. 6 (June 2026)
Behind the Smile: Uncovering the Warning Signs of Grooming, Part 2

By Judge Kate Huffman
Editor’s Note: This is part 2 of a 2-part series on this topic.

Introduction

In Part 1 of this article, the grooming process was discussed as a core component of child sexual
abuse, as grooming occurs prior to the act of sexual abuse in a majority of cases.1,2 To recap from
Part 1, grooming is a manipulative process by which a person prepares a child, others around the
child, and the community, to obtain greater access to be in
a position to abuse the child. 

Grooming may advance through various stages, not
necessarily occurring in a linear fashion and generally,
proceeds incrementally. In other words, the offender
tailors his/her own behaviors to the intended victim and
the situation, proceeding either slowly or rapidly,
depending on the circumstances. Experts identify the
following five stages of the grooming process:

1. Victim selection – identifying a victim, primarily one
who is vulnerable. Children are more vulnerable as a result of psychological or emotional reasons
or family circumstances, such as those living in a single-parent household or with a parent with
alcohol or drug addictions, emotional or mental health concerns, marital discord, domestic
violence experiences, neglect, and low self-esteem.3

2. Gaining access and isolating the child from peers or adult caregivers. In the more common
scenarios, the groomer may use their work or volunteer position or status to isolate the child so
that the grooming process may continue to escalate in private. They may also work to be
welcome in the victim’s home, ingratiate themselves into the family, and may attempt to assume
a parental role for the child, offer to babysit, provide transportation, or suggest overnight stays.4

3. Developing trust with the minor and associated adults – gaining trust and compliance often
involves the child’s family, the organization and the community to ensure easy access to the child
without suspicion. The offender establishes trust by befriending the child, demonstrating shared
interests, being helpful, showering the child with gifts and special treats, sharing secrets, and may
also engage in peer-like activities with the child such as game-playing, attending the movies and
similar youthful activities.5  

4. Desensitizing the minor to sexual conduct and physical contact – introducing the child to sexual
topics, which may involve escalating non-sexual touching, discussing sexual topics, showing
pornography (which is also considered actual sexual abuse in many states), and using sexual
language. Touching may begin as seemingly accidental contact to test the child’s comfort level,
and progresses over time to more intimate touching. The physical touching may begin as hugs
and proceed to wrestling, tickling, massages and eventually to overt sexual contact.6 



5. Maintenance behaviors following the start of the abuse – designed to continue the abuse and
avoid detection. This includes the manipulation of the child by encouraging feelings of guilt or
responsibility for the abuse and the fear of consequences of disclosure.7

After extensive research, experts recently identified forty-two distinct behaviors associated with the
various stages of grooming8 which may alert others to the potential danger of sexual abuse for a
child. Abusers may look for, or create, their own opportunities. If an adult is exhibiting any of these
characteristics, it does not automatically mean they are an abuser, but should cause further inquiry.
Also, individually, while many of these acts might not be abusive, they can be inappropriate
precursors to intended abuse and could cause harm.

Victim selection stage.  These are the key characteristics and behaviors of potential victims:

• Compliant/trusting of adults
• Lacking confidence/low self-esteem
• Lonely/isolated
• “Troubled”
• “Needy”
• Feeling unwanted/unloved
• Not close to parents/parents are not resources for them
• Being raised by single mothers/may be “in need of a father figure”

Gaining access and isolation.  Behaviors designed to have access to a potential victim include:

• Involvement in youth-serving organizations
• Manipulating family to gain access to the child
• Initiate activities alone with children/excludes other adults
• Encourage overnight stays/outings/isolation
• Separate child from peers and family

Trust development.  These are the characteristics of adults who have also exhibited grooming
behaviors in anticipation of abuse.  A key commonality is that many abusers were described by
others as “likeable”: 

• Charming/nice
• Insider status/good reputation/“pillar of the community”
• Affectionate/loving
• Giving the child attention
• Favoritism/“special relationship”
• Compliments
• Spending time with child
• Frequent communication with child
• Engage in childlike activities (stories, games, sports, music)
• Rewards/privileges (gifts, toys, treats, money, trips)
• Provide drugs and/or alcohol/access to items/activities their parents would not allow



Desensitization to sexual content and physical contact .  These are the characteristics of adult
warning signs of potential grooming behaviors that decrease a child’s resistance to abuse and
desensitizes them to sexual material and physical touches:

• Asking questions about child’s sexual experiences/relationships
• Talking about sexual things they themselves had done
• Using inappropriate sexual language/”dirty” jokes
• Teaching the child sexual information
• Using “accidental” touching/distraction while touching
• Watching the child undressing
• Exposing naked body
• Showing pornography involving adults and/or showing child sexual abuse images/videos 
• Excessively touching with seemingly innocent/non-sexual contact
• Desensitizing to touch/progressively increasing sexual touching

Post-Abuse maintenance. These are the characteristics that adult abusers utilize in the grooming
process, as they are attempting to avoid detection and to continue to the behavior. 

• Telling the child not to tell anyone what happened
• Encouraging secrets
• Telling the victim “I love you”/”you’re special”
• Rewarding/giving bribes/attempting to avoid punishment
• Persuading the child it was acceptable/normal behavior
• Mis-stating moral standards regarding touch or behaviors
• Victim made to feel responsible/complicit
• Threats of abandonment/rejection/family breaking up
• Threats to family harm/pets, etc. (though this is not as common in child sexual abuse)

Taking action

It is helpful to know of the inappropriate behaviors that could be part of the grooming process. We
should consider our own actions as well, to ensure that we are not creating an environment where
grooming behaviors exist, even for people who do not have inappropriate intentions. If safe people
exhibit grooming behaviors, it will further condition children to be less vigilant and resistant to
abusers – and may make children more vulnerable. 

Additionally, if you see or hear of any of the above warning signs, or any other inappropriate
behavior by adults that highlight unsafe or potential grooming behaviors, it is imperative to
communicate your concerns to the appropriate entity. In most cases, violations of the organization’s
code of conduct or problematic/inappropriate behaviors need to be communicated to the program
supervisor, or someone in a leadership position in your organization. If that person does not take the
concern seriously, escalate the situation up the chain of command and make certain to follow
through with the person to whom the report was made to prevent your concerns going
uninvestigated. 



However, if what you observe causes you to believe or suspect that a child is being (or has been)
sexually abused, the law requires that you immediately contact the child protection agency in your
state or law enforcement. In emergencies where there is an immediate concern for harm, call 911 in
the U.S. 
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