
East Tennessee State University
Digital Commons @ East

Tennessee State University

Electronic Theses and Dissertations Student Works

8-2008

College Student Vulnerability to Harmful Religious
Groups Based on Perceptions.
Kevin Clark Dreher
East Tennessee State University

Follow this and additional works at: https://dc.etsu.edu/etd

Part of the Personality and Social Contexts Commons

This Thesis - Open Access is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Works at Digital Commons @ East Tennessee State University. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Electronic Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ East Tennessee State
University. For more information, please contact digilib@etsu.edu.

Recommended Citation
Dreher, Kevin Clark, "College Student Vulnerability to Harmful Religious Groups Based on Perceptions." (2008). Electronic Theses and
Dissertations. Paper 1957. https://dc.etsu.edu/etd/1957

https://dc.etsu.edu?utm_source=dc.etsu.edu%2Fetd%2F1957&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://dc.etsu.edu?utm_source=dc.etsu.edu%2Fetd%2F1957&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://dc.etsu.edu/etd?utm_source=dc.etsu.edu%2Fetd%2F1957&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://dc.etsu.edu/student-works?utm_source=dc.etsu.edu%2Fetd%2F1957&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://dc.etsu.edu/etd?utm_source=dc.etsu.edu%2Fetd%2F1957&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/413?utm_source=dc.etsu.edu%2Fetd%2F1957&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digilib@etsu.edu


College Student Vulnerability to Harmful  

Religious Groups Based on Perceptions 

____________________  

A thesis  

presented to  

the faculty of the Department of Criminal Justice and Criminology  

East Tennessee State University  

 

In partial fulfillment  

of the requirements for the degree  

Master of Arts in Criminal Justice and Criminology  

____________________  

by  

Kevin Clark Dreher 

August 2008 

____________________  

Wayne Gillespie, PhD., Chair  

Dennis Hamm, PhD.  

Michael Braswell, PhD  

 

Keywords: Cults, College Students, Religion, Vulnerability, Perceptions 

  



2 

 

ABSRACT 

College Student Vulnerability to Harmful  

Religious Groups Based on Perceptions 

by 

Kevin Clark Dreher 

 

This study was conducted in an attempt to understand which, if any, groups of college students 

are susceptible to cult influence based on false perceptions.  Religion is a powerful practice that, 

if used for the wrong reasons, can influence a person to dissolve social and financial 

relationships with family, friends, and the surrounding community.  Surveys were given to 

randomly selected cluster samples of students currently enrolled at the university.  These surveys 

consisted of demographic questions and a scale designed to measure perceptions.  Also devised 

was a scale to measure traits of depression.  Both bivariate and multivariate analysis showed that 

the depression scale was more significant than the perceptions scale in measuring vulnerability. 
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  CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

College is a time when young adults move away from their parents for the first time and 

are really trying to discover who they are and where they belong in the world.  This need for 

belonging can help influence people to do things or believe things they otherwise might not.  

You can see this in cases where a young adult comes to a college campus and gets involved with 

fraternities, drugs, or other activities.  Also, seniors who are ready to graduate might not be ready 

for the “real world” after college.  This lack of experience at both ends of the undergraduate 

career can render the student open to influence.  One less discussed influential force on college 

students are harmful religious groups, better known as cults.  A “harmful” religious group is one 

that controls a person‟s social life, family relations, mind, and finances for the group leaders own 

benefit (Gesy, 1993). 

For years college students have been studied and used as subjects in research projects.  

This is in part due to the availability and the overall captivity of the student body.  While this has 

been used for responsible social research, it also has its down sides.  A student who lives on 

campus will usually follow a precise schedule in order to attend classes.  This routine gives 

recruiters a sufficient time frame when to approach prospects and maximize their efforts.  On-

campus students are not the only ones “at risk.”  Those who live off campus can still be 

persuaded by their professors, advisors, and peers to partake in things they would otherwise not.  

When one thinks of the cults of Jonestown, Heaven‟s Gate, and other high profile cases, suicide 

cults come to mind.  The reality is that there are many more less extreme groups that are 

considered cults or cult-like.   
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Extent of Cults in the U.S. (and Abroad) 

Many cults exist but only a few are well known.  While some cults adopt their own 

identity, others like to mimic an established religion.  The International Church of Christ is such 

an organization.  While the actual United Church of Christ is a well known and established 

religious group, the International Church of Christ (ICC) is a Boston-based group that resembles 

a pyramid scheme.  The Atlanta Regional Church oversees the ICC churches in the Southeast, 

such as the Church of Knoxville.  The ICC encourages its members to contribute the majority of 

their monetary gains to the organization and isolate themselves from anyone who doesn‟t 

conform to the church‟s ideology.  A list of all groups that show cult-like behavior is available 

on the website of the Rick Ross Institute of New Jersey.  The RRI is one of the most complete 

and influential authorities on cults.  According to its website (http://www.rickross.com) its 

mission statement reads, “The Rick A. Ross Institute (RRI) of New Jersey is a nonprofit, tax-

exempt organization devoted to public education and research.  RRI's mission is to study 

destructive cults, controversial groups and movements and to provide a broad range of 

information and services easily accessible to the public for assistance and educational purposes.” 

 Because of this perspective they have come under constant scrutiny due to pressure from 

the groups they consider cult-like.  These groups include major organizations such as the 

Unification Church (Moonies), Scientology, and Amway.  In 2003, the original “Cult Awareness 

Network” run by Rick Ross went bankrupt.  In response the Church of Scientology promptly 

bought the website and names.  There are also numerous sites and publications that denounce 

what Ross brings into light.  

Some groups that have exhibited cult behavior are now recognized as established 

denominations.  These are very well-known groups such as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter 
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Day Saints, Jehovah's Witness, and Christian Science.  Due to these groups‟ high profile in 

society, they have had to tone down their more zealous practices.  Even with their more toned-

down methods, fundamentalist groups still persist.  The Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ 

of Latter Day Saints has recently been in the news with the arrest of its authoritarian leader 

Warren Jeffs.  As the leader of his organization Jeffs approved and performed numerous 

weddings between members of the 10,000 member strong group.  Some of these weddings, 

however, were between underage girls and older men.  The group‟s belief in polygamy also 

meant that many of the men had multiple wives, an illegal practice since 1862.  Jeffs was 

arrested in Nevada with outstanding warrants in Utah and Arizona.  While awaiting trial in Utah 

Jeffs attempted suicide in his cell.  The effort was thwarted and Jeffs was sentenced to two, 5-

year to life terms.  Currently, the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints is 

being investigated for numerous counts of child molestation and underage marriages. 

Academic Definition of Cult and Susceptibility 

Just what is a cult?  As defined by the International Cultic Studies Association, there are 

three definitions of a cult.  The first definition is: a religion regarded as unorthodox or spurious... 

a minority religious group holding beliefs regarded as unorthodox or spurious.  This means that a 

cult is a deviance from an established religion.  The word spurious in this definition is the 

important part.  It explains that this was not a well seen split, it was without warning (Pickett, 

2000). 

The second definition of a cult is a system for the cure of disease based on the dogma, 

tenets, or principles set forth by its promulgator to the exclusion of scientific experience or 

demonstration.  You find this type of cult among more naturalistic or mystic people.  Many are 

familiar with the televangelists who can heal with a touch or parents to refuse medical treatment 
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for their families and instead resort to prayer (e.g., Seventh day Adventists and Jehovah‟s 

Witness).  Most in this type of cult are either born into it or have given up on modern medicine 

due to its lack of ability to cure them (Pickett, 2000). 

And the final definition of a cult is a great or excessive devotion or dedication to some 

person, idea, or thing (the object of such devotion).  A body of persons characterized by such 

devotion, for example, America‟s growing cult of home fixer-uppers.  This definition of cult 

refers to a fan club of sorts.  Some of them are innocuous such as a famous musician‟s fan club 

(Pickett, 2000).   

 Some groups can be similar to the most destructive type of cult by following one leader 

without question and almost worshiping him or her as divine messenger from God.  This type of 

cult was made famous after the tragedy of Jonestown.  In 1978, 912 followers of Jim Jones and 

his People‟s Temple committed suicide by drinking cyanide-laced grape juice.  Men, women, 

and children, even whole families, committed suicide based on the words of one man.   

There is one more definition of a cult that is more encompassing than the ones provided 

above.  The definition is, “A totalistic cult is a group or a movement exhibiting excessive 

dedication to some person, idea or thing and employing unethically manipulative techniques of 

persuasion and control – that‟s a long way of saying mind control – designed to advance the 

goals of the group‟s leaders but, in actuality, they are detrimental to the members, their families 

and the larger society” (Wood, 1999, p. 2).  This definition of cult was created by the American 

Family Foundation (AFF), which was composed at the time of federal and local law 

enforcement, clergy, counselors, and scholars.  The definition was presented to a hearing of the 

Maryland Cult Task Force. 
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For my study, I will rely heavily on the findings of the Maryland Cult Task Force and the 

study they undertook.  The MCTF was formed in 1998 in response to a letter written by parents 

of a student of the University of Maryland who had become entangled in a cult.  The Maryland 

state legislature wanted to know just how at risk college students were to cults.  In 1999 the task 

force reported their findings.  The task force found that college students represent a very 

attractive pool for recruiters to choose new members from.  Their reasoning was that college 

students are at the primary age to change their religion, which appeals to most recruiters.  The 

MCTF found two instances where cult influence was the strongest.  These influences were; “(1) 

when either an employee of the university takes advantage of their position and/or authority to 

proselytize or (2) when members of a group from off-campus invades space designed for one 

purpose (for example, a dorm) and use it for their proselytizing efforts in ways that block its 

normal functioning” (Wood, 1999, p. 3).  Parallel to the study of the University of Maryland 

college system, the Maryland state legislature also investigated cult influence on public senior 

high schools. 

I personally had a firsthand experience with a group that some consider cult like.  During 

my freshman year at the University of Tennessee, I was paired up with a random roommate.  He 

was a 35-year-old man working on his master‟s degree and staying in a freshman dorm.  After a 

few weeks of formalities, I decided to ask him why he was in a freshman dorm.  He belonged to 

group called the Navigators, and he chose to live in the dorms as a way to branch out to new 

recruits.  I did not know what the Navigators were or what they were about the time until an 

upperclassman friend told me.  The Navigators are a Christian based group whose goal, 

according to their website is to “One by one…apply the Bible to their daily lives, pass on what 

they learn to others, and train these new believers, in turn, to reach others” (Gospel.com, ¶ 3).  
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They have branches in college campuses nationwide as well as military, prisons, and 

international sites.  Most of their practices, especially the pyramid style of recruitment, are very 

cult-like in nature.  Thankfully, my roommate picked up on my lack of enthusiasm and after 

about a month left me alone.  So, I can attest to the MCTF‟s second point.  In response to the 

MCTF‟s findings the University of Maryland drew out seven issues to change in order to better 

protect their students (Wood, 1999).  The implemented changes according to the University of 

Maryland website policy section include: 

1. “Periodically assess the training needed for heightened institutional awareness of potential 

problems of groups referenced in the Task Force Mission Statement 

2. Provide a regular forum for interested members of the campus community to exchange 

information about issues related to the activities of outside groups 

3. Where appropriate, include in policies for university personnel language concerning the need 

to be sensitive to the distinction between their professional responsibilities and their personal 

biases in discussing with students participation in extra-curricular groups. 

