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ORGANISATIONAL SEX OFFENDERS AND ‘INSTITUTIONAL GROOMING’: 
LESSONS FROM THE SAVILE AND OTHER INQUIRIES 

  

Anne-Marie McAlinden 
 
This chapter provides a critical overview of a range of high profile public inquiries 
and official reviews into allegations of institutional child sexual abuse in England and 
Wales and elsewhere, including those relating to Jimmy Savile, and some of the key 
themes arising from them. Those themes relate in particular to the dynamics of 
institutional sex offending as well as the nature of organisational responses and 
governance frameworks that can hinder early detection and prevention.  Following 
on from this, it also highlights the dynamics of what I have previously termed 
'institutional grooming' (McAlinden 2006) and the features of the organisational 
environment that both facilitate institutional child sexual abuse and help mask its 
discovery or disclosure.  
 
In doing this, the analysis examines the tension between what others have termed 
'preferential' and 'situational' or ‘opportunistic’ sexual offending (Sullivan and Beech 
2004; Wortley and Smallbone 2006) – that is whether sex offenders deliberately set 
out to infiltrate organisations in order to gain access and increase the opportunities 
to abuse children or whether the motivation to sexually offend only emerges after 
they become established in an institutional environment.  While the behaviour of 
Savile as a ‘predatory’ sex offender can be more clearly related to the former, the 
latter is also significant in terms of the lessons relating to the development of 
protective environments which reduce the opportunities for abuse to occur. 
 
Following this, the second part of the chapter reflects on the learning from some of 
the key themes arising from the inquiries. It considers what policy and practical steps 
need to be taken to improve organisational culture around safeguarding and 
minimise the future incidence of institutional child sexual abuse.  This includes 
changing the policy agenda from reactive ‘risk’ management to a proactive focus on 
‘safety’ and, within this balancing the competing needs and interests of potential 
victims and suspected perpetrators. 
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PART I 

 
Public Inquiries into Institutional Child Sexual Abuse: Key Themes 
 
Over the last two decades high profile cases of historical or non-recent institutional 
child sexual abuse have resounded in a number of jurisdictions worldwide including 
the United States (John Jay College 2004, 2011), Canada (Law Commission of 
Canada 2000), the Netherlands (Commission of Inquiry 2011), England and Wales 
(Waterhouse 2000) and the Republic of Ireland.  At the time of writing, the Historical 
Institutional Abuse Inquiry in Northern Ireland has just reported (HIA Inquiry, 2017) 
and there is an ongoing Royal Commission into  Institutional Responses to Child 
Sexual Abuse in  Australia1 (see generally, McAlinden and Naylor 2016). The 
Republic of Ireland has been one of the most prolific jurisdictions in responding to 
allegations of institutional child sexual abuse within the Catholic Church with four 
high profile inquiries within six years (Murphy et al 2005; Commission to Inquire into 
Child Abuse 2009; Commission of Investigation 2009, 2011).  The five-volume ‘Ryan 
Report’ highlighted the fact that the abuse of children (physical, sexual, emotional 
and neglect), and the failure of Church and State authorities to adequately respond 
to the problem, had been systemic in Irish child care institutions for decades 
(Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse 2009, vol IV, paras 6.09-6.18).   
 
In England and Wales, a number of inquiries have stemmed from predominantly 
secular organisations in both residential and non-residential settings including care 
homes, nurseries and schools (see Reder et al. 1993; Corby et al. 2001; Parton 
2004, for an overview).  The inquiries have included the Pindown Inquiry into 
implementation of an excessively punitive regime in Staffordshire children’s homes 
(Levy and Kahan 1991); the Ty Mawr Inquiry following allegations of misconduct in 
Gwent children’s homes (Williams and McCreadie 1992); the Leicestershire Inquiry 
into sexual abuse by management and staff in children’s homes (Kirkwood 1993); 
and the Waterhouse Report (2000) into the abuse of children in care homes in North 
Wales as well as the Savile related inquiries discussed below.  There have also 
been a number of related policy reviews (see e.g. the Warner Report (1992) on the 
selection, development and management of staff in children’s homes; the Utting 
Report (1997) on the safeguards for children living away from home; and the Nolan 
Committee Report (2001) on child protection policies in the Catholic Church in 
England and Wales).     
 
