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Everyone interested in cults, sects, and New Religious Movements (NRM) faces a common, 
stubborn question. What constitutes one? It's easy to recognize extreme examples of manipulation, 
abuse, or maltreatment by groups after the fact, but we remain unable to clearly and convincingly 
distinguish between healthy and unhealthy group and member practices and characteristics. 
Consequently, we struggle to effectively assess and engage with groups, leaders, and members. 

We need several things we don't yet have: 

 Methods that draw clear distinctions between healthy and unhealthy group and member 
practices in terms that make sense before problems develop, not just afterwards. 

 A cogent and convincing health-oriented narrative that provides a constructive context that 
makes problems with group involvement recognizable at "treatable" stages, suggests 
correctives, and encourages ongoing wellness and development. 

 A framework for research and engagement that does more than "preach to the choir." It 
must be relevant and communicate to government, courts, law enforcement, affected family 
and friends of members, members themselves, and leaders of groups in question. 

To develop the above, we need an effective paradigm. 

I notionally describe a typical anti-cult paradigm and explain why it cannot meet the challenge 
posed by sectarian problems. I outline an alternative that can meet those challenges and discuss 
its anticipated advantages, using my experience and knowledge of the "Smith's Friends" 
movement (now Brunstad Christian Church) to illustrate. 
 

Notional Anti-Cult Paradigm 

Conceptual Orientation: Pathology 

Purpose: Abuse prevention 

Organizing Principle: Power 

Approach: Intervention 

Perspective: Third person point of view external to group and member 

Role: Expert advisor/counselor 

Focus: Group (perpetrator) effect on members (primary victim) and family and 
friends (secondary victims) 

Proposed Paradigm 

Conceptual Orientation: Integrity 

Purpose: Individual and group health and development 

Organizing Principle: Personal integrity 

Approach: Collaboration 

Perspective: Member (primary) and group leaders (secondary) points of view 

Role: Member's peer and partner 

Focus: Member (primary beneficiary) and affected family and friends (secondary 
beneficiaries) effect on the group (tertiary beneficiary) 

 


