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ABSTRACT: Child grooming represents a growing challenge for
child protection because it commonly occurs before sexual abuse
and is often disguised as caring or supportive behaviour, making
early recognition difficult. This study aimed to explore how
primary school teachers and parents understand child grooming
and perceive strategies for its prevention. A qualitative
phenomenological design was adopted to capture participants'
lived perspectives. 12 participants, including six teachers and six
parents, were purposively selected. Child grooming is an
increasing child protection concern because perpetrators often
conceal abusive intentions through seemingly caring
relationships. This study explored how primary school teachers
and parents understand child grooming and the preventive
strategies they consider effective in the Indonesian context. A
qualitative phenomenological design was employed. Twelve
participants were purposively recruited, comprising six primary
school teachers responsible for pupils' welfare and six parents of
primary school children. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and analysed using thematic analysis.
Participants understood grooming as a gradual process of
psychological manipulation involving trust-building, emotional
dependency, and the exploitation of children's developmental
vulnerabilities. They identified age-appropriate sexuality
education, body autonomy, self-protection skills, digital safety
awareness, and school-family collaboration as key preventive
strategies. The findings highlight the importance of
strengthening adults' understanding of grooming to support
early identification and prevention. This study contributes
contextually relevant evidence for developing school- and family-
based child safeguarding initiatives in Indonesia.

INTRODUCTION

Child sexual abuse remains a significant global child protection challenge because of its
profound and enduring psychological, social, and developmental consequences. Children who
experience sexual victimization frequently suffer emotional distress, diminished self-esteem,
impaired interpersonal functioning, and mental health difficulties that may persist well into
adulthood (Mathews & Collin-Vezina, 2017; Rakhmawati et al., 2022; Rudolph et al., 2024). Although
child sexual abuse is commonly understood as a discrete criminal offense, contemporary research
increasingly recognizes that abuse is often preceded by a gradual process through which
perpetrators establish access to, influence over, and control of potential victims. One of the most
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prominent mechanisms underlying this process is child grooming, a deliberate and systematic
strategy designed to cultivate trust, emotional dependency, and compliance before sexual
exploitation occurs (Brown & Walker, 2020; Winters et al., 2024).

Child grooming is characterized by a sequence of manipulative behaviors through which
offenders progressively normalize inappropriate interactions while reducing children's capacity to
recognize potential harm. Such behaviors commonly include providing excessive attention, offering
gifts or rewards, expressing emotional support, and gradually encouraging secrecy between the
offender and the child (Winters et al., 2024; Jeglic & Winters, 2025). Because these behaviors often
resemble ordinary expressions of care, affection, or mentorship, they are easily misinterpreted by
children and the adults responsible for their protection (Steedman et al., 2024). Consequently,
grooming frequently remains undetected until substantial psychological or sexual harm has already
occurred. Recent evidence consistently identifies grooming as a common precursor to child sexual
abuse and highlights the importance of recognizing its early behavioral indicators to strengthen
prevention, timely intervention, and child safeguarding efforts (Dolev-Cohen et al., 2024; Winters
et al., 2024; Rakhmawati et al., 2025).

The rapid expansion of digital technology has further transformed the context in which child
grooming occurs. Widespread access to social networking platforms, online gaming communities,
and instant messaging applications has created new opportunities for offenders to establish contact
with children beyond conventional face-to-face settings (Joleby et al., 2021; Livingstone & Stoilova,
2021). Grooming is therefore no longer restricted to physical interactions but increasingly unfolds
through digital communication, where opportunities for parental or school supervision may be
considerably reduced. Within these online environments, perpetrators can develop trust gradually,
manipulate emotional relationships, and encourage secrecy while remaining largely invisible to
adults responsible for children's safety. Recent studies have demonstrated that digital
communication facilitates relationship-building strategies that substantially increase children's
vulnerability to sexual exploitation (Sun & Zhang, 2026; Zhang et al., 2021). These developments
underline the urgent need to strengthen adults' awareness of both offline and online manifestations
of child grooming.

