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abstract
aim: To assess the pattern of some unusual cases of child abuse, including their trial and subsequent appeal outcomes, 
over the last 40 years.
method: Cases of multiple-victim, multiple-offender child abuse, occurring in a pre-school or similar setting, without 
physical evidence of abuse, from developed, English-speaking countries were collected. 
results: Thirty cases fulfilled the study criteria: 26 from the US and one each from Australia, New Zealand, Canada and 
the UK. The first was in 1983 and the most recent in 1994. Of 81 people accused, 43 (53%) were female. One or more 
defendants were convicted in 19 of the 30 cases (63%). The verdict was subsequently overturned in 13 of 19 (69%) con-
victions, up to 30 years later. Three additional cases occurred in Europe between 1992 and 2006
conclusion: These cases, relying upon children’s testimony and evidential interviewing techniques overseen by law 
enforcement officers, occurred in a cluster from the early 1980s until the mid-1990s, with almost none since. This highly 
unusual pattern, combined with two thirds of convictions being overturned, supports doubts regarding whether abuse 
occurred in these children. 

Some very unusual cases of suspected child 
sexual abuse were first reported in the US 
in the early 1980s.1 Young children, often 

after intensive questioning by parents, caregiv-
ers, social workers and law enforcement officials, 
accused multiple alleged perpetrators of sexual 
abuse, and also of carrying out other bizarre activ-
ities. A subset of these cases arose in a childcare, 
pre-school or similar setting, with multiple peo-
ple employed by or linked to the childcare being 
accused, many of whom were women. There was 
no physical evidence of abuse, so determining the 
innocence or guilt of the alleged offenders relied 
completely upon the testimony of the children. 
The cases often had a high media profile and 
resulted in long and complex court proceedings.

One case with these features occurred in New 
Zealand. In 1991, Peter Ellis, a pre-school teacher 
at the Christchurch Civic Crèche, was accused, 
and subsequently convicted, of abusing chil-
dren under his care. Opinions on whether abuse 
occurred remain divided.2,3

This study describes the pattern of these cases 
over the last 40 years, where they occurred, the 
trial verdict, and any changes to that verdict from 
subsequent appeals.

Methods
Child sexual abuse cases from the US, Canada, 

UK, Australia and New Zealand were included in 
the analysis if they fulfilled the following specific 
criteria:

1. Abuse occurring in a childcare, pre-school, 
crèche, kindergarten or Sunday school 
setting

2. Multiple children describing abuse
3. All children <6 years old at the time of the 

alleged abuse
4. Multiple people accused of abuse (including 

those instances in which only one person 
was eventually charged)

5. No physical evidence of child abuse 
6. Description of associated bizarre or 

implausible events by the children
7. No physical evidence supporting the bizarre 

or implausible events

Cases were identified from books, journal arti-
cles, and online searches, including newspaper 
archives, using combinations of the search terms 
“sex abuse,” “pre-school,” “day care,” “child care,” 
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“multiple victim,” multiple offender” and “chil-
dren’s testimony”

Cases were included if one or more people 
were arrested and charged with a sex abuse 
offence. The court case outcome was determined, 
along with whether those convicted successfully 
appealed their conviction. Case inclusion was 
not determined by the symptoms that the chil-
dren described. Cases were also included where 
a supposed physical sign of sexual abuse, such as 
reflex anal dilatation, was subsequently discred-
ited because the sign was shown to lack sensitivity 
and specificity for diagnosing abuse.

Additional cases from European countries, ful-
filling the same criteria, that emerged during the 
search were added. These were not included in 
the primary analysis because a comprehensive 
search of all European countries and of non-En-
glish language sources was not undertaken, mak-
ing capture of all eligible cases uncertain.

Results
The 30 cases identified from the US, UK, Can-

ada, Australia and New Zealand that fulfilled the 
study criteria are listed in Table 1. 

Of the 30 cases, 26 were from the USA. All these 
cases occurred during the nine years from 1983 to 
1991. Four cases in the main analysis were from 
outside the USA; the first was from Australia in 
1989, and the last from the UK in 1994. Forty-three 
of 81 people accused (53%) were female. 

One or more defendants were convicted in 
19 of the 30 cases (63%). Charges were dropped 
in six, and the defendants were acquitted in the 
other five cases. Of all those accused, 36 of 81 
(44%) were convicted; of those 36, 21 (68%) were 
male. The most recent conviction was from a 1991 
case. 

