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Childhood Familial Experiences as
Antecedents of Adult Membership

in New Religious Movements

A Literature Review

Sebastian Murken and Sussan Namini

ABSTRACT: Is it possible to identify specific familial patterns as
antecedents of adult membership in new religious movements? Can the
choice of an NRM be predicted by the childhood experiences of
individuals joining such movements? This international literature review
seeks to answer these questions, investigating the assumption that early
family experiences affect adults’ decisions to join NRMs. It includes
empirical studies that have been written in English, German and French
since 1970, and gives an overview of findings on childhood family
structures, including parents and siblings, as well as early family
relationships and atmospheres. On the whole, the studies from different
countries and decades support the hypothesis that early family
experiences have an impact on adult membership in NRMs. However, it
seems that individuals with different early experiences are attracted to
different kinds of groups. Whereas many studies found problematic family
backgrounds and absent fathers in converts’ biographies, suggesting a
compensatory function of membership, some point to a continuation or
restoration of early experiences. More interdisciplinary comparative
research on NRMs is needed to gain a better understanding of the
psychodynamic processes and psychological offers of different groups.

Families, especially parents, have played a pivotal role in the debate
on so-called cults or new religious movements (NRMs) since it
began in the early 1970s. Parents were concerned about their sons
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and daughters who left universities and promising careers to follow
unfamiliar religious leaders and join their groups. After parents in the
United States had voiced their concerns, networks of parents and
families emerged that grew into a national movement. In many other
countries, too, parental initiatives were among the first “anticult”
groups. David G. Bromley and Anson Shupe note: “Although NRMs
would certainly have engendered opposition from other quarters, it is
unlikely that the intensity of controversy that has occurred would have
transpired without the family conflict as its driving force.”1 Even today,
NRMs are accused of being not only “anti-self” and “anti-society,” but
also “anti-family.”2 Hence, it is not surprising that professionals and
scholars from a multitude of backgrounds have paid considerable
attention to the impact of an individual’s membership in an NRM on
the “outside” family. They have discussed the emotional reactions of
parents (and, to a lesser degree, siblings) as well as the consequences of
the person’s membership for the family system and have given practical
advice on how to handle the situation.3

At the same time, scholars have repeatedly questioned the
widespread assumption that NRMs have a destructive impact on families.
A quarter of a century ago, Brock K. Kilbourne and James T. Richardson
critically asked whether there was not “a case of misattribution of
cause?”4 and twenty years later John A. Saliba wrote: “It would, however,
be naive to conceive of the new religions mainly as disrupters of family
life. Joining a new movement might be an indicator that all is not well
at home.”5 Interestingly, like the charges that are brought forward
against NRMs, the assumption that difficulties in families may make
(especially young) people susceptible to the offers of NRMs often seems
to be more speculative than evidence-based. Frequently, authors present
it as a fact without reporting much empirical evidence.6 In general,
research on the question of family antecedents to membership in NRMs
seems to be scarce and scattered. 

However, during our research in the context of a large German
project on adult self-chosen membership in NRMs,7 we realized that
more studies are available than are apparent at first glance. We therefore
started a systematic literature review on family antecedents to adult
membership in NRMs. The purpose of the review was to compile
international research data from a variety of sources to survey whether
nuclear family variables of different kinds, including relationships to
parents and siblings, may indeed play a predisposing role in conversion
to NRMs later in life. Psychological research has shown that early family
experiences have long-term effects on an individual’s life and
development.8 Moreover, studies from psychology of religion have
demonstrated that these early experiences impact adult religiosity.9

Thus, we assume that early family antecedents also influence an adult’s
decision to join an NRM. 
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LITERATURE REVIEWED

Several research strategies were applied to identify literature on early
family antecedents to membership in NRMs. First, a database search was
conducted using (a) ATLA Religion Database, an international electronic
database of the American Theological Library Association; (b) PsycINFO,
an international electronic database of the American Psychological
Association; and (c) PSYNDEX, a German electronic database which
encompasses German and English publications of authors from German-
speaking countries since 1977.10 Major bibliographies on NRMs were
systematically examined,11 and other literature available on membership
in NRMs was screened for its relevance to the questions of the review.
Moreover, sources identified through any of the search strategies were
checked for further references to other relevant publications. Empirical
studies written in English, German or French since 1970 were included
in the review. 