Primary school children constitute a particularly vulnerable group because their cognitive,
emotional, and social competencies are still developing during middle childhood. At this
developmental stage, children may experience difficulties in recognizing manipulative intentions,
critically evaluating interpersonal situations, and identifying behaviors that place them at risk
(Santrock, 2019; Bredekamp, 2017; Campbell et al., 2016). Their natural inclination to trust adults,
seek approval, and respond positively to affection may inadvertently increase susceptibility to
grooming strategies. Furthermore, increased engagement with digital technologies has expanded
children's exposure to online interactions, creating additional opportunities for offenders to initiate
contact and establish exploitative relationships beyond parents' or teachers' immediate awareness
(Madigan et al., 2018; UNICEF, 2025). Collectively, these developmental characteristics reinforce the
importance of early preventive efforts that equip children with age-appropriate protective
knowledge while enhancing adults' capacity to recognize grooming behaviors before abuse occurs.

Within this context, teachers and parents constitute the two principal safeguarding agents in
children's everyday lives. Teachers maintain continuous contact with pupils within educational
settings and are often among the first adults to observe behavioral, emotional, or social changes
that may indicate distress, coercion, or victimization (Walsh et al., 2018; Allen et al., 2020). Their
daily interactions provide valuable opportunities to recognize early warning signs, initiate
appropriate safeguarding procedures, and facilitate timely referrals when concerns arise. Parents
fulfill an equally important protective role through consistent supervision, open communication,
emotional support, and the establishment of safe family environments in which children feel able
to disclose uncomfortable experiences (Rudolph et al., 2024).
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Previous research has consistently demonstrated that effective child protection depends upon
strong partnerships between families and schools, where shared responsibility, mutual trust, and
coordinated preventive efforts enhance children's safety and well-being (Bradshaw et al., 2021;
Rakhmawati et al., 2023; Rakhmawati et al.,, 2022). Furthermore, age-appropriate sexuality
education and active parental engagement have been recognized as essential protective factors that
strengthen children's understanding of personal boundaries and reduce vulnerability to sexual
abuse (Putri et al., 2020; Munawaroh et al., 2024; Rakhmawati et al., 2024). Nevertheless,
preventive efforts are unlikely to be effective unless adults possess a clear understanding of how
grooming behaviors develop and how early warning signs may be recognized before abuse occurs.

The importance of strengthening adults' preventive capacity is further emphasized within the
counseling literature, which regards child protection as a proactive educational process rather than
merely a reactive response to abuse. Counseling and psychoeducational interventions seek to
develop self-awareness, ethical judgment, interpersonal competence, and informed decision-
making among those responsible for children's welfare. Such competencies enable adults to identify
behavioral risks, respond appropriately to safeguarding concerns, and foster protective
environments that minimize opportunities for abuse. Ismanto et al., (2020) demonstrated that
counseling approaches grounded in personal values, self-awareness, and moral development
contribute to reducing behaviors associated with sexual risk. More recently, advances in counselor
education have highlighted the importance of reflective thinking, critical analysis, and professional
judgment in addressing increasingly complex child protection challenges (Ismanto & Budiman,
2026). Collectively, these perspectives indicate that effective safeguarding requires not only
knowledge of child sexual abuse but also preventive competencies that enable adults to recognise
grooming behaviours, interpret contextual warning signs, and implement timely protective actions.

Despite growing scholarly interest in child grooming, important gaps remain within the
existing body of knowledge. Previous investigations have primarily concentrated on offender
characteristics, behavioural patterns, prevalence, online risks, and prevention programs, providing
valuable insights into the mechanisms through which grooming occurs (Dolev-Cohen et al., 2024;
Rudolph et al., 2024; Steedman et al., 2024). However, comparatively little attention has been
devoted to understanding how adults responsible for children's care recognize and interpret
grooming behaviors in their everyday interactions with children. Furthermore, the majority of
published studies have employed quantitative, survey-based, or descriptive methodologies, offering
limited insight into the subjective meanings, lived experiences, and contextual interpretations that
shape adults' responses to potential grooming situations (Smith & McGannon, 2017).

This limitation is particularly evident within the Indonesian context. Existing studies have
predominantly examined sexuality education, child protection initiatives, and public awareness
programs (Rakhmawati et al., 2023; Rakhmawati, et al., 2022), whereas child grooming has received
relatively little attention as a distinct safeguarding phenomenon. Consequently, there remains
insufficient empirical understanding of how cultural values, parenting practices, educational
environments, and patterns of children's digital engagement influence teachers' and parents'
perceptions of grooming and the preventive strategies they adopt. Addressing these knowledge
gaps is essential for developing culturally responsive safeguarding policies and educational
interventions that reflect the realities of Indonesian schools and families.