This body of inquiries have highlighted a range of recurring themes relating to the 
occurrence and dynamics of institutional child sexual abuse:  

• the abuse normally took place over a number of years and its extent went 
unrecognised for some time;   

• usually more than one victim was involved, and often multiple perpetrators;  
• there was often a culture of acceptance or disbelief where other staff either 

ignored signs of abuse or were afraid to challenge inappropriate behaviour or 
act on initial concerns;  

• many complaints were not formally reported, and victims were afraid to 
disclose the abuse;  

                                                      
1 See http://childabuseroyalcommission.gov.au/. 
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• or when they did no action was taken, either because there was a conspiracy 
to keep allegations quiet or an acceptance of the denial by the alleged 
perpetrator in order to protect institutional reputation;  

• there were poor internal and external management frameworks in place 
including the absence of an effective system for complaints (see 
McAlinden2006, 2012, p.157). 

 
These factors are confirmed by the literature on institutional child sexual abuse 
which suggests primarily that the complaints are of a sexual nature, involving both 
boys and girls, and that the majority have not been reported (Gallagher 2000; Barter 
1999).  As Parton (2004) notes, many of these inquiries made similar 
recommendations to enhance organisational policies and cultures around 
safeguarding which were not followed through, raising questions not only about the 
speed and process of organisational change but also, more worryingly, whether any 
lessons were actually learned (see Sullivan and Beech 2002).  Indeed, many of 
these themes, including delays in disclosure; a culture of silence; and denial and 
minimisation of allegations also arise from an examination of the major Savile 
inquiries.  Moreover, they also relate directly to the process of ‘institutional grooming’ 
(McAlinden, 2006, 2012, ch 5) and will be returned to below.   
 
The Savile Inquiries: Key Themes 
While Savile offended on a prolific and unprecedented scale across a range of 
entertainment, health, education and child care contexts (with more than 75 inquiries 
or reviews conducted or ongoing), the principal inquiries or investigations relate to 
those concerning the BBC (Smith 2016), Broadmoor Special Hospital (Kirkup and 
Marshall 2014), Stoke Mandeville Hospital (Johnstone and Dent 2015; Vize and 
Klinck 2015), the Leeds Teaching Hospitals (Leeds General Infirmary; St James’s 
Hospital; Chapel Allerton Hospital; Seacroft Hospital (Proctor et al. 2016) and 
Duncroft School2, all of which were convened posthumously.  It is important to note, 
that in tandem with many of the high level public inquiries into institutional child 
abuse, such as those involving the state and the Catholic Church in the Republic of 
Ireland, the remit of most of these inquiries was not only about the nature and scale 
of Savile’s behaviour but also the level of institutional awareness and the failures to 
respond adequately to the problem.  Crucially, as discussed further below, it is both 
of these elements – sexual offending behaviour combined with the failure to 
challenge inappropriate or abusive behaviour – which makes institutional grooming 
and sustained abuse possible. 
 
The sexual behaviour displayed by Savile ranged from abusive behaviour at the very 
serious end of the spectrum such as rape and sexual assault to sexual touching and 
inappropriate non-contact behaviours involving indecent exposure, or lewd words or 
gestures against male but predominantly female victims.  The victims were also 
vulnerable to a lesser or greater extent.  Many, in addition to the inherent 
vulnerability of children, were vulnerable by virtue of their status as patients with 
complex needs, as ‘looked after children’ or as vulnerable adults.  Others had a 

                                                      
2 While there was no official inquiry into Duncroft School, there were two reviews – one in 2013 of 

Surrey Police’s investigation (Operation Ornament) between May 2007 and October 2009 into 
allegations of sexual offences against girls at Duncroft (Savell 2013); and the second a review of 
Operation Outreach, the investigation into allegations made after Savile’s death about his offending 
by 23 former Duncroft residents (Savell 2015). 
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range of vulnerabilities including mental health issues, social, emotional or 
educational difficulties.  In addition, however, Savile also abused adolescents, and 
adult staff, child and adult visitors, volunteers and charity fundraisers (e.g. at Stoke 
Mandeville Hospital: Johnstone and Dent 2015, ch 6). Although Savile procured his 
victims through these various institutions, the offences took place at a range of 
locations including within the institutional premises and without, including in his car, 
campervan and his London flat.  
 
In tandem with the body of general inquiries into institutional child sexual abuse 
within both England and Wales and elsewhere, there were typically long delays in 
victim disclosure.  The majority of the allegations of abuse were not made during 
Savile’s lifetime as the overwhelming majority of victims disclosed after his death.  
For those victims who did make a complaint, allegations were either not taken 
seriously or not followed-up by the police or relevant authorities (HMIC 2013). In 
organisations where the abuse took place typically there were flawed internal 
management frameworks with lax procedures for staff supervision and the absence 
of a coherent system for complaints.  Indeed, during his lifetime, and certainly the 
peak of his offending during the mid-1960s to mid-1970s, when Savile was 40-50 
years old, he appeared to operate with complete impunity and with minimal risk or 
fear of the consequences that victims would report him.  Although Savile typically 
acted alone, there were instances of both passive and active complicity by front-line 
institutional staff by either deliberating ignoring suspicions of abuse or actively aiding 
the abuse by allowing Savile to have unhindered access to victims (see e.g. Savell 
2015, para 1.6, in the context of Duncroft School). 
 