We focused on the question of whether early familial experiences
have latent long-term effects on NRM membership later in life, and so
we limited the literature considered. Findings on family systems and
relationships to family members at the time individuals joined the new
religious movements in their adult lives were not included, as they refer
to different psychological processes (in these studies, the moment of
crisis can be assumed to be much stronger than the latency effect that
was the focus of this study).12 Studies with clinical populations were not
considered because of the selection bias and because psychopathology
in general has been found to be related to adverse childhood experiences,
which are therefore overrepresented in clinical populations.13 Single-
case studies were excluded for methodological purposes. They are
usually highly selective and do not allow conclusions to be drawn for
larger samples.

As we could not expect to find a large amount of studies on the
topic, we included studies on a great variety of groups in our review. We
understand the term “new religious movement” (or “cult”) in a broad
sense to include “borderline cases”14 such as Pentecostalism and groups
like the Jehovah’s Witnesses that may be classified as “sects.”15 Following
Rainer Flasche, we subsume all groups that have been formed since the
mid-nineteenth century.16 This use of the term “new religious
movement” also seems to be the most appropriate as the scope of the
review is international, so that studies from various countries, which
differ with regard to their religious situation, have been included. For
example, whereas the United States has a religiously pluralistic society
in which the choice of one’s religion is common, in many European
countries the Protestant Churches and/or Roman Catholic Church are
the established religious institutions with dominating roles in society.
Traditionally, infants are baptized in the faith of their parents, and the
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Table 1. Overview of Studies Included in the Review Classified 
by Publication Date. 

Author (year) Country NRMs studied

Deutsch (1975) United States Group surrounding an American
guru (“Baba”)

Levine and Salter United States Mixed group of nine different
(1976); Levine (1978) NRMs (ISKCON, Divine Light,

3HO, Unification Church,
Foundation, Process, Jesus People,
Scientology, Children of God)

Heirich (1977) United States Catholic Pentecostalism 
Berger and Hexel Germany Unification Church, Ananda
(1981) Marga, Divine Light Mission,

Scientology
Ullman (1982; 1989) United States ISKCON, Baha’i 
Deutsch and Miller United States Unification Church
(1983) 
Kuner (1983) Germany Children of God, Unification

Church, Ananda Marga 
Barker (1984) Great Britain, Unification Church

United States
Klosinski (1985) Germany Neo-Sannyas Movement
Poling and Kenney United States ISKCON
(1986)
van der Lans and Netherlands Divine Light Mission, Neo-Sannyas
Derks (1986) Movement
Jacobs (1989) United States Mixed group of fourteen different

NRMs, including charismatic
Christian groups, Hindu-based
groups, Buddhist groups and
miscellaneous groups

Gering et al. (1994) Germany Charismatic/Pentecostal
community

Martignetti (1998) United States Hindu-based guru-devotee group,
Unitarian Universalist Church 

Doktór (1993) Poland Psychotronic Society, Zen
Buddhism, Brahma Kumaris, 
Raja  Yoga, Rebirthing, Polish
Transcendental Meditation Society,
Taiji course, Catholic Charismatic
Renewal Movement

Rohmann Germany Mixed group of eighteen different
(1999, 2000a, 2000b) NRMs, i.e., groups, 

Christianfundamentalist guru 
movements, psychocults and
esoteric movements 

(continued)
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individual is expected to remain true to his or her denomination. The
choice of a new religion or denomination is still uncommon and
contributes to some scepticism towards all religious groups differing
from the major churches. Therefore, the religious groups and
phenomena that are deemed deviant and controversial may differ
interculturally as well as the ways in which religious groups are
classified.17

Table 1 presents an overview of all studies that were finally included
in the review with information on publication date, country and the
NRMs investigated. See the bibliography of the studies at the end of this
article.

