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What is Grooming? 
 

 

  

Grooming is the gradual process of manipulating and controlling a child, along with their 

family, caregivers and support networks, to facilitate child sexual abuse. It involves 

building a trusting relationship over weeks, months or even years, with the intention of 

gaining access to the child and preparing them and those around them for abuse. This 

process allows the perpetrator to spend increasing amounts of time with the child, laying 

the groundwork for eventual sexual abuse.  

Grooming can involve a variety of in-person or online behaviours and communications 

aimed at facilitating sexual contact with a child or young person, while also preventing 

them from disclosing the abuse. Many signs of grooming can appear like normal adult-

child interactions, making it difficult to recognise. However, if something feels off, it is 

important to trust your instincts, stay alert for warning signs and pay attention to your 

child’s behaviour.  

Grooming is not always overtly sexual or directly abusive, instead it can involve actions 

that seem typical in non-abusive relationships, making it even harder to detect. 

 

Six stages of grooming 

Grooming behaviour is gradual and deliberate as perpetrators manipulate and prepare a 

child or young person for abuse.  This may be understood as happening in stages: 

1. Targeting: Identifying a vulnerable target. 

2. Gaining Trust: Befriending the victim, their network, and any potential enablers. 

3. Filling a Need: Creating a unique attachment with the victim to fulfill an unmet 

need. 

4. Isolating: Gaining control over the victim’s time and discrediting their loved ones 

and support networks. 

5. Sexualizing: Normalizing sexual contact through gradual exposure. 

6. Maintaining Control: Striking a balance between manipulation and reassurance to 

maintain power and influence over the victim. 

Reference: Stages of Sexual Grooming: Recognizing Potentially Predatory Behaviours of Child Molesters, Dr. 

Elizabeth L. Jeglec and Dr. Georgia M. Winters (2017). 
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What are Grooming behaviours? 

Grooming behaviours may include, but are not limited to: 

• Actions such as favouritism, gift-giving, and coercion through threats, bribery, or 

stalking (both online and offline). 

• Making the victim feel special while encouraging secrecy, which may involve letter 

writing, secret messaging through apps or games, and virtual chat rooms. 

• Exposing the victim to child sexual abuse material. 

• Encouraging the production of self-generated abuse material. 

• Surveillance, both online and offline. 

• Providing excessive support, such as offering rides to and from locations. 

• Engaging in an unusual amount of non-sexual touching that gradually escalates into 

sexual behaviour over time. 

What are the signs of Grooming? 

Being aware of the signs of grooming can help protect children and young people from 

experiencing child sexual abuse. A child or young person may show signs of being a victim 

of grooming in different ways. They may display some, all, or none of the following signs: 

• Developing an unusually close connection with an older person. 

• Having unexplained gifts or money and being unwilling to discuss where it came 

from. 

• Being secretive about their phone, internet, and social media use. 

• Going missing for long periods of time or skipping school. 

• Being dishonest about who they have been with and where they have been. 

• Engaging in substance abuse, such as alcohol, cigarettes, drugs, or vapes. 

• Being picked up from school by an older or new friend. 

• Spending less time with friends or experiencing sudden changes in friend groups. 
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Children and young people may not recognise that they are being groomed and might not 

openly tell other people about it. It is essential to be aware of the signs of grooming and 

take note of any changes in their behaviour.  

If something feels ‘off’, it is important to have an open conversation with the child or 

young person and offer support, even if they feel as if they cannot express what is 

happening to them. 

If you need to report a crime in your local area, contact the police at 131 444. To report 

online grooming or child sexual abuse material, visit the Australian Centre to Counter 

Child Exploitation (ACCCE) website at www.accce.gov.au/report.  

If your child is in immediate danger, call 000 for urgent assistance. 

 

Sexual Violence Specialist Support in the Northern Territory 

 

Ruby Gaea Darwin Centre Against Sexual Violence     Phone (08) 8945 0155 

Free, confidential, community-based counselling in Darwin & Palmerston for victim/survivors and families.  
 

Sexual Assault Referral Centres NT 

 

Darwin         Phone (08) 8922 6472 

Katherine         Phone (08) 8973 8524 

Alice Springs         Phone (08) 8955 4500 

Tennant Creek        Phone (08) 8962 4361 

 
Free, confidential counselling / medical support for recent incidents of sexual assault 
Darwin and Alice Springs phone lines available 24/7 

_______________________________________________________________ 

24/7 Phone Help Lines: 

Northern Territory 

Sexual Assault Referral Centre (SARC)     Phone (08) 8922 6472 

Northern Territory Police       Phone 131 444 

  

http://www.accce.gov.au/report
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Australia-Wide 

1800 RESPECT*         Phone 1800 737 732 

13 YARN (Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander People Crisis Support)  Phone 139 276 

Lifeline Crisis Support Service*      Phone 131 114  

Kids Helpline (5 to 25 years) *      Phone 1800 551 800 

Men’s Line         Phone 1300 789 978 

 

Other Support Options: 

Blue Knot* (adult survivors childhood trauma & families) 9am-5pm Phone 1300 657 380 

Qlife* (LGBTIQ+ peer support) 3pm to 12am    Phone 1800 184 527 

* Services also provide webchat options 

 

Women’s Legal Services in the NT 

Top End Women's Legal Service (TEWLS)    Phone (08) 8982 3000 

Domestic Violence Legal Service (DVLS)    Phone (08) 8999 7977 

Katherine Women’s Information and Legal Service (KWILS) Phone (08) 8972 1712 

Central Australian Women’s Legal Service (CAWLS)   Phone (08) 8952 4055 


