Training Memo

GROOMING PARANOIA

One day after attending a workshop on sex offender issues a well meaning residential supervisor went back to his cottage of Juvenile Sex Offenders and made some rule changes. One of them was that the boys could no longer open a door for each other or for a staff in fear that the boy opening the door might be grooming the person walking through the door.
Then one day I was trying to get in the door of our school building. I was balancing my cup of coffee and fiddling with my keys trying to find the right one for the door. A client from a Group Home used his politeness skills and opened the door for me. One of his peers jokingly said, Hah, he's grooming. Mr. Horton!" followed by laughter by several peers.

I knew then I had to do something.
It has been a concern of mine for some time now that the kidding and accusatory statements about grooming have gotten out of hand. The subject of grooming has become a homophobic joke and is taking away the seriousness from a serious subject. Let me share with you some thoughts about what grooming is and is not.

The purpose of grooming is to make a VICTIM. Grooming is done to choose a VICTIM, to see if the person may cooperate with sexual abuse because of the imbalance of power and COERCION. Grooming is done to make a potential victim feel comfortable enough to be close to an offender, to be alone with an offender, and after the ABUSE, to keep the behavior a secret.

Let's look at it this way: Two 14-year-old males named Mike and Jim. Mike is a JSO. Jim is not. Jim goes to a park, and because of poor social skills or maybe he just moved into town, he is playing with kids at the park. He pushes them on the swing, he catches them on the slide, and he plays tag with them. Sex is the farthest thing from his mind. Mike is a JSO. He goes to a park to find potential victims. He pushes them on the swing, he catches them on the slide, and he plays tag with them. In a crafty way, he is finding out whom he can molest. He is getting those kids to be comfortable with him, so someday, maybe not today, he will molest one of them. Mike is grooming, Jim is not. The problem here is, if you had a video of both Mike and Jim, their behavior would look the same. One is grooming, one is not. What is the difference? Motivation and intent. It is Mike's motivation and intent that makes his behavior grooming.

So how do we know if a kid on our unit is grooming or not? We cannot see a kid's motivation. You look for patterns and you look for power differences (called power differentials). Is the client in question only trying to "play" with kids younger or less powerful? Does he/she seem to have targeted a certain peer? Always sitting next to him/her? You also ask yourself the question –If they engaged in sexual activity, would there be a VICTIM?

Grooming is like flirting. But grooming and flirting are not the same. If a boy at the local High School gives a girl a stuffed animal because he likes her and has a crush on her, HE IS NOT GROOMING HER -because there is no intent of abuse. He is not intending to abuse her. A male client on a unit gives a stuffed animal to a girl on a girls unit because he has a crush on her. They are the same basic age, and they are basically the same socially, is he grooming her? NO. IT IS NORMAL ADOLESCENT SEXUAL BEHAVIOR. Is it inappropriate because they live in a residential setting -MAYBE. Is that sad and unfortunate -YES. When are our kids going to learn the difference between flirting and grooming? 

Two same-age: same-sex, same socially skilled peers on a unit or group home seem to be flirting with each other. You can tell something is or will soon be going on. Are they grooming each other? NO. There is not a power differential, and if they engaged in sexual activity there would not be a VICTIM. Is it inappropriate because they live in a residential setting -YES. Should we step up the supervision of these two clients? YES. Maybe even separate them? YES. Accuse them of grooming? NO. 

We are accusing our kids of grooming way too often. Our kids are accusing each other of grooming way too often. We teach and want our clients to have positive interaction/social skills. If you ask most people to make a list of social skills, and then you ask them to make a list of commonly known "grooming" behaviors. The lists would almost be the same. Unless the grooming behavior is very sexually explicit, it is difficult to accurately label a behavior as grooming. We have rules about horseplay, excessive touching, and lending and borrowing. If a kid breaks a rule, deal with it as a rule infraction without implying the motive as grooming. Call the behavior what it is. If two clients are playing "footsies" underneath the table, tell them to stop touching. If you notice a pattern that two kids are sitting next to each other -sometimes a little bit too close -talk to them about that behavior: "Ya know, Jim, I'm noticing that you are often sitting next to..." Then talk in team and/or to his Clinician about a possible grooming problem that may need attention.

As a colleague from the ATSA list serve remarked….

“Unless we can get away from this "grooming paranoia," most youth will have to leave residential treatment without ever having the opportunity to work on pro-social interactive skills with other youth. Our youth may re-enter society afraid to touch, unclear about the difference between friendship and sexual exploitation, etc. We end up doing some serious damage in the name of preventing grooming. It is a trade off that doesn't need to take place.”
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