FINDINGS FROM LITERATURE

For a systematic approach to the findings on early family antecedents
to adult membership in NRMs, we distinguish two types of early nuclear
family experiences: (a) experiences with authority figures, i.e. parents
(including the family atmosphere); and (b) experiences with peers, i.e.
siblings. Due to substantial differences in research designs and samples
between studies, a meta-analysis in a strict sense18 is not possible.
Although some of the studies aim at a more general objective for which
reports about childhood conditions are only side products, these
findings are nevertheless included here. Relevant results are outlined
below for each study; in the conclusion, some general tendencies are
highlighted and discussed. 
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Table 1. (Continued)

Author (year) Country NRMs studied

Halama and Slovakia Catholic Charismatic movement
Halamová (2005)
Saroglou et al. (2005); Belgium Mixed group of different NRMs,
Buxant et al. (in press) i.e., ISKCON, Catholic Charismatic 

groups, Protestant evangelical 
congregations, Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints, Seventh-day 
Adventist Church, miscellaneous 
groups of Protestant inspiration

Namini and Murken Germany Pentecostal parish, New Apostolic
(forthcoming 2008) Church, Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Note: In the table and in the text of this article group names are used as they are given
in the publications, although some groups changed their names over the years. For
instance, the “Children of God” became “The Family”; the “Divine Light Mission” was
replaced by “Elan Vital.”
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Experiences with Parents and the Family Atmosphere

Over the years, a number of studies have been conducted on early
relationships that converts had with their parents. In her study on early
family antecedents of conversions to Roman Catholicism, Orthodox
Judaism, International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON)
and Baha’i, Chana Ullman showed that in all of these individuals
emotional factors prior to the conversion seem to be much more
important than cognitive ones. A much higher proportion from the
convert group than from the non-convert control group reported an
extremely unhappy childhood and a greater number of traumatic
events. Among the 40 converts, only six were classified as having had a
normal or happy childhood (15 percent versus 73 percent of the control
group). Nearly 80 percent of the converts—women as well as men—
reported that their fathers had been either absent, passive-unavailable or
actively rejecting, whereas only 23 percent of the control group did so.
About one-third had no or only very little contact with their biological
fathers from the ages of four or five, which was about three times higher
than the norm reported for the average white American population.
Altogether, converts also perceived their relationship to their mothers
as having been more problematic than non-converts. Moreover, Ullman
found that most reports of early traumatic incidents such as parental loss
came from the ISKCON converts.19

In his study, Alexander Deutsch reported that “virtually all” of the
fourteen devotees of an American guru had histories of unsatisfactory
parental relationships. “In explaining their improved mental states,
they would frequently contrast Baba’s attitudes and teachings and the
atmosphere of their new ‘family’ with the attitudes and conduct of
their parents and other authority figures.”20 Deutsch and Michael
J. Miller studied four women who had joined the Unification Church
in their early twenties; all of them reported a disturbed family
background. Three of the converts had a similar pattern in their family
histories: Parents were usually distant to each other, in two cases they
were divorced. The participants characterized their mothers as
unaffectionate, while they regarded their fathers fondly, despite
perceived shortcomings.21

Tommy H. Poling and J. Frank Kenney’s biographical data on thirty-
two converts to ISKCON revealed that 31 percent of the devotees
reported the death of a parent and another 31 percent reported
parental divorce before they joined ISKCON. Apart from a “sensate
orientation,”22 which Poling and Kenney found to be characteristic of
the individuals studied as well as of the group’s specific mythology,
rituals, and lifestyle, the authors identified early family discord—
especially the absence of the father—as a predisposing factor specific
to converts to the Hare Krishna movement: “ISKCON compensates for
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this loss in the person and authority of the ‘guru,’ who is viewed as
the ideal father—that is, a person who is firm, understanding,
knowledgeable, saintly, and experienced.”23 Janet L. Jacobs, who
studied forty former religious devotees of non-traditional religious
movements with a charismatic leader and patriarchal structure, similarly
emphasized the “desire to experience both the ideal family and the
fathering of a protective and loving male authority figure.”24 She
perceived the rise and growth of such movements in the United States
in the 1960s and 1970s as a compensation for social developments,
suggesting that the family structure of traditional (white) middle-class
families assigned men more external roles, resulting in the absence of
fathers from physical and emotional care-taking of children.