4. Create and maintain a concise description of resources regarding interaction with groups and 

make them widely known and available to students.  

5. Provide a central resource on campus to record complaints concerning group activities or 

actions and annually summarize the number and nature of such complaints and actions taken, 

if any, in response to them.   

6. Have in place an institutional policy requiring registration and establishing clear guidelines 

for groups not sponsored by an institutional agency or program that wish to come onto 

campus to address students, and otherwise dealing with access to campuses by outside 

groups. 
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7. Provide both new and returning students with educational programs designed to help them 

make informed choices in their decisions to participate in groups or activities.” (Regents, 

2000) 

These changes hopefully will help prevent the initial contact with a potential recruiter 

who may be in a position of power such as a professor or resident assistant.  Either one of these 

influential positions could pressure a student into refusing a cult or making him or her feel 

comfortable in one.  The plan set out by University of Maryland is a good start for any university 

to better protect its students.  Even a university policy outlining what a person in power may and 

may not do still does not protect students from outside recruiters.   

Theoretical Explanations 

Cults and established religious groups vary greatly in their organization and requirements 

of members.  The main characteristics of a cult are an authoritarian structure and isolation of its 

members from the outside community and, sometimes, the member‟s own family.  The members 

of a cult must live by a double standard, treating other members with trust and love, while 

deceiving and mistrusting the outside community.  Cults range from the benign to the openly 

aggressive, but all of them have one thing in common.  After the initial contact with prospective 

members, they all rely on the beliefs and teachings of the group to be transferred to the members 

in order to grow.  There are many different theoretical explanations as to why people are 

persuaded by cults.  With the cult‟s emphasis on the members adopting defaults and practices of 

others, the best theoretical explanation that can be applied to them is Sutherland and Cressy‟s 

(1978) theory of differential association.   

For example, after a brief period of interaction with the cult group, the members 

knowingly or unknowingly start using the differential association process to sway the minds of 
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the recruits.  What many referred to as “immediate intimacy” begins to take place as the new 

recruits automatically receive love and companionship from other cult members.  This 

immediate gratification reinforces their mindset that the group is good.  Throughout this process 

the older members start to suggest ideals to the new recruits under the guise of caring advice.  

This process can be identified with all nine points of differential association.   

The first point of differential association states that criminal behavior is learned.  This is 

easy; in order to sway someone into a cult you must teach the individual your ways.  Its second 

point suggests criminal behavior is learned in interaction with other persons in a process of 

communication.  The second point is quick to obtain for new recruits as communication via 

doctrine reading and streamlined discussion leads the recruit to the conclusions that the group 

leader wants.  Over time the recruit will start to see the “errors” of their ways and began to adopt 

the methods of the group. 

The third point of differential association states that the principal part of the learning of 

criminal behavior occurs within intimate personal groups.  The third point is relevant during this 

period of immediate intimacy.  Once the group has earned the trust of the recruit, he or she starts 

taking the groups advice more seriously based on the belief that the group actually cares for the 

recruit. 

The fourth point maintains that, when criminal behavior is learned, the learning includes 

techniques of committing the crime, which are sometimes very complicated, sometimes simple 

in the specific direction of motives, drives, rationalizations, and attitudes, holds very true for 

cults.  Some of the daily rituals must be learned, and the attitude and motives of the cult must be 

made the recruits own.  One way a cult teaches recruits how to become more like them is 
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through frequent and structured studies.  By reciting and learning specific passages and 

interpretations of religious scripture and practices the recruit becomes more like the members. 

In the fifth point, the specific direction of motives and drives are learned from definitions 

of the legal codes as favorable or unfavorable would be applied in cases of more separatist or 

extremist groups.  Famous groups such as the Branch Davidians and polygamist Mormons teach 

their young ones and new recruits that the laws of the country do not coincide with God‟s plans 

and are therefore unfavorable. 

The sixth point that a person becomes delinquent because of an excess of definitions 

favorable to violation of law over definitions unfavorable to violation of the law, is a 

reinforcement of the fifth point.  Extremists and separatist leaders through twisted interpretations 

of Scripture can find point after point of reasons why a recruit and group members should obey 

them instead of local and federal law. 

The seventh point of differential association, that differential associations may vary in 

frequency, duration, party, and intensity, is something the group tries to control is well.  They 

start with weekly or biweekly meetings and try to increase the frequency of meeting with the 

recruits as soon as possible.  With each meeting the recruiter will increase the intensity as he or 

she feels the recruit is accepting the teaching.  

By the eighth point, the process of learning criminal behavior by association with 

criminal and anticriminal patterns involves all of the mechanisms that are involved in any other 

learning, holds true for cult members as well.  Some would say that organizations such as the 

police constitute a cult.  Both cults and police forces learn their interaction and beliefs from older 

more experienced members. 
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Finally, the ninth point concludes that while criminal behavior is an expression of general 

needs and values, it is not explained by those general needs and values because noncriminal 

behavior is an expression of the same needs and values.  This final point holds true for both cult 

members and established religion congregants.  Both groups are looking for spiritual 

enlightenment and a sense of belonging.  Members of each group can follow similar paths and 

read the same material while coming to different conclusions.  For as all religion is, it‟s a matter 

of interpretation and belief.  The difference between the two groups is that the established 

religion is open and understanding while the cult group is secretive and authoritarian.  Once the 

recruit finally is accepted as a full member of the cult, if it hasn‟t been required of him or her in 

the initiation process, the individual may cut all ties to old friends and even family.  Everything 

the recruit does will be devoted to the betterment and growth of the group depending on the 

wishes of the leader of the group.  As you can see, there are many different ways that differential 

association ties into cult recruitment and membership.  After the initial meeting all one needs to 

do, with an experienced recruiter, is follow the nine principles of differential association to total 

cult control of the member.  Some might prefer to apply the routine activities theory to the 

recruitment of cult members due to the opportunity seen in the victim by the recruiter.  However, 

it is the prolonged influence of the members on the recruits that secures their positions inside the 

cult.    

Characteristics of Individuals Who Join Cults 

Cults are not only seeking those who are easily manipulated, but are also looking for very 

intelligent and wealthy people as well.  If a group can land a very intelligent person and place 

him or her in a recruiter position, the group will have a better chance of recruiting new members 

than by using a recruiter of average intelligence.  These very intelligent recruits who become 
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members can also explore new avenues in creating new awareness for the group helping to 

spread its twisted message into new mediums.  Wealthy people are also a good catch for a cult, 

especially business owners who can have a more influential position when trying to recruit 

employees.  Similar to a church, a cult operates on donations from its members.  However, 

unlike a church, cults cannot draw from a nationwide congregation and, therefore, demand much 

more financial support from the members; some even demand total financial donations.  One 

mainstream church that has fallen under scrutiny from several cult awareness groups for its 

required donations is the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, better known as The 

Mormon Church.  The Mormon Church demands of its members 10% of their yearly income.   

The desire to recruit intelligent and sometimes wealthy members leads some groups to 

recruit celebrities in order to help their cause.  Scientology has been made famous based on its 

aim to recruit Hollywood movie stars and singers as followers.  Tom Cruise and John Travolta 

are some of Scientology‟s better known members.  The endorsement of such well known figures 

in society is a powerful influence. 

Even established religions have very charismatic leaders who are controversial in their 

recruiting techniques.  The most widely known are the televangelists.  These include famous 

names such as Jimmy Swaggart, Pat Robertson, and Jerry Falwell.  These people hold huge 

events amassing thousands of people in one gathering.  They‟re looking for brand-new people 

and have been known to give out free tickets.  They‟re looking to make that initial contact that is 

crucial for the rest of the process to begin. 
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Overview of Study 

 From previous studies (Azelama, Oyaziwo, & Henry, 2005; Blimling, 1990; Elleven, 

Kern, & Claunch, 1998; Richmond, 2004; Wood, 1999) and personal experience, my main 

hypothesis is that college students are vulnerable to cult influence based on their misguided 

perceptions.  In order to test this hypothesis, a survey instrument was constructed and 

administered to randomly selected classes from a mid-sized southern university.  This study 

should be reproduced due to the time and funding constraints placed on the current study.  These 

limitations could result in a skewed sample of college students due to the small sample size 

available to the researcher and the homogenious nature of the university.  

Hypotheses 

There were five hypotheses investigated in the current study. The first hypothesis was 

chosen in an exploritory nature due to the lack of quantitative data on the subject.  The next three 

hypotheses are based off the findings of previous studies in order to see if they are supported.   

The research hypotheses are formally stated below. 

Hypothesis 1:  What is the accuracy of students‟ perceptions of HRMs?   

Hypothesis 2:  The more social interaction the subject has, the less susceptable he or she is to 

HRM infulence.   

Hypothesis 3:  Those who consider themselves religious are more susceptable.  

Hypothesis 4:  Living situation will affect student overall susceptability. 

Hypothesis 5: Those students who consider resident advisors, graduate assistants, or professors 

trustworthy people are more susceptable than those who do not. 

 Using the findings of the MCTF the fifth hypothesis was designed to quantitativly 

examine the effect of trust in superiors on susceptability. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Expanded Terminology 

 Even how a group words the description of their religious movement can play a role in 

how it is viewed by the community.  Historically, the word “cult” has been viewed with an 

immediate and stereotypical negative connotation without any investigation into the group.  

Discussed later is the media‟s role in shaping this negative stereotype.  As soon as a group is 

labeled a cult the group is dehumanized and immediately viewed as “deviants: they are seen as 

crazy, brain washed, and duped by their leader” (Wessinger, 2000, p. 4).  Many in academia have 

all but dropped the term “cults” for the term “new religious movement” (NRM) or “alternative 

religious movement” (ARM) (Miller, 1995).  These terms have commonly been used in 

academic literature and are familiar to most of the educational elite.  However, for the average 

person these terms may seem unfamiliar and frequently swapped out with the blanketing word 

“cult.”  Olson of Briar Cliff University conducted a study to see just how the public responded 

the idea of a “New Religious Movement.”  The findings of Olson‟s (2006) study were the reason 

that within my survey instrument I replaced the term “cult” with “harmful religious group” to 

describe the group I was focused on.   

 Many scholars give reasons why many people view the term “cult” negatively.  First, the 

“anti- cult movement” has been very successful in persuading the public that a cult is a danger to 

society (Lewis, 1995).  Second, media have used cult stereotypes and sensational cases as a 

representation of all NRMs (Olson, 2006).  Some scholars believe that how one describes a 

religious group not only implies an ethical issue but can lead to dangerous and life-threatening 

situations.  One major example used by scholars to show how the term “cult” can bring about a 
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life-threatening situation is the Branch Davidian tragedy at Waco TX.  According to Wessinger, 

because the media labeled David Koresh as a “cult leader” and the Branch Davidians as a “cult,” 

they contributed to the terrible ending to the situation (2000).   

