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Abstract 

Interactions with "cults" and New Religious Movements (NRMs), 

also known as "closed, high-demand groups," are very problematic 

for most of us, whether on a professional or personal basis. 

Especially when people suffer pain or loss at the hands of closed, 

high-demand groups, dealing constructively with the aftermath is 

challenging at best. The Constructive Engagement Paradigm is a 

proposed unorthodox context for high-risk interactions with those at 

the fringes of society, such as fundamentalists, cult participants, 

and political extremists. It addresses some of the basic problems 

with our conventional approaches by reversing socially orthodox 

assumptions about distrust, defensiveness, vulnerability, and 

power, enabling constructive engagement in situations and under 

conditions often considered unapproachable. 

Synopsis 

I present the background to the proposal, explain the notion of 

engagement paradigms and the reasons for developing a new 

paradigm for high-risk engagements. Then I consider major 

challenges involved in high-risk engagements and important but 

oft-neglected aspects. I then posit a stereotypical "de facto 

engagement paradigm" for discussion purposes and examine 

several problems with it. Then I present the Constructive 

Engagement Paradigm, explain its unique benefits, and sketch out 

its rudiments. I conclude with a call for participation. 
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Introduction 

After my expulsion from the Smith's Friends (SF) movement
1
 

almost 20 years ago, I asked a question we commonly face when 

we discover that we were duped: How could I have been so easily 

fooled? I have spent the years since trying to answer that question. 

The last two decades were like an on-the-job training situation as I 

learned how to deal constructively with group recovery issues, 

sadly without the help of a guide. My six sons lived with me for 

almost 10 years. As they got older (and realized, for example, that I 

expected them to do their own laundry and share in the cooking,) 

one by one they moved to their mother's. I've been an empty-

nester for about 4 years now, but I'm still closely involved in my 

sons' lives. So, I've had plenty of occasions to deal with their 

mother, who remains a staunch Smith's Friends member in good 

standing and a militant group representative. I'm also regularly in 

contact with kids of member families, as well as those of my sister, 

whose family is also "in the church" and lives in my area. 

My question of late has come full circle. I went from devoted 

Smith's Friends member expelled against his will, to bitterly angry 

ex-member trying to salvage a broken home for his children and 

reconstruct his shambles of a world-view, to happy person who no 

longer identifies himself in terms of his former addiction, to human 

activist trying to reintegrate and reconnect (if possible) with friends 

and family who remain loyal to the group. Reconnecting is a very 

different proposition than rescuing. What's more, Brunstad 

Christian Church (BCC), as the group is now known, has changed 

dramatically over the last two decades from the Smith's Friends I 

knew. So, I have needed to take a fresh look at a group I'd known 

both from inside and outside only too well. Much of this paper is a 

result of that round trip and fresh look. 

The study of cults, sects, and NRMs is still quite young. Much of 

the work to date has been done in response to extremes of cult and 

sectarian abuse. As Michael Langone put it in his introduction to 
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The Group Psychological Abuse Scale: 

The major apprehension surrounding cults is not that they represent 

new religious creeds, dissenting political views, or alternative 

therapeutic methods. The driving concern is that these groups tend to 

abuse their members, and sometimes nonmembers, unlike bona fide 

new religious (and other) movements, which treat members and 

outsiders with relative respect..
2
 (italics mine) 

I believe that "relative respect" is a key to the cult/sectarian 

problem, one that needs to be firmly in place on both sides of the 

fence.  

I developed the Constructive Engagement Paradigm as an 

alternative context for intervention and recovery work already being 

done, but also with an eye to work that rarely seems to happen: 

constructive engagement with both cult members and their leaders 

before they signal interest or willingness to consider reform or 

escape.  

Most people I talk to firmly believe that any attempt to influence 

people before they are ready to accept influence is futile at best, if 

not likely counterproductive. I understand the point, but I disagree 

with the implicit assumption that there is any such thing as a 

human being who is completely unwilling to accept influence of any 

kind. Another way to say this is that human beings carry a deep 

and abiding desire to trust and bond. The Constructive 

Engagement Paradigm both recognizes and capitalizes on these 

deep needs. Distrust is neither our innate nor preferred state, but 

instead a result of our attempts to trust that were frustrated, 

resulting in injury and loss. People get involved in cults in large part 

because the cult environment offers two things that society at large 

does not: the promise of profound meaning in life, which I will call 

meaningfulness, and a safe environment in which to live a trusting 

life. 

I originally called the Constructive Engagement Paradigm the 

"Group Involvement Integrity Paradigm," but realized that it 

provides a context for constructive engagement on both collective 
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and individual levels regardless of the nature of the relationship. 

Rarely do we engage with an individual who has no important 

group affiliations, and group dynamics apply in much the same 

ways whether we judge a group to be of benefit or abusive to its 

followers. In light of this, I decided to generalize the name to 

Constructive Engagement Paradigm (CEP). 

I call the CEP "an unorthodox context for high-risk interactions" 

because its characteristic features involve reversing not only our 

typical assumptions about high-risk interactions, but by violating, if 

you will, some uncritically accepted orthodoxies that our 

assumptions hang on. This might seem like an affront to our more 

traditional, conservative sides, but I'm not just trying to provoke. 

The situation itself calls for measures that can't avoid being 

provocative. After much deliberation and experimentation--much 

like when I found no workable option with Smith's Friends other 

than to leave--I literally find no alternatives that are less 

iconoclastic.  

My Journey to the Constructive Engagement 
Paradigm 

As I read book after book on the subject of cults in the early 90s, I 

was struck by the amazing similarities between other fringe CHDGs 

and Smith's Friends, not only in rationale and method, but even in 

metaphor and phraseology. Reading about one exit-counseled 

former member, I wondered if it was someone I knew. The 

similarities between the cult the book described and Smith's 

Friends were so striking that I couldn't believe they were 

coincidental. I called the author to find out. It turned out to be a 

member from a group with no connection to Smith's Friends. The 

author said that he'd seen this kind of thing before and quipped, 

"It's like these cult leaders all went to the same school 

somewhere." 

If the 20th Century proved anything, it was how easily entire 

populations can buy into insane ideas. Stalin, Hitler, and Chairman 

Mao will stand peerless, hopefully, as the Diabolical Trinity that 
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showed us just how far group hysteria and mayhem can go. No 

one argues whether CHDGs exert power over individuals. Few 

seriously question whether CHDGs do so inappropriately, 

unethically, or even immorally. The violative nature of their 

agendas and programs is obvious. What we argue over, in effect, 

are baby/bathwater problems. We don't want to lose our favorite 

group to the label "cult" just because it exhibits some of the 

characteristics we associate with "cults." On the other hand, we are 

often loathe to refrain from likewise labeling a nominally healthy 

group that caused us serious loss or pain through cult-like 

practices. Either way, labeling isn't the primary issue, and we miss 

the point: the groups would be better and more beneficial if they 

replaced abusive practices with healthy ones, regardless how we 

might label them.  

What if the destructive, unhealthy aspects of what we label "cults" 

are not functions of constitution but of operation? What if not 

characteristics but dynamics "make a cult a cult?" What if 

information and how it flows around CHDG environments are the 

keys to understanding those dynamics, rather than abstracted-

then-reified notions (i.e., myths) which imply that entities "exist" and 

"possess" characteristics? As it turns out, this shift in orientation 

yields some powerful and surprising benefits. 

As I studied CHDG involvement from the inside out, I noticed 

important aspects of it that aren't usually addressed and aren't 

obvious to those coming from non-participatory vantages. These 

observations fell into four categories and are covered later in "Oft-

neglected Aspects of CHDG Engagement":  

 Timing 

 Purpose 

 Attitude 

 Navigation 

Attention to these is vital for more effective research, policy 

development, and engagement efforts.  
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That's more than just a laundry list. In wrestling with these issues, I 

narrowed in on the core of the CHDG phenomenon, but I also 

encountered problems in describing it, precisely because the 

perspective that helps rationalize CHDG phenomena is one that's 

rather alien to the typical professional and academic perspectives, 

staunch representatives of some of the orthodoxies I mentioned 

earlier.  

People don't get involved in CHDGs objectively and rationally, but 

subjectively and emotionally. In fact, people often get involved in 

CHDGs precisely in remonstrative reaction to objective, rational 

approaches that dominate mainstream thinking. To the extent that 

this is the case, approaching a CHDG participant objectively and 

rationally is like throwing fuel on a well-established fire. Rather than 

fuel, we need water. 

I also realized some disturbing similarities between the approaches 

of interveners and the CHDGs they were concerned or alarmed 

about.  

One was the "them" in the commonly asked question, "What makes 

them do it?" As I read and consulted mental health professionals, I 

encountered the same kind of presumed "us vs. them" 

compartmentalization that I experienced from fundamentalists. At 

some level, interveners seemed to believe or hope that they were 

somehow different than CHDG participants, and their interest in the 

question of CHDG involvement seemed biased by a desire to 

identify factors that might support their exemption from 

susceptibility to CHDG attraction.  

At the same time, I realized that some or all of the so-called "cult 

characteristics," regardless of whose list you use, are clearly 

evident in organizations that we don't generally consider to be 

cults. Few scenarios are as cultic as those that take place behind 

closed doors in the halls of corporate, governmental, military, or 

ecclesiastical power, no matter how "mainstream" and socially 

sanctioned an organization might be. Conversely, not all the 

activities that take place in CHDGs are cultic; in fact, far from it. 
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The prevailing blindness to these facts bears the hallmarks of 

denial. 

I realized that we were using a faulty lens through which to 

examine the phenomenon, one that incorporates assumptions that 

that undergird the problem under scrutiny as well as others that 

result from the effects of that problem. I began looking for a lens 

that avoids these underlying circularities. So, I focused on the 

dynamics of abuse as a way to understand what draws people into 

abusive situations and keeps them trapped, instead of the 

"characteristics" of the individuals and groups that abuse others. 

This had the advantage of bringing the question closer to the 

action, so to speak, and of shifting focus away from the wrongdoing 

to the interests of those being abused. 

Many researchers have described strong parallels between "cult" 

involvement and abusive personal relationships. Judith Herman 

described the commonalities between rape victims, sexual abuse 

victims, and victims of other types of trauma, such as "combat 

fatigue," "shell shock," and POW experience. That brings us full 

circle to Robert J. Lifton's seminal POW study that is so often cited 

in the cult-NRM field. This further convinced me that "cult 

characteristics" are not unique to "cults," and that a different 

approach to isolating the problems they posed could only help. 

The question whether the keys to CHDG involvement are 

characteristics of the containers or of the processes that occur 

inside the containers, is a false dilemma, of course. Both structure 

and dynamics are pertinent. However, prioritizing dynamics over 

structure has a beneficial effect: by sensitizing us to the internal 

processes that affect not only the contents of the container but the 

container itself, it effectively raises the question what processes 

affect the container from without, even back to the creative 

processes responsible for its inception. This recognition amounts to 

a CHDG participant in a CHDG bubble first becoming aware that 

she or he is in a bubble. This is critical to what Paulo Freire called a 

problem-posing educational approach. 
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Attempting to liberate the oppressed without their reflective 

participation in the act of liberation is to treat them as objects that 

must be saved from a burning building.
3
 

Problem-posing education affirms men and women as beings in the 

process of becoming.
4
 

This realization is the threshold that a CHDG participant must cross 

to enter the egress/recovery stage of CHDG involvement. 