These findings from the United States are in line with some
European results. Wolfgang Kuner, in a large research project in
Germany, studied a variety of conditions that preceded young people’s
conversion to one of three NRMs, Children of God (n = 43),25

Unification Church (n = 290) or Ananda Marga (n = 49). He
collected, among other variables, data on (early) family situations as
part of the social background and found it to be an important aspect
in understanding the phenomenon. He concluded that specific
psychological needs, which root in early familial imprinting, find
fulfillment in religious groups, and that the individual finds a religiously
clothed “remake” of his or her family of origin in his or her religious
group. More specifically, Kuner found that all group members reported
a dominant mother and weak (often distant) father; the childrearing
style emphasized subordination and dependence. Compared to the
general West German population, a significantly higher number of
subjects—with the exception of male members of Ananda Marga—
came from incomplete families. Additionally, Kuner found differential
family characteristics for the respective members of the three groups.
For example, the members of the Children of God typically reported an
unstable family atmosphere, and the members of the Unification
Church an emotional one.26 Similarly, Herbert Berger and Peter C.
Hexel’s qualitative analysis of the in-depth interviews they conducted
with thirty-six young members of the Unification Church, Ananda
Marga, Divine Light Mission, and Scientology in Germany indicated
that differences in childhood family experiences exist among the
members of different NRMs. Scientology members tended to come
from families that had offered little emotional warmth and security and
in which functionality had dominated. The Unification Church members
were comprised of two groups with family backgrounds opposite in
nature: one group came from harmonious families that had offered
stability by not moving house, whereas the other group had experienced
many ruptures, including upbringing in an institution and death of the
mother.27
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Another comparative study, which was conducted in the Netherlands
by Jan M. van der Lans and Frans Derks, who interviewed nineteen
members of the Divine Light Mission and eighteen followers
(sannyasins) of Bhagwan/Osho, likewise indicated that individuals who
join different groups differ with regard to family background. The
authors even stated that one of the most important differences between
the two patterns of pre-conversion experiences concerned childhood.
Apart from differences in religious upbringing, they found that the
majority of Divine Light Mission respondents described the family
atmosphere in their childhood as positive, while almost half of the
Bhagwan Rajneesh sannyasins perceived a negative atmosphere.28

Gunther Klosinski, who interviewed twenty-five members of the Neo-
Sannyas Movement in Germany, found that twenty-two (73 percent)
talked about serious family or other relationship problems during
adolescence. One-third reported severe problems with their fathers, six
persons with their mothers, and four with both parents. They either
experienced a situation of emotional deficiency or of excessively strong
ties to the family/parents. Thus, Klosinski came to the conclusion that
unresolved conflicts between parents and children play an important
role in the conversion process.29

In our own empirical study, we investigated the idea of a fit between
group and individual to which some authors had pointed.30 We
investigated differences in early family structures between three groups
of adults who were either in recent close contact with or had already
become new members in a Pentecostal parish (n = 21), the New
Apostolic Church (n = 28), or the Jehovah’s Witnesses (n = 22). A
comparison of the groups showed that they differed significantly with
regard to loss of a parent before the age of fifteen (through death,
divorce, etc.). Only 10 percent of the Pentecostal group reported a loss
while 23 percent of the Jehovah’s Witnesses group, and 43 percent of
the New Apostolics reported a major loss. With the exception of two
individuals who had lost both parents, all other persons reported the
loss of the father. A look at data from the general population indicated
that the rate of loss of a father in the Pentecostal group corresponded
to the rate in the general German population, whereas the rate in the
New Apostolic group was more than four times higher. We assumed that
the extraordinarily high proportion of individuals who grew up without
their biological father in the New Apostolic group could be explained
by the church’s specific offer of a father-oriented theology and a
hierarchy with the chief apostle—a strong father figure—at the top.31