As Dame Janet Smith noted in the BBC Inquiry: ‘He seems never to have had any 
fear that any of (his victims) would report him’ (Smith 2016, para. 5.338).  His public 
persona and self-styled status as a charitable public figure, the use of his circle of 
contacts and the influence of ‘celebrity’ served to both deflect the concerns of staff 
and discourage reporting by victims (NSPCC 2014).  Indeed, the fact that Savile 
made use of his persona and sphere of influence to both gain, in some cases, 
virtually unrestricted and unchallenged access to victims, speaks directly to the 
dynamics, behaviour and methods underpinning ‘institutional grooming’ (McAlinden 
2006, 2012).   
 
Institutional Grooming 
Grooming is a term generally used to describe the preparatory behaviours which 
precede actual abuse and which is directed at either the victim (usually children), the 
environment or significant others (Craven et al 2006; see also Salter 1995, 2003). As 
others have put it, it is about gaining access to the child; ensuring the child’s 
compliance; and maintaining the child’s secrecy to avoid disclosure (Craven et al. 
2006, p.297).  Its broad purpose is thought to be two-fold: to set up opportunities to 
abuse and subsequently to prevent disclosure by the victim or discovery by others.  
To this end, I have previously proposed a definition of grooming which captures its 
nature and purpose: 

(1) the use of a variety of manipulative and controlling techniques (2) with 
a vulnerable subject (3) in a range of inter-personal and social settings (4) 
in order to establish trust or normalise sexually harmful behaviour (5) with 
the overall aim of facilitating exploitation and/or prohibiting exposure 
(McAlinden 2012, p.11). 
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This section of the chapter draws on my previous empirical work on grooming in the 
form of over 50 interviews with criminal justice and other professionals across the 
United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland (McAlinden 2012).  
 
Some of the Savile inquiries have pinpointed the process of the grooming of children 
or their families over a period of months (see e.g. the eight cases within the context 
of Leeds Teaching Hospitals: Proctor et al, 2016; see also the allegations of sexual 
offending made during Operation Yewtree: Gray and Watt 2013). Further, evidence 
from the Stoke Mandeville Inquiry (Johnstone and Dent 2015, para. 13.19) 
demonstrates that reasons for non-disclosure by victims include, among others, the 
fact that Savile told victims not to say anything as no one would believe them.  This 
factor was also amplified by Savile’s status as a high profile and, at the time, well 
respected celebrity.  Indeed, the inquiries surveyed above highlight that Savile often 
chose the most vulnerable of victims which simultaneously made them easier to 
abuse and less likely to disclose.  However, since he exhibited an ongoing pattern of 
sexual offending against multiple victims, there was less need for him to engage in 
the grooming of particular victims in order to maintain their ongoing compliance and 
prevent them disclosing.  Rather, the scale and scope of Savile’s offending was 
ultimately made possible by a broader and more ingrained process of institutional 
grooming in which the surrounding environment, as well as the staff who work within 
it, may be ‘groomed’ as part of a pattern of preparatory and ongoing abusive 
behaviours.  
 
Grooming within Organisational Environments 
While institutional abuse is a sub-category of extra-familial abuse, there are also 
clear elements of institutional grooming and abuse that closely resemble the 
dynamics of intra-familial abuse.  That is, the particular features of the institutional 
environment which sex offenders may use to facilitate abuse and prevent disclosure 
by children and other professionals include features such as trust, opportunity, 
anonymity, secrecy and power.  It is these unique facets of ‘vulnerable organisations’ 
(Erooga 2009b, p.38), or what Hall terms ‘the institutional syndrome’ (Hall 2000, 
cited in Erooga 2009b, p.38) which enables offenders to manipulate perceptions, 
create opportunities, and prevent suspicion.   
 
The gaining of trust, or ‘emotional seduction’ (Salter 1995, p.74), plays a pivotal role 
in the grooming process with respect to children, protective adults and the 
surrounding environment. Within the institutional setting, the intimate and social 
relationships created with the victim and others who might protect them are also 
based on the creation of loyalty and implicit trust (see generally Ben-Yehuda 2001).  
Moreover, as discussed further below, institutions can create multiple opportunities 
for manipulation and abuse and can allow the offender to take on a different persona 
and remain anonymous in terms of their deviant sexual tendencies.  The 
organisational culture itself may be conducive to abuse of power, the ‘corruption of 
care’ (Erooga 2009b, pp.39-40) and erosion of the primary functions of care and 
protection.  The fact that Savile was afforded high status as a celebrity enhanced his 
power and authority and helped to discourage victim reporting for fear of the 
consequences.  
 