A perusal of any list of "cult characteristics" shows a consistent 

assumption common to all of them: a "cult" is a thing, an entity. 

This assumption sets the orientation of our engagement paradigm 

so that it makes sense to talk about, for example, "cult 

characteristics," to ask what "constitutes" a "cult," or to ask what 

differentiates a "normal" or "healthy" group or movement from a 

"cult." It is consistent with the structure-oriented predilection so 

common to cult mentality and, therefore, represents symmetry with 

that mentality. This, unfortunately, reifies the cultic myth of the 

group's substantiality, reinforcing its presence, primacy, and power. 

Such reification and reinforcement are interventively 

counterproductive. The CEP deliberately takes the opposite tack 

from the opposite orientation specifically to preclude these effects. 

What Is An Engagement Paradigm? 

An engagement paradigm is a cognitive framework within which we 

understand and navigate engagement with other entities for some 

purpose. It includes conceptual, emotional, and attitudinal aspects. 

For example, science incorporates an engagement paradigm which 

originally was derived from and in harmony with religion but, 

particularly in the West, has since diverged so as to become 

antipathetic to religion. Obviously, the cognitive frameworks we use 

are incredibly complex, so I use "paradigm" to indicate the set of 

characteristic features of a cognitive framework that set it apart 

from other frameworks; in this case, the framework in which we 

couch our interactions (engagement) with others. 

Thoroughly and accurately describing a straw man "de facto" 
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engagement paradigm would be tedious, controversial, and little 

worth the effort. There are probably as many discrete de facto 

engagement paradigms as there are people engaging others. I will 

limit my description of the de facto engagement paradigm to certain 

typical features that I believe are problematic. On the other hand, 

fully describing a Constructive Engagement Paradigm (CEP) would 

be well worth the effort. This paper proposes such a development 

effort, suggests key features, and outlines a basic structure that will 

hopefully extend our competence to engage and help people 

involved in abusive relationships and exploitative group situations. 

Presumptions 

I will use “closed high-demand group(s)” (CHDGs)
5
 in this paper 

rather than the somewhat pejorative (and often presumptuous) 

term "cult."  

"Engagement" is an equal opportunity proposition. Either closed 

high-demand group (CHDG) participants or people not involved in 

the CHDG ("outsiders" from a CHDG participant's perspective) can 

initiate an interaction, i.e., "engage." The CEP offers an alternative 

approach by which engagements can begin constructively or be 

rendered constructive if they began otherwise.  

I will call interaction participants who wish to ensure that the 

interaction is constructive "interveners" whether they initiate an 

interaction or not. These might adopt observation/research, 

treatment, advice/guidance, or peer support roles. To the extent 

that a CHDG is destructive, CHDG-initiated interactions will tend to 

be destructive. As such, deliberate and effective effort--

intervention--is needed to effect a constructive outcome whether 

the intervener initiates interaction or responds to interaction 

initiated by others. 

I will assume as givens several things about the nature of closed 

high-demand group involvement that my personal experience has 

convinced me are generally true. Discussing them in detail is 

beyond the scope of this paper. To the extent that these 
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assumptions are incorrect, the CEP will need modification. They 

are: 

1. CHDG involvement requires ongoing maintenance of 

established violation of individual sovereignty, dignity, and 

beauty, which I call personal integrity. Release from CHDG 

involvement cannot succeed on the basis of further 

violation, but instead is aggravated by it.  

2. Good faith participants get involved in CHDGs on the basis 

of two primary concerns.  

a. Presumption of profound personal threat, 

particularly physical, psychic, or spiritual "death" 

with attendant meaninglessness, and/or 

annihilation 

b. Presumption that safety and fulfillment are possible 

through an existing program, group, or person  

3. People commit to a CHDG in good faith when they become 

convinced that the group provides the safety and/or 

fulfillment they need to resolve the issues mentioned in #2.  

We might find their presumptions problematic, but arguing them 

with a CHDG participant is practically fruitless. Approaching CHDG 

participants on the basis of inexplicit, antithetical presumptions 

implies prior dismissal of their primary concerns. Release from 

CHDG involvement must resolve, not dismiss or violate, a 

participant's primary concerns. 

The most popular and effective method of violating personal 

integrity has long been domination. There are other forms of 

violation, but domination is a big fish to fry, so at this point the CEP 

primarily addresses that method of violation. 
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Why Another Paradigm? 

The Challenge 

The primary challenge of attempting to intervene constructively with 

CHDG participants is to offer them something that's better than 

what they already have. This would seem self-evident. If we can't 

do that, why would we intervene at all?  

Sadly, interveners often use precisely the converse approach, 

claiming that CHDG involvement is worse than their preferred 

alternatives. In some respects, this sows the very seeds that will 

ensure the failure of their efforts. Interveners often do not have a 

clear understanding of the benefits they offer, in spite of quite 

strong opinions that the benefits are real. In fact, interveners don't 

always have clear pictures of what they offer--if anything--and 

approach CHDG participants by faulting the CHDG rather than 

promoting the interveners' preferred alternatives.  

Approaching people critically rarely works outside of situations in 

which trust is solid or, when trust is in short supply, where the critic 

has authority over the person under criticism. Even in contexts of 

firm trust or authority, constructive criticism is problematic at best. 

Neither trust nor authority is in place between a CHDG participant 

and an "outsider." Why we would expect a critical approach under 

these circumstances to yield a successful outcome remains a 

mystery to me. 

Reversals toward the negative like this one are almost always a 

result of defensiveness. Anyone who has experienced pain and 

loss due to the influence of a closed high-demand group knows 

that there is certainly something to defend against. However, 

justifiability does not imply efficacy. Reactions that adequately 

protect us from harm are not necessarily helpful or effective in 

solving the problems that caused the harm, often in fact being 

counterproductive. If defensiveness is fundamental to problems we 

want to solve, as I firmly maintain is the case with problems posed 

by closed, high-demand groups, defensive responses can only 
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compound them. 

Shortcomings of De Facto Engagement Paradigms 

Of course, being a stereotype, the "de facto engagement 

paradigm" I refer to in this paper is a straw man/Aunt Sally 

construct I created for purposes of discussion, but one that I hope 

will be illuminating as well as effective. It is not intended as a slight 

to the work of others to date.  

Since my egress from Smith's Friends in the mid-1990s, I've read 

the likes of R. Lifton, M. Singer, M. Langone, R. Enroth, C. 

Giambalvo, P. Martin, J. Lalich, S. Hassan, and others, and I have 

loads of respect for their work. My characterization of a de facto 

engagement paradigm is a device not for criticism but for 

illustration. I point out typical shortcomings with our efforts to date 

only in order to suggest alternatives that will hopefully improve 

those efforts.  

Besides the inherent value of occasionally challenging our 

accustomed paradigms, I propose the Constructive Engagement 

Paradigm for three principle reasons: 

1. Lack of clearly articulated intervention benefits under de 

facto engagement paradigms 

2. Internal inconsistencies in de facto engagement paradigms 

3. Restricted scope of application of de facto engagement 

paradigms 

I'll discuss these shortcomings in detail later in "Problems With the 

De Facto Engagement Paradigm." I'll also discuss four attitudinal 

problems: adversariality, elitism/exclusivism, inequitable attitudes, 

alienation 

1. Lack of clearly articulated intervention benefits under de 

facto engagement paradigms 
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2. Internal inconsistencies in de facto engagement paradigms 
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Anatomy of the High-Risk Engagement 
Challenge 

Trust Issues 

I believe that CHDG involvement is fundamentally a trust issue. If 

so, that makes it a very subjective issue, an "eye of the beholder" 

issue. Is that to say that the excesses and abuses associated with 

CHDG involvement are matters of interpretation? Of course not, 

especially when the abuses are played out physically, sexually, or 

financially. It is, however, to say that the even physical, sexual, and 

financial abuse originate from precisely the psychological 

processes that we call "interpretation." Objectively real violations 

are the consequences of subjective judgments that make violation 

seem like a good idea to an abuser. So we can deal with 

consequential aftermath or we can address its root causes. 

As I explore the phenomenon of trust, I keep running into walls. 

People locate these walls at different points, but they invariably 

serve similar purposes and sport similar characteristics. In a 

nutshell, these walls are circular arguments that mark the limits 

past which they are unwilling to explore. In other words, these walls 

delimit people's trust zones. Safety arguments bound safety zones. 

Danger arguments bound exploration zones, which lie just outside 

of safety zones. Beyond the danger arguments, which mark the 

limits of tolerance for risk, lies a vast and largely uncharted danger 

zone. I call these walls trust walls. 

Cooperative communication across a trust wall is problematic. 

Even with mutual trust in place, the person on the "safe" side of a 

trust wall is presented with several facts that tend to undermine 

trust: 

 Fact:  Separation and distance  
Can imply: Mild form of alienation 
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 Fact: Broaching a barrier  
Can imply: Deprecation of barrier's necessity or value 

 Fact:  Locating on opposite sides of a barrier  
Can imply: Difference--if not a conflict--of interest 

 Fact: Combo of separation, broach, opposition 
Can imply: Possibility of abandonment 

The primary reasons for erecting trust walls are to limit and control 

the flow of information across a wall--particularly inbound 

information--and, if necessary, stop it completely and preclude its 

recurrence. These reasons are deliberate and defensive, the 

opposite of trusting conditions required for cooperative 

communication. A hallmark of CHDG information manipulation is 

prejudicial value attribution, which Lifton called "loading the 

language," that involves forming judgments about information 

before the information is considered. Think of it as a pre-screen. 

Before information is allowed over a trust wall, it is vetted according 

to hidden or secret criteria whose relevance to the information 

remains obscure. Only if it passes the pre-screen is it allowed to 

cross into the safety of the other side for consideration. The CEP 

clarifies this process, enabling interveners to encourage trust and a 

freer flow of information with CHDG participants. 

Meaninglessness and Distrust 

Our natural need for meaningfulness and our need for safety to 

trust implicitly are the fundamental drivers that motivate people to 

get involved in abusive relationships of any sort, including CHDG 

involvement.  

We wonder why people would alienate family and friends that are 

so central to what we think of as normal, healthy life in order to 

embrace relative strangers as "family" and adopt belief systems 

that seem weird, excessive, and extreme. The answer is simple 

and disturbing: family and friends did not provide or facilitate the 

meaningfulness that the CHDG candidate needed, and so she or 

he grew to distrust what they did offer and, in the process, grew to 
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distrust their judgment as well. 

In exchange for the promise of meaningfulness, the CHDG 

participant was willing to accept the authority of the CHDG and its 

leaders, and do so gladly. The very strictures which eventually 

become levers of abuse initially look like safeguards to the CHDG 

participant. These aren't offered or perceived as abusive 

limitations, but protective boundaries for CHDG participants' 

benefit, within which they can trust without risk because they and 

their trust-resulting vulnerability will be protected from threats that 

the boundaries keep "outside."  

Although the need for meaningfulness helps explain CHDG 

involvement, it doesn't sufficiently explain it. Meaningfulness can be 

derived in many ways from different quarters. Why look for 

meaningfulness with such a high priority on safety? What makes an 

environment that offers implicit trust so attractive? The obvious 

answer is that the CHDG recruit has experienced violations of trust 

in the past, often severely so. These need not take forms that we 

commonly recognize as abuse, although they often do. (Notice that 

violation of sovereignty, dignity, and beauty significantly lowers the 

bar above which we consider behavior to be abusive.) Violated 

trust explains the need for levels of safety that support implicit trust. 