 The 2006 study done by Olson is a good example to show the effect that terminology has 

on public perception based on media portrayal.  Olson draws upon two other studies to show that 

the general public, along with institutional elites (e.g. professors and religious and business 

leaders), have a predisposed negative stereotype of new religious movements.  One of the studies 

done by Bromley and Breschel (as cited in Olson, 2006) drew upon two 1987 surveys to 

demonstrate just how much negative stereotypes impact the views of the general public.  They 

found that a large majority of the general public wanted the FBI to keep close watch on new 

religious cults (63.1%) and agreed that there should be a law prohibiting “religious cults” from 

converting teenagers (72.6%) (Olson).  The other study discussed is one done by Pfeifer in 1992 

(as cited in Olson, 2006).  Pfeifer randomly assigned 98 undergraduate students to read three 

different scenarios.  The scenarios involved: a young man joining the Marines, one joining the 

Moonies, and another entering Catholic seminary (Olson).  Pfeifer found that a large majority 

were more critical of the Moonie scenario than the other two.  Also, when asked about the 

process of joining each group the term “brainwashing” was preferred by the majority (70.9%) to 

describe the process of joining the Moonies but only applied to the Marines and Catholic 

priesthood 44.1% and 29.4% respectively (Olson).  Pfeifer (as cited in Olson) also noted that 75 

% of all participants described cults negatively, with only one participant giving a positive view. 

Even with the negative view of cults and their members, 80.2 % of the Pfeifer study reported 

having no known contact with a cult or any of its members.   
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 Looking more into the importance of media and thier portrayal and education of the 

general public on cults, Olson (2006) discusses the research done by Richardson and van Driel 

(as cited in Olson). Their study, compiled in 1997, was based off a survey given in 1989 and 

1990.  This survey questioned reporters who had written about new religious movements and 

their opinion of them.  Richardson and van Driel (as cited in Olson) found that an overwhelming 

majority had a negative opinion of new religious movements.  They also found the majority of 

reporters they surveyed had negative attitudes towards established religions such as the 

Unification Church, Scientology, the Churches of God, the Way International, Hare Krishna‟s,  

Jehovah‟s Witness, and the People‟s Temple (Olson).  Comparatively, however, groups such as 

the Salvation Army and Mennonites were not viewed negatively.  As discussed earlier, both of 

these groups show the same type of structure and group loyalty as a cult.   

 Until Olson‟s study, no one had touched on whether or not the terminology itself can 

influence someone‟s perception of a religious group (2006).   Each year the Bureau of 

Sociological Research at the University of Nebraska conducts the Nebraska Annual Social 

Indicators Survey (NASIS).  The bureau conducts a telephone survey selecting a sample (N= 

2,426) from all noninstitutionalized Nebraskans between ages of 19 and 72 (Olson).  Within the 

NASIS for 2003 Olson was allowed to insert two questions relating to: how comfortable the 

respondent would be if his or her neighbor joined a cult, and if the government should have the 

right to regulate the activities and practices of cults.  For the first one third of respondents the 

word cult was used in the questions.  For the second third (N= 831) of respondents determine 

cult was replaced by new religious movement.  In the final third (N= 769) the term new Christian 

Church was used.  Olson chose these terms because new religious movement has been widely 
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used in sociological research and to see if the including of “Christian” and “church” would make 

the respondents more accepting (Olson). 

 From the two questions that Olson was allowed to insert into the NASIS, combined with 

the rest of the survey, there was only one statistically significant difference reguarding 

Nebraskans views of cults.  Olson found that, “Nebraskans over the age of 44 and whose annual 

family income was below $30,000 were less comfortable with a neighbor joining a new Christian 

Church than younger and wealthier Nebraskans” (Olson, 2006).  Even with this difference, over 

90 % of Nebraskans of all ages and incomes felt comfortable with their niegbor joining a NRM 

or a new Christian Church.  As Olson points out these “new Christian Churches” could have 

easily required “drinking of poision, handling deadly snakes, and complete obedience to the 

groups charismatic leader” (Olson).  No indication of what type of Christian group was being 

purposed was given.   

Overall, Olson‟s study found that the sample of his study had a negative association with 

cults.  By just changing the terminology of what a group is called makes a difference in how 

someone percieves it.  Not covered in the study but suggested by Olson is where the respondents 

gained their knowledge about NRMs.  Based on Pfiefer‟s (as cited in Olson, 2006) study, the 

public‟s perception of cults and NRM‟s is rooted in the sensationalized and overly negative 

protrials the media presents of them.  Because of this perception, I replaced the term “cult” with 

“harmful religious group.”  That term most accuratly describes the type of groups focued on in 

the current study.  However, within the survey the term “cult” is used instead, based on its use in 

the different scales.  In the survey Martin‟s Cult Susceptibility Quiz is used to judge what a 

person thinks he or she knows about a harmful religious group and, therefore, it uses the 

common term “cult.”  



25 

 

Differentiating Cult and Cult-Like 

Cult-Like Group Charictaristics 

 There many different religious groups and non-religious organizations that exhibit cult-

like behavior.  Most of these groups do not meet all requirements to be considered a true cult; 

however, they can be considered cult-like.  These organizations range from organized religions 

to law-enforcement groups.  To better understand the difference between cults and cult-like 

groups one must first have a working definition of the term.  There are distinct charictaristics 

present in both cults and groups that are just cult-like.  The differences between the two groups 

are usually not taken into account or not applied where they should be.  

So what makes a group cult-like?  The term „cult‟ has been thrown around loosly over the 

years.  From this there are many different interpretations and uses of the word.  There are many 

groups that partially meet the various definitions of cults yet are in reality cult-like.  Most cults 

and cult-like groups share certain qualities that define the group.  Groups that exhibit cult-like 

behaviors include: religious, psychological, political, and commercial groups (Langone, 2007).  

According to Wright (1991), normally “allegations are selectively made against unconventional 

or unpopular groups but are rarely applied to conventional organizations exhibiting similar traits” 

(p.127) such as Greek organizations, military, and police forces.  Some would even consider the 

religious institution of marriage as cult-like due to the psychological effects left on a member 

upon leaving.  Psychological similarities between divorcees and those who recently left (or were 

taken from) “cults” include depression, diminished ability to function, emotional withdrawal, and 

fear of the former cult or spouse (Wright). 

Groups with a high level of commitment are also considered cult-like.  “In particular, 

some social groups demand higher levels of commitment from their members than others so that 
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decisions to enjoin or to leave are more momentous and the repercussions for one's life are more 

consequential” (Wright, 1991, p. 128).  Wright draws upon the work of Kanter (as cited in 

Wright, 1991) to further state that, “commitment is defined as a consideration at the intersection 

between personal orientations, needs, and preferences of the self and the demands of the group or 

social other” (Wright).  Some of these groups even share similarities to destructive religious 

cults.  

These similarities begin with exclusiveness.  Unless one belongs to the group one cannot 

partake in the activities or practices of the group.  Cults are not the only group that demonstrate 

this behavior.  Some other groups that show this exclusiveness are the Greek organizations found 

on college campuses.  Fraternities and sororities are commonly considered cult-like due to their 

high level of exclusiveness.   

The Greek community on any college campus is made up of several different branches of 

national fraternities and sororities.  The local chapters are under the control of the national 

organization, which in turn dictates what the local chapters value in their members.  Once in 

these groups the individual is taught to adopt the mindset of the group or be forced to leave.  It is 

common practice within the Greek community that members of sororities are encouraged to date 

only male members of their selected fraternity.  If a girl decides to date someone outside of that 

fraternity, be it another fraternity or a non-Greek student, the other sorority members disapprove 

and pressure the member not to see that person (Handler, 1995).   

Chain of command is a key feature of most police departments nationwide.  Because they 

are based on militaristic way of thinking, most departments simulate the hierarchy also found in 

cults.  According to the International Cultic Studies Association, both police and cults are, 

“Authoritarian social groups in which members exhibit a high level of conformity and 
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compliance to the expectations and demands of leaders” (Langone, 2007 , p. 2).  Patrol officers 

are expected to be in uniform every shift, with few officers wearing something different from the 

rest of the squad.  Also, within some departments the officers are expected to salute the higher 

ranking officers similar to military practice.  The structures of these militaristic organizations are 

based on the idea of chain of command.  This hierarchy pushes the priorities of the chief above 

other concerns of the department.  While all these questionable traits are shared by the groups 

mentioned, they still do not completely explain just what a cult is. 

Cult Charictaristics 

Now that some of the charictaristics of a cult-like group have been disscussed, just what 

differentiates them from a cult?  There are many ways of describing what a cult is.  An easy way 

to identify one is the way in which it treats its members.  All the groups mentioned above do 

control their members to an extent.  Unlike a cult the process of joining, participation, and 

exiting these groups is voluntary on the participants own resolve and not coerced through pain or 

threat of violence.  However, in order to accuratly disscuss what one means by the word “cult”, a 

definition is needed.  To reiterate the definitions presented in Chapter 1, there are three 

definitions of a cult supported by the International Cultic Studies Association.   

 The first use of the term cult referes to great or excessive devotion or dedication to some 

person, idea, or thing...the object of such devotion...a body of persons characterized by such 

devotion (Pickett, 2000).  In the 1970s there was a huge cult movement behind a group of people 

who did things differently from the rest of the world.  This movement is still prevalent today.  

Followers of the show Star Trek are known as “Trekkies” and hold large conferences in multiple 

locations throughout the year.  At one of these gatherings you can find hundreds of people 
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wearing the same outfits and listening to the speeches of the actors.  This use of the term “cult” is 

innocuous in nature, even though the members of this group show cult-like behavior. 

 The second use of the term cult is closer to the intended meaning for this study.  This 

definition refers to a system for the cure of disease based on the dogma, tenets, or principles set 

forth by its promulgator to the exclusion of scientific experience or demonstration (Pickett, 

2000).  This definition refers mostly to the mystical faith healers.  The practitioners of faith-

healing groups often belong to such groups that exhibit more cult-like behavior.  These groups 

believe it is against God‟s will to use modern medicine.  Most people in this category are born 

into the church and way of thinking or have terminal illness that medicine cannot cure.  Some 

major groups that exhibit this type of behavior are considered by some to be cults, but they do 

not meet all criteria.  These are usually established religions or branches of established religions.  

Some mainstream groups that exhibit this behavior are: Scientology, Seventh Day Adventist, 

Sufis, and Christian Scientist. 

 The final definition, the one used for this study, is taken from the works of West and 

Langone.  According to West and Langone (1986), "A cult is a group or movement exhibiting a 

great or excessive devotion or dedication to some person, idea, or thing and employing 

unethically manipulative techniques of persuasion and control (e.g., isolation from former friends 

and family, debilitation, use of special methods to heighten suggestibility and subservience, 

powerful group pressures, information management, suspension of individuality or critical 

judgment, promotion of total dependency on the group and fear of leaving it, etc.) designed to 

advance the goals of the group‟s leaders to the actual or possible detriment of members, their 

families, or the community" (p. 120).  Typically cults are a minority religious group holding 

beliefs regarded as unorthodox or spurious.  These groups split from a mainline religion usually 
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under the leadership of one charismatic individual who has fundamentalist or extreme views of 

his or her own. 

Charictaristics of Cult Leaders 

 At the beginning, and heart, of any New Religious Movement (NRM) is the 

aforementioned charismatic leader.  From his or her views and persuasiveness, the group is born.  