Childcare institutions appear to be ‘especially self-protective, secretive and closed by 
nature’ (McAlinden 2006, p.353). As such they discourage the drawing of attention to 
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any deficiencies in policies and procedures and the signs of abuse, out of fear of 
damaging the reputation or credibility of the institution.  The Savile inquiries have 
established that staff either ignored signs of abuse or failed to act upon disclosures 
by children as an attempt to preserve the reputation of the institution or disguise the 
lack of proper procedures in place.  Furthermore, if organisations or individuals are 
held in high esteem by local agencies or parents, as Savile generally was, children 
may experience added difficulties in both resisting and disclosing the abuse 
(Gallagher 2000, p.810). 
 
Indeed, the particular role which these offenders play within certain institutions may 
also make the environment more facilitative of abuse. Savile had free reign over 
most of the institutions he was involved with, with few checks and balances on his 
behaviour and no clear hierarchies of accountability.  It is this status or authority that 
may give abusers the necessary control over the organisational culture, or ‘the 
power to betray’ (Ben-Yehuda 2001, p.28) – it may provide an opportunity for those 
minded to abuse children to do so in a way that exposes them to less risk, thus 
reducing the likelihood of detection and potentially leading to an increase in abuse.  
 
The literature establishes that ‘looked after children’ in residential care, such as 
those at Duncroft School, are more susceptible to abuse than those within the 
community (Dawson 1983; Siskind 1986). While not all of the settings in which Savile 
abused were necessarily residential ones he often had his own quarters or took the 
opportunity to stay overnight in the various institutions (Broadmoor, Stoke 
Mandeville).  In such contexts, the imbalance of power between adult perpetrators 
and child victims is exaggerated by the offender’s ‘caring role and the children’s 
traumatic or abusive histories’ (Erooga et al. 2012, p.62).  The specific context of a 
local authority secure or residential facility where some children may have emotional 
or learning difficulties, behavioural or psychiatric problems, or drug or alcohol 
addiction can provide a captive vulnerable population for abusers (Utting 1997, p.5; 
Powell 2007, p.39). Furthermore, vulnerable or challenging children may also be 
regarded as having little or no credibility if allegations of abusive or inappropriate 
behaviour are made (Powell 2007, p.39).  
 
‘Staff Seductions’ 
The grooming of colleagues or other staff within an institutional environment may be 
in addition to, or completely replace, the grooming of the victim. What Salter terms 
‘staff seductions’ (2003, pp.139-56), and Robben ‘emotional allurement’ (1995, p.83), 
may be ‘particularly acute’ in residential settings ‘where offenders and 
staff/volunteers may spend long periods of time together’ (Salter 2003, p.140). 
Several interviewees in the previous in-depth study of grooming (McAlinden 2012) 
referred to above, explained that the purpose of such grooming would be to avert the 
suspicion or attention of those who would otherwise provide a source of safety or 
support for the victim. One interviewee stated: 

I’ve had cases where there was a residential social worker and it was 
more the grooming of the colleagues as opposed to the grooming of the 
child ... so sometimes the grooming can be around creating with others, 
who should be calling into question what are you doing, that the grooming 
is ensuring... that’s who I need to work on and not necessarily any 
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grooming of the victim … It’s more, why did nobody else come and that’s 
the grooming of others.3  
 

Other interviewees pointed out these individuals were often the most popular with the 
staff and the children (see also Bithell 1991; Erooga et al. 2012, pp.10, 27).  As one 
professional stated, reflecting on previous cases:   

They were seen as just very positive... two of them were actually the child 
protection officers, so they took on the mantle of protecting children and 
were seen in that light, and therefore in a way become inviolable ... if they 
are doing something it must be ok ... because they have the responsibility 
and they are so caring.4  
 

Savile’s pursuit of charitable works across the myriad institutions he was involved 
with helped to cement the perception of the benign, inviolable and caring nature of 
his character.  However, the notion of ‘institutions as individuals’ (Douglas 1986) – 
whereby offenders seek to navigate or exploit system weaknesses or personal 
relationships in order to abuse – is also evidenced in high profile cases of 
institutional sexual offending by non-celebrities.  
 