Yet these two factors--meaningfulness and violated trust--are still 

insufficient to explain CHDG involvement.  

Regardless of their form, experiences of violation can result in what 

I believe is the most profound kind of distrust: self-distrust. Self-

distrust explains why CHDG followers look to others to establish 

safety boundaries for them. Apart from profound self-distrust, 

people do not lightly tolerate challenges--let alone violations--to 

their personal integrity. Profound self-distrust yields the remaining 

factor that explains CHDG involvement: a belief that 

meaningfulness and safety to trust implicitly must be controlled by 

others, received from them by means of direct internalization, 

because the individual cannot trust herself or himself to provide 

them for herself or himself. I 
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To restate how this looks to CHDG participants in terms more 

familiar to the CHDG mindset, the truth they want exists 

independently of them, is hidden from them, and must be accepted 

from others and believed before it can be understood by them. This 

injection process is typical of CHDG involvement and has been 

gruesomely described in various ways, among them soul rape and 

mind-fucking.  

That observation might be controversial, because a milder variation 

of it has in fact been the predominant method of knowledge 

transfer in our education, training, and child-rearing systems for 

centuries. In effect, especially during initial stages of exposure to 

information, educators, trainers, and child-rearers, i.e., teachers, 

expect students, apprentices, and children, i.e., learners, to 

swallow knowledge, metaphorically speaking. Paulo Freire used a 

banking metaphor for the same phenomenon, calling injection of 

knowledge by teachers into learners as "making deposits" of 

knowledge.
6
  

When done beneficially, information injection occurs with consent 

and isn't a problem until force is applied. The force and compulsion 

involved in getting learners to swallow information varies. At 

coercive or manipulative extremes, it jives closely with what we 

would consider to be CHDG indoctrination. However, it's important 

to notice that, regardless how coercion or manipulation is used to 

motivate learners to swallow information, the fact that they are 

expected to swallow it is common to both "normal" and "high 

pressure" knowledge transfer programs. Indoctrination is 

indoctrination, regardless how it is conducted, how forcefully it is 

imposed, and whatever its purposes might be.  

Meaningfulness and trust are intensely subjective concerns. Our 

objection to the effects of "CHDG involvement" are precisely that 

the "meaningfulness" offered in exploitative relationships, whether 

CHDGs or other individuals, is a sham that will eventually violate--

not honor--trust and personal integrity. In our efforts to help people 

who were violated in abusive relationships, we must avoid 

committing the same sins as their abusers. 
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So, before considering a better paradigm for constructive 

engagement with CHDG participants, we should consider 

alternative assumptions on which to formulate the paradigm. One 

of these assumptions involves the roles of reason and objectivity.  

Head or Heart 

Reason and objectivity would be effective correctives in cases 

where reason and objectivity were both appreciated and the lack of 

them part of the root problem. Lack of appreciated valuables 

constitutes demand. Remove either lack or appreciation and 

demand disappears, no matter how valuable an asset otherwise 

might be. Anyone who has tried to reason with or argue from 

evidence with a CHDG participant knows how futile those 

interactions usually are. Our common reaction to this experience is 

to say that the CHDG participant "won't listen to reason." As 

accurate as that observation is, it leaves us without recourse. 

The deeper truth is even worse: CHDG participants do not want to 

listen to our reasons or consider our evidence. Long before we 

present the first line of our case, CHDG participants have 

intuitively, emotionally decided whether we are friend or foe. And, 

when in doubt, the default is "foe." After that point, attempting to 

twist their arms to get them to listen is obviously and demonstrably 

counterproductive.  

Gotta Be Right? 

Metaphorically, as long as we stand on the "right" (i.e., correct) side 

of the fence and speak to CHDG participants across it, we merely 

reinforce their reasons for not coming over to our side and, 

ironically enough, reinforce the barrier between us. The fence 

needs to be dismantled or we need to go across it into their worlds 

to establish bonds with them that might eventually serve as lifelines 

and eventual ways of escape. 

So where does that leave us? Nowhere, unless we are willing to 

reconsider our assumption that reason and objectivity are the 
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correct tools to use. I find that many well-intentioned people 

concerned with abusive situations are actually reluctant to consider 

using other tools. 

What other tools are available? The answer to that is suggested by 

the problem itself. If "CHDG involvement" is a function of subjective 

concerns like meaningfulness and trust, then it stands to reason 

that correctives must likewise be subjective. Emotion can be 

rationally understood, but it cannot be rationally experienced or 

utilized effectively in real-time interactions.  

Have a Heart 

An overriding indication of the authenticity of emotion is 

spontaneity, which rational cognitive processes tend to interrupt. In 

practice, emotional experience and the bonds that it forms are 

often hampered by interference from rational cognitive processes. 

We refer to this interference with terms like self-criticism, 

conscience, morality, and discipline. We don't have time to "think" 

in real-time emotional engagement, because the non-rational 

aspects of our respective neurological systems in interpersonal 

interactions dance at rates of stimuli-response far too rapidly for 

rational processes to keep up with and at bandwidths that 

overwhelm our capacities for rationally-accessible memory and 

rational deliberation. 

Real-time emotional engagement is not necessarily a forte of 

academics and scientists who pride themselves for competence in 

the rational arts. Mental health therapists are more comfortable 

with it. Unfortunately, our academics are so steeped in their 

preference for rationality that they tend not to appreciate the validity 

and efficacy of alternatives to rationality and objectivity, even to the 

point of disparaging them. This mistake, I believe, is largely 

responsible for the fact that our academic research has yielded 

amazing results in fields where emotional engagement is less 

necessary, e.g., science and technology, and comparatively poor 

results in fields sensitive to emotional engagement, e.g., pretty 

much every other aspect of life. Happily, that bias is being 
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addressed, albeit slowly. Even at our most intellectual, we ignore 

the reality and value of emotional cognitive processes to our own 

detriment. 

Not Really That Stupid 

When victims of abusive relationships are concerned, rationality 

and objectivity are not at the core of the problems involved. 

Assuming otherwise would imply that victims are rationally or 

objectively compromised. Far from it--victims are often highly 

competent. They well understand the bind that they are in and why 

it makes no sense to remain bound. That is precisely their 

frustration: they do not understand why they can't leave. They can't 

rationally understand it because their entrapment is emotional in 

nature. Rationality doesn't illuminate it or resolve it any better than 

"there is no reason to feel bad" helps when we feel badly. The 

best-laid path of escape rationally described, although requisite, is 

insufficient. A path is useless if you can't even imagine yourself 

putting foot forward onto it. Emotional shackles that entrap our 

thinking must first be removed before we will have the confidence 

to start removing any around our ankles. 

The CEP assumes a reversal of object-over-subject priority and 

outside-looking-in perspective that has served us so well in the 

"hard" sciences. Human beings are not objects. They are not 

amenable to the same kinds of methods that we use for 

understanding and utilizing "inanimate" objects or specimens of life 

forms we consider "inferior" to our own. We are primarily and 

fundamentally subjects. To be engaged and allow ourselves to be 

understood, we require interaction that is heavily subjective and 

emotional in nature, otherwise we refuse both engagement and 

understanding, preferring alienation instead. Mr. Spock held his 

position among colleagues largely because of his his rational, 

Vulcan side; but he had friends because of his emotional, human 

side. Subjectivity is the attitude that gets us a seat at the table with 

people whose confidence in meaningfulness and trust has so 

soundly been compromised as to make abusive relationships look 

advantageous.  
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"Subjective" need not imply vagueness or lack of rigor, as you'll 

see. It does, however, incur an unavoidable personal cost. Maybe 

that's the rub-- a big reason that a Constructive Engagement 

Paradigm hasn't already been developed. This cost is familiar to 

anyone who has invested herself or himself in a personal 

relationship and, unfortunately, is contraindicated by our prevailing 

notions of "professionalism." It involves energy, commitment, and 

vulnerability specifically devoted to other individuals. We cannot 

have it both way: safe and productive; detached and engaging. 

Helping a person out of an abusive relationship is risky on many 

levels. Avoiding risk is a primary motivation in the formation of 

abusive relationships to begin with. We can't hope to counteract 

abuse by approaching an abusive situation in the same ways that 

the abuser did. 

Even supportive relationships can by hampered by lack of 

emotional investment and facileness. Trust, sympathy, empathy, 

willingness, and effective goodwill (as distinct from goodwill in 

principle) all critically depend on real-time emotional dynamics that 

elicit responses and attitudes that serve bond formation. Emotional 

competency becomes even more necessary when trust, sympathy, 

empathy, and goodwill have been violated not just once, but twice: 

once as the initial motivation for getting involved in an abusive 

relationship, and then again as sustained, recurring violation while 

entrapped in the relationship.  

Professional therapeutic relationships can tolerate maintaining a 

line between "personal enough to do some good" and "too personal 

for anyone's good" recognized both by therapists and clients. The 

willingness of the client to obtain help offsets the imbalance 

between a client's risk of vulnerability and the detachment of the 

therapist. The kind of detachment inherent in professional 

therapeutic relationships proves insurmountable to many people 

who never seek therapy, since their concerns about vulnerability 

override all possible benefit that therapy could offer. People stuck 

in abusive relationships literally freak out at the prospect of being 

vulnerable with "outsiders," especially those critical of or 

antagonistic to their inherently conflicted situations.  
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Before meaningful communication with CHDG participants can 

occur on a rational, objective basis, first their emotional concerns 

must be addressed. The CEP helps address this challenging 

aspect of engagement with both CHDG leaders and followers. 

Oft-neglected Aspects of CHDG Engagement  

The stages of CHDG involvement and recovery have been 

characterized variously. For purposes of explaining the CEP, I 

break CHDG experience into three simple stages: recruitment, 

involvement, and egress/recovery. These three stages comprise a 

CHDG involvement life cycle which occurs within a larger context: 

the development of a participant's whole life cycle, which precedes 

and, hopefully, follows and incorporates, their CHDG involvement.  

CHDG involvement and overall life development are sustainable 

stages. Recruitment and egress/recovery are transitional stages. 

Recovery from CHDG involvement, as is the case with other types 

of abusive experience, requires deconstruction of the experience 

as a destructive episode and resynthesis of it as a constructive and 

meaningful episode that the person eventually integrates into a 

whole, authentic life development.  

In the Introduction, I mentioned four categories of neglected 

aspects of CHDG involvement: 

 Timing 

 Purpose 

 Attitude 

 Navigation 

The CEP addresses these neglected aspects from a whole life 

cycle perspective. 

Timing 

Often, by the time the CHDG question typically gets raised in 
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earnest, the proverbial cow isn't just outside the locked barn door, 

it's been out to pasture long enough to grow much attached to its 

surroundings and will likely resist changing venue. The authorities 

and intervention experts don't often get involved until after serious 

harm is already done. Interventive steps are rarely taken during a 

candidate's recruitment to a CHDG out of respect for personal and 

religious/ideological freedoms. We do little to offset the 

developmental factors that contribute to a CHDG candidate's 

susceptibility to CHDG influence. How we when we aren't sure 

what those factors are yet? 

So, by the time a CHDG becomes an apparent problem, the best 

we can hope for is reclamation and/or damage control. Little is 

currently being done on the prevention side other than what passes 

for instruction on critical thinking in our schools. Our efforts to 

sensitize the public and our institutions sometimes come across as 

cult-like as the practices we decry, largely because our language 

on the subject was developed from working with cases at stages 

long after CHDG behavior and the thinking behind it went awry, 

well beyond norms familiar to audiences with little to no experience 

with CHDGs.  