The assumption that differences in early relationships to fathers exist
between members of different NRMs is supported by Tadeusz Doktór’s
study in Poland. He found differences regarding the average number of
years of the father’s absence as well as the proportion of individuals who
reported that their fathers had not taken part in their upbringing
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(e.g., 35.3 percent of participants of a Taiji group, n = 16; 4.8 percent of
members of Brahma Kumaris Raja Yoga in which women are in leading
positions, n = 21). Doktór concluded that groups in which “the
authoritative position of a spiritual leader is taken by a man who could
be treated as a father figure” may offer individuals “deprived of a father
in their childhood . . . a composite of reward and compensator.”32

Coralie Buxant, Vassilis Saroglou, Stefania Casalfiore, and Louis-
Léon Christians assessed attachment histories in a sample of 113
members of different NRMs in a recent study conducted in Belgium.
The majority of respondents were first generation members; 25 percent
were born into the group or had joined it before the age of 18. In
comparison to an adult control group from the average population,
the respondents reported significantly more insecure childhood
attachment to their fathers, whereas no significant difference was found
for childhood attachment to mothers.33 An earlier analysis of the data,
based upon three combined parental scores for secure, avoidant, and
anxious-ambivalent attachment, furnished the result that, compared
against an adult control group from the average population, the NRMs’
members retrospectively reported significantly higher anxious/ambivalent
as well as avoidant attachment to parents, whereas no significant
difference was found for secure attachment. In combination with other
findings from their study, the authors concluded that their results
support the assumption that God and religion can offer compensation
to individuals with early insecure relationship experiences.34 Additional
studies with twenty-eight individuals attending conferences on positive
thinking, new spiritualities, or Asian religions, without being members
of NRMs, and twenty ex-members from a variety of NRMs supported the
assumption that individuals interested or involved in new forms of
religiosity tend to show insecure attachment histories.35

Looking at the findings described so far, the assumption that
problematic family backgrounds promote membership in NRMs can be
corroborated by research findings. However, as some of the comparative
studies already suggested, findings and interpretations are not
unequivocal and some contradictory results have to be considered as
well. With regard to retrospective perceptions of parental authority, C.
Anthony Martignetti did not find any statistically significant differences
between individuals in a Hindu-based guru-devotee relationship,
individuals belonging to a non-hierarchical Unitarian Universalist
church, and a non-religious group.36 In their study of conversion
accounts published in an internal bulletin of the Catholic Charismatic
movement in Bratislava, Slovakia, Peter Halama and Júlia Halamová
found that in nine out of the thirty accounts people spoke about their
family backgrounds: four reported a positive and five reported a
negative emotional framework. The authors concluded that their
findings “give no support to a prevalence of intensive family stress
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during childhood and adolescence among converts.”37 Saul V. Levine
and Nancy E. Salter studied 106 members of nine different groups.
Most of their subjects came from “fairly stable backgrounds”; seventy-
one of the members came from intact families, the parents of twenty-
three had divorced, and eight had lost a parent through death.38 Eileen
Barker in her study on the process of becoming a member of the
Unification Church came to the conclusion “that Moonies do not tend
to come from poor or obviously unhappy home backgrounds.” However,
she found some differences between the Moonies and the control
group: 13 percent of the parents of the Moonies versus 8 percent of the
parents of the control group had separated before the individuals’ age
of 21. Consequently, 15 percent of the Moonies versus 5 percent of the
controls had a step-parent. More individuals of the control group had
mothers who worked when they were children.39 Dieter Rohmann, in a
German questionnaire study, surveyed family members and/or friends
(n = 110) who had sought advice because one or more family members/
friends had joined a “cult,” that is, a group from one of the following
categories: a Christian fundamentalist group, a guru movement, or a
psychic cult/esoteric group. He concluded that people who join “cults”
do not come from divorced families or “broken homes” more
frequently. However, he found that a dysfunctional family background,
for example, a family situation characterized by conflict and
disharmony, was reported for 89 percent of the cases. In a comparative
analysis he found that individuals who had joined psychic cults or
esoteric movements more often than the other two groups came from
divorced families and had experienced strained family situations,
whereas members of guru movements rarely reported difficult family
backgrounds. Those who had joined a Christian fundamentalist group
had more often grown up in families in which personal problems or
emotions were hardly discussed.40