The popularity of an individual member of staff may disempower other staff and 
make them reluctant or less willing to challenge suspicious or inappropriate 
behaviour for fear of undermining their own position within the organisation. By way 
of example, the serious case review into sexual abuse at the Little Ted’s Nursery in 
England and Wales in 2010,5 concluded in relation to the behaviour of Vanessa 
George, that her ‘power base within the setting and her capacity to draw other 
members of the staff team into her world, ... effectively silenc[ed] them’ (Plymouth 
Safeguarding Children Board 2010, para. 5.73). Moreover, by failing to challenge the 
inappropriateness of certain behaviours, this ‘made challenge even less likely and 
[she] may have interpreted the behaviour as implicit support’ (Plymouth 
Safeguarding Board 2010, para. 5.4). The insidious nature of grooming within this 
context, however, is often extremely difficult to detect ahead of the discovery of 
actual harm or abuse. One respondent in the grooming research used the phrase 
‘system grooming’6 to explain this process: ‘he’s grooming the staff, he’s grooming 
the environment, he’s grooming for example the rota system. He’s doing all of that, 
but you wouldn’t have spotted it because... he didn’t show any specific interest in the 
victim, so teaching about that wouldn’t have rang any bells with anybody because his 
grooming efforts were through a different system.’7 This illustrates that practised sex 
offenders such as Savile are able to negotiate their way around protective individuals 
as well as organisational procedures. 
 
Within this broader context, Savile also adopted what has been termed a ‘blocking 
manipulation style’ (Sullivan and Quayle 2012) where the offender ‘jests’ with others 
in order to promote a view of themselves as fun and risqué while also normalising 
their inappropriate behaviour.  A key component of Savile’s mode of ‘grooming’ was 

                                                      
3 Interview Independent Social Work Consultant, Northern Ireland, 23 May 2011. 
4 Interview Senior Voluntary Sector Interviewee, England and Wales, 22 September 2011. 
5 Nursery worker Vanessa George had been abusing children in her care and sharing images of the 

abuse with Colin Blanchard whom she had met via the internet. 
6 Interview Independent Social Work Consultant, Northern Ireland, 23 May 2011.  
7 ibid.  
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to adopt overtly sexualised behaviour and language to ultimately deflect concerns 
about potential risk. As Marcus Erooga notes in the opening chapter ‘his general 
behaviour toward women was often flamboyantly inappropriate, including 
extravagant forms of greeting, inappropriate remarks and physical contact.’ As the 
inquiries convey, while many recipients and bystanders of this eccentric behaviour 
may have found this uncomfortable or objectionable, this was often dismissed as 
part of his public persona – ‘Just Jimmy’ (see e.g. the Stoke Mandeville Hospital 
Inquiry: Johnston and Dent 2015, p.iii). 
 
The latter argument also has resonance in relation to the wider processes of social 
denial (Cohen 2001) concerning allegations of institutional child sexual abuse.  This 
culture of disbelief was evidenced, for example, by the historical reluctance of Irish 
society to acknowledge clerical sexual abuse in the Republic of Ireland for decades 
(McAlinden 2013). As noted above, the collective failures of the authorities, 
organisations and the public to act on suspicions of sexual abuse by Savile and to 
challenge his behaviour was attributed to his celebrity status and his charitable 
works (Burns and Somaiya 2012; Boffey 2014).  In the much quoted words of 
contributing author to this book and then Scotland Yard Commander responsible for 
Operation Yewtree Peter Spindler, ‘he groomed a nation.’ 
 
Professional Grooming 
A further manifestation of ‘institutional grooming’ is how this may manifest within the 
context of interactions between suspect perpetrators and professionals such as the 
police. Within the context of the small number of police investigations that were 
undertaken during Savile’s lifetime, there is also evidence of what can be termed 
‘professional grooming’ (McAlinden 2012, ch 5). A review by Her Majesty’s 
Inspectorate of Constabulary of police responses to allegations about Savile made 
when he was alive highlights that allegations reported to the police may not have 
been adequately responded to (HMIC 2013) – complaints tended to be dealt with in 
a dismissive manner and proper investigations were not carried out.  The literature 
also establishes that within the context of police interviews with suspect offenders 
(Durkin and Bryant 1999; Lippert et al 2010), there may be ‘interactional difficulties’ 
in ‘negotiat[ing] an account of what actually happened’ (Benneworth 2009, pp.555-6).  
As Sullivan and Quayle (2012, p.90) have noted, offenders will ‘typically attempt to 
influence how people interpret their behaviour, generating potentially self-serving 
testimonies.’ 
 