We lack language and concepts with which to trace the path from 

"normal group" to "closed high-demand group," because we 

haven't paid sufficient attention to that transition. We have some 

grasp on what "normal" means in the psychology of individuals, but 

we have yet to relate that understanding to our understanding of 

CHDG dynamics and their ability to transform individual psyches 

from "normal" to "cultic," if we even know that means.   

The CEP provides a framework that not only enables engagement 

at each whole life cycle stage, but a framework for research to 

understand those stages. In other words, it opens opportunities for 

understanding, prevention, and reclamation not possible under de 

facto paradigms that only support mid- and post-egress/recovery 

engagement. 
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Purpose 

No one who has experience with CHDG involvement needs 

someone to point out the conflicts of interest involved in 

communicating with CHDG leaders and followers from a position 

on the "outside." It can be downright baffling, if not eerie. To begin 

with, in a typical CHDG participant's mind, the contact itself is 

suspect, if not patently adversarial. Either you are or eventually will 

be for or against the CHDG. In the long run, there is no middle 

ground. You are either a candidate for recruitment, or you are an 

unenlightened, potential threat, the default status for "outsiders." 

Some might magnanimously assume that CHDG participants 

initially view outsiders as potential recruits, but they don't take that 

view until after seeing evidence of receptivity to the CHDG 

message, thanks to a trust wall and the prejudicial vetting process 

that controls access to the safe zone on the other side. So, 

ostensibly well-intentioned contact by an intervener tends to be 

suspect or deemed antagonistic simply because it was made. 

CHDG adversariality tends to preclude common ground on which 

to communicate, leaving the intervener in a position to listen or 

leave. We might know intuitively that a CHDG's purposes are 

insidious, but specifying what those purposes are and describing 

them in ways that can be verified is challenging.  

Attitude 

Presumption 

Disconnections of timing and purpose are complicated by the 

intervener's attitude. Interveners often assume that CHDG 

involvement is a problem that needs to be fixed. Of course they do, 

otherwise they wouldn't intervene, LOL! Oddly, most people don't 

respond favorably to that kind of approach under the best of 

circumstances, let alone after they've been over-sensitized by a 

CHDG influence. Extant work on the development of individual 

susceptibility to CHDG recruitment has largely been done under 

the presumption that something went wrong. This does not 

communicate well with CHDG participants, being firmly antipathetic 
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to their belief that CHDG recruitment and involvement are things 

that went right for them.  

Suspicion 

Intervener interest in CHDG phenomena typically presumes a 

variety of negative biases, even if well-meant. This is partly due to 

late timing of involvement, which ensures an inadequate base of 

information and exacerbates the incoherence of CHDG situations 

at later developmental stages. It is also due to our instinctive 

suspicion of enigmatic enterprises. Add to that the suspicious 

attitudes of typical CHDG participants towards outsiders, and it's a 

wonder that communication with them ever succeeds.  

Detachment 

One of the first important issues in any negotiation is the 

positioning of the participants. Who sits where and next to whom at 

the table can make or break efforts to come to terms and an 

agreement. On this point, CHDG interveners tend to drop the ball 

through a crack that they created. A brief perusal of the literature 

shows a sadly consistent habit: interveners adopt initial positions of 

detachment, i.e., distance and disconnection, from CHDG 

participants and their groups. How can they "reach" those they 

wish to help after choosing to sit at different table?  

Interveners and researchers typically cast CHDG participants as 

"them" while implicitly identifying with an invisible "us" or with 

"victims" who receive a kind of quasi-status: no longer with "them" 

but neither yet one of "us." Binary simplism--e.g., either/or, 

black/white, us/them--is not the exclusive domain of CHDG 

mentality, unfortunately. Regardless of the genuine compassion 

and goodwill in the hearts of interveners, the implication is clear to 

CHDG participants: interveners' views are as alien to CHDG 

participants as they claim CHDG views are to them.  

Negativity 

The disdain communicated by intentional detachment goes both 



30 

directions, not just one. A valuable recognition is lost as a result. 

CHDG participants get involved in CHDGs for good reasons, not 

bad ones. Interveners that pay no respect to that fact ultimately 

drive the wedge between CHDG and mainstream deeper instead of 

bridging the rift. If we want to reach CHDG participants, we won't 

do it by reinforcing factors that separate us from them. Us/them 

needs to be softened and dissipated. Perceived threat needs to be 

assuaged. The respect we want CHDGs to show followers and 

"outsiders" needs to be modeled by interveners towards anything 

and everything genuinely worthwhile in the practices and 

aspirations of CHDG participants. 

Superiority 

Finally, the traditional authority-weighted academic and clinical 

engagement roles, i.e., teacher-student and healer-patient, do not 

work well in situations where one of the primary problems is the 

effect of prior abuse of authority and power, i.e., domination. 

Approaching a CHDG participant from the "outside" as an authority 

or expert will set off their threat detectors without fail. Leaders and 

followers alike are extremely sensitive to any and all challenges to 

CHDG authority and expertise, although for quite different reasons. 

Gaining the trust of a CHDG participant is difficult under the best of 

circumstances. Any approach involving rivalry to one of their most 

important and cherished beliefs--that their CHDG and their leaders 

are unique, privileged, preeminent authorities--is a recipe for 

failure. 

Navigation 

I liken the attempt to navigate communication with a CHDG 

participant to a session in a spatial disorientation simulator. 

Metaphors like "nailing Jello to a tree" and Vogon face-slappers
7
 

also come to mind. Every time you think that you made a 

connection, the CHDG participant soon says something to slap that 

idea right out of your head. R. Lifton and others have well 

described what he called "loading the language" and "doctrine over 

person." Discussing CHDG purposes and how they are detrimental 
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to participants without detrimental effects of loaded language and 

the dictates of their doctrines is nearly impossible.  

An additional element needs to be adequately described: the 

peculiar, selectively circular logic common to manipulative 

situations. Lifton's eight criteria for thought reform do not capture 

either the viciously circular nature of CHDG logic or its decidedly 

irrational nature. Instead, Lifton gives CHDGs too much credit, 

implying a dialectic between relatively rational parties whose 

agendas run at cross-purposes under an exaggerated power 

differential. Two of three isn't bad, but CHDGs are well short of 

"relatively rational" by any standard that non-participants would 

recognize. 

To navigate engagement with CHDG participants, we need 

contexts from which to establish rapport with them and mutually 

acceptable frames of reference from which to sort out definitional 

and navigational issues. In the absence of these, meaningful, 

constructive interaction will continue to be very difficult. The CEP 

provides a framework conducive to developing these tools. 
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Problems With the De Facto Engagement 
Paradigm 

As mentioned earlier, I propose the Constructive Engagement 

Paradigm for three principle reasons: 

1. Lack of clearly articulated intervention benefits under de 

facto engagement paradigms 

2. Internal inconsistencies in de facto engagement paradigms 

3. Restricted scope of application of de facto engagement 

paradigms 

Together, these shortcomings warrant replacing, rather than 

revamping, the assumptions on which our current engagement 

paradigms rest. 

Three Shortcomings… At Least 

Lack of clearly articulated intervention benefits under de 
facto engagement paradigms 

I'll illustrate by analogy.  

If an intervener's alternative offerings were products and 

intervention were a marketing exercise, the challenge would be to 

get CHDG participants to give up their current "brand" in favor of 

the intervener's "brand." This would require, at a minimum, clear 

articulation of product description and benefits. Unfortunately, even 

if they can clearly articulate products and benefits, interveners 

rarely have a perspective from which to make legitimate claims of 

brand superiority. Although interveners might be familiar with the 

effects of CHDG participation on "outsiders," they seldom 

appreciate the experience of CHDG involvement. What it's like to 

be in a CHDG is what keeps participants "buying" the CHDG's 

brand, so to speak.  
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This is not just a tall order for a sincere intervener, but a daunting 

one. Product comparisons are impossible unless the products 

compared are likewise used (experienced) in order to perform a 

comparison. Interveners begin with two strikes against them in this 

regard.  

One, it's a rare intervener who has used a CHDG's brand. If an 

intervener once did and are now in the position of "outsider," it's 

likely that her/his credibility is a huge hurdle with CHDG 

participants. (The CEP addresses even these situations--in fact, it 

was developed from experience in such a situation.) Otherwise, the 

intervener initially operates from a position of ignorance about the 

experience of being in the CHDG and its comparative merits or lack 

thereof.  

Second, interveners actually have little intention of trying a CHDG's 

brand. On the contrary, they consider its use harmful. Without 

engaging in deception, this makes authentic "product comparison" 

virtually impossible. 

Internal inconsistencies in de facto engagement 
paradigms 

These are just a few examples of the inconsistencies internal to the 

de facto engagement paradigm: 

 Authority/expertise-based criticism of CHDG authority, 

ideology, and behavior 

 Failure to recognize a CHDG participant's values that align 

with the CHDG perspective and agenda while expecting 

her/him to recognize the value of alternatives  

 Expecting trust from CHDG participants while violating trust 

by presuming to intervene
8
. 

This is a short, partial list, but it intimates an underlying 

fundamental inconsistency. Under de facto engagement 

paradigms, interveners assume the validity, reliability, and even the 
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authority of their own worldviews, which both they and CHDG 

participants agree are mutually exclusive or antithetical to the 

CHDG worldview. Unless the engagement begins with an open 

examination of of worldviews on both sides, particularly the 

assumptions on which those views rest, it proceeds on a basis 

similar to a CHDG participant's recruitment.  

CHDG participants need arguments that are persuasive to them in 

their current frames of reference. In fact, sadly, some interveners 

have no intention of understanding the CHDG participant's frame of 

reference, let alone formulate arguments that reflect that 

understanding. This represents an accept-and-then-you'll-

understand proposition that is no more rational or justified than 

those used by CHDG recruiters to proselytize followers. If 

engagement also involves coercion, such as was often the case in 

"deprogramming" efforts, it represents a recruitment effort little 

different than the CHDG's coercive efforts, differing primarily in 

terms of the direction of recruitment--out of the CHDG instead of 

into it. Countering the complaints of CHDG participants that their 

recruiters used the same tactics is a pot-calling-the-kettle, lame 

argument. Even having granted that getting out of a CHDG is a 

good thing--and it's hardly granted in the minds of participants--the 

violation involved by the means virtually guarantees that the end 

will not be realized. 

Restricted scope of application of de facto engagement 
paradigms 

In my opinion, this shortcoming is the more grievous of the three. 

Partly due to the inability or unwillingness of interveners to enter 

the world of the CHDG participant, interveners typically don't 

attempt to engage with CHDG participants until participants have 

already started their moves out of a CHDG involvement. Leading 

cows out to pasture that have already bolted the barn is helpful, but 

far from the main part of the problem and just a step or two short of 

preaching to the choir. 

The stages of CHDG involvement and recovery have been 
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characterized variously. For purposes of explaining the CEP, I 

break CHDG experience into three simple stages: recruitment, 

involvement, and egress/recovery. These three stages comprise a 

CHDG involvement life cycle which occurs within a larger context: 

the participant's overall life development, which both precedes and 

succeeds (hopefully) CHDG involvement. Recruitment and 

egress/recovery are transitional stages. CHDG involvement and 

overall life development are sustainable stages. Recovery from 

CHDG involvement, as is the case with other types of abusive 

experience, requires deconstruction of the experience as a 

destructive episode and resynthesis of it as a constructive, 

meaningful episode that the person eventually integrates into a 

whole, authentic life development.  