Although awareness of child sexual abuse has increased in Indonesia, empirical evidence
concerning child grooming remains limited. Existing research has largely centered on sexuality
education, child protection initiatives, and public awareness campaigns, with comparatively little
attention given to grooming as a distinct process that precedes sexual abuse (Rakhmawati et al.,
2023; Rakhmawati, et al., 2022). Consequently, current knowledge provides only a partial
understanding of how teachers and parents recognize grooming behaviors, interpret potential
warning signs, and respond to safeguarding concerns in their everyday educational and family
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contexts. This limitation is particularly important because perceptions of child protection are closely
shaped by socio-cultural values, parenting practices, educational expectations, and children's
increasing engagement with digital technologies. Understanding these contextual influences is
essential for developing safeguarding strategies that are both culturally appropriate and responsive
to the realities of Indonesian primary schools and families.

The present study addresses these limitations by shifting the analytical focus from offenders
and victims to the adults who bear primary responsibility for children's protection. Whereas
previous studies have predominantly investigated the characteristics of perpetrators, patterns of
online grooming, or the effectiveness of prevention programs, considerably less attention has been
devoted to exploring how teachers and parents construct meanings around grooming based on their
lived experiences. Employing a phenomenological approach enables a deeper examination of how
adults perceive the gradual nature of grooming, identify behaviors that may indicate risk, and
formulate preventive responses within their own social, cultural, and educational environments. By
foregrounding participants' perspectives, this study contributes qualitative evidence that
complements the predominantly quantitative literature and enriches current understanding of child
safeguarding from the standpoint of those directly involved in children's daily lives. Accordingly, this
study explored the lived perspectives of primary school teachers and parents regarding child
grooming and its prevention in the Indonesian context. Specifically, it sought to examine how
participants conceptualize child grooming, recognize its behavioral indicators, and describe
strategies for preventing sexual abuse within families and schools. Through a phenomenological
exploration of these experiences, the study aims to generate contextually grounded knowledge that
reflects the realities of safeguarding children in Indonesian society.

The findings are expected to contribute to both theory and practice. From a theoretical
perspective, the study extends the limited qualitative literature on child grooming by illuminating
how adults construct meanings around grooming behaviors within a specific socio-cultural setting.
From a practical perspective, the findings provide evidence to support the development of culturally
responsive safeguarding policies, strengthen collaboration between schools and families, and
inform counseling, educational, and child protection programs designed to enhance adults' capacity
to recognize grooming behaviors before sexual abuse occurs. Ultimately, this study contributes to
advancing preventive strategies that place early recognition, collaborative safeguarding, and child
wellbeing at the center of child protection efforts.

Study Aim

This study adopted a phenomenological approach to explore how primary school teachers and
parents understand child grooming within the Indonesian socio-cultural context. It specifically
examined how participants recognized early behavioral indicators, perceived children's vulnerability
in offline and online environments, and described strategies for preventing child sexual exploitation.
The findings are expected to inform culturally responsive child safeguarding policies and strengthen
collaborative prevention efforts between families and schools.

METHODS
Design

This study adopted a qualitative phenomenological design to explore how primary school
teachers and parents understand child grooming within the Indonesian socio-cultural context. A
phenomenological approach was considered appropriate because it examines individuals' lived
experiences and the meanings they attribute to a phenomenon (Dahal, 2025; Denzin, 2017). The
study explored participants' perceptions of grooming behaviors, children's vulnerability, behavioral
warning signs, and preventive strategies within family and school settings. Guided by an
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interpretivist perspective, the study sought to generate contextually grounded insights into child
safeguarding from the perspectives of teachers and parents.