But what causes these individuals to seek out their own branch of beliefs and followers?   

Psychopathological Explanation 

Psychopathology would suggest that NRM leaders suffer from mental instability.  

According to Freud religion is nothing more than, “a projection of neurotic wish fulfillment 

which should be dealt with therapy” (Freud, 1964, p. 77).  Mental illnesses such as epilepsy, 

hysteria, paranoia, and schizophrenia might cause NRM leaders to have psychotic episodes 

resulting in hallucinations and the belief of having received divine insight.  A study done by 

Wilson (2000) found that leaders of NRMs suffer from similar illnesses as serial killers.  They 

are mostly driven by power and sexual urges beyond normal limits.  Also there are those who 

argue that NRM leaders suffer from authoritarian personalities and thrive on controlling others.  

While some like the idea that cult leaders suffer from some mental illness, others look to a more 

practical reasons. 

Entruprenuership Explanation 

 

Entrepreneurship can even be the reason someone creates a NRM.  According to Upal, an 

NRM leader is an example of what he calls an information entrepreneur.  These information 

entrepreneurs have the creative capabilities required to generate a „fix‟ for one‟s broken myths 

and marketing capabilities required to market in the new myths to others (Upal, 2005).  These 

leaders are entrepreneurs who “produce, market, and sell compensators in exchange for other 
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rewards” (p. 216).  These compensators are a promise of future reward that is low in supply or 

currently unavailable.  To those who believe in the thought of immortal life after death, an NRM 

offers a very attractive product.   

This type of entrepreneur realizes his or her role in life through the same cognitive 

processes as the rest of us.  These processes occur within us all: they are the social and 

psychological processes where we as individuals discover the areas in which we excel in 

comparison to the group.  For example, those who excel in science and mathematics go to school 

to learn the techniques needed to give them the edge.  Leaders of NRMs take what knowledge of 

the supernatural they know and interject their own.  This combined with the leader‟s charisma 

gives the leader the edge he or she needs to further his or her entrepreneurship.  Upal states that 

“NRM founders are successful information entrepreneurs who provide information to consumers 

in need of such information” (2005, p. 229).  The main difference between other information 

entrepreneurs, such as aforementioned scientists and mathematicians, and leaders of NRMs is the 

types of rewards desired.  “While scientists and politicians are rewarded for being originators of 

new ideas, NRM founders are rewarded for being closer to God/gods” (Upal, p. 231). 

According to rational choice theory, the rewards for the leaders proselytizing efforts must 

outweigh the risk associated with fundamental practices (Upal, 2005).  Upal points out several 

different types of rewards for new leaders.  The tangible rewards can include such things as the 

money and an abundance of sex.  There also some more intangible rewards such as growing 

reputation and power over others.  (2005)  A study done by Bromley (1993) says that “many 

human activities can be explained by appealing to the goal/objective of reputation enhancement” 

(p. 46).  The acquiring of reputation for NRM leaders differs from that of a traditional religious 

leader.  Reputation of a traditional religious leader becomes enhanced through his or her personal 
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study and formation of doctrinal positions.  Alternatively, the reputation of an NRM leader is 

enhanced if the followers believe that God communicates with them (Upal).  Upal does not 

believe that NRM leaders engage in deliberate deception but rather the leader believes that he or 

she communicates directly with God. 

 Using this entrepreneurship model of NRM leaders, Upal (2005) describes the formation 

of a cult.  When the leader, information entrepreneur, attracts a base of loyal customers the 

leader‟s teachings become the norm within the group.  The members who refuse to adopt the 

leader‟s teachings are punished or removed.  In a „cult‟ environment even minor differences in 

these norms can be detected.  So, one must believe in all the norms established regardless of 

whether they are true.  “Thus self-deception also plays a crucial role in maintaining the new 

group norms” (Upal, p. 231).  This concept of self-censorship is just one of many factors within 

the group that helps a HRM thrive. 

Overview of Cult Influence on the Individual 

Once within the group, it is hard to break free from the group mentality and explore other 

alternatives.  The psychological theory of “Groupthink” can help us better understand how one 

can come to believe and hold beliefs once inside a group.  Groupthink was coined in 1952 by 

William H. Whyte but not defined until 1971 by Janis (1972).   

A research psychologist and professor at Yale University, Janis did extensive work on 

persuasion and influence within a group.  Janis‟s first publication on the topic of groupthink was 

in 1972 and refined again in 1982.  The video Groupthink and the accompanying leader book 

were made in 1991 for PBS to show just how this phenomenon occurs based on Janis‟s research 

(Timmons, 1991).  The phenomenon and its applications are used primarily to explain how 

terrible group decisions resulting in catastrophes come to pass.  To demonstrate the worst case 
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scenario of groupthink, the video and manual use the following catastrophes: the Challenger 

explosion, Pearl Harbor, and the Bay of Pigs invasion.  The video and supporting research gives 

detailed accounts of how most previous research fails to identify the truth behind group 

decisions.  Decision making is a human process and as is anything human open to error.  

According to psychologist Goldman (as cited in Timmons 1991), “What is at work is one of the 

most primitive needs that we all have, the need to feel that we belong to a secure family, that we 

have a place in the world, that we have a home, that we have people who love us, who will care 

for us.  And that need is so basic that we‟ll do everything to protect that sense of belonging” 

(Timmons, p. 5). 

While the applications of groupthink to a cult environment will not normally (bar a mass 

suicide event) result in a catastrophe, it can help us understand how prominent figures within a 

cult will stay on the same mindset when given pressure from the leader.  There are eight 

symptoms of groupthink as defined by Janis (1982).  Each of these symptoms can be related to a 

cult mentality. 

Invulnerability 

 The first of these symptoms is the illusion of invulnerability.  The members of a cult must 

be confident that the decisions they make about life and their beliefs will be successful in their 

final goal.  The authority that they believe will guide them to these correct decisions rests solely 

on the leader.  The members must be confident that any decision the leader makes will be 

successful.  While most decisions made by cult leaders go against the societal norms, the group 

members will follow the leader confident that the leader is correct.  Such was the case with the 

Branch Davidians and their stand at Waco Texas.  While this is an example of the extremes of 
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cult behavior, it shows that a large group of people were willing to stand beside their leader to 

death. 

Morality 

 The second symptom of groupthink is the belief in inherent morality.  In any decision 

making, group or individual, one needs to believe in the rightness of his or her actions (Janis, 

1982).  In the case of cults, and many other organizations, the mindset has been the common 

term “God is on our side.”  This phrase is used to defend all of the practices of a harmful 

religious group.  The military and most religions around the world also use their phrase to justify 

their actions.  

Rationalization 

 The third symptom of groupthink is collective rationalization.  In the finalization process 

of any group decision it is natural to downplay and dismiss any drawbacks to the course of action 

(Janis, 1982).  When any objections are brought up, the negative response from the group will 

diminish and silence those who have genuine concerns.  Within a cult, what the leader says goes.  

Anyone who thinks otherwise is questioned and torn down until he or she sees “the light.”  This 

can also be seen in established religions. 

Out-Groups 

The fourth symptom of groupthink is the stereotyped views of out-groups.  This symptom 

ties in with the second symptom of groupthink.  In the early days of the Mormon Church 

members were mustered into fighting units against the United States Army, who they believed 

were out to destroy them as a people.  This stereotyped view lead to the Mountain Meadows 

Massacre.  Settlers from Arkansas were en route to California when Mormon militia men 

disguised as Native Americans executed 120 men, women, and children (Bagley, 2002).  These 
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people neither meant nor posed a threat to the church, but due to the stereotype within the group 

they were perceived as enemies.   

Self-Censorship 

 The fifth symptom of groupthink is self-censorship.  This symptom goes against 

everything this country was founded on.  Normally we are told to express ourselves freely.  

However, the most used form of censorship is within (Janis, 1982).  For the sake of group loyalty 

and cohesion we will self censor and dismiss our own thoughts to help the group move forward.  

Within a cult any doubts that a group member has must stay within the member‟s inner dialog.  

Anyone who is outwardly different will be subject to the third symptom of collective 

renationalization.  For example, if a group member wishes to tell the leader that he or she is 

wrong or the course of action is not favorable to the group, the member will likely refrain due to 

inevitable pressure that the other members will place on him or her. 

Dissenters 

 The sixth symptom of groupthink is the direct pressure on dissenters.  Through pressure 

those with opposing views are taught to keep opinions to themselves.  Moreover, the members 

are taught to internally disbelieve opposing thoughts as they will interfere with the cult.  If a 

member were to bring up an opposing view, it would open up the discussion of unfavorable 

outcomes that can be easily agreed with.  In order to keep control dissenters must be silenced or 

removed immediately.  Such was the case of Myra Barrett of Knoxville Tennessee and her 

experience with Knoxville Church.  Knoxville Church is a branch of the aforementioned ICC, a 

known cult-like organization.  Because Myra would not accept all of the church‟s teachings and 

bring in new members, she was kicked out and barred from returning.  From the combined 

rejection of the church and her husband, who was a member of the church, she attempted suicide 
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(Seymour, 1997).  If you take a student who craves the feeling of belonging and instant affection 

and then reject the student from the group because he or she will not accept all of your teachings, 

the effects on the student could be severe.  

Mindguards 

 The seventh symptom of groupthink is the construct of „mindguards‟.  As Janis (as cited 

in Timmons) describes, “A bodyguard is someone charged with the protection of another‟s 

physical well being.  In groupthink, a corollary entity may surface to protect us from disturbing 

thoughts and ideas – a mudguard” (Timmons, 1991, p. 9).  Basically a group decides that 

unfavorable outcomes are not pertinent.  

Unanimity 

 The final symptom of groupthink is the illusion of unanimity.  After all of the other 

psychological and social symptoms have occurred, the group confers about the decision made.  

Usually within a cult the members mutually agree that the leader‟s choice is correct.  This final 

course is seen as inevitable.  Most in the group will let the decision pass in relief that the 

discourse within the group will cease.  Along with this relief, most people are just looking for 

something to believe in.  According to Goldman (as cited in Timmons), “Any time you have a 

shared lie, a vital lie in a group it survives because everyone is playing the game.  A lie needs 

both someone who speaks it and someone who‟s willing to believe it.  The listener is part of the 

lie” (1991, p. 9).   

Perceptions 

 Hearsay, labeling, and imagination are major contributing factors to one‟s perceptions of 

the surrounding world.  Religion itself is based on retold stories that govern how one should 

behave and put faith in supernatural forces.  Many people believe they know what a „cult‟ 
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consists of, but the vast majority could not identify a group as „cult‟ or „cult-like‟ if asked to.  

There are many sources that a person gets information from to form personal perceptions.  The 

largest and most influential of these sources is the media. 