De facto engagement doesn't typically begin until partway into the 

egress/recovery stage. This leaves those being recruited into a 

CHDG and those who spend years or decades involved in them 

practically without resources to help them to avoid recruitment or, if 

not, eventually persuade them to enter the egress/recovery stage. 

Given that recruitment and involvement are the stages in which the 

majority of grievous CHDG abuses occur, the de facto engagement 

paradigm seems woefully ineffective in preventing or responding to 

the problems posed by CHDG involvement. The CEP opens these 

important pre-egress stages to interveners. 

Four Attitudinal Problems… At Least 

The de facto engagement paradigm as I present it presumes levels 

of detachment and objectivity typically advocated by professional 

interveners and therapists. While mainstream culture considers 

professionalism a mark of competence and expertise, many CHDG 

participants associate it with the lack of meaningfulness (profound 

meaning in life) that they looked to their CHDG to resolve.  

As you consider this sampling, you'll likely note that we typically 

attribute these faults to CHDGs. Unfortunately, they often also 

characterize contra-CHDG engagement efforts. Analyzing why our 

engagement attempts seem to reflect these same attitudes is 
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beyond the scope of this paper. I suspect that reasons for this 

mirroring lie at the points where the CEP follows precisely the 

converse tack of the de facto paradigm. As we consider them, keep 

in mind a profound characteristic common to all of them: 

defensiveness. 

Adversariality 

Framing an interaction as adversarial subverts constructive 

communication by shifting emphasis to conflict elements, 

heightening the distrust and defensiveness of participants, while 

minimizing commonalities. 

Elitism/exclusivism 

Framing an interaction in terms of power inequity promotes 

win/lose outcomes instead of win/win outcomes. Coupling that with 

presumption that "we" are superior and "they" or "you" are inferior 

only exacerbates this effect. 

Inequitable attitudes 

Adversariality and elitism/exclusivism imply an underlying attitude 

that eschews equity between peers, a critical assumption for 

constructive communication. Peer relationships in CHDG 

environments are qualified, ultimately subject to superiors. True 

peer bonding would compete with the bond between follower and 

leader, so leaders discourage explicitly or subtly. The net result is 

that relationships in CHDG predominantly involve power and status 

imbalances that support domination/subordination. Inequitable 

attitudes can be institutionalized and reinforced behaviorally (non-

verbal and verbal reactions and modeling) and structurally, which 

includes both conceptual (ideology/doctrine/law), and contextual 

(environment, symbology, ritual, protocol, architecture, cultural 

customs, etc.) components. 
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Alienation 

Adversariality and elitism/exclusivism based on cannot but alienate, 

further undermining constructive communication. 

These and other problems are embodied in our typical model for 

handling high-risk interactions, especially when we presume the 

role of intervener--the ailment model. Notice also that these 

problems are some of the chief complaints that CHDG critics level 

at CHDGs. 

Ailment Model 

These shortcomings and attitudinal problems are synthesized into 

an interaction model often used to engage with CHDG participants: 

the ailment model. An example of an ailment model would be 

defining "mental health" as the absence of mental illness. As 

researchers recently put it: 

The absence of mental illness, however, is a minimal outcome from a 

psychological perspective on lifespan development.
9
 

In contrast, the CEP is an example of approaching engagement 

using a wellness model. 

When the Doc Is In 

Considering CHDG involvement as an ailment tends to be insulting 

to CHDG followers and leaders, but it has the advantage of intuitive 

feel to us who are concerned about CHDGs. After all, we aren't 

concerned because we think that CHDGs are such wonderful, 

health-promoting affairs. The ailment metaphor reflects our 

instinctive, prejudicial read on CHDG involvement. I believe that it's 

counterproductive to constructive engagement with participants in 

CHDGs. 

The Hippocratic oath is a succinct recognition of the internal conflict 

in any helping/healing endeavor. The goal of improving the state of 

those with ailments requires intervention which potentially 
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threatens that state, especially given the exploratory and 

experimental aspects of helping/healing arts and our ignorance of 

helping/healing processes. We pride ourselves on what we do 

know about these processes, but extant outcomes provide ample 

evidence that we have far more yet to learn. When CHDGs are 

concerned, we still operate largely in the dark, but light is coming. I 

hope this paper will contribute to that illumination.  

Whether or not we consider CHDG involvement as an ailment, the 

fundamental nature of CHDG involvement must be understood 

before we can be sure that remedial measures will help, not harm. 

As we clarify the fundamentals of CHDG involvement, we will 

notice that what makes for a CHDG also characterizes many other 

organizations, institutions, programs, and movements that we don't 

commonly regard as CHDGs. This realization can be unsettling and 

create resistance against recognizing the obvious. 

All Ills Considered 

Let's consider CHDG involvement as an ailment, for discussion's 

sake. What, then, is the pathogen and how does infection occur?  I 

propose that the pathogen is violation of recognition of the 

sovereignty, dignity, and beauty of individuals, comprising what I 

call personal integrity. For infection to occur, both "infected carrier" 

and "symptomatic victim" must have rejected the personal integrity 

of the victimized individual. Infection occurs, then, when personal 

integrity is violated. This would mean that "cures" which incorporate 

violations of personal integrity would only perpetuate or exacerbate 

the problem, not rectify it.  

To continue the analogy a bit farther, pre-infection inoculation is 

possible. Inoculation presumes a relatively healthy immune system 

capable of development. In cases of compromised immune 

systems, inoculation can prove fatal. Exposing a person to 

violations of their integrity--in a safe, healthy, supportive, and 

mutually agreed situation--in order to give them the opportunity to 

learn how to deal with such affronts can be hugely empowering and 

rewarding. Exposing them to violations that mirror those to which 
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they have already succumbed--especially if against their will--can 

hardly be helpful. In practice, we find over and over that doing so 

just makes matters worse. 

If the basic problem with CHDG involvement is violation of personal 

integrity, then it's hard to see how characterizing it as an ailment 

and the person in question as a victim or "ill" would affirm their 

sovereignty, dignity, or beauty. The offensiveness of the ailment 

model originates from the violation of trust implied by, among other 

things, presuming to "fix" what the CHDG participant does not 

consider broken. We need to approach the problem differently. The 

CEP is an alternative. 
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The Constructive Engagement Paradigm--An 
Unorthodox Alternative 

At its heart, the CEP is an affirmation of life and personal integrity 

rather than an objection to or protest against its violation. This 

distinction is more than just "seeing the glass half full." This 

fundamental switch of focus is what makes the engagement 

paradigm constructive rather than critical.  

Our initial inclination when we see problems is to focus on them 

and try to get others to see them. In situations where trust is 

secure, this is a great approach. In situations of overt distrust and 

defensiveness, in which people have already minimized problems 

to focus on exaggerated benefits, it's a non-starter. In situations like 

CHDGs, where denial of problems is a defense against their 

tolerance of abusive treatment, harping on problems can provoke 

violent resistance that is clearly counterproductive. What's more, 

problem-solving neglects the root of the problems: both abuser and 

abused accept, rationalize, and perpetuate the abusive 

relationship. Invariably, the arrangement involves dehumanizing 

factors that only make sense to battered, injured psyches. The 

fundamental problem is that both abuser and abused have been 

violently dehumanized. The consequential problems we'd like to 

"solve" are symptoms of that dehumanization. To restore those 

involved, we cannot use dehumanizing methods like those that 

created the situation. 

Why So Special? 

The distinguishing aspects of the CEP are its motivational 

orientation, its energetic lens, and its emphasis on and commitment 

to affirmation and protection of personal integrity. Rather than 

prioritize the behavioral aspects of human interaction, the CEP 

considers motivational aspects as primary and generative, and 

behavioral aspects as consequential. In order to perceive 

motivational dynamics, the CEP focuses on energy exchange 



41 

rather than the structures which constrain that exchange. We differ 

greatly in our comfort and competence with observing and 

manipulating interpersonal energy, so in interest of ease and 

accessibility, the CEP substitutes a familiar corollary: information. 

In the same way that investigators "follow the money" to find those 

motivated to misbehave, we can follow the flow of information to 

understand the motivational dynamics that energize abusive 

situations like CHDGs. Together, motivational orientation and 

energetic lens naturally and synergistically promote affirmation and 

protection of personal integrity. 

Motivational Orientation 

Simple observation of human behavior does not yield 

understanding of the behavior. Understanding requires a "read" on 

the motivations for the behavior. A simple shriek does not 

necessarily imply whether it's a shriek of pain, surprise, or 

jubilation. We learn, after some experience, to detect cues that we 

interpret to indicate the motivation for a shriek. We can then 

validate our interpretation in a variety of ways, one of the most 

direct being to ask the person involved why she or he shrieked.  

In our age of science and reason, we tend to overlook the critical 

role of interpretation in even casual observation. Quantum 

mechanics has, thankfully, forced us to reassess its importance in 

the most "objective" of pursuits--physics.  

Interpretation is typically thought of as a "read" operation, but it is 

more accurate to consider it as a projection operation, especially 

prior to validation, i.e., interpretation of phenomena is our 

assignment (projection) of inferred significance (our "read") onto 

phenomena. We tend to forget the projection aspect, tacitly 

regarding our interpretation as something determined by the 

phenomena in question and as something given to us or obtained 

from phenomena. This assumption overlooks our role in the 

interpretation in much the same way as the role of observer was 

long overlooked in physics. In fact, scientists and philosophers of 

science are finding it increasingly difficult to distinguish between 
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observation and interpretation at the most fundamental levels. 

The CEP attempts to cut to the motivational chase by explicitly 

recognizing the role of interpretation in high-risk interactions and its 

predominately projective nature during engagement, and by 

recognizing that an individual's motivational intentions take 

precedence (chronologically and in significance) over their actions. 

This preserves personal integrity for all parties and keeps the 

problems of interpretation and the translation their resolutions 

require clearly on the table. 

Energetic Lens 

In similar ways that our efforts to be "objective" can obscure the 

critical role of interpretation in our interactions, the structural 

aspects of an interaction can obscure the energetic aspects without 

which structural concerns would be moot. While structural elements 

like language, 3-dimensional physics, belief systems, and 

communication style constrain and characterize our interactions, 

they do not motivate them. Motivation is an energetic proposition. 

Structure can indicate what probably will happen if we want it to 

happen, and it can indicate which motivations might be the case 

and which probably are not, but it cannot help us identify which 

motivations actually are the case and understand why we want 

what we want. Understand what we actually want and why we want 

it are essential to constructive communication. Even in interactions 

in which trust is secure, difficulty in identifying and articulating our 

real desires can lead to disconnections and vicious circles. In high-

risk interactions where trust is tenuous at best and risk tends to 

elicit defensiveness, articulating our authentic desires can seem 

impossible.  

The CEP focuses explicitly on energy exchange in interactions. 

Recognizing a person's sovereignty, dignity, and beauty has an 

energizing effect on us. Denigrating or denying our sovereignty, 

dignity, and beauty has a depressing/suppressing effect on us. 

These effects are immediate and precede description, analysis, or 

rationalization of their occurrence. Energy exchange always occurs 
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prior to understanding what occurred. What happened is primary; 

what we say about it is secondary. The CEP affirms this priority 

and enables us to deal with high-risk interactions in their energetic 

aspect in addition to their structural aspect, enabling us to focus 

more directly on motivational determinants. 