In this vein, an alternative presentation by the offender in this context is that of a 
‘joker’ or a ‘clown’ (see McAlinden 2012, pp.190-91). During my research another 
police officer explained how one older offender: ‘did just essentially through the 
interview play the... I’ve been a silly old buffoon… And clearly what he had been 
saying, backwards and forwards online, was not the thinking of a silly old man, but ... 
an attempt to portray himself in one way to everybody else.’8 This also accords with 
what Sullivan and Quayle (2012) have identified as a ‘blocking manipulation’ style, 
referred to above – where the offender ‘jests’ with others in order to promote a view 
of themselves as fun and risqué while also normalising their inappropriate behaviour.  
As part of this process, many interviewees also explained how offenders can play 

                                                      
8 Interviewee Senior Police Officer, Scotland, 22 August 2011. 
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professionals off against each other which can result in ‘the watering down of the 
evidence’9 or in professionals ‘los[ing] sight of the risk that someone poses.’10 
 
Preferential v Situational/Opportunistic Sexual Offending 
In tandem with sexual offending more broadly (Wortley and Smallbone 2006), there 
is a dichotomous debate as to whether institutional sexual offending is predatory in 
nature or situationally derived (Sullivan and Beech 2004; Erooga et al. 2012, p.52). 
In reality it seems more likely that as offenders are not homogenous, both are true. 
That is, while some offenders may deliberately choose paid work or a voluntary 
position which provides contact with potential victims, for others, the institutional 
environment may provide the opportunity to offend once they have become installed 
in their position (John Jay College 2011). The opportunistic nature of sexual 
offending against children means that for many ‘professional offenders’, ‘the key 
factor is not the particular sexual attraction but rather the availability and vulnerability 
of the children’ (Erooga 2009b, p.65) which is often enhanced within an institutional 
environment. 
 
This broad dichotomy between preferential and situational offending was also 
reflected in the views of some professionals (McAlinden 2012, pp.176-78). A 
treatment professional, for example, commented: ‘all of the offenders, bar none, that 
I’ve worked with have all got themselves into situations that definitely are a back 
door, or a side door ... into having access to children.’11  This pattern of offending 
was related to an ‘approach explicit’ pathway (Ward and Hudson 1998) – in which an 
individual intentionally plans to offend and puts in place clear strategies to achieve 
this goal – and more ingrained and predatory forms of sexual offending against 
children.  An independent interviewee in England and Wales explained further: ‘the 
entrenched child sex offender, i.e. somebody whose needs, so emotionally, socially, 
sexually, are only met by children is more likely … to be involved in institutional 
[sexual] abuse, just simply because they will seek an environment where there is the 
ability to access victims.’12  
 
For other interviewees, however, institutional child sexual abuse was ‘very situation 
specific’ and linked to organisational risk factors.  According to this view, sex 
offenders may be installed in a position of trust with children prior to the emergence 
of any motivation to sexually offend. Situational risk factors were succinctly attributed 
by one interviewee to ‘a pressured environment ... the element of solo working ... 
[and] the lack of physical boundaries’13 between children and the staff responsible 
for their care.  It is this blurring of organisational roles and physical boundaries which 
may serve to normalise the onset of physical and later sexualised contact with 
children.  As discussed below, this divergence in views underlines the importance of 
developing both external and internal controls on the behaviour of potential sex 
offenders in institutional settings.  
 
In relation to Savile, while there is some evidence of premeditation in terms of the 
use of grooming strategies with children and their families as noted above, this 

                                                      
9 Interview Senior Social Worker, Northern Ireland, 27 July 2011.  
10 Interview Forensic Psychiatrist, Scotland, 24 August 2011. 

11 Interview Treatment Professional, Republic of Ireland, 16 May 2011. 
12 Interview Voluntary Sector Professional, England and Wales, 19 September 2011. 
13 Interview Voluntary Sector Professional, Scotland, 21 August 2011. 
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distinction between situational/opportunistic and predatory sexual offending is not 
immediately clear-cut.  Within the framework of predatory or preferential sexual 
offending, for example, Savile does not appear to have had a strong victim 
preference.  As outlined above, the inquiries establish that Savile abused young 
children, adolescents, as well as adults across a range of contexts that 
encompassed both male and female victims.  This tends to go against the grain of 
the literature which establishes that many sex offenders have a strong victim 
preference, particularly along gendered lines14, although those sex offenders with no 
fixed victim preference, as might be expected, tend to exhibit a greater range of 
grooming and abusive behaviours.15  
 
Moreover, much of Savile’s offending was opportunistic yet also had distinct and 
overriding predatory elements.  That is, while Savile undoubtedly made use of the 
unique institutional opportunities and uncontrolled access to potential victims, the 
scale and scope of his offending also underlines the insidious and predatory nature 
of his behaviour.  As the inquiry into the circumstances surrounding his offending at 
Broadmoor Special Hospital notes delineating this crossover, there is ‘no reason to 
doubt that Savile was an opportunistic sexual predator throughout the time he was 
associated with Broadmoor’ (Kirkup and Marshall 2014, para. 1.14).  A similar 
conclusion was reached in the substantive inquiry into Stoke Mandeville hospital 
which describes him as ‘an opportunistic predator who could also on occasions show 
a high degree of pre-meditation when planning attacks on his victims’ (Johnstone 
and Dent 2015, para. 2).  It may even be argued, therefore, that manifold 
opportunities to offend, such as within institutional contexts, which go unchallenged, 
may facilitate the development and entrenchment of predatory sexual behaviour.  
 