Siblings

So far, the role of siblings and birth order as a predisposing factor for
later membership in NRMs has been given less attention. In the
following, we will review some scattered findings from American and
German studies. With regard to size of sibling group, the findings are
quite homogenous. In most studies, converts to NRMs report coming
from relatively large families. Kuner found that, compared to the
general West German population, the subjects of all three groups came
from families with a disproportionately large number of children: 43
percent of members of the Children of God, 45 percent of members of
the Unification Church, and 33 percent of members of Ananda Marga
came from families with four or more siblings, whereas only 8 percent
of the general population did.41 Of the 106 members of nine different
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groups studied by Levine and Salter, six (5.7 percent) were only
children, whereas 70 percent came from families with three or more
children.42 These figures correspond roughly to the findings of
Rohmann’s German study. Only 2.7 percent of the members were single
children, 34.6 percent had one sibling, and 62.7 percent at least two
siblings.43 In another German project, Ralf Gering, Nils Grübel, Claudia
Haydt, Günter Kehrer, Istvan Keul, and Frank Starz studied members of
a newly established Pentecostal community (n = 52). Although slightly
more than 70 percent of the respondents were aged less than 30 years,
and hence, born in a time of decreasing family size, to the surprise of the
authors nearly one-third came from families with more than three
children.44 In Berger and Hexel’s study, 11 percent of members of the
NRMs studied were single children, 31 percent had one brother or
sister, 25 percent two, and 34 percent three or more siblings.45

Data from our own recent study in Germany are only partly in line
with previous findings. Whereas 68 percent of the Jehovah’s Witnesses
group had two or more siblings, 64 percent of the New Apostolic group
grew up as a single child or with only one sibling. We interpreted this
difference in the context of the groups’ theologies and religious
practices. Jehovah’s Witnesses devalue the importance of the individual
and seem to require a heightened ability to subordinate oneself to a
dogmatic theology plus a strict weekly schedule. A capability to adapt to
peers is needed when Bible studies and proselytizing activities are done
together with other believers.46

With regard to birth order rank, the findings are less homogenous.
Whereas Levine and Salter found that merely eighteen (17 percent) of
their 106 subjects were single or first-born children,47 in Rohmann’s
sample 37.3 percent were first-born or single children, 27.2 percent
middle children, and 35.5 percent youngest children.48

Berger and Hexel found that among those members who had
brothers and sisters, 25 percent were the eldest child, 44 percent the
youngest, and 31 percent in between.49 In a study on “Spirit-baptized”
converts to Catholic Pentecostalism (n = 152), Max Heirich found “a
surprisingly high proportion” of middle siblings among the converts and
relatively few eldest children in devout households. However, when he
compared the converts’ group to a Catholic control group the two
groups hardly differed.50 Kuner found that male members of the
Children of God and female members of the Unification Church were
the first child more often than expected by chance. On the other hand,
female members of the Children of God and Ananda Marga as well as
male members of the Unification Church and Ananda Marga were more
often the middle child.51 When drawing a composite picture of the
typical ISKCON devotee on the basis of their research, Poling and
Kenney concluded: “He is a member of a large family and is typically the
middle child.”52 Rohmann, on the other hand, found that first-borns
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were overrepresented in the group of guru movements.53 Our own
data yielded no statistically significant differences between the three
NRM groups. However, descriptive analyses showed some trends: 53
percent of the New Apostolics studied were the eldest or a single child,
whereas 52 percent of the Pentecostal group members grew up as the
youngest child. In consideration of Sulloway’s work on birth order, we
suggest that eldest and single children are attracted to the New
Apostolic Church as it offers a more conservative religiosity than the
other groups (in the German context) as well as more possibilities for
ambitious and achievement-oriented men. In contrast, later-borns may
be more open towards Pentecostal religiosity as it offers more new
experiences.54