Likely, the language of the preceding paragraph will sound 

esoteric. Not to worry--we have a corollary that puts us in close, 

familiar touch with the energetic aspect of interactions: information. 

Without biting off a psycho-philosophical controversy which we 

have no space to chew here, I'll just state as a provisional axiom 

that energy is transferred by the vehicle of information. This is at 

least true in interpersonal interactions, since--short of direct 

physical contact--our interactions consist of information exchange, 

both verbal and non-verbal. In fact, we suspend judgment on 

experiences of physical contact until we interpret their significance, 

which always entails information exchange on some level. So, by 

tracking information behavior, we can analogously track energy 

exchange.  

The CEP pays particular attention to information flow in contrast to 

information content. Where information flows from and to describes 

energy exchange. What information flows there indicates what will 

likely happen as a result of the exchange. This is especially 

important in understanding power dynamics, because origination of 

information (definition), control of its flow (exchange routes), and 

destinations (affected parties) are far more reliable indicators of 

power points than information content.  

Affirmation and Protection of Personal Integrity 

By shifting attention from behavioral concerns to motivational 

concerns and from structural aspects to energetic aspects, the 

CEP helps divert interactions from perspectives that threaten 

personal integrity, (through adversariality, elitism/exclusivism, anti-

equity attitudes, and alienation,) towards perspectives that affirm it.  

In part, this is simply due to the fact that motivational and energetic 
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orientations are largely unfamiliar to us, and so, their novelty tends 

to make us less sure of ourselves and, therefore, more open, 

impressionable, and willing to accept input from others--i.e., less 

presumptive--which has affirming effects on others.  

At a deeper level, the acknowledged foundations of abuses of 

power, i.e., domination, tend to be behavioral and structural, in 

contrast to their their deeper experiential foundations, so the CEP 

introduces a basic asymmetry that shifts attention from 

behavioral/structural bases for domination to its experiential bases. 

Dominators flounder for justification of their abuses against CEP-

based interaction because they not only can't come to terms with it, 

they cannot grasp the terms at all, since they aren't predicated on 

behavior or structure. This is a powerful advantage in defusing 

antipathy and threat in high-risk interactions. 

Finally, by focusing on intentional, dynamic aspects of interactions, 

the CEP sets up an interesting, desirable, and self-reinforcing 

"virtuous circle" effect. Focusing on motivations and energy 

exchange brings participants' attention closer to what is actually 

happening in real time, putting them more closely "in touch" with 

themselves and each other, in contrast to behavioral and structural 

aspects which are at least one or more levels of abstraction 

removed from their motivational origins and energetic operations.  

In practice, this means that participants pay closer attention to how 

an interaction feels. The CEP enables real time conversation about 

feelings integral to CHDG involvement as participants experience 

them. This is another powerful means of introducing beneficial 

asymmetry. Power abuse is always perpetrated by explicit 

manipulation of behavioral and structural elements in order to 

emotionally manipulate those being exploited. Both the 

manipulation and the exploitation are surreptitious, veiled by over-

attention to behavioral and structural concerns. By approaching 

interactions on their emotional level, CEP-inspired engagement 

reorients participants to pay attention to the effects of the 

manipulation instead of the justifications for it. Once the effects 

become the focus of attention and, by implicitly affirming the 
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importance of their feelings, the question whether participants like 

those effects and want those effects to continue becomes 

pertinent--questions that were irrelevant when behavioral and 

structural concerns were central. This inherently affirms personal 

integrity. 

The CEP in a Nutshell 

The CEP is not comprised of novel concepts, (aside from its 

unimaginative moniker, possibly,) nor is it specific to CHDG 

involvement. However, its formulation is quite unique, as is its 

application to CHDG engagement. The CEP is simply a framework 

which encourages constructive, beneficial interactions in high-risk 

situations regardless of setting or orientation. Mental health 

practitioners will recognize its similarities to the basic interactive 

model (regardless of theoretical model) of beneficial therapeutic 

relationships, as well as the basic model of mutually beneficial 

interpersonal relationships.  

I present here outlines of the de facto engagement paradigm and 

the CEP for comparison. 

 
De Facto Engagement Paradigm Facets 
 

Conceptual 
Orientation: 

Pathology/defect 

Purpose: Abuse prevention 

Organizing 
Principle: 

Domination 

Principle question Who dominates whom? 

Approach: Intervention 

Predominant 
Perspective: 

"Objective" point of view external to group 
and member 

Intervener's Role: Expert advisor/counselor 

Focus: Group/group leaders (perpetrators) effect on 
follower (primary victim) and family and 
friends (secondary victims) 
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Constructive Engagement Paradigm Facets 
 

Conceptual 
Orientation: 

Wellness/integrity 

Purpose: Individual and group health and 
development 

Organizing 
Principle: 

Personal integrity 

Principle question How can everyone benefit? 

Approach: Collaboration 

Predominant 
Perspective: 

Follower's (primary) and group leaders' 
(secondary) subjective points of view 

Intervener's Role: Follower's peer and partner 

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

 
Comparing the Facets 

Conceptual Orientation 

As described, the de facto engagement paradigm uses an ailment 

model that prioritizes fixing what's wrong. The CEP uses a model 

that presumes wellness and affirms integrity, encouraging growth 

and improvement of what's already right.  

Purpose 

The de facto engagement paradigm is preventative, while the CEP 

is developmental. 

Organizing Principle 

Claiming that the de facto engagement paradigm is organized 

around the principle of domination might seem controversial. I will 

explain how this is the case in "Rudiments of a Constructive 

Engagement Paradigm" later in the paper. The CEP's central 
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concern is affirmation, protection, and support of personal integrity, 

i.e., individual sovereignty, dignity, and beauty. 

Principle question 

As I'll describe later, CHDGs revolve around the issue of 

domination. Authority, submission, reverence/respect, 

devotion/loyalty, and similar themes serve to reinforce the 

dominance of a CHDG and its leaders over CHDG followers. 

Fundamental to this is the precedence of group over individual. By 

refusing to take these questions seriously, the CEP avoids 

endorsing this basis for power abuse, instead making mutual 

benefit its primary concern. 

Approach 

Interactions under the de facto engagement paradigm tend to be 

heavily authority/expertise oriented. When we're at a loss in high-

risk encounters, we instinctively look for ways to offset our 

powerlessness. With CHDG participants, this only sets up an 

adversarial struggle between respective preferred authorities that 

neither side regards as authoritative. The CEP, in contrast, takes a 

collaborative, win-win approach. 

Predominant Perspective 

By "perspective" I mean the point of view from which and the lens 

through which interveners approach an engagement.  

A CHDG enforces the primacy of the group, then in descending 

order of importance: its leaders as representatives of the group, 

then followers, then friends of the group, then others, and last of all, 

opponents. The individual follower's value is determined externally, 

by others, in terms defined by the group. The de facto engagement 

paradigm adopts a likewise external, other-oriented, detached, 

"objective" view of the CHDG and its participants.  

The CEP is primarily concerned with the welfare of followers, so it 

largely reverses this prioritization, putting CHDG followers first, 
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affected family and friends second, with group leaders important 

only as they serve the benefit of the others. In the CEP, the group 

entity is a myth and not deserving of the kind of status or regard 

offered to real people. The CEP makes the subjective concerns of 

followers and affected family and friends central. 

Intervener's Role 

In keeping with its approach, interveners using the de facto 

engagement paradigm adopt roles that imply authority and/or 

superiority, such as experts, teachers, advisors, or counselors. 

Interveners using the CEP approach CHDG participants as curious, 

friendly peers seeking partnership. 

Focus 

We implicitly endorse the power of what we pay attention to. 

In keeping with its perspective, interveners using the de facto 

engagement paradigm focus on the role of the group and its 

leaders as wrongdoers and their power to dominate their followers. 

All these are legitimate concerns, but prioritizing them emotionally 

endorses the domination that followers suffer under. This implicitly 

puts followers in a respondent's position of arguing 

recognized/endorsed domination away. In keeping with its 

perspective, the CEP presumes the primary importance of 

followers and emphasizes their power to affect the group and its 

leaders for the benefit of all involved. 

Two Authorities, Two Powers 

The CEP is unique in how it handles an issue that is at the crux of 

all abuses of power: authority.  

Authority and power are non-issues when trust is secure. We don't 

worry about relative authority/submission, superiority vs. inferiority, 

or strength vs. weakness issues when we're sure that authority, 

superiority, and strength will be used only in our best interests. We 

rather like being in that situation, frankly. Authority and power 
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become problematic only after trust has been compromised and an 

attitude of distrust takes its place. Trust is compromised through 

violations of personal integrity. 

Violations of personal integrity are the core issue of families, 

friends, and society at large problems concerned about CHDG 

involvement. These violations invariably follow a pattern of 

subordination of individual rights to collective rights. In order to 

impose this subordination, CHDGs claim a particular kind of 

authority, one of the two basic kinds of authority distinguished by 

the origins of their power.   

Fact Authority 

One basic kind of authority derives its power from honoring the 

patterns of discernible reality such as we try to describe by physics, 

logic, mathematics, psychology, politics, morality, etc., and aligning 

its directives with those patterns. To the extent that authority 

observes and reflects the patterns of discernible reality, it has the 

power of those patterns backing up its directives. This is the kind of 

authority possessed by authentic love. It is not a matter of using 

power to impose external wills on individuals regardless of their 

wills, but of affirming and informing individuals of forces that will 

affect them regardless of their wills or the wills of third parties. I'll 

call this fact authority. Science is a good example of fact authority. 

Fact authority implicitly recognizes that the ultimate authority is 

reality itself. 

Will Authority 

The other type of authority actually resists recognition of reality as 

the ultimate authority, subordinating discernible reality to an 

indiscernible force or entity. (This will no doubt trigger reactions 

from religious and spiritually-minded people. Without engaging in a 

lengthy defense here, I'll just say that this is not the indictment of 

the notion of God or the divine or spirit that it appears to be, and 

that it is thoroughly defensible.) This actually represents a kind of 

anti-authority, not just by its resistance to the authority of 
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discernible reality but by a deprecation of discernibility, typically 

resulting in some form of anti-rationalism. Instead, this type of 

authority implicitly recognizes that its directives do not reflect the 

patterns of reality, the recognition ranging from vague surmise to 

certitude. In other words, this type of authority aims to impose 

directives that patterns of reality don't support, or even that violate 

those patterns. The ways in which this type of authority imposes 

itself are only too familiar to us. They all depend on a threat of fear-

inspiring force, itself a violation that lies at the core of all abuse. 

This is always and only a matter of using power to inflict harm as a 

means to impose external wills on individuals in disregard of their 

own wills. I'll call this will authority.
10

 

Which Authority Rules? 

Clearly, real-life situations are mixtures of fact authority and will 

authority. Expecting that either could be entirely eliminated is 

unrealistic. In practice, the important question is the motivational, 

intentional question: is authority exerted with the intent to impose a 

will, whether individual or collective, or is it exerted not as an 

imposition, but as a testimony and affirmation of fact? On every 

level--behavioral, intentional, psychological, and if you will, 

spiritual--the two types of authority are diametrically different. They 

look and feel different both on giving and receiving ends. 

The CEP stresses fact authority and eschews will authority. This 

has several advantages, especially in dealing with captives of 

abusive arrangements such as CHDG participants. First and 

probably most importantly, it feels different. By energizing the 

authentic person, it highlights the internal conflict she/he 

experiences between the authentic self being violated and the 

CHDG-endorsed persona that legitimizes the violation. It also 

models an attitude that is asymmetrically antithetical to that of 

CHDG authority.  