Media Misrepresentation 

The goal of the media in any format is to get viewers, readers, and listeners to pay 

attention and buy into their services.  The bigger the story and the more sensational one can 

make it, the better the ratings will be for that story.  The actions of HRMs are usually outside the 

norms of society and traditional religious practices (Lewis, 1995).  These actions make for great 

news.  One of the most influential and popular forces in media portrayals is the use of fear 

(Maxfield, 1984).  Daily we are subject to teasers such as, “President Bush relinquishes control 

to Cheney, tonight at 11.”  Tag lines like this and the accompanying stories are usually worst 

case scenario and sensational.  When applied to the world of NRMs the media and the anti-cult 

movement have had a significant impact on public perception and understanding.  Typically 

when someone thinks „cults‟ they think of the sensational stories similar to the cases of 

Jonestown, Waco, and Heaven‟s Gate mass suicides (Possamaï & Lee, 2004).  This over 

sensationalism has led many to associate crime with NRMs.  From this perceived crime, fear 

arises.  

Fear of Crime 

Possamaï and Lee (2004) address the fear of crime and its role against NRMs.  Possamaï 

and Lee touch briefly on the history of „the fear of crime‟ and its influences. The „fear of crime‟ 

began showing up in ideological and theoretical academic literature in the late 1960s.  For years 

many different variables ranging from psychological to social and economic status have been 

explored for causation of „fear of crime‟ (Possamaï & Lee).  Possamaï and Lee also referred to 
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the study of Weatherburn, Matka, and Lind  who found that public opinion about the risk of 

criminal victimization is more influential in shaping state government parties than the actual risk 

(2004).  They go on to explain that the „fear of crime‟ shapes the way the justice system deals 

with minority groups, especially to the extent of criminalizing the actions of the minority.  The 

biggest theme when it comes to „fear of crime‟ is that it operates independently of crime itself 

(Maxfield, 1984).   

This „fear of crime‟ is highly influential when it comes to politics and legislation the 

government passes concerning NRMs.  In 2001 the country of France devised anti-cult 

legislation.  It is the first time that French lawmakers have drafted a law to limit religious 

freedom.  The initial draft of the French anti-cult legislation, “called for specific criteria for the 

dissolution of a „cult‟, such as repeated complaints from families against the „cult‟, prohibition of 

„cults‟ near „vulnerable areas‟, no renaming or reorganization of dissolved „cults‟, and 

recognition of the new crime of „mental manipulation‟” (Possamaï & Lee, 2004, p. 338).   

Possamaï and Lee point out that the interaction between the anti-cult movement and the 

media built the stereotype that all NRMs are dangerous even though few are a genuine threat 

(2004).  They do this by focusing on the most deviant or bizarre aspects while ignoring the 

normal.  Media like to focus on and amplify rare cases of, “children being taken away, drug use, 

„brainwashing‟, economic dispossession of members, mass suicides, etc…” (Possamaï & Lee, p. 

344).  Throughout the 1990s, “Expanded credibility has been given to the "brainwashing" or 

"coercive-persuasion" model by psychiatrists and mental health professionals who argue that 

involvement in nontraditional religions stems from manipulative psychological practices 

inducing ego destruction and overstimulation of the nervous system, resulting in a loss of 
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rational decision-making capacities and even a loss of free will.  Popular media portrayals and 

public conceptualizations have been largely shaped by the brainwashing thesis” (Wright, 1991). 

According to Wright (1991), this concept of brainwashing has become popular “because 

it provides a convenient account for those who are at a loss to explain why individuals are 

attracted to bizarre groups” (p. 126).  While there are documented cases of these actions, the 

majority of HRMs are not noticed because they don‟t fit this stereotype.   

The Anti-Cult Movement 

The anti-cult movement is not limited to France.  It is also very prevalent in the United 

States.  As the late Bruce Lee said, “people fear what they do not understand” (1971).  Outside of 

academia it is rare that someone will do research independently and make informed decisions 

about a group or subject.  Because of this the public relies on media for the vast majority of their 

information and understanding.  This information is at the mercy of how the media decide to tell 

the story. 

 The anti-cult movement and its influence on the views of the media have given the 

general public a biased understanding of just what a HRM is.  The stereotype of cult members is 

that they are mindless robots who all dress the same and practice strange rituals (Wright, 1991).  

This is just not so with the majority of HRMs.  While many would say that they can easily spot a 

cult or a cult member, the truly harmful groups are relatively unknown.  Unlike the high-profile 

cases the media likes to portray as the norm, many groups operate much more low-key (Wright).  

It is this low-key nature that allows most HRMs to continue operations.  Going under alternative 

names many groups even operate on college campuses. 
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Cults on College Campuses 

 College campuses have long been known as a place for young adults to learn who they 

are and what they want to do in life.  Here they can make their own decisions sometimes without 

the mentoring of their parents.  Many incoming freshman find themselves on their own for the 

first time in their lives.  Normally incoming freshman are warned by their parents or other family 

members about the dangers associated with adulthood such as drugs, alcohol, and unprotected 

sex.  Very few unfortunatly are warned about dangerous groups or HRMs. (Wallis, 2007).  

Without the constant support of the parents and friends, some students lose their way.  

Underclassmen are not the only ones who face the temptations offered by HRMs.  For a senior 

prepared to graduate, the thought of being in the real world may seem intimidating.  This 

intimidation can lead to doubts and a need for a support structure once again.  An HRM group 

can offer this support structure and sense of hope to both the under- and upperclassman.   

Risk Factors for Susceptability 

 A study done by Richmond (2004) from Loyola University explains how adolescents and 

young adults fall victim to cults based on their own faith development.  While the study done by 

Richmond was focused mainly on high school students, one should not forget that months prior 

entering college freshmen may have been high school students.  Similar warning signs that are 

placed on high school students also affect students on the collegiate level.  These warning signs, 

“are withdrawals from family or friends, loss of interest in religious activities, and increased 

rebelliousness or aggressive behavior” (Richmond, p. 373).   

Richmond (2004) explains that “normal” people do join cults.  While some of the socially 

inept may fall victim to, the majority of victims consist of your “typical”student.  Most college 

students, especially in the religious South, are trying to answer certain questions about 
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themselves during their college careers.  These questions as outlined by Gesy (as cited in 

Richmond 2004) are, “Who am I? “ and “What is the meaning of my life?” (p. 367)  Richmond 

also goes on to explain that the experience of spirituality gives a lone person a feeling of joy.  

Within this joy one can discover “the real me” (p. 368).  As mentioned earlier, along with this 

internal search, young adults struggle to find their place in world.   

Spiritual guidance is not the only factor that causes a student to join a cult.  As Azelama 

Oyaziwo, and Henry state, “undergraduates who are weak, loud and externalize their problems 

are more likely to be victimized by cult members in other to get them to their fold. Desire for 

new experience, desire for security, desire for recognition and the desire to succeed and master 

what the individual set out to do, motivate individuals to seek cult membership…apart from 

bullying and victimization in getting unwilling candidates to join a secret cult, most students join 

as a result of student politics, to achieve personal desire and to influence academic achievement”  

(Azelama, et al., p. 59). 

Some students may think they are very aware of what cults are but in actuality have a 

limited understanding of such groups.  This false sense of understanding can also leave the 

educated student susceptible to the subversive tactics of most HRMs. If a group such as the 

aforementioned ICC were to come to this area, few students would recognize it as potentially 

harmful.  The group often goes under a name other that the International Churches of Christ on 

campus.  While the ICC has a branch in a nearby city, its influence is limited to that area.  That 

does not mean that this area is safe from simlilar groups.   

Recruitment Methods 

Unlike the more open tactics of cult-like groups such as Hare Krishnan‟s, Mormons, and 

Jehovah‟s Witness, most HRMs use more deceptive methods to acquire new followers.  The 
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subversive tactics of most of these groups can be found on most major college campuses.  It can 

begin with a simple meeting on the way to class or at an open Bible study held at the library.  

After the initial contact a prospective recruit is invited to meet with the entire group.  “If the 

newly found recruit does not come to the meeting, the greeter calls him or her on the phone or 

meets the recruit in the place where the initial meeting took place.  The persuasion to join the 

group continues.  It is expected that the recruit will eventually become part of the group” 

(Richmond, 2004, p. 371).  This is just the first step in creating a new member.  One of the most 

appealing aspects of these groups is the immediate closeness one gains with the members.  Once 

the potential recruit meets the group and is surrounded by this immediate closeness, the recruit is 

then encouraged to leave his or her prior attachments to friends and family.  Without outside ties, 

the new member is encouraged devote all time and resources to the betterment of the group.  

This includes finding new members. 

As discussed earlier, the MCTF found that college students are highly susceptible to the 

social influence of HRMs.  Let it be reiterated that the most influential forces on a university 

student are professors and resident advisors.  As, “Most often students are either persuaded or 

victimized to obtain membership of a cult, by friends and in some occasions by lecturers who 

themselves were cult members when they were students” (Azelama et al., p. 59).  Contrary to 

popular belief and previous research (Perry 1992) Azelama et al. found that boys, not girls, were 

most susceptible to cult influence.  Also found was that the social support structure was not 

important in predicting susceptibility.  One would think that a friendship would be a buffer 

against joining a HRM.  However, “the protective role of friendship is negated in this study, as 

friends were found to be the vessels through which victimizations is visited on victims.  Friends 

bullied their best friends to join secret cults” (Azelama et al, p. 60). 
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Some signs to watch out for someone falling under the influence of a HRM are: being 

strongly encouraged to move out of present living situation and in with group members, failing 

grades due to increased time focusing on the groups program, and the belief that going home to 

be with family or to spend time with nonmember friends can cause the individual harm (Rudin, 

1991). 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 The current study is designed to show that the subject‟s perceptions of HRMs based on 

the sensational representation of „cults‟ and „cult-like‟ groups hinders a student‟s ability to 

identify a harmful group.  Student‟s perceptions of HRM‟s were measured and analyzed.  It was 

hypothesized that those who rank high on the perceptions scale will be good candidates for cult 

recruitment. 

There were several other factors also considered based on the findings of the Maryland 

Cult Task Force (Wood, 1999).  These factors were: a student‟s living situation, whether or not 

the student felt pressured from someone in power to join a new group, social interaction, and the 

student‟s religious predisposition.  These factors will be compared to a student‟s overall 

susceptibility to see if any correlations exist.   

Data 

The data for this experiment were collect via survey at a mid-sized (enrollment ±12,000) 

Southern university.  This type of data collection does have the potential to limit responses due 

do participant fatigue during the administration, overall subject participation, and availability of 

subjects.  However, it was necessary for the time and funding constraints.  Due to the limitations 

of this study, it will remain exploratory in nature.   

Participants 

Sixty-two classes from the university were selected from the spring 2008 timetable by the 

ETSU Office of Institutional Research.  Only undergraduate classes held on the main campus 

with enrollments greater than 20 students were used in the sample.  The professors from every 

third class on the list were contacted via email.  Out of the 21 classes contacted 15 responded 
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favorably for a (15/21) 71.4% response rate.  Those classes whose professors responded with 

consent were surveyed.  Due to a cancellation of classes because of snow, several distribution 

times had to be rescheduled with five classes choosing not to reschedule.  The final 10 classes 

(N=357) were given the survey at dates and times agreed upon with the instructors.  All 

participants were made aware of the consent form and were under no duress to take part in the 

study.  Two professors did offer their classes extra credit for participation after the surveys were 

completed.   

The final class list of 10 classes encompassed 424 students.  A final sample of 367 

students completed the survey, for a response rate of (367/424) 86.5 % in the cluster of students.  