Participants

Participants were recruited using purposive sampling to obtain information-rich perspectives
on child grooming. The sample comprised 12 participants from SDN Candirejo 02 Ungaran, Central
Java, Indonesia, including six primary school teachers and six parents of primary school children.
Teachers were eligible if they were actively employed at the school and responsible for pupils'
learning and welfare. Parents were required to have at least one child enrolled in primary school
and to be actively involved in the child's upbringing. Recruitment continued until data saturation
was reached, with no new themes emerging from subsequent interviews. The participants
represented diverse ages, educational backgrounds, and professional experiences, providing varied
perspectives on child grooming. Participants' demographic characteristics are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Participant Participant  Gender Age Educational Occupation  Teaching
Code Group (years) Background Experience
(years)
OT1BER Parent Female 35 Bachelor's Degree Housewife -
OT2F Parent Female 43 Senior High School Housewife -
OT3LD Parent Female 37 Bachelor's Degree Housewife -
OT4MWY Parent Female 45 Senior High School Housewife -
OT5WDA Parent Female 36 Diploma Housewife -
OT6RI Parent Female 36 Senior High School Housewife -
GR1FA Teacher Female 40 Bachelor’s Degree Teacher 12
GR2IR Teacher Female 30 Bachelor’s Degree Teacher 6
GR3M Teacher Female 56 Bachelor’s Degree Teacher 20
GR4SPY Teacher Female 39 Bachelor’s Degree Teacher 17
GR5TS Teacher Female 33 Bachelor’s Degree Teacher 8
GR6IAS Teacher Female 28 Bachelor's Degree Teacher 4
Instruments

In phenomenological research, the researcher served as the primary instrument for
generating and interpreting the data (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Data were generated through
individual semi-structured interviews supported by an interview guide, written informed consent,
audio recordings, and field notes. Separate interview guides were developed for teachers and
parents, drawing on previous research on child grooming and child safeguarding to explore
participants' understanding of grooming, children's vulnerability, behavioral indicators, preventive
practices, and the respective roles of families and schools. The guides were reviewed by two experts
in guidance and counseling and qualitative research, revised accordingly, and piloted with one
teacher and one parent; pilot data were excluded from the analysis. Interviews were conducted
between May and June 2026, lasted 45—60 minutes, and were audio-recorded and transcribed
verbatim with participants' consent. Field notes documented contextual observations and non-
verbal behaviors to support data interpretation. Trustworthiness was established through
prolonged engagement, reflexive memo writing, peer debriefing, and member checking, thereby
enhancing the credibility, dependability, and confirmability of the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
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Data Analysis

Interview data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis following the six-phase
framework proposed by Braun & Clarke (2006), supported by NVivo Release 14 qualitative data
analysis software. Interview transcripts were read repeatedly to achieve data familiarisation before
meaningful text segments were inductively coded. The resulting codes were systematically
organized into nodes within NVivo and compared across participants to identify recurring patterns
and conceptual relationships. Related codes were subsequently grouped into candidate themes,
which were iteratively reviewed, refined, and clearly defined to ensure internal coherence and
conceptual distinction (Braun et al.,, 2016 Gebresilase et al., 2025). Throughout the analytical
process, coding decisions and theme development were continuously discussed among the research
team, while NVivo project maps and coding hierarchies were used to support the organization and
interpretation of the data. The final themes were derived inductively from participants' accounts,
ensuring that the findings faithfully represented their perspectives on child grooming and its
prevention.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Results

Analysis of the interview narratives from six primary school teachers and six parents revealed
five interrelated themes that represented participants' shared understandings of child grooming
and the strategies considered essential for its prevention. As presented in Table 2, the themes
comprised: (1) Grooming as a Process of Manipulation and Trust-Building, (2) Children’s
Vulnerability to Grooming, (3) Behavioral Indicators of Child Grooming, (4) Preventive Strategies for
Child Grooming, and (5) School-Family Collaboration for Child Protection. These themes reflect
participants’ understandings of child grooming, perceptions of risk factors, recognition of warning
signs, and views regarding preventive efforts.

Collectively, these themes reflect participants' understandings of child grooming, perceptions
of children's vulnerability, recognition of behavioral warning signs, and views regarding preventive
efforts. Although five themes emerged from the analysis, this paper focuses on the two themes
most closely aligned with the study's aims and title: Grooming as a Process of Manipulation and
Trust-Building and Preventive Strategies for Child Grooming. These themes provide a
comprehensive account of how primary school teachers and parents understand child grooming and
the preventive approaches they consider essential for protecting children.

Table 2. Primary Themes and Sub-themes Emerging from the Thematic Analysis of Interview Data

Primary Themes Sub-themes and Participant Initials

Grooming as a 1. Grooming as psychological and emotional manipulation (GR1FA, GR2IR,
Process of GR3M, GR4SPY, GR5TS, GR6IAS, OT1BER).