We call symmetrical antithesis "competition." Competition consists 

of mutual agreement to resist each other. The CEP isn't a 

symmetrical matter of competition for access to the individual in 
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order to impose an competing will, but a reorientation of the 

individual to attend to something else entirely--his or her 

relationship to the patterns of reality independently from his or her 

relationship to the CHDG authority. Finally, being non-

confrontational and non-competitive, the CEP helps avoid setting 

off alarms that rally defenses and shift the interaction from friendly 

to adversarial. 

I would argue that individual integrity is predicated on a 

presumption of individual sovereignty, which we usually designate 

as "freedom." However, we are loathe to go so far as to found 

freedom exclusively on individual sovereignty, thanks to our 

unvalidated (i.e., untested, unquantified, and unverified) beliefs that 

individual sovereignty naturally stands in potential conflict with 

collective good. Since we remain short of putting that presumption 

to the test, we are no less justified in provisionally presuming that 

individual sovereignty is the cornerstone both of individual and 

societal well-being, and that promoting it leads to the opposite of 

the apocalyptic predictions of collective catastrophe we seem so 

prone to believe. Since both presumptions equally lack validation, 

the CEP frankly assumes the latter and, in doing so, sets the stage 

to demonstrate its efficacy in testable, quantifiable, 

Rudiments of a Constructive Engagement Paradigm 

Affirm Personal Integrity 

In order to honor a CHDG participant's integrity and dignity, we 

need to recognize the values being supported by their CHDG, 

otherwise we commit the same violation of diminution and 

denigration that CHDG recruiters commit. 

By telling CHDG participants that they and the CHDG are "wrong," 

we cut off our own tongues as far as they are concerned. By honor 

what they honor and support them in pursuing their agendas, we 

build a trusting context from which to eventually show them how 

their own authoritative sources interfere with the aspirations, 

values, and goals that motivated them to participate in the CHDG. 
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This helps us avoid being put in the role of messenger critical to 

them and their CHDG, unites us with them in assessing the role of 

their CHDG and its effects on their aspirations, values, and goals, 

and puts on them the onus for solving the problems raised in the 

assessment, with us as their allies. This models honor and 

recognition towards those we disagree with, giving us basis to 

challenge them to honor and recognize those who disagree with 

them. All this is done in a context of sympathy instead of antipathy, 

diffusing their paranoia and hopefully enabling them to hear us and 

think more rationally.  

Adopt the Position 

All of this can be done from a provisionally inferior position (so as 

not to intimidate or rile them) of curiosity and ignorance, 

Socratically encouraging them to do what they most want to do: tell 

their stories and share their "gospels." During the process, in the 

interest of clarity and understanding, we ask for explanations of the 

irrationalities and contradictions inherent in their positions. They as 

authorities explain to the extent of their understanding according to 

party lines designed to circumvent the irrationalities and 

contradictions. We, through curiosity and in a state of need for their 

help, again direct their attention to those unresolved irrationalities 

and contradictions. Eventually, they will use the "just because" 

response or insinuate or claim that our interest in those problems is 

unhealthy or malintended. At that point, we just observe that it 

doesn't seem like they have thought their position through deeply 

enough to help us. 

Karen Armstrong in The Case For God gives an enlightening 

discussion of the notion of kenosis, or emptying oneself. In all 

intervention roles 

(helper/healer/witness/counselor/advocate/supporter), kenosis is 

key to garnering the trust and confidence of a client which in turn is 

key to the success of any support relationship. This is especially 

true with CHDG participants, whom we must approach as empty of 

our own agendas, there solely for purposes that they find valuable. 

Although this, of course, is poppycock--none of us are angels--
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nevertheless we can behave like angels when the need arises. 

CHDG participants believe in the angelic, regardless of their 

terminology. Their CHDG and its leaders walk on water. They do 

not have the capacity for nuance that would enable them to detect 

goodwill in the company of contaminating elements, nor do they 

have the inclination to develop that capacity, a consequence of 

their need to trust implicitly. Contaminants quickly set off instinctive 

alarms and muster their ideological and social immune 

mechanisms. 

Everybody Wins When Nobody Knows 

The CEP puts mutual benefit of interaction participants at the 

center of its very reason to be. This jives with CHDG pretensions 

predicated on promise of benefit to those who become CHDG 

followers while establishing interveners as sympathetic, not 

antipathetic, to CHDG participants. This will seem counterintuitive 

to anyone concerned with the problems and dangers of CHDG 

involvement, thanks to lack of clear distinction between a CHDG 

and its participants, whether leaders or followers.  

The CEP puts heavy emphasis (I'm sure some will claim inordinate 

emphasis) on the values and interests of individuals and their value 

as persons. This is intentional. It counteracts the subordination of 

individual to group that underlies many of the characteristics and 

practices that we find "cult-like," (e.g., R. Lifton's "doctrine over 

person" and "dispensing of existence.") This encourages a sharp 

distinction between the individuals participating in a CHDG (actual 

persons) and the group they belong to (mythical entity), a 

distinction that that favors the individual and forms the basis for 

later dissociation of the CHDG participant's perspective from the 

CHDG's group perspective, eventually making critical consideration 

of the group perspective possible, i.e., "poses their situation to 

them as a problem." 

The de facto engagement paradigm stresses intervention, which 

presents a conundrum that I mentioned before, the primary 

challenge for engaging CHDG participants: what do we offer, and 
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how can we persuasively compare its benefits to those a CHDG 

participant enjoys in his group?  

The CEP solves these problems be reorienting the question, 

thereby eliminating them. By stressing mutual benefit at its core, 

the CEP promotes balance and transforms the benefit question, 

using a culturally unpopular attitude. Anyone who is a fan of the old 

"Columbo" television show starring Peter Falk will be well familiar 

with it. Instead of engaging in an attitude that presumes knowledge 

or expertise, the CEP adopts an attitude of ignorance. This is, 

incidentally, the scientific attitude that must be adopted in order to 

properly test a hypothesis. Presuming knowledge of a test's 

outcome can only corrupt the test results or call their validity into 

question. 

By approaching CHDG participants in an attitude of ignorance 

about CHDG experience coupled with the express intention of 

supporting and enhancing that experience avoids the conundrums 

and pitfalls of a knowledgeable attitude. It is, frankly, more honest 

(usually) and is far and away more attractive to a CHDG 

participant. This frankly plays to CHDG vanity. After all, they do 

hold the keys of truth and knowledge for all humanity, (in one way 

or another,) so what's not to be captivated by?  

Recognizing All the Pieces 

One reason that de facto engagement is less successful than we'd 

like and late in the game is that we don't know how to deal with 

critical pieces of the puzzle: the role and influence of CHDG 

leadership. So, we focus on what little we do know: engaging with 

CHDG followers. Here is a crude depiction of a CHDG scenario: 
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In the minds of CHDG participants, the approach of an intervener is 

a potential threat to valuables that interveners not only do not 

honor but tend to ignore: the safety barrier; the gate in the barrier; 

CHDG leaders who act as barrier stewards, gatekeepers, and 

defenders; the swords in their hands; and the fact that CHDG 

followers want their leaders to do these things for them. Direct 

access to followers is typically allowed only when they assume the 

role of missionary or evangelist with the intent of proselytizing 

"outsiders." Interveners ignore these important factors at the peril 

of their own efforts. 

The CEP recognizes and honors these important factors, putting 

interveners in a position to address the problems they pose to 

constructive engagement. 

Friend or Foe 

Little valuable and virtually no therapeutic communication occurs in 

adversarial engagements. There is small wisdom in approaching 

engagements with CHDG participants--let alone framing them-- as 

adversarial affairs. In normal, constructive interactions, relative 

power is usually assumed to be balanced. In power-imbalanced 
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situations involving dominant/subordinate roles, the imbalance 

must be mutually welcomed and its scope agreed upon, otherwise 

power abuses will inevitably occur. Engaging with CHDG 

participants is challenging because they are not initially amenable 

to power equity. In fact, power equity threatens them, which is why 

they characterize interactions with "outsiders" as forays into enemy 

territory. 

The CEP frames engagement with CHDG participants as a friendly 

affair. This couches CHDG adversariality, which is mythical in 

origin and nature, in an empirically verifiable, immediate, obvious 

emotional context of friendship and support that constitutes 

dissonance in the minds of participants with rational aspects of the 

CHDG position. This effectively enlists participants'' emotional 

psychologies as our allies and has powerful effects, for example: 

 Emotionally flips the onus from interveners to justify the 

engagement to CHDG participants to discredit it  

 Instinctively induces CHDG participants to account for and 

rationalize the dissonance caused by the anomalous, 

friendly approach of interveners 

 Provides real-time, sensory sympathy data that CHDG 

participants are taught to be suspicious of but which they 

aren't typically trained to counteract, actual data which 

experientially contradicts CHDG myths of presumed 

antipathy 

 Encourages intervener composure that contrasts with the 

dissonance-prompted discomfiture of CHDG participants, 

emotionally endorsing message of interveners 

Honor the Pain 

By recognizing and affirming the valuable features of CHDG 

involvement, the CEP enables interveners to open up access to 

CHDG participants before the egress/recovery stage, facilitating 
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communication as early as the recruitment and involvement stages. 

In fact, the CEP accomplishes this by reorienting the fundamental 

basis for communication away from CHDG involvement (which 

implicitly endorses the authority and domination of the CHDG) to 

personal involvement between the intervener and CHDG 

participants, whether they are leaders or followers--yet another 

beneficial asymmetry. 

Above all, the CEP represents a recognition that violence has 

occurred. So, customary rules of engagement must be modified to 

clearly avoid appearance of threat to which CHDG participants 

have exaggerated sensitivity, thanks to past experiences of 

violation. This would be a simple matter if we were angels or if we 

could convince CHDG participants that we are. Interestingly, both 

dominators and submissives are sensitive to what I call the 

Infallibility Factor. The need for absolute lack of "contamination" or 

error is a common indication of abuse-damaged thinking, often 

recognized as black-or-white, either/or, all-or-nothing, or on/off 

thinking. Abused psyches are highly incapable of nuance, which 

aggravates their need for safety that affords complete trust. Any 

threat is too much. Since we're not infallible, we need to take a 

different tack if we want to help them. The CEP supports this. 

The CEP is decidedly subjective, both in perspective and priorities. 

This is by design. Being a paradigm for engagement, subjective 

and emotional factors must take precedence over theory and even 

theoretical propriety, because the objective of engagement is not to 

change minds, but to establish relationships that foster willingness 

to consider a change of mind. By shifting perspective and priorities 

to elevate subjective concerns like meaningfulness, trust, and 

safety, the CEP provides a context that inherently fosters 

willingness to consider new ideas and points of view. 

Gentleness 

The CEP relies on the reverse of the dynamic that "rational" 

approaches rely on. In essence, our current notions of "rationality" 

presume persuasion by force of argument, evidence, precedent, or 
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authority. We use terms like "unassailable," "unshakeable," and 

"incontrovertible" to describe extremely compelling lines of 

reasoning.  

It should occur to us that compulsion is irrelevant when willingness 

is present. In other words, our notions of "rationality" presume 

unwillingness to accept a proposition as a given that must be 

overcome. In other words, this brand of rationality implicitly 

endorses initial distrust which presumes a degree of adversariality.  