The overall response rate (367/796) was 46.1 %. 

Data Collection Instrument 

The data collection instrument was a self-administered questionnaire, which took 

approximately 15 minutes to complete.  All questionnaires were distributed during the sample‟s 

normal class periods and were collected as soon as the subjects were finished.  Because the 

survey was administered in a group setting, a cover page was attached to each survey.  Included 

on this cover page were the researchers‟ contact information, an informed consent statement, and 

a list of references the subject could use if the student felt he or she was exposed to a harmful 

group.   

The survey was comprised of 69 questions designed to measure; demographics, social 

class identity, aggression, and whether or not students have felt pressured from those who hold 

power over them.  The two main sections were comprised of scales to measure what perceptions 

students have about cults and group characteristics of previously attended groups.  The 



45 

 

aggression measure included in the instrument was inserted in an exploratory nature to see if any 

aggression related to susceptibility.  No previous study has analyzed this relationship. 

Measures 

Demographics 

 Several different demographic questions were asked in order to better characterize the 

sample and use as comparison among the other measures.  Questions in the first section of the 

questionnaire are the typical demographic questions (sex, race, age, have siblings, birth order, 

relationship status, major, year in college, student type instate/out-of-state, income, residence).  

For coding purposes most of the demographics were nominal, while age was measured on a 

continuous scale as number of years from birth.  The variables sex, have siblings, and student 

type were all coded dichotomously as 0 or 1.  The remaining variables of race, birth order, 

relationship status, major, year in college, and residence were all coded nominally. 

Cult Susceptibility Inventory 

 To measure a person‟s susceptibility based on what ideas he or she holds about cults the 

Cult Susceptibility Quiz was chosen (Martin, 1993).  This inventory was originally a true or false 

format, but it was recoded as a five-point Likert scale for this survey.  The scale ranged from 1 

(disagree) to 5 (agree).  The higher the subject scored on the scale, the more misguided the 

subject‟s perceptions about HRMS.  The quiz is made up of 20 questions dealing with:  

 Depression (28.  I am lonely a good part of the time, 32.  I‟ve been having some personal 

problems I can‟t seem to solve, 31.  Somehow, I feel my idealism and purpose in life hasn‟t 

been properly tapped or challenged.),  
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 Self-image (29.  I tend to be a follower more than a leader, 40.  I‟m not the type of person 

who joins a cult, 30.  I am not very satisfied with my church, 35.  I could spot a cult with 

little effort.),  

 Perceptions about cults (33.  The cult issue is not much of a problem in society, 34.  There 

are about 10-20 cults in the U.S, 36.  Most cultists wear unusual clothing or uniforms, 37.  

Most cults recruit on the street by selling flowers, books, or requesting a donation, 45.  

Cultism has little to do with totalitarianism, or the addiction problems, 46.  People who join 

cults know what they are doing, 41.  Most people who join cults are weird.  They have 

“problems,” 43.  People are in cults because of spiritual problems), 

 Naivety of groups with a Christian base (38.  There are very few cultic problems within 

evangelical Christianity, 39.  All cults teach non-Christian or heretical doctrine, 47 Groups 

that preach the gospel and are winning many to Christ cannot be cultic.  42. Truly dedicated, 

Spirit-led Christians would never join a cult, 44.  People in cults are not “saved),  

(Martin, 1993) 

The whole scale was recoded into one variable to measure how susceptible overall the 

subjects are to HRMs.  Each submeasure listed above was recoded into its own variable to assess 

the individual significance.  

Factor analysis was used to determine which factors were significant in the scale.  From the 

factor analysis 13 questions were used and recoded into a variable named Perceptions.  The 

resulting Perceptions scale had a Chronbach‟s alpha of .80 making it reliable enough to be used 

in the study.   
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Variables 

Dependent 

 The current study used one variable that measured a student‟s susceptibility based on 

perceptions of HRMs.  The scale was the Cult Susceptibility Quiz from Martin (1993).  The scale 

was from 1 to 5 and measured at an ordinal level.  The scale was broken down into more specific 

measurements in the analysis portion of this study. 

Independent 

 Demographics were considered to see if there are any basic differences between those 

who are and are not susceptible.  Age, religious preference, ethnicity, relationship status, and 

year in school were used for comparison.  All demographic variables are identified with non-

representative numbers for coding purposes. 

As mentioned prior, the Maryland Cult Task Force concluded that resident advisors, 

graduate assistants, and professors prove the biggest influencers on a student (Wood, 1999).  

Therefore, the power they hold over the student might increase the students trust in the superior 

and open the student up to more susceptibility.  To test this hypothesis, 3 questions were added 

to the instrument to measure if the subjects in this study trust and would be unduly influenced by 

resident advisors, graduate assistants, or professors.  These variables are more exploratory in 

nature and are analyzed at a categorical level.  The resulting depression scale was reliable with a 

Chronbach‟s alpha of .65 

Living situation can affect how susceptible a person is to a HRM.  Questions 11 and 12 

were used to measure the difference between those who live on campus vs. live off campus and 

if a roommate or other person is present in the dwelling.  As stated in Chapter 1, the MCTF 



48 

 

found that dormitories can help foster recruitment.  This study was designed to reexamine their 

findings.   

 Social interaction can also play a large part in the susceptibility of a student.  If a student 

does not have a good relationship base with family or friends, a cult‟s „immediate intimacy‟ may 

help acquire and keep a recruit.  Several questions were introduced to see whether the student 

had a good social life, how the student values the advice of family and friends, and if the student 

was willing to lie to protect family and friends. 

Analysis 

Hypothesis 

 The current study tests several hypotheses regarding student susceptibility based on 

media misrepresentations.  The first hypothesis was measured by the dependent variable 

measuring perceptions.  An overall interpretation of this scale answers this question for the 

sample. 

Hypothesis 1: What are students‟ perceptions of HRMs?   

 Different independent variables are the basis for the next three hypotheses.  These 

questions are based off the findings of previous studies (Blimling, 1990; Curtis & Curtis, 1993; 

Elleven, Kern, & Claunch, 1998; Rudin, 1991) 

Hypothesis 2: Does social interaction affect susceptibility? 

Hypothesis 3: Are those who consider themselves religious more susceptible? 

 The next two hypotheses are based off of the aforementioned Maryland Cult Task Force 

and the resulting University of Maryland policy (Regents, 2000).  They focus more on campus 

life and its influence on students.  

Hypothesis 4:  Does living situation affect susceptibility? 
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Hypothesis 5: Do students consider resident advisors, graduate assistants, or professors 

trustworthy people.   

Univariate 

 Basic univariate analyses were completed to describe the sample.  Descriptive statistics 

were generated for all demographic questions, and measures of central tendency were used to 

obtain a representation of the sample.  Several demographic groups were of interest in this study.  

Univariate statistics show the frequency of these groups of interest.  

Bivariate 

 Bivariate analysis was run in order to see if any relationships between variables existed.  

t-tests were run to see the relationship between gender, race, religiousness, and perceptions.  

Also t-tests were run to see if there was a relationship between living situation and perceptions.  

Finally t-tests were run to see if the different social interactions related to perceptions.   

 On more exploratory analyses, chi-square tests were constructed for several of the 

variables to see if an association existed. 

Multivariate 

 Linear regression was also performed in order to see how perception of cults were 

independently affected by age, race, psychology, religiousness, relationship status, living 

arrangements, social life, trust in superiors, and living on or off campus.  Separate regressions 

were run for the different genders to see how the variables affect men and women independently.  

Summary 

 The current study was done in hopes that a relationship between the different independent 

variables and susceptibility could be identified similar to the findings of previous studies.  The 

main studies were conducted at larger institutions, while this study was conducted on a slightly 
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smaller campus.  Questionnaires were the instrument of choice due to their ease of data 

collection, and their requiring minimal subject participation.  Two scales were constructed to 

measure the dependent variables consisting of students‟ susceptibility and experience with 

previous groups.  As stated previously, these scales were the Perceptions and Depression scales.  

These scales have an alpha level of .80 and .65 respectively.  The method of data collection and 

cluster sampling retains the reliability of the survey.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

 

In order to interpret the data gathered, various statistical calculations were performed.  

Univariate statistics were compiled in order to describe the sample.  Basic descriptives and 

measures of central tendency were used to see if the sample fit the normal curve.  These 

measures are purely descriptive in nature as they just describe the data and cannot be used to 

make inferences.  

Bivariate statistics were calculated in order to compare different variables and determine 

if a relationship exists or not.  If a relationship is found, the extent of the relationship cannot be 

determined using bivariate statistics.  Several independent sample t-tests were also calculated to 

find out if the scores for different groups were the same.  To determine which variables maintain 

significance when other variables are present, multivariate analysis were conducted. 

For ease of analysis, some variables were collapsed into larger categories.  Due to the 

samples homogeneousness, the category of race was collapsed from the original eight into two 

categories, white and non-white.  Also the religious preference categories were collapsed into 

Christian and non-Christian.  Within the Christian category the individual denominations were 

expressed due to the response rate of the Christian faith. 

Univariate 

 Frequency tables were constructed to express the different categorical variables in the 

instrument.  Demographic information makes up the majority of these variables.  For this study 

357 subjects were surveyed.  Of the sample gathered 63% (225) reported as female and 37% 

(132) reported as male (see Table 1).  The majority of students 85.2% (304) are in-state.  

Classification wise, 18.5% (86) were freshmen, 24.9% (89) were sophomores, 32.2% (115) were 
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juniors, and 23.5% (84) were seniors.  For living situation, 28.3% (101) students live on campus 

while 71.1% (254) students commute.  Of those who commute, 14.3% (51) live alone, 26.1% 

(93) have roommates, 29.7% (83) live with their parents, and 18.6% (52) live with their spouse.  

Eighty-six percent of students (305) reported not being married or never have been married.   

 To understand the sample better in terms of their religious participation and on-campus 

experiences, certain groups were analyzed.  When asked the question, “Do you consider yourself 

a religious person?”  76% (269) of the respondents answered yes.  When questioned about 

religious preference 83.5% (298) reported as Christian, while 13.2% (47) reported as another 

religion, and 3.4% (12) did not disclose their religious preference.   

When asked if they had ever been known someone who was seduced by an HRM 15.7% 

(56) reported that they did, while 82.9% (296) reported that they did not.  When it came to being 

asked by a group to join on campus, 36.4% (127) said they had been approached by a religious 

group on campus, while 63.6% (222) said they had not been approached.  The question also 

asked how the subject was approached on campus.  Of those who answered, 30.9% (25) said 

they were offered handouts, and 67.9% (55) reported being approached and talked to.  It is 

interesting to note that of those who responded with „approached‟ usually referenced The Well, 

an on-campus Christian group.  The final religion question asked if the subject had ever felt 

pressured to change his or her religious views while at the university, 6.6% (23) of the 

respondents reported yes, while 93.4% responded no. 

 For the independent variable of trust for superiors, 44.1% (154) affirmed that professors, 

graduate assistants, and resident advisors are people the student can trust, while 3.9% (14) 

indicated that professors, graduate assistants, and resident advisors are people the student cannot 

trust, finally 51.9% (181) said maybe.  When asked if the subject has ever attended an off-
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campus function at the recommendation of professors, graduate assistants, or resident advisors 

23.8% (85) said yes, while 75.2% said no.  And finally, when asked if the subject felt as if he or 

she were susceptible to an HRM, only 2.8% (10) felt they were and 97.2% (341) felt they were 

not susceptible. 