Manipulation and 2. Excessive attention and emotional closeness as trust-building strategies
Trust-Building (GR1FA, GR4SPY, OT1BER, OTSWDA, OT6RI).

3. Gift-giving and material inducements to gain children's trust (GR2IR,
GR3M, OT2F, OTAMWY, OT5WDA).

4. Gradual dependency, secrecy, and emotional control (GR5TS, GR6IAS,
OT1BER, OT5WDA, OT6RI).

Preventive 1. Teaching body autonomy and privacy (GR1FA, GR3M, OT1BER, OT2F).
Strategies for 2. Recognizing inappropriate behaviors and warning signs (GR2IR, GR5TS,
Child Grooming OT3LD, OT5WDA).
3. Developing children's self-protection skills (GR4SPY, GR6IAS, OTAMWY,
OT6RI).
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4. Providing age-appropriate sexuality education (GR1FA, GR2IR, OT2F,
OT5WDA)

Theme 1. Grooming as a Process of Manipulation and Trust-Building
Participants described child grooming as a gradual process through which perpetrators
manipulated children's emotions, gained their trust, and established psychological control before
sexual exploitation. Both teachers and parents viewed grooming as involving psychological
manipulation, excessive attention, material rewards, and the gradual development of emotional
dependency.
Teachers commonly defined grooming as psychological manipulation that gradually altered
children's thinking and behavior. GR1FA and GR3M described grooming as:
"..In . my opinion, grooming is about changing a child's psychological
condition. It begins with an approach that influences the child's thinking
because they are affected by someone older. It is not something that
happens instantly; it is a gradual process of manipulating the child's mind
until the child becomes emotionally attached...” (GR1FA; SDNCU;
19.05.2026)

“..It is an effort to manipulate a child's psychology leading to sexual abuse.
The perpetrator creates a situation where the child feels completely
dependent on them and believes everything they say..." (GR3M; SDNCU;
19.05.2026)

Participants further explained that perpetrators established trust by providing excessive
attention and creating emotional closeness. According to GR1FA:
"...They usually start by giving much more attention than the child's family
or other people. Then they give the child things they like, making the child
feel comfortable and gradually trust them more than other people..."
(GR1FA; SDNCU; 19.05.2026)

"...The child is approached first. They are made to feel comfortable, given
attention, and eventually become emotionally close. At first it seems
harmless, but later the child becomes attached to that person..." (OT1BER;
SDNCU; 19.05.2026)

Gift-giving was also identified as an important strategy for strengthening children's trust. As
explained by GR2IR:
"...Children are often tempted with promises, toys, money, or snacks that
they really like. After receiving these gifts, they begin to think that the adult
is kind and trustworthy..." (GR2IR; SDNCU; 19.05.2026)

"..Sometimes children are attracted because they are offered gifts or
rewards. They think the person is being nice, without realizing there is
another purpose behind it..." (OT4AMWY; SDNCU; 19.05.2026)

After trust had been established, participants reported that perpetrators gradually
encouraged emotional dependency, secrecy, and compliance. GR5TS and OT6RI explained:
"..The child eventually feels that they really need the perpetrator. The
perpetrator creates an illusion that only they truly understand or care about
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the child. Once that dependency develops, persuasion, manipulation, and
even threats may begin..." (GR5TS; SDNCU; 19.05.2026)

"..At first the child is simply made to feel comfortable, but eventually they
become dafraid to tell anyone because they feel loyal to that person or worry
something bad will happen..." (OT6RI; SDNCU; 19.05.2026)

Overall, participants perceived grooming as a progressive process in which psychological
manipulation, trust-building, material inducements, and emotional dependency operated together
to facilitate children's exploitation.

Theme 4. Preventive Strategies for Child Grooming

Participants emphasized that preventing child grooming requires proactive efforts from both
families and schools. Rather than relying solely on children's awareness, participants highlighted the
importance of equipping children with practical knowledge and protective skills from an early age.
Four complementary preventive strategies emerged from the interviews: promoting body
autonomy, recognizing warning signs, developing self-protection skills, and providing age-
appropriate sexuality education.

