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Since 2013, my research team has analyzed publicly available 

abuse by their dioceses. Our latest research focuses on sexual 
grooming patterns used by abusive priests. In the IJCJSD manuscript, 

suggest sexually abusive clergy use any of eight tactics to groom their 

trips; gradually increasing physical contact; providing faux 
mentorship; playing favorites with multiple potential victims; creating 
relationships with victims’ families; and abusing the respect and 
reverence bestowed upon a priest. Findings help inform policy and 
protocol changes. We continue to examine these grooming behaviors 
as well as victims’ feelings of reverential fear and religious duress in 
order to deepen our understanding of clergy sexual abuse. 

Proposing a Behavioral Taxonomy of Priest Sexual Grooming
International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social Democracy

Examination of a Nascent Taxonomy of Priest Sexual Grooming
Sexual Abuse

7

Proposing a Behavioral Taxonomy of Priest Sexual Grooming

Jason Spraitz

Kendra N Bowen

Louisa Strange

Abstract

Keywords

Please cite this article as:

International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social Democracy
https://doi.org/10.1177/1079063218809095

Sexual Abuse
827– 707 )6(13 .loV ,9102

© The Author(s) 2018
Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions 
DOI: 10.1177/1079063218809095

journals.sagepub.com/home/sax

Article

Examination of a Nascent 
Taxonomy of Priest Sexual 
Grooming

Jason D. Spraitz 1 and Kendra N. Bowen 2

Abstract
Research has established that sexually abusive priests often use grooming strategies 
on victims. Recently, researchers have proposed a behavioral taxonomy used 
speci�cally by clergy who sexually abuse children. Because this nascent taxonomy has 
only been studied once using a limited sample of sexually abusive priests, we seek to 
replicate and expand on its �ndings using a sample of abusive clergy from a separate 
institution. Speci�cally, we analyzed �les of 18 monks in Minnesota who were credibly 
accused of sexual abuse. Using a deductive approach, we searched through these 
�les in an e�ort to �nd all instances of eight clergy sexual grooming behaviors that 
were identi�ed in previous research by Spraitz, Bowen, and Strange. Our �ndings 
suggest there is evidence to support the existence of this taxonomy of priest sexual 
grooming, although we argue that certain aspects of the centerpiece technique of 
their classi�cation scheme are faulty and must be studied more extensively.
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Many clinicians and researchers agree that grooming often takes place with child sex-
ual abuse. Specifically, grooming is the preparatory acts preceding sexual abuse (I. A. 
Elliott, 2017; Seto, 2008). Craven, Brown, and Gilchrist (2006) have developed one of 
the clearest and most comprehensive definitions of grooming to date:

A process by which a person prepares a child, significant adults and the environment for 
the abuse of this child. Specific goals include gaining access to the child, gaining the 
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