CONCLUSION

An extensive literature review confirmed the impression that rather
little systematic research on early family antecedents of adult membership
in NRMs is available and that findings are scattered. Within the past 36
years, we could identify only nineteen research projects with relevant
data to be included in the review.55 Over the years, however, there has
been a continuous international interest in the topic. As is shown by the
two most recent European studies, the topic even seems to be one of
very current interest in the field of psychology of religion.56

Although it is difficult to draw general conclusions since the studies
reviewed differ in place, time, sample, and research design, they
support the notion that early family experiences have an effect on
adult membership in NRMs. Many of the studies seem to confirm the
widespread assumption that membership in NRMs offers some kind of
compensation for individuals with problematic family backgrounds
and absent fathers. Thus, they are attracted by groups that have a
strong father-oriented theology or emphasize the community and offer
a strong male authority figure (e.g., ISKCON, Unification Church,
New Apostolic Church) and seem to promise the ideal family or ideal
father.57 In a similar way, individuals with absent mothers may be
attracted to groups with mother-figures and mother-oriented
theologies. Due to the small proportion of groups with women in
leading positions this question still needs to be investigated. Some
studies, however, suggest that the characteristics of NRMs may not
necessarily serve a compensatory function. For individuals who grew
up in stable families, NRMs may offer a corresponding environment
and be experienced as a continuation or restoration of the early
conditions.58 The large number of siblings found in many of the
studies may also be understood in the sense of a correspondence
between early family group experiences and religious group
experiences. 
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Although similar early experiences seem to predispose individuals
for adult membership in different new religious groups—which is
plausible as many of them share certain structural and theological
characteristics—the review at the same time shows that generalizations
are problematic. A number of comparative studies indicate that
differences in early family experiences route seekers to membership in
different groups.59 These results suggest that individual needs arising
from specific early family experiences may be fulfilled especially well by
distinct characteristics of particular religious groups. It seems that
neither the characteristics of the person, nor the features of the
religious group alone can sufficiently explain the membership process,
but that the interaction—more precisely, the fit—between the person
and the group is important. 

Moreover, if individuals with similar early family experiences choose
different groups, the underlying psychodynamic processes may differ.
Some individuals with unhappy family backgrounds may find a solution
for their inner conflicts in a group that offers an ideal family, whereas
others may prefer an NRM with a therapeutic offer or a high emphasis
on individualism. Some may choose a group that offers an emotional
relationship with a religious figure or a very personal father-like God
concept; others may choose a cognition-based faith or a more
impersonal God. Therefore, the role of the father, which is obviously of
major importance, must be better understood. Although Freud has
often been criticized for his view of religion, his early assumption that
religion provides people with an “exalted father”60 seems plausible for
at least some of the cases, thus encouraging researchers to pay more
attention to psychoanalytical and other developmental theories. 

There are, however, some limitations to the conclusions drawn above
that have to be mentioned. The studies included in the review are of
quite different quality, sample size and research design. Some include
a control group, others do not. Some have more objective measures
for childhood experiences, others use their personal judgement.
The quality of personal recollection is sometimes questionable.61

Nevertheless, since this is all the material we have at the present, we have
to draw at least preliminary conclusions and try to validate them in
further research. Ideally, a systematic research agenda will be developed
and applied in the future.62

Following the paradigm of a person-religion fit model, more
interdisciplinary comparative research is needed in order to come to a
better understanding of what different NRMs offer their members, to
assess the importance of group dynamics versus theologies, and to be
able to explore more deeply these questions and psychological
dynamics. As long as researchers continue to treat members of different
NRMs in an undifferentiated way, that is, as one group, they run the risk
of overlooking important pieces of the larger picture.
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