Promoting body autonomy was regarded as the foundation of child protection. Participants
believed that children should understand that their bodies belong to them and that certain body
parts are private. They also stressed that children should feel confident refusing unwanted physical
contact, regardless of who initiated it. GR1FA and OT2F explained:

"...Children need to know that their bodies belong to them. They should
understand which body parts are private and that they have the right to
refuse if someone touches them in a way that makes them uncomfortable...”
(GR1FA; SDNCU; 19.05.2026)

"..From an early age, children should be taught that they can say 'no’. They
should not feel forced to obey every adult if the situation makes them feel
unsafe..." (OT2F; SDNCU; 19.05.2026)

Participants also highlighted the importance of helping children recognize behaviors that may
indicate grooming. They explained that children should learn to identify inappropriate attention,
excessive gifts, requests for secrecy, or attempts to isolate them from trusted adults. GR5TS and
OT5WDA remarked:

"...Children need to recognize that not every kind person has good intentions.
If someone repeatedly asks them to keep secrets or offers gifts to gain their
trust, they should know that these can be warning signs..." (GR5TS; SDNCU;
19.05.2026)

"...Parents should explain simple examples of unsafe situations so children
can recognize them before they become victims..." (OTSWDA; SDNCU;
19.05.2026)

Another preventive strategy involved strengthening children's self-protection skills.
Participants believed that children should be encouraged to express their feelings, refuse to engage
in uncomfortable situations, leave unsafe environments, and seek help from trusted adults when
necessary. According to GR6IAS and OTAMWY:
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"...Children should practice speaking up, refusing inappropriate requests, and
immediately telling parents or teachers if something makes them feel
uncomfortable..." (GR6IAS; SDNCU; 19.05.2026)

"...Children need to know who they can trust. They should never be afraid to
tell their parents or teachers if someone behaves inappropriately..."
(OT4AMWY; SDNCU; 19.05.2026)

Participants further emphasized that preventive efforts should include age-appropriate
sexuality education. They viewed sexuality education as a means of teaching children about
personal boundaries, privacy, and respectful relationships rather than introducing explicit sexual
content. GR2IR explained:

"...Sexuality education should begin with simple concepts, such as respecting
one's own body, understanding personal boundaries, and recognising
behaviour that is not acceptable..." (GR2IR; SDNCU; 19.05.2026)

"...Children need honest explanations that match their age. If parents avoid
these conversations, children may seek information from unreliable sources
or remain unaware of potential risks..." (OTSWDA; SDNCU; 19.05.2026)

Overall, participants viewed effective prevention as a continuous educational process rather
than a single intervention. Teaching body autonomy, recognizing warning signs, strengthening self-
protection skills, and providing age-appropriate sexuality education were considered mutually
reinforcing strategies that could enhance children's resilience to grooming while supporting a safer
home and school environment.

Discussion

The present study explored how primary school teachers and parents understand child
grooming and the preventive strategies they consider essential for protecting children from sexual
abuse. Although the thematic analysis generated five interrelated themes, the discussion focuses
on the two overarching themes that directly address the study's aims: Grooming as a Process of
Manipulation and Trust-Building and Preventive Strategies for Child Grooming. The remaining
themes, including children's vulnerability, behavioral indicators, and school-family collaboration,
are discussed as integral components of these broader themes rather than as independent findings.

One of the principal findings concerns participants' understanding of grooming as a deliberate
process of psychological manipulation and trust-building. Teachers and parents consistently
described perpetrators as gradually creating emotional closeness through excessive attention,
affection, gifts, and reassurance before encouraging secrecy and dependency. This interpretation is
consistent with contemporary conceptualizations of child grooming, which describe grooming as a
sequence of calculated interpersonal strategies designed to reduce children's resistance and
increase offenders' opportunities for abuse (Brown & Walker, 2020; Winters et al., 2024 Jeglic &
Winters, 2025). These findings are also consistent with Jeglic & Winters, (2025) those who
demonstrated that perpetrators of child sexual abuse frequently rely on gradual trust-building,
emotional manipulation, and boundary-testing behaviors to normalize inappropriate interactions
before abuse occurs. Rather than relying on coercion from the outset, perpetrators cultivate
relationships that appear caring and supportive, making abusive intentions difficult for children and
surrounding adults to recognize.

