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Taxonomy of grooming
behaviours

Summary

The term “grooming” is a manipulative process
used by offenders to gain the trust of a child,
their family, or their community to facilitate
abuse and avoid detection. While the
grooming process has been studied in both
in-person and online contexts of sexual abuse,
there is little research comparing the two,
especially when offenders use both methods
(e.g., mixed grooming).  

Mixed. Individuals who used mixed grooming
strategies more frequently targeted vulnerable
victims, sought cooperation, and engaged in
non-sexual behaviours. However, mixed
groomers had more inappropriate
conversations with victims than in-person.
Mixed grooming cases showed the highest
rates across all severity levels of abuse.  
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In-person. In-person grooming strategies were
often used by family members and victims
were generally younger. In-person groomers
were more likely to use concealment strategies
and were associated with longer durations of
abuse. Offenders often had more criminal
involvement and faced longer delays between
abuse onset and legal proceedings. 

Online. Strangers usually engaged in online
grooming of victims. Individuals who used
online grooming initiated contact more often
than mixed. Offenders were older and more
likely to lie about their age.  

Disclosure patterns also varied. In-person
victims disclosed more frequently than online
victims. Interestingly, victims most often
disclosed to their mother in either context.
Investigations were more likely to pursue cases
involving in-person and mixed grooming.  Among the cases, 97 involved in-person

grooming, 29 involved online grooming, and 27
involved mixed grooming. 

Grooming profiles

This study analyzed 180 Canadian judicial
decisions from 153 grooming-related child
sexual abuse cases to develop a taxonomy of
grooming profiles. It examined how individuals
using mixed grooming differ from those who
use in-person or online. Additionally, the
authors explored whether previously identified
grooming profiles could be observed in legal
records. 

The authors coded six broad grooming profiles
for in-person and online grooming. In-person
grooming included targeting vulnerable
victims, trust-building, enticements or control,
sexual desensitization, physical isolation, and
concealment. Online grooming involved
initiating contact, rapport building, risk
assessment, sexualized content, digital
enticements or control, and arranging offline
meetings.   



For CYACs, these findings offer critical
insight into the diverse and evolving tactics
used by groomers. Mixed groomers present
unique challenges due to their use of both
digital and physical access to victims. These
cases often involve longer abuse periods,
higher severity, and more sophisticated
grooming strategies. Understanding these
patterns can help support children through
the disclosure process, tailor caregiver
support, and potentially strengthen forensic
interviewing and multidisciplinary
collaboration. 
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Specifically, this taxonomy supports clearer
communication across MDTs by providing a
shared framework for understanding grooming
behaviors. CYACs can tailor education
programs to reflect the distinct grooming
tactics used by in-person, online, and mixed
groomers, improving relevance and impact.
They can also advocate for safety policies that
address both online and offline grooming risks,
especially in schools and youth-serving
organizations. 
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