PART II 
The learning identified above in relation to the grooming strategies displayed by 
Savile within an organisational context, which ultimately allowed him to offend to a 
prolific extent for decades, has highlighted a number of key themes.  These relate, 
amongst others, to the closed nature of organisational cultures and the dynamics of 
institutional grooming; the lack of clear governance frameworks; and the absence of 
protective policies which prize protection of the vulnerable.  In the case of Savile, 
these features were undoubtedly compounded by the influence of the deferential 
culture of celebrity in that boundary violations were tolerated and not confronted. 
There are broader lessons to be drawn out, however, for organisations and indeed 
society as a whole.  
 
A Culture of ‘Safety’ 
Given the difficulties concerning non-disclosure or significant delays in disclosure by 
victims which is evidenced in cases of non-recent child sexual abuse, a reactive 
legal approach which relies on self-identification by victims has enormous limitations.  

                                                      
14 See e.g. large-scale research by Elliott and colleagues that demonstrated that 58 per cent of 

offenders targeted girls; 14 per cent targeted boys; while the remaining 28 per cent targeted both 
boys and girls (Elliott et al 1995: 583). Similarly, Grubin (1998) found that 60 per cent of child 
molesters target only girls, about 20 to 33 per cent boys, and about 10 per cent children of either sex. 
Earlier research by Baker and Duncan (1985), on the other hand, reported that 44 per cent of the 
males in their survey reported being a victim of extra-familial abuse compared to 30 per cent of the 
girls, which may be indicative of under-reporting by boys. 

15 See e.g. Tallon and Terry (2008) in relation to institutional clerical sexual abuse. 
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Current organisational responses to the risk posed by potential sex offenders are 
heavily premised on known and assessed ‘risk’ (Kemshall 2001) – that is, where the 
offender has a clear record of offending or, at the very least, where there is an 
established history of concerns.  Risk-based measures, such as pre-employment 
vetting and barring, give the ‘allure of protection’ (Hebenton and Seddon 2009, p.12) 
and can, therefore, never hope to adequately safeguard children or other potential 
victims within an organisational setting (McAlinden 2010).  They are limited 
inherently to clear, identifiable and preventable risks and not the unknown, hidden 
and therefore the most dangerous ones. 
 
Part of the difficulty with early detection of potential risks of sexual harm to children 
within an institutional environment stem from the fact that emotional congruence with 
children may be indicative of a potential risk to children as well as a desirable 
characteristic of those most effective in working with children (Sullivan et al. 2011, 
p.70).  Since sex offenders ‘share many relevant characteristics with the “general 
population”’ (Erooga 2009a, p.4), and there is no typical or ‘full-proof’ profile (Elliott 
et al. 1995, p.109), it is difficult to identify or predict who is likely to be a risk to 
children prior to the occurrence of actual harm.  It becomes vitally important, 
therefore, to supplement the risk-based paradigm with effective internal supervision 
and controls on institutional culture and individual working practices in settings which 
involve ‘close and contact interaction’ with children and the vulnerable (Erooga 
2009b, p.65).   
 
This ‘new’ discourse could be framed around what feminist commentators refer to as 
a ‘politics’ (Stanko 1990) or ‘culture of safety’ (Busch 2002) rather than simply 
around ‘risk’, incorporating proactive as well as reactive approaches to risk 
management.  One practical means of achieving this is the adoption of broader 
public health approaches to sexualised violence and abuse (Laws 2000) that 
emphasise the protection of children and the vulnerable as everyone’s responsibility 
within wider society as well as organisational contexts specifically.  Institutional child 
sexual abuse, much like intra-familial sexual abuse, emerges as the confluence of 
three factors – a motivated offender, a suitable victim, and the lack of an appropriate 
and capable guardian (McAlinden 2012, p.195).  As Erooga (2009b, p.28) contends, 
therefore, ‘without an appropriate organisational culture of safeguarding, any setting 
… is vulnerable to the corruption of the ethic of care.’    
 