An important finding from this study is that participants frequently associated grooming with
behaviors perceived as expressions of care. Giving gifts, providing emotional attention, or spending

Bulletin of Counseling and Psychotherapy | Vol 8, No 2 | 9



Ismanto, H. S., Rakhmawati, E., & Priyanto, W. (2026). Understanding Child Grooming....

additional time with children were initially interpreted as positive interactions until participants
reflected on the gradual development of dependency and secrecy. This finding may explain why
grooming often remains undetected during its early stages, as manipulative behaviors closely
resemble ordinary caregiving practices. Previous studies have similarly reported that offenders
intentionally exploit children's emotional needs and adults' assumptions about trust to conceal
abusive intentions (Winters et al., 2024; Jeglic & Winters, 2025). Consequently, safeguarding efforts
should extend beyond recognizing explicit abuse to include identifying relational patterns that
progressively isolate children from their usual support networks. Greater professional awareness of
these subtle interpersonal dynamics may improve opportunities for earlier intervention before
exploitation occurs.

The findings further demonstrate that participants perceived children's vulnerability to
grooming as arising from an interaction between developmental characteristics and contemporary
social influences. Limited understanding of bodily boundaries, unquestioning trust in adults,
emotional immaturity, and unrestricted access to digital technology were consistently identified as
conditions that increase children's susceptibility to manipulation. These findings correspond with
developmental theories suggesting that primary school children are still acquiring the cognitive,
emotional, and social capacities necessary to evaluate interpersonal risks and recognise deceptive
intentions (Santrock, 2017 Bredekamp, 2017). At this developmental stage, children tend to
interpret adults' behavior as inherently trustworthy, making them more likely to comply with
requests that appear supportive or affectionate.

The influence of digital technology further reinforces these developmental vulnerabilities. This
finding is further supported by Madigan et al., (2018), whose meta-analysis demonstrated that
online sexual solicitation and unwanted sexual exposure are increasingly common among children
and adolescents, highlighting the growing importance of digital safeguarding. Together with the
framework proposed by Livingstone & Stoilova, (2021), these findings suggest that digital
environments create opportunities for offenders to establish contact with children when
supervision, digital literacy, and online safety practices are insufficient (Joleby et al., 2021). Rather
than viewing digital media as inherently harmful, the present findings suggest that risks arise when
children's online engagement is not accompanied by adequate supervision and digital safety
education. Accordingly, preventive strategies should combine the development of children's digital
literacy with active parental involvement and school-based guidance. Such an integrated approach
acknowledges that children's vulnerability is shaped not only by developmental immaturity but also
by the social and technological contexts in which contemporary childhood unfolds.

Another important finding concerns participants' ability to recognize behavioral indicators
that may signal grooming before abuse is disclosed. Teachers and parents consistently associated
social withdrawal, increasing secrecy, emotional distress, and noticeable behavioral changes with
potential safeguarding concerns. Although participants acknowledged that these behaviors are not
exclusive to grooming, they regarded them as meaningful changes that warrant careful observation
and supportive inquiry. This interpretation is consistent with safeguarding research indicating that
children subjected to grooming frequently display subtle emotional and behavioral changes long
before they disclose their experiences (Steedman et al., 2024 Winters et al., 2024). Rather than
interpreting these behaviors as ordinary developmental changes, participants viewed them as
possible manifestations of psychological distress requiring timely adult intervention. These findings
further suggest that effective early identification depends not only on parental vigilance but also on
educators' capacity to recognize and respond appropriately to behavioral warning signs. This
highlights the importance of strengthening safeguarding knowledge among school personnel so that
potential risks can be identified and addressed before abuse escalates.

The findings also have important implications for guidance and counseling practice within
primary schools. Participants emphasized that preventing grooming requires more than responding
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after abuse has occurred; it depends on strengthening children's protective knowledge and
equipping adults with the skills to recognize early warning signs. This perspective is consistent with
counseling approaches that emphasize prevention through the development of self-awareness,
resilience, and protective decision-making (Ismanto, 2020). Furthermore, effective safeguarding
requires a whole-school approach in which guidance and counseling services are integrated with
school policies, teacher capacity building, and collaborative partnerships with families to promote a
safe and supportive learning environment (Bradshaw et al., 2021). In addition, enhancing teachers'
professional competence through reflective and inquiry-oriented learning may improve their
preparedness to identify grooming-related behaviors and implement appropriate safeguarding
interventions in school settings (Ismanto & Budiman, 2026).