With regard to longer-term outcomes, the ver-
dict was overturned (although some remained 
on parole) in 13 of 19 convictions (68%). Another 
three were paroled without their convictions 
being overturned, and two completed their prison 
sentences. Only one of those convicted remains in 
prison. In those whose verdicts were overturned, 
the time taken ranged from four to 30 years 
(median eight years). The two cases from Texas 
were both overturned, after 26 and 28 years, 
respectively.

Of the three additional European cases, the ear-
liest was in 1992, and the most recent, in 2006, is 
the only one from this century. None resulted in a 
conviction

Discussion
Child sexual abuse is, unfortunately, common 

in New Zealand. The Christchurch Health and 
Development Study found that 6% of participants 
had suffered severe abuse before the age of 16.4 

Multiple-victim, multiple-offender child abuse, 
with no physical evidence of abuse and bizarre 
testimony from the children, is a very narrow sub-
set of child sex abuse. Cases were first reported 
from Kern County, California, in 1982.1 The first 
case in a pre-school setting, an even narrower 
subset, was from Manhattan Beach, Los Angeles, 
a year later.5,6 Hundreds of children were thought 
to have been abused. The court proceedings took 
seven years and cost US$15 million (at the time 
the most expensive case in US legal history), and 
ultimately led to acquittal of the defendants. Over 
the next eight years, there were 25 further similar 
USA cases from 16 different states, with at least 
one person convicted in 19 of them. 

The first case outside of the US was not until 
1988 in Australia, followed by more in New Zea-
land in 1991, Canada in 1992 and the UK in 1994. 
The European cases were also among the most 
recent, occurring in Germany in 1992, Norway 
in 1994 and Italy in 2006. The only non-US case 
resulting in a conviction is that from Christchurch, 
New Zealand. The Christchurch case was also the 
most recent one with a conviction.

The passage of time clearly shows the case 
pattern, something not able to be appreciated 
when they were occurring (Figure 1). These cases 
appeared to arise out of nowhere, rapidly increase 
in number within one to two years, wane over the 
next decade and then almost disappear by this 
century. The distribution of cases has similarities 
to an infectious disease outbreak—starting in Cal-
ifornia, spreading around the US, heading to other 
developed English-speaking countries, and then 
on to Europe.7

One unusual feature of these cases is that over 
half of those accused were women. This propor-
tion differs markedly from usual child sex abuse, 
in which over 90% of perpetrators are male.8

Another unusual feature is the outcome of 
appeals in those convicted. Two thirds of the con-
victions were subsequently overturned. Some 
of the successful appeals took a very long time: 
in three of the cases, between 26 and 30 years. 
For comparison, a study from Victoria, Austra-
lia, found that in all criminal trials just over half 
were convicted, that 38% of the convictions were 
appealed, and that half of those appeals were 
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Table 1: Cases of multiple-offender, multiple-victim sex abuse occurring in pre-school settings.

Year Place Charged Trial outcome Subsequent outcome

1983
McMartin Pre-school, Man-
hatten Beach, CA, USA

1M, 1F Acquitted

1984
Country Walk Day Care, 
Miami, FL, USA

1M, 1F Convicted 1M still in prison, 1F completed sentence

1984
Rogers Park Day Care, Chi-
cago, IL, USA

1M Acquitted

1984
Early Childhood Develop-
ment Center, Pittsfield, 
MA, USA

1M Convicted Overturned 2014

1984
Praca Day Care Westches-
ter, NY, USA

4M, 1F Convicted Overturned 1996

1984
Small World Pre-school, 
Niles, MI, USA

1M, 1F 1M convicted
Overturned 1990. Pled guilty to one lesser 
charge in lieu of retrial

1984
Fells Acres, Malden, MA, 
USA

1M, 2F Convicted
2F Overturned 1995, reinstated and over-
turned 1997. 1F died, 1F paroled 1997. 1M 
paroled 2004

1984
Georgian Hills Baptist, 
Memphis, TN, USA

1F Convicted Overturned 1991. Exonerated 1998

1985
Wee Care, Maplewood, NJ, 
USA

1F Convicted Overturned 1993

1985
Multiple church day care 
centers, Bronx, NY, USA

3M, 1F 3M Convicted Overturned 1989, 1990

1985
Jubilation Day Care Cen-
ter, Fort Bragg, CA, USA

2F Charges dropped

1985
Craig’s Country, Clarkes-
ville, MD, USA

1M, 1F 1F convicted Overturned 1991

1985
Kiddie Kastle, Coos Bay, 
OR, USA

1M, 2F Charges dropped

1985
Felix’s, Carson City, NV, 
USA

1M, 1F Convicted Overturned 1993

1985
East Valley YMCA, El Paso, 
TX, USA

2F Convicted Overturned 2013

1986
Presidio army base child 
care, San Francisco, CA, 
USA

2M Charges dropped

1986
Home day care, Sequim, 
WA, USA

1M, 1F Charges dropped
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Table 1 (continued): Cases of multiple-offender, multiple-victim sex abuse occurring in pre-school settings.