Table 1 

 

Frequencies 
Variables Frequency Percent 

Gender   

Female 225 63 
Male 132 37 

              Total 357 100 

Race   

White 320 89.9 

Non-White 36 10.1 

              Total 356 100 

Classification   

Freshman 66 18.6 

Sophomore 89 25.2 

Junior 115 32.5 

Senior 84 23.7 
              Total 354 100 

On-campus or commute    

On-Campus 101 28.5 

Off-Campus 254 71.5 

              Total 355 100 

Living Situation   

Alone 51 18.3 

Roommates 93 33.3 

With Parents 83 29.7 

With spouse 52 18.6 

              Total 279 100 

Relationship Status   
Single 271 76.3 

Engaged 33 9.3 

Married 35 9.9 

Divorced 15 4.2 

              Total 354 100 

Religious   

Yes 269 76 

No 85 24 

              Total 354 100 

Religious preference   

Christian 298 86.4 
Other 47 13.6 

              Total 345 100 
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Table 1 (cont.) 
  Variables   Frequency   Percent 

Known Seduce   
Yes 56 15.9 

No 296 84.1 

              Total 352 100 

While at ETSU, been approached   

Yes 127 36.4 

No 222 63.6 

              Total 349 100 

How approached?   

Handouts 25 30.9 

Questioned 55 67.9 

              Total 80 100 

Trust GA, RA, Prof   
Yes 154 44.1 

No 14 4 

Maybe 181 51.9 

              Total 349 100 

Attended off-campus function   

Yes 85 24.3 

No 265 75.7 

              Total 350 100 

Pressure to change   

Yes 23 6.6 

No 328 93.4 
              Total 351 100 

Feel Susceptible   

Yes   10  2.8 

No  341 97.2 

             Total 351 100 

 

Descriptive statistics were generated for all interval level measures in this study as well 

as the perception scale used.  The variables age, year in school, income, and the perceptions scale 

and psychological factors were analyzed.  For each of these variables, the mean, median, mode, 

minimum, maximum, and standard deviation were calculated (see Table 2).  The youngest 

participant in this study was 17 years of age, the oldest 53.  The mean age was 22.45 with a 

standard deviation of 5.96 and a median of 21 and mode of 19.  Respondents ranged from 

freshman to senior in class year.  The mean for student‟s class year was 2.61 with a standard 

deviation of 1.043.  A median and mode of 3 shows that the majority of students surveyed were 
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in the junior class.  The mean income of the sample was, 1.63 ($32,600) with a median of 1 

(20,001-40,000) and standard deviation of 1.784.   

Table 2 

 

Descriptive Statistics 
Variables Min Max Mean Std. Deviation Mode Median 

Age 17 53 22.45 5.96 19 21 

Class Year 1 4 2.61 1.043 3 3 

Income 20,000 100,000+ 32,600 1.784 0-20,000 20,001-40,000 

 

Descriptives were also generated for the Perceptions scale and the psychological factors.  

The minimum score on the Perceptions scale was 13 and a maximum of 60.  The mean score for 

the Perceptions scale was 32.24 with a standard deviation of 8.114.  The median was 33 and a 

mode of 39 and a range of 47.  (Figure 1)  The higher the score on the scales, the less accurate 

the subject‟s perceptions.

 

Figure 1: Perceptions Histogram 

 

The psychological factors had a minimum of 7 and a maximum of 29.  For a refresher, 

the psychological factors were those variables in the original 20-point Perceptions scale that 
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were not included in the final scale.  The mean was 18.32 with a standard deviation of 4.073.  

The median was 18 and the mode was 16 with a range of 22.  (Figure 2) 

 
Figure 2: Psychological Histogram 

Bivariate 

Correlation 

 

 The uses of Pearson correlations were sufficient for the interval level statistics in this 

study.  A correlation matrix was constructed to see which, if any, categorical variables were 

correlated to the Perceptions scale (see Table 3).  Pearson correlations are appropriate to 

determine if there is a significant relationship between two interval or ratio level variables.  The 

Pearson r value ranges from -1 to +1.  A Pearson r value of one would indicate a perfect positive 

relationship, while a score of -1 would indicate a perfect negative relationship.  A score of zero 

would indicate no relationship between the variables.  A positive relationship means that when 

one variable increases the other one does as well.  Alternately, when one variable decreases so 

does the other.  A negative relationship means that when one variable increases, the other 

decreases.  
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The variables included in the correlation matrix are: age, income, times fighting in the 

past year, times throwing an object at someone, times pushing someone in the past year, times 

injuring a person in the past year, time spent hanging out with friends, number of new religious 

meetings attended, and the Perceptions scale.  The variables concerning fighting, object 

throwing, pushing, and injuring a person were included in the instrument for exploratory means 

to see if aggression played a part in perceptions.  As seen in the matrix, none of those variables 

were significantly related to the Perceptions scale.  However, all the aggression measures and 

time spent hanging out with friends were significantly related at the p<.01 level.   

Age was the most significant variable compared in the matrix.  It was significant at the 

p<.01 level to the pushed and time spent hanging out variables (r= -.16, r=-.22).  This means that 

the younger the subject is the more likely the subject is to hang out with friends not doing 

anything and pushes people.  Age was also related to income and throwing objects at people at 

the p<.05 level (r=-.14, r=-.13).  This means that those who are younger have a lower income 

and are more likely to throw an object at someone.  Finally, the Perception scale was 

significantly related to only one ratio level variable, age (r=-.20, p<.01).  This means that the 

younger the subject is the higher the subject ranked on the Perceptions scale.   

Table 3 

Pearson Correlation Matrix
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Age …

Income -0.14* …

Fight 0.07 -0.03 …

Threw -0.13* 0.04 0.46** …

Pushed -0.16** 0.06 0.57** 0.70** …

Injured -0.08 0.06 0.63** 0.52** 0.62** …

Hanging out -0.22** 0.10 0.08 0.14** 0.16** 0.19** …

New religious -0.04 0.04 0.07 0.08 0.08 0.04 0.09 …

Perceptions -0.20** 0.03 0.04 0.08 0.09 0.06 0.04 0.09 …  
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*= p<.05 

**=p<.01 

 

Independent Sample t-Test 

Independent sample t-tests are used when dichotomous variables are compared against 

the dependent variable to determine if the two variables have significantly different means.  

Independent sample t-tests were calculated to determine whether any group has a significantly 

different mean than that of the two dependent variables used in this study.  Independent sample t-

tests cannot control for the influence of outside variables.  Multivariate analysis will help 

determine the outside influences that the t-test cannot.   

  The first dependent variable is the Perceptions scale (Table 4).  The independent 

variables compared in these t-tests include sex, race, religiousness, relationship status, commuter 

status, ability to lie to friends, if the person had known anyone who was in an HRM, were they 

ever in an HRM, if they were approached by anyone on campus, if they had ever attended an off-

campus function, if they felt pressure to change, if they were aware of the services of campus 

ministries, and if they felt they were susceptible to cults.   

 Beginning with a comparison of gender, the mean perceptions about cults was 32.79 for 

males and 31.93 for females.  This means they were similar and not significantly different (t=-

.919, p=.356).  The difference between white and non-white was then analyzed, with means of 

32.16 for whites and 33.63 for non-whites.  Again the means are similar showing no significant 

difference between the two groups (t=-.951, p=.342).  Next, whether the individual consider 

himself or herself religious or not was compared with means of 33.54 stating they were religious 

and 28.36 stating they were not.  These means show that those who consider themselves 

religious have less accurate perceptions about cults than those who do not consider themselves 

religious (t=5.10, p≤ .01).  Fourthly, the relationship status of the subjects was examined to see if 
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those who are without partner are more susceptible.  The mean for those married was 30.33 

while the mean for those not married was 32.61.  This shows that difference does exist, but is not 

significant enough for this study (t=1.83, p≤ .10).   

Next the mean scores for those who commute and those who do not commute were 

compared.  The mean for commuters was 33.28 and the mean for noncommuters was 31.85.  The 

difference between the means approaches significance (t=1.56, p=.120).  The next variable to be 

examined was whether or not the subject would lie to friends.  The mean score for those who 

would lie to their friends was 31.84, while the mean for those who would not was 32.61.  The 

relationship between these means was not significant (t=-.822, p=.412).  Whether or not the 

subject has ever known anyone in an HRM was examined next.  Those who reported they did 

know someone in an HRM had a mean of 26.94 while those who reported they didn‟t was 33.35.  

The difference between these means was significant and showed that those who did not know 

someone in an HRM had less accurate perceptions (t=5.49, p≤.01).  Also significant were the 

means between those who reported they had experience with an HRM (25.20) and those who 

reported they did not (32.43).  This shows that those who did not have experience with an HRM 

had significantly more skewed perceptions of HRMs than those who did have experience 

(t=2.00, p=.046).  Both of the next two variables, whether the subject had been approached on 

campus and if the subject had attended off-campus meetings, were not significant.  The 

approached variable had means of 31.74 for those who reported yes and 32.63 for those who 

reported no (t=.952, p=.342).  For the off-campus attendance variable the mean for those who 

reported they had attended an off-campus function was 32.75 reporting yes and 32.16 reporting 

no (t=.  573, p=.567).  The next variable was whether or not the subject felt pressure to change 

his or her religion while at ETSU.  The mean for the variable was 29.35 reporting yes and 32.52 
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reporting no.  The difference between these means approached significance but did not meet the 

required level for this study (t=1.71, p=.089).  The next variable examined was whether or not 

they were aware of the services offered by campus ministries.  The mean for this variable was 

32.87 reporting yes and 30.78 reporting no.  The significant different between the means 

suggests that those who were aware of the services offered by campus ministries have less 

accurate perceptions than those who are unaware (t=2.05, p=.041).  Finally, the variable that 

asked the subjects if they believed they were susceptible to cults or not was examined.  The 

means for this variable was 32.30 reporting yes, while 32.28 for those reporting no.  These 

means were very similar indicating no difference in perception between those who felt 

susceptible and those who did not (t=.005, p=.996). 

Table 4 

 

Perceptions of Cults t-Tests 

 
 Perceptions of Cults    

Variable Mean     t df Sig. 

