The Grooming Process:

Five Phases of the Behavioral Dynamics of Child Sexual Abuse
In many cases of child sexual abuse and incest, there are five distinct phases that play themselves out:
1.   The Engagement Phase:  In this phase, the offender makes a conscious decision to engage the child in a relationship of trust by using various strategies.  Once the child’s trust has been gained the offender subtly drives a wedge between the child and parent(s) and tests the child to see if he or she will keep non-sexual secrets.  Engagement may last for months before any sexual contact is initiated.
It is not uncommon for an offender to also “groom” the parents of the child he or she wishes to molest in order to gain their trust.
2.  The Sexual Interaction Phase:  Throughout this phase, the aggressor and the child engage in sexual activities that generally progress from kisses to sexual intercourse.

Many types of molestation leave very little or no physical evidence.
3.  The Secrecy Phase:  Throughout this phase, the aggressor wants to maintain sexual contact with the child and he does not want to be caught.  Threats of various kinds join hands with secrecy in this stage, which may last days, months, years, or even an indefinite period of time.
4.  The Disclosure Phase:  This phase marks the time when the sexual relationship between the aggressor and the child is revealed, either by accident or on purpose.  How adults respond is critical.
5.  The Suppression Phase (Optional – but common):  If parents or caregivers are not able to cope with the child’s disclosure, unhealthy denial sets in and takes various forms, including ignoring what happened or blaming the child.  When this happens, children may begin to retract or minimize the abuse, as they typically believe it is their fault.
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