Year Place Charged Trial outcome Subsequent outcome

1987
Gallup Christian Roseburg, 
OR, USA

2M, 1F Convicted Overturned (1) 1991, paroled (2)

1987
Rainbow Christian Vancou-
ver, WA, USA

1F Convicted Paroled

1988
Sunshine, Edgewood, IA, 
USA

1F Convicted Paroled (10 of 25 years)

1988
Home day care, Smithfield, 
NC, USA

1M, 1F 1M Convicted Completed 10-year sentence

1989
Little Rascals Edenton, NC, 
USA

2M, 5F 1M, 2F Convicted Overturned 1995

1989
Seabeach kindergarten, 
Sydney, NSW, Australia

1M, 3F Charges dropped

1989
Breezy Point Day School, 
Langhorne, PA, USA

1M, 2F Charges dropped

1991 Fran’s, Oak Hill, TX, USA 1M, 1F Convicted Overturned 2017

1991
First Presbyterian, Mans-
field, OH, USA

1M Convicted Paroled (9 of 14 years)

1991
Faith Chapel Sunday 
School, Spring Valley, CA, 
USA

1M Acquitted

1991
Christchurch Civic Creche, 
Christchurch, NZ

1M, 4F
1M Convicted. 
Charges dropped 
4F

Completed sentence

1992
Home day care babysit-
ting, Martensville, Sask, 
Canada

7M, 1F Acquitted

1994
Shieldfield Nursery, New-
castle, UK

1M, 1F Acquitted

1992
Montessori nursery, Muen-
ster, Germany

1M Acquitted

1994
Botnegård kindergarten, 
Bjugn, Norway

1M Acquitted

2006
Olga Rovere nursery 
school, Rignano Flamingo, 
Italy

1M, 4F Acquitted
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successful. Of the child sexual abuse cases which 
were appealed, half of the appeals were also suc-
cessful, although most of those resulted in a new 
trial, with only 6% acquitted of all charges.9

The main study limitation is that it is not pos-
sible to be certain regarding the completeness of 
eligible case capture. Cases before 1983 may have 
been missed, as some newspaper archives have 
less easily searched older records. The assess-
ment of European cases was not comprehensive, 
as it was not undertaken country by country, and 
some may have been only reported in foreign 
language publications. On the other hand, these 
cases tended to attract a high media profile, with 
many reported in multiple sources. It is extremely 
unlikely that the almost complete disappearance 
of these cases over the last 25 years is due to them 
being missed. 

The study findings should only be applied to 
those cases fulfilling the narrow inclusion crite-
ria. There is ongoing disagreement regarding the 
likelihood of abuse having occurred, particularly 
in cases with some but not all features of those 
included in this analysis.10

This study does not address reasons for the 
decline in the number of these cases from the 
early 1990s onwards. It has been proposed that 
scientific studies on suggestibility in pre-school 
aged children published from the late 1980s 
onwards11–16 led to improved evidential interview-
ing techniques.11–14 The 1992 US Federal Bureau of 
Investigation ‘Investigator’s Guide to Allegations 
of “Ritual” Child Abuse,’ following an investiga-
tion finding no evidence of widespread ritual 
child abuse over the previous decade,17 may have 
led to improved US law enforcement investigation 
of initial complaints. 

In summary, a cluster of apparent multiple-vic-
tim, multiple-offender day-care child abuse cases 
occurred in the 1980s and early 1990s. Convic-
tions depended upon the children’s testimony and 
the reliability of the techniques used to elicit that 
testimony. The very unusual epidemiologic pat-
tern of these cases, almost disappearing by this 
century, along with the high proportion of con-
victions which were subsequently overturned, 
support doubts about whether abuse occurred in 
these children.

Figure 1: Number of cases, by year, between 1980 and 2020. The majority of cases were from the US, and US cases 
largely preceded those from other countries. 
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