Developing an Organisational Culture of Safeguarding 
In practice, as I have argued elsewhere (McAlinden 2012, p.276), this broad 
aspiration of safeguarding could be furthered by enhancing staff training around 
issues specific to sexual offending behaviour, and strengthening external and 
particularly internal management systems which would maximise ‘the features that 
make organisations safer for children’ (Beyer et al 2005, p.106). This would include 
at a minimum two key components: (i) systems of staff support and monitoring to 
facilitate the early identification and effective challenge of inappropriate or potentially 
harmful sexual behaviour (Sullivan et al. 2011, p.70); and (ii) an organisational 
‘culture of awareness and vigilance’ (Erooga 2009a, p.6) among staff which fosters 
‘open and constructive questioning of practice and relationships’ (Shaw 2007, 
p.150).  A multi-layered approach to institutional child sexual abuse would offer a 
more viable means of protecting children and the vulnerable by enhancing children’s 
safety while simultaneously reducing the offender’s opportunity for abuse.   
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Such a culture offers a means of proactively addressing harms to children within 
intra-familial as well as extra-familial contexts primarily by encouraging a culture of 
openness and accountability concerning child sexual abuse.  It would be orientated 
towards, what I would term, a ‘panopticon of the victim’ and the environment rather 
than the situational risk management of the offender. This entails a fundamental shift 
in focus away from applying ‘checklists’ in recognising patterns of grooming 
behaviour as others have advocated (van Damn 2001; Sanderson 2004; Salter 
2003; Powell 2007), towards broadening protective efforts around victims, offenders 
and organisational communities.  One interviewee outlined the essence of this 
broader approach that represents a distinct move away from a focus on individual 
risk factors: 

Ultimately, I think it is not about individual behaviour, it is about whole 
organisational behaviour that will extinguish the possibility of grooming, 
because other than that it takes us into that trying to spot the sex offender 
and trying to spot grooming, and I just don’t believe, by and large, that is 
possible. So it’s not about managing grooming behaviour more effectively, 
it is about taking a whole organisation approach ... It incorporates knowing 
what’s appropriate and what are appropriate boundaries, as opposed to 
being rule bound and it becomes much more child friendly.16 

 
The Balance of Victim-Offender Perspectives 
A final strategy to be considered as part of early intervention and identification of risk 
is the integration of victim and offender perspectives on child sexual abuse.  Sex 
offender risk assessment and management frameworks are premised on the notion 
of ‘joined-up’ thinking (Cowan et al. 2001, p.439) and ‘partnership’ (Crawford 1997; 
Gilling 2007) as part of a multi-agency approach (Kemshall and Maguire, 2001).  
However, in tandem with broader policy debates on criminal justice more generally, 
victims and offenders of child sexual abuse are typically framed within oppositional 
hierarchical discourses (McAlinden 2014). Equally, for the most part, practitioner 
discourses, on sex offender risk management on the one hand and child protection 
on the other remain disconnected.  
 
In this vein, I would argue for a more integrated approach which encompasses the 
child protection and offender management ends of the spectrum of policy and 
professional interventions with child sexual abuse.  This would facilitate knowledge 
exchange about best practice in relation to the protection of individual children as 
well as the broader management of potential sex offenders.  One social worker 
framed the problem as follows: 

You can’t talk about child protection without talking about the offender. 
The victim and the offender have to be together and that has never been 
done. We still don’t have that in process.... the difficulty is there is no one 
driving that forward. To me it is just very, very clear when I see it... people 
have a very good understanding of child protection but they don’t know 
how the offender and the risk management fit into that.... I think it should 

                                                      
16 Interview Senior Voluntary Sector Professional, England and Wales, 1 September 2011. 
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be looked at... child protection and offender management as two different 
sides of the one coin.17    
 

Such an approach would also enhance inter-agency co-operation in relation to the 
care and protection of children and could be further facilitated, for example, through 
specifically tailored knowledge exchange seminars aimed at both child protection 
and offender management professionals.  

 
Indeed, for those on the front-line of work with perpetrators or victims of child sexual 
abuse, this balance of perspectives is even more pertinent.  As one interviewee 
explained:  

One of the most difficult things in forensic work is trying to stay in the 
middle all the time... not over identifying with victims; not over identifying 
with offenders. It is not being drawn into ... completely seeing the side that 
the offender wants you to see, but also seeing the other side.18 

 
At the level of professional practice this also means giving due consideration to the 
rights and needs of potential victims and suspected perpetrators within the context of 
investigations into institutional child sexual abuse. The circumstances surrounding 
the Savile inquiries, particularly those concerning former allegations made to the 
police which were not properly followed up (Gray and Watt 2013), demonstrate that 
there is a need to take seriously the complaints of victims when they do come 
forward. At the same time, this must be counter balanced with concern for the due 
process rights of offenders during investigations into institutional child sexual abuse 
in order to avoid the reputational damage following spurious allegations.  More 
broadly, however, there is a need to recognise that institutional child sexual abuse, 
and the grooming strategies which underpin it, is an ongoing and ubiquitous societal 
problem.19 Tackling this issue, therefore, in a meaningful way, means recognising 
child protection as the responsibility of not only elite level actors but of all. 
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