
Executive summary 
Background and objectives 

The background for this methodological assignment is a motion passed in the Dutch House of Representatives 

(Tweede Kamer), asking the Government to carry out an independent study on the nature and prevalence of 

organized and sadistic child abuse (October 2020). WODC decided to broaden the scope of the study, and to 

also include other forms of child abuse.  

The objective of this assignment was to consult experts to determine if there are any methods available to get 

a reliable and valid estimate of the prevalence of child abuse (related to ideology, or belief) in the Netherlands. 

Data collection and analysis lie outside of the scope of this study. 

 

Closed communities 

Child abuse is characterised by a certain amount of concealment. It can take place at home, but also in closed 

communities such as ideological, or religious organizations. This study included three forms of child abuse, 

which vary in the degree of concealment and the closedness of the communities in which they take place. It 

includes child abuse amongst the general population in the Netherlands, sexual child abuse within the 

community of Jehovah’s Witnesses, and organized sadistic abuse of children. These different forms of abuse 

serve as examples through which experts explored the pros and cons of different estimation methods in 

different contexts. The hypothesis is that the complexity of getting a reliable increases with the degree of 

closedness of the communities in which it takes place. Child abuse in the general population is less concealed, 

compared to organized sadistic abuse in unknown hidden organizations. 

 

Estimation methods 

In the expert meeting the feasibility of the following estimation methods was discussed for each form of child 

abuse: 

- A survey of the general population in the Netherlands 

- A survey of (potential) victims 

- A survey of childcare/medical professionals/practitioners  

- Estimation method: ‘Capture-recapture’, a statistical method with the prevalence of child abuse can 

be estimated based on a number of registered observations (for instance, police data on child abuse). 

- Estimation method: ‘Multiplier method’, a statistical method in which the observed/registered cases if 

child abuse is multiplied with a factor (multiplier) to estimate the total prevalence of child abuse in the 

population. 

- Estimation method: ‘Network scale up method’. An estimate is made by asking a selected group of 

respondents how many people they know who have experienced (some form of) child abuse. 

 

Child abuse in the general population in The Netherlands  

The experts are sceptical about the reliability and validity of estimates of the prevalence of child abuse 

amongst the general population in the Netherlands. The discussed methodologies are expected to only have a 

small chance of resulting in reliable and valid estimations. One caveat is that the reliability and validity of 

surveys increases if they are set out periodically, analysing trends over time. 

With the capture-recapture method the low availability of reliable data means it does not seem possible to 

make a reliable and valid estimate. 

 

Sexual child abuse within the community of Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Netherlands 

The estimation of the prevalence of sexual abuse if children within the community of Jehovah’s Witnesses in 

the Netherlands is complicated by a number of factors. Examples provided by experts are (i), the degree of 

concealment (ii) the closedness of the community, (iii) the threat is poses to report abuse. Experts have little 



faith that the included estimation methods will lead to any reliable and valid results. Only (i) the survey 

amongst childcare professional/practitioners, (ii) the network scale-up method, and (iii) the multiplier method, 

were rated as having a small chance of leading to reliable estimations. However, in interviews the experts 

indicated they also had little faith that these methods would lead to reliable results. Experts are largely 

unanimous in their answers. 

 

Organized sadistic abuse of children 

The third example for which pros and cons of estimation methods were discussed, is the organized sadistic 

abuse of children in the Netherlands. This example falls at the far end of the spectrum, namely estimating the 

prevalence of a concealed activity in unknown and hidden communities. By organized sadistic abuse of children 

we mean repeated, organized, systematic, sadistic abuse (physical, psychological, sexual, and emotional). This 

type of abuse can take place in hidden networks/groups and can be combined with ritualistic elements. This 

type of abuse mainly comes to light in treatment sessions with professional/practitioners (most often 

psychiatrists). 

In the expert session and interviews experts indicated they do not think any of the included estimation 

methods are feasible to get a reliable estimate of the prevalence of the organized sadistic abuse of children. 

The small size and concealment of the group means that any estimations are unreliable. Experts think it is 

important to focus on case research and underlying mechanisms. 

 

Conclusions 

Based on the expert session, the inescapable conclusion is that experts do not think it is possible to make a 

reliable and valid estimate of the prevalence of child abuse in the Netherlands, based on currently used 

estimation methods. It should be noted that the expert session was relatively small (ten participants), due to a 

large number of absentees. However, the general conclusion above was validated and confirmed in additional 

interviews. 

For all selected forms of child abuse the registration of cases is a major obstacle for making a reliable estimate. 

The prevalence of child abuse amongst the general population is sizeable, however police data is not registered 

uniformly (abuse, domestic violence, suspicious situation etc.). Furthermore, child abuse in the general 

population is a broad concept. It encapsulates different types of abuse such as physical abuse, emotional 

abuse, physical neglect, emotional neglect, witness to domestic violence, neglect of education, and sexual 

abuse. This asks for more meticulous registration practices (in police reports, or in surveys), and merging data 

from different sources. 

For specific types of child abuse in different sub-groups, such as sexual child abuse within the community of 

Jehovah’s Witnesses in the Netherlands, and organized sadistic abuse of children, the above complexities are 

also important. However, the inherent characteristics of these types of abuse form an additional barrier to 

obtaining any reliable estimates. The abuse takes place in more closed communities, the population size is 

unknown (organized sadistic abuse), there are few police reports available, police registration systems are not 

properly equipped (for instance, religion cannot be registered in police systems), meaning that researching 

child abuse in certain sub-groups must be done by hand. 

 

 