Sex  .919 322 .359 

     Male 32.79    

     Female 31.93    

Race  .951 321 .342 

     White 32.16    

     Non-white 33.63    

Religiousness  5.10* 319 .000 

     Yes 33.54    

     No 28.36    

Relationship Status  1.83*** 320 .07 

     Married 30.33    

     Non-married 32.67    

Commute  1.56 320 .120 

     Commuter 33.28    

     Non-commuter 31.85    

Lie to friends  .822 313 .412 

     Yes 31.84    

     No 32.61    

Known HRM  5.49* 320 .000 

     Yes 26.94    

     No 33.35    
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Table 4 (cont)     

Variable Mean t df Sig 

In HRM  2.00** 320 .046 

     Yes 25.20    

     No 32.43    

Approached on campus  .952 319 .342 

      Yes 31.74    

      No 32.63    

Attended an off-campus function  .573 319 .567 

      Yes 32.75    

      No 32.16    

Felt pressure to change religion  1.71*** 320 .089 

     Yes 29.35    

     No 32.52    

Campus Ministries  2.05** 320 .041 

     Yes 32.87    

     No 30.78    

Believe  susceptible  .005 319 .996 

     Yes 32.30    

     No 32.28    

*=p<.01 

**=p<.05 
***=p<.10 

 

 The same independent variables used for the Perceptions scale were also used to compare 

with the Depression scale (see Table 5).  Only three variables had significance for this study, 

while another two approached significance.  The first variable with significance was the variable 

asking the subject whether or not he or she would lie to friends (t=3.94, p≤.01).  The means for 

this variable were 30.33 for those responding yes and 32.67 for those responding no.  This means 

that those subjects who were less willing to lie to friends ranked significantly higher on the 

Depression measure.  The second variable with significance was whether the subject had felt 

pressure to change his or her religion while at ETSU (t=2.03, p=.055).  While the significance 

level did not meet the desired level, it was close enough to be considered.  The means for this 

variable were 8.27 reporting yes, and 6.58 reporting no.  This means that those who had felt 

pressure to change their religion while at ETSU ranked higher on the Depression measure.  The 

third variable that had significance was the awareness of the services offered by campus 
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ministries (t=2.00, p=.05).  The means for this variable were 6.56 reporting yes, and 7.03 

reporting no.  This means that those subjects who are not aware of the services offered by 

campus ministries were higher on the Depression measure.   

 The first variable that approached significance was the religiousness variable (t=1.61, 

p=.11).  The means for this variable were 33.54 for those reporting yes and 28.36 for those 

reporting no.  The second variable that approached significance was the relationship status 

variable (t=1.57, p=.12).  The means for this variable were 6.22 for those reporting as married or 

engaged and 6.83 for those reporting not married or engaged.  Again, while these variables show 

there is some influence on the Depression measure, it is not enough to be considered significant.  

The rest of the variables included did not reach or approach significance.  

Table 5 

Depression t-Tests 
 Depression measure    

Variable Mean t  Sig. 

Sex  .81 346 .42 

     Male 32.79    

     Female 31.93    

Race  .42 346 .67 

     White 32.16    

     Non-white 33.63    

Religiousness  161 346 .11 

     Yes 33.54    

     No 28.36    

Relationship Status  1.57 346 .12 

     Married 6.22    

     Non-married 6.83    

Commute  .604 347 .558 

     Commuter 6.75    

     Non-commuter 6.55    

Lie to friends  3.94* 346 .000 

     Yes 31.84    

     No 32.61    

Known HRM  .507 346 .612 

     Yes 6.87    

     No 6.66    

In HRM  .230 346 .818 

     Yes 6.40    

     No 6.69    
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Table 5 (Cont)     

Variable Mean T df Sig. 

     

Approached on campus  .289 343 .773 

      Yes 6.65    

      No 6.74    

Attended an off-campus function  .588 344 .557 

      Yes 6.84    

      No 6.64    

Felt pressure to change religion  2.03 345 .055 

     Yes 8.27    

     No 6.58    

Campus Ministries  2.00** 346 .05 

     Yes 6.56    

     No 7.03    

Believe  susceptible  .863 9.9 .409 

     Yes 7.3    

     No 6.67    

*=p<.01 

**=p<.05 

***=p<.10 

 

Analysis of Variance 

 

 Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) is a statistical technique that can be used to test the 

hypothesis that the means among two or more independent variables are equal assuming that the 

sampled population is normally distributed.  One-way ANOVA is used to test for differences 

among three groups or more, a variable with only two groups case can be tested by a t-test.  

While the t-test generates a t statistic, the statistic generated for ANOVA is known as the „F‟ 

statistic.  When only two means are available to compare, the t-test and ANOVA have the same 

result.   

The variables included in the ANOVA test for this study were year in school, living 

arrangement, income, trust in superiors, time spent hanging out, concerns from friends and 

family, new attendance in a religious group, and whether the respondent would ignore advice 

from family and friends.  Both the Perceptions scale and the Depression scale were analyzed 

with these variables. 
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 The ANOVA for the Perceptions scale yielded only one significant variable relationship 

(see Table 6).  According to the table, the living situation of the student was the single significant 

variable at the .01 level.    

Table 6 

 

Analysis of Variance for Perceptions Scale 
Dependent variable: Perceptions scale 

Variable SS df MS F Sig 

Year 81.35 3 27.12 2.18 .09 

Living 5.66 3 1.88 4.46 .005* 

Income 34.70 5 6.94 .61 .69 

Trust Ga Prof 8.58 2 4.29 .07 .94 

Hangout 464.25 4 116.06 1.80 .13 

Concerns 314.98 3 104.99 1.62 .185 

New attendance 456.66 4 114.17 1.75 .14 

Ignore Advice 430.18 4 107.54 1.65 .16 

*=p<.01 

 

 The ANOVA for the depression scale yielded four significant variable relationships (see 

Table 7).  According to the table, the students year in school was significantly related to 

depression at the .05 level (F=3.34, p=.02).  This means that those near the end of their college 

career are more likely to suffer depression.  Three variables were significant at the .01 level, trust 

in superiors (F=6.71, p=.001), whose friends had voiced concerns over them changing (F=6.60, 

p<.01), and those who responded that they would ignore the advice of family and friends 

(F=5.88, p<.01).  This means that those who have trust in their superiors and would ignore the 

advice and concerns of friends and family were more likely to suffer depression. 

Table 7 

 

Analysis of Variance for Depression Scale 

 
Dependent variable: Depression scale 

Variable SS df MS F Sig 

Year 81.35 3 27.12 3.34 .02** 
Living 5.66 3 1.88 .22 .89 

Income 34.70 5 6.94 .82 .53 

Trust Ga Prof 107.24 2 53.62 6.71 .001* 

Hangout 13.75 4 3.44 .42 .80 

Concerns 155.06 3 51.69 6.60 .000* 

New attendance 18.82 4 4.70 .57 .68 
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Table 7 (cont)      

Variable SS df MS F Sig 

Ignore Advice 183.88 4 45.97 5.88 .000* 

*=p<.01 
**=p<.05 

Multivariate 

 Linear regression tests a group of independent variables thought to be predicting the 

dependent variable and tries to find a statistical relationship between them.  This relationship is 

usually in the form of a straight line that best represents all the data points.  The most common 

type of linear regression is called ordinary least squares regression. 

Ordinary least squares regression (OLS) was used to determine the effect of the variables 

found significant in the bivariate analysis on the dependent variables.  OLS regression creates an 

Adjusted-R² statistic that demonstrates the combined amount of explained variance for all 

variables in the equation.  For each independent variable, a beta score is computed that allows for 

the comparison of each independent variable to all other independent variables in the equation.  

Ordinary Least Squared regression typically can only be used on interval-ratio level variables.  

Dichotomous variables can also be included as independent variables, however, if they are 

dummy coded into values of zero and one.  The dependent variable in each regression equation 

must always be measured at the interval-ratio level.  The current study employs a series of 

Ordinary Least Squared regression analyses for each dependent variable. 

Perceptions 

 The first regression equation was calculated for all participants with the dependent 

variable consisting of the Perceptions scale and independent variables of age, sex, race, the 

Depression scale, religiousness, known someone in an HRM, ever been part of an HRM, and if 

the respondent was aware of the services offered by campus ministries (see Table 8).  
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 The equation was found to be statistically significant.  The adjusted R-squared for the equation 

was .177, indicating that approximately 18% of the variance in perceptions was explained by the 

variables in the equation.  One of the variables, race, was significant at the .05 alpha level 

(p=.033).  Three variables were significant at the .01 alpha level, age, religiousness, and if the 

subject had known someone in an HRM.  The most powerful predictors were religiousness (β=-

.253, p<.01) and if the subject knew someone in an HRM (β=.235, p<.01).  The last variable that 

was significant at the .01 level was age (β=-.165, p<.01).  Two of the regression coefficients 

indicate that both being Caucasian and knowing someone in an HRM predict more correct 

perceptions of HRMs.  The other two significant predictors, age and religiousness, are negatively 

related.  This shows that the older the respondent and if the respondent considered himself or 

herself not religious, the more accurate his or her perceptions about HRMs.   

Table 8 

 

Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Perceptions of HRMs  
Variable B SE B β 

Constant  31.89                3.81 

Age  -.218 .071 -.165** 

Sex  1.27 .87 .08 

Race Wht-nonWht 3.09 1.44 .110* 

Depression scale -.124 .145 -.044 

Religiousness -4.76 .984 -.253** 

Known Victim 5.15 1.17 .235** 

Been Victim 2.54 3.42 .039 

Campus ministries -.806 .989 -.044 

*p<.05 

**p<.01 

  

Depression 

The second regression equation was calculated for all participants with the dependent 

variable consisting of the Depression scale and independent variables of age, sex, race, 

religiousness, known someone in an HRM, been part of an HRM, if the respondent was aware of 

the services offered by campus ministries, if anyone had voiced concerns to the subject, if the 
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subject would ignore advice from family, if he or she would lie to protect friends and family, and 

if the subject thought graduate assistants, professors, and resident advisors were trustworthy 

people  (see Table 9).  

 The equation was found to be statistically significant.  The adjusted R-squared for the 

equation was .117, indicating that approximately 12% of the variance in perceptions was 

explained by the variables in the equation.  Four of the variables examined were found to be 

significant at the .01 alpha level.  These variables were concerns (β=.224, p<.01), ignore advice 

(β=-.159, p<.01), worry lie (β=-.154, p<.01), and trust grad assistant or professor (β=.139, 

p<.01). 

This shows if a subject reported that friends voiced concerns about him or her changing, 

or the subject trusted those in power, the subject ranked higher on the Depression scale.  

Alternatively if the subjects reported that they would ignore advice from family and friends and 

would lie to protect others from worrying they ranked lower on the Depression scale.  

Table 9 

Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Depression  
Variable B SE B β 

Constant  6.29               1.55 

Age  .009 .028 .017 

Sex  .264 .314 .045 

Race Wht-nonWht -.381 .540 -.038 

Religiousness .261 .364 .039 

Known Victim .004 .429 .000 

Been Victim .412 1.39 .016 

Campus ministries .177 .350 .028 

Concerns .889 .214 .224* 

Ignore advice -.449 .154 -.159* 

Worry lie -.840 .313 -.145* 

Trust GA Prof .404 .154 .139* 

*p<.01 
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Summary 

Some of the hypotheses proposed in Chapter 1 were supported by the statistical methods 

in this chapter, and many were not.  Support for the hypothesis about perceptions was supported 

by several variables.  These supporting variables were relationship status, being approached by 

someone on campus, and living situation.  Regression analysis showed that Caucasians and those 

who consider themselves religious had more skewed perceptions of HRMs.  The most commonly 

influential variable for perceptions was age.  Also, those who reported knowing someone in an 

HRM or having been a part of an HRM themselves had had less accurate perceptions.  This leads 

one to believe that those who reported being a part of or knowing someone in an HRM could not