Our most serious rational endeavors, particularly academic 

research, assume that knowledge development is a matter of force 

that dominates presumed resistance. We don't concede and accept 

an explanation until we are left with no other choice after the 

elimination, negation, or destruction of alternative explanations. 

The entire approach is rife with allusions to force and adversariality 

predicated on distrust, indicating what we characterize as "rigor" 

that is admirably suited for testing processes, but not for 

imaginative or developmental processes. Testing is a definitionally 

destructive process, an attempt to break what has not yet broken. 

Where trust and safety are paramount and in question, "rigor" and 

testing are conceptually and emotionally threatening. Obviously, 

the adversarial proposition of overcoming resistance in order to 

dominate an argument space aligns closely with abusive 

experience in which force, violation, and domination were 

predominant and integral.  

The CEP, in contrast, presumes trust and willingness on the part of 

all parties involved. This, of course, is largely unwarranted when it 

comes to abusive relationships--largely, but not completely 

unwarranted. By founding the approach on trust, sympathy, 

empathy, willingness, and effective goodwill, the CEP in practice 

rules out many issues that do nothing but raise controversy and 

hamper communication. This might sound surprising as applied to 

abusers, since they seem clearly interested in exploiting others, but 

they are like any other demographic: they fall along a spectrum. 

Some exploit somewhat sincerely as a requirement of their 

internalized program or ideology or worldview. Others in no way 
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internalized the rationales they use to exploit others, 

disingenuously leveraging abusive relationships solely for gain. 

These latter can at least be influenced to disingenuously comply 

with trusting, willing behavior if they think that it's to their 

advantage. A little deception of the deceivers on that point can 

afford enough time to communicate with the abused to open their 

eyes and spark hope for escape. 

Suggested Structure 

In order to pursue a successful engagement with CHDG 

participants, we need to clarify five things that often are not clear 

prior to the engagement: 

1. Who is involved in the engagement. This might seem like a 

no-brainer, but in fact is surprisingly tricky. (see details 

below) 

2. What motivates us to engage (purpose: why) 

3. What rules of engagement and forms of interaction are 

mutually agreeable (method: how) 

4. The CHDG follower's status according to her/him and 

according to her/his leaders (baseline: from where) 

5. What successful engagement looks like to us and to CHDG 

participants (goal: to where) 

Notice that this list covers angles of who, why, where, and how, but 

has a glaring omission: what. Notice also that CHDG programs 

prioritize "what," as evidenced by their emphasis on truth questions 

and their implicit presumption that "the truth" constrains 

deliberation and determines the resulting answers. This is yet 

another asymmetry that the CEP introduced to help shift the 

interaction away from domination-oriented perspectives to personal 

integrity affirming perspectives. 
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Who 

Used car salespeople might not divulge the conversations they 

have when they "go to check the boss" during deal negotiations, 

but at least they divulge that the conversations occur. CHDG 

followers rarely divulge the critical behind-the-scenes involvement 

of their leaders in our communications with them, often deliberately 

hiding it, usually misrepresenting it when they acknowledge it, 

always with the intent to minimize it. Simply being aware that the 

follower is likely not speaking for himself but channeling group 

thought as conveyed by her/his leader helps interveners be more 

sensitive to what is actually occurring and, to be blunt, helps them 

not take it too personally. As the interaction progresses, interveners 

can suss out 

Why 

Suggested Purpose: Foster understanding to increase 

communication, so that bonds can be formed that develop into 

lifelines out of a CHDG or promote normalization within it. 

How 

Agreed specifics about where, when, duration, and how the 

interaction will happen. Some CHDG followers are unwilling or not 

allowed to communicate with "outsiders" alone, while others will 

report each interaction to their leaders. Some subjects might be off-

limits. Reading material might be involved. 

We can't expect CHDG participants to adopt and adhere to the 

CEP, of course, so these suggested rules of engagement are for 

interveners. Interveners should state them as their rules for the 

interaction without implying that they are binding on the CHDG 

participant. Innate human psychological tendencies toward 

mirroring, rapport, and equilibrium will do the necessary 

persuading. 

 Affirmation of personal integrity is paramount 
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 Mutuality and equity in communication is critical 

 Frame the interaction affirm the personal integrity of all 

participants, engender cooperation, resulting in growing 

trust 

 Impediments like adversariality, elitism/exclusivism, anti-

equity attitudes, and alienation need to be avoided or 

neutralized 

If CHDG participants object to any of these rules, interveners 

should reinforce that these are the interveners rules which aren't 

binding on the CHDG participant.  

That last rule is especially challenging for CHDG participants, since 

the CHDG proposition is predicated on some degree of 

adversariality, elitism/exclusivism, anti-equity attitudes, and 

alienation. However, by the same token that makes impediments to 

interaction with others who stand "outside" appropriate makes them 

inappropriate towards insiders. So, as interveners, the trick is to 

engage with CHDG participants in ways that emotionally place us 

"inside" even though we formally, behaviorally, and/or structurally 

stand "outside." In this interest, the CHDG's own desire to 

proselytize offers assistance. As long as interveners seem like 

potential recruits or sympathetic supporters of the CHDG's 

recruitment interests, CHDG participants will consider them as 

friends, providing them access and credibility not allowed other 

outsiders. 

what I think about it. 

Where From 

The baseline and goal of the interaction should be clarified in early 

on in the interaction, soon after ice-breaking and rapport 

establishment. By making explicit the participants' assessments of 

"where things are at," interveners and CHDG participants are 

compelled to recognize them, which is inherently affirming. 

Agreement and objection are likewise forms of recognition. With 
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their assessments of current state in the open, participants are 

obligated to recognize and comment or abstain from the process 

altogether, making hidden expectations less likely to interfere with 

subsequent communication. 

Where To 

Suggested Goal: Enhanced recognition and experience of the 

respective values of interaction participants and increased 

competence in realizing life fulfillment in terms of those values. Of 

course, interveners should take pains to accommodate CHDG 

participants' values as much as possible in order to maximize 

benefit to them. 

The Interaction Plan 

Once we have clarified who, why, and where, we need to outline 

agreed steps to get from "here" to "there"--the how. This provides a 

common guide for the interaction that facilitates appropriate levels 

of visibility, assessment, and control for both interveners and 

CHDG participants. It amounts to a sort of action plan with a twist: 

rather than express what is going to happen, the plan is coined in 

terms of what participants would like to see happen. Intent 

orientation, bilateral balance, and conditional phrasing helps resist 

the unilateral rigidity with which CHDG participants tend to 

approach interactions, keeps management of interaction close to 

its emotional level, and implies expectation of change that is under 

the control of interaction participants rather than constrained by 

external factors. As the interaction proceeds, what we want 

changes, and honest recognition of that change encourages 

altering the action plan. 

Example Interaction Plan 

The notion of explicitly creating a plan for interaction might seem 

odd, artificial, and unnecessarily constraining, but it need not be. 

Here is an example of how simple and intuitive they can be: 
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Who: Suzy and me 

Why: Suzy wants me to recognize how wonderful her 

CHDG is. I am curious and want to understand. 

How: We'd like to meet every other week for coffee. Suzy 

wants to inform me about her CHDG and I want to 

learn about it. I also want to honestly let her know  

Where from: Suzy is worried about her ability to meet the 

expectations of her CHDG. The leaders are not sure that she is 

committed enough. I am interested in what this is like for her and 

willing to listen. 

Where to: Suzy wants to know that she acceptable. She 

wants to demonstrate how sincere and committed she is. 
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Where to from Here? 

Although the CEP was conceived and formulated on the basis of 

actual experience throughout the CHDG involvement life cycle, it 

needs a lot more development and validation, much more than one 

aging baby boomer can manage alone. I need colleagues, critics, 

and funders. I hope that this paper will generate enough interest to 

warrant ongoing discussion with people curious about filling any of 

those roles. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Acronyms 

CEP Constructive Engagement Paradigm 

CHDG  Closed high-demand group 

GLM Group leader/member (participant) 

NRM New religious movement 

intervener Observation/research, treatment, intervention or 

observer/researcher, treatment specialist, intervener 

(generally, intervention/intervener) 

SF Smith's Friends (now Brunstad Christian Church and its 

subordinate affiliates) 

 

Glossary 

CHDG participant A leader or follower in a closed high-demand 

group 

CHDG follower A follower in a closed high-demand group 

CHDG involvement  Involvement in a closed high-demand group  

CHDG leader A leader in a closed high-demand group 

CHDG recruit A person being recruited for membership in 

a closed high-demand group  

CHDG candidate A person at significant risk of closed high-
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demand group involvement  

Intervener 
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ICSA Presentation rough draft 

Start out with a scenario demonstrating the power of CEP from real 

life, maybe reconnecting with Henk? 

Explain the reversals: subject over object, inner before outer, 

intangibles first, tangibles afterwards in light of intangible 

considerations. 

Journalist Kidnapping Gambit 

Start off presentation with this. Journalist gets kidnapped by a 

cartel, family threatened, has to stop investigating or worse will 

happen. Released unharmed, journalist persists. Kidnapped again 

with daughter. Cartel repeats demand. Journalist has to choose: he 

loses a hand or his daughter does. Ask the audience to consider 

what they would do. Then ask: 

Without revealing your answer, please raise your hand if you are 

very confident about your answer. In other words, you have no 

question whether you would do what you just decided you'd do. 

Now, please raise your hand if you wish you could be more sure 

that you would actually do what you just decided. 

Now, please raise your hand if you raised it both previous times. 

Didn't ask to reveal answer, although I presume most of us would 

give our hands in place of our children. However, it might depend 

on the children. If your kids are teenagers right now, you were 

probably in the group that wished they could be more certain about 

carrying out the decision, regardless which decision it was. 

Reason for exercise was to demonstrate two things: 

We all have the capacity to sacrifice for the good of others. Even if 

we feel inadequate or even incapable, we probably wish we were 
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both capable and adequate to do so. 

In spite of our aspirations, not many of us avoid uncertainty about 

the issue of sacrificing for the good of others. 

This is just to help prep you for what I am about to say. 

If you want to help people affected by cult involvement, you need to 

be prepared to sacrifice. Aspiring to help without sacrifice is a 

losing proposition. That said, the sacrifices required are nothing like 

losing a hand. They are, after considering them in light of all 

relevant information, actually quite doable and rewarding. But they 

are not avoidable. 

Cult involvement is not like a career choice. Like any abusive 

relationship, its draw and hold reach far deeper than money or 

social status. Something more powerful than money or social 

status is needed to effect a change in involvement. Cult 

involvement is an intensely personal affair. Thus the need for not 

just any kind of sacrifice, but personal sacrifice. 

The Constructive Engagement Paradigm specifies the nature of 

and reasons for the sacrifices that are necessary. They are 

reasonable, doable, and as I mentioned, rewarding. Mental health 

therapists are familiar with the personal sacrifices they must make 

to establish trust in a therapeutic setting. These sacrifices--and so 

also their effects--are stringently restricted by professionalism, 

ethics, and clinical wisdom that both therapist and client respect. 

When it comes to intervening with cults, no such restrictions or 

respect can be expected from the participants. The CEP enables 

an intervener to manage the necessary sacrifices unilaterally and 

to the benefit of the cult participant. 

Key benefits of the CEP: 

Facilitates early engagement, including recruitment and 

involvement stages, not just egress and recovery stages. 

Naturally promotes and implicitly enforces power balance and 



69 

equanimity, enhancing the prospects for mutual benefit from the 

engagement/interaction 
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