Taken together, the findings contribute to the growing literature on child grooming by
demonstrating how primary school teachers and parents understand grooming as a process of
psychological manipulation and trust-building, and how these understandings shape preventive
practices. Rather than viewing grooming solely as an act of sexual abuse, participants recognized it
as a gradual relational process requiring early identification, developmentally appropriate
education, and collaborative prevention. The findings further highlight that effective prevention
relies on strengthening children's protective capacities while simultaneously enhancing adults'
awareness and preparedness to recognize grooming behaviors at an early stage. By integrating
these perspectives, this study provides a comprehensive understanding of child grooming and offers
practical guidance for developing school- and family-based prevention programs that support
children's safety and well-being.

Implications

This study has important theoretical and practical implications for understanding child
grooming and strengthening prevention in primary school and family contexts. The findings indicate
that teachers and parents perceive child grooming as a gradual process of psychological
manipulation and trust-building that exploits children's developmental vulnerabilities, highlighting
the need to improve adults' awareness so that early warning signs can be identified before abuse
occurs. Effective prevention requires equipping both children and adults with knowledge and
protective skills through safeguarding education, while schools, particularly guidance and
counseling services, should promote body autonomy, personal boundaries, self-protection,
responsible digital behavior, and help-seeking strategies. The findings further emphasize the
importance of strong school-family partnerships through regular communication, shared
monitoring, and coordinated preventive efforts to create supportive environments where children
feel safe to disclose concerns. Theoretically, this phenomenological study contributes to the limited
qualitative literature on child grooming in the Indonesian context by demonstrating how teachers'
and parents' interpretations shape their understanding of children's vulnerability and preventive
practices, providing a foundation for culturally responsive prevention frameworks and future
research on school- and family-based safeguarding interventions.

Limitations and Further Research

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings.
First, the research was conducted in a single primary school in Central Java, Indonesia, and involved
a relatively small purposive sample of teachers and parents. Although this sampling strategy was
appropriate for a phenomenological study, the findings represent the perspectives of participants
within a particular educational and socio-cultural context and therefore may not be transferable to
other settings. Second, the study focused exclusively on the perspectives of teachers and parents.
Consequently, it does not capture how children themselves understand grooming-related
experiences or how other educational professionals may perceive preventive practices. Finally,
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because the data were generated through self-reported interviews on a sensitive topic, participants'
responses may have been influenced by social desirability despite the measures taken to ensure
confidentiality and encourage open discussion. Future research should extend this work by
exploring perceptions of child grooming and preventive strategies across a wider range of schools,
regions, and cultural contexts. Including the perspectives of children, school counsellors,
psychologists, and other professionals involved in safeguarding may provide a more comprehensive
understanding of how grooming is recognised and prevented in different educational settings.
Further studies could also adopt mixed-methods or comparative research designs to examine how
teachers' and parents' understandings of child grooming vary across contexts and how these
understandings influence preventive practices. In addition, intervention studies are needed to
evaluate the effectiveness of school- and family-based programmes in improving adults' awareness
of grooming, strengthening children's protective knowledge and self-protection skills, and
promoting collaborative approaches to child safeguarding.

CONCLUSION

This study provides insight into how primary school teachers and parents understand child
grooming and the preventive strategies they consider essential for protecting children from sexual
abuse. The findings demonstrate that participants perceive grooming as a gradual process of
psychological manipulation and trust-building through which perpetrators exploit children's
developmental vulnerabilities and emotional needs before abuse occurs. Rather than viewing
grooming as a single abusive act, participants recognized it as a relational process that requires early
identification and sustained preventive efforts. The study further highlights that effective
prevention depends on increasing adults' awareness of grooming behaviors while strengthening
children's protective knowledge and skills. Participants emphasized the importance of age-
appropriate sexuality education, body autonomy, self-protection skills, and collaborative
partnerships between schools and families as key components of child safeguarding. These findings
suggest that preventive efforts are likely to be more effective when children, parents, and educators
share a common understanding of grooming and work together to promote safe and supportive
environments. By adopting a phenomenological approach, this study contributes contextually
relevant evidence from the Indonesian primary school context, where empirical research on child
grooming remains limited. The findings extend current understanding by demonstrating how
teachers' and parents' interpretations of grooming shape their recognition of risk and inform
preventive practices. Overall, the study underscores that strengthening adults' understanding of
child grooming is fundamental to supporting earlier intervention, enhancing preventive education,
and promoting more effective safeguarding within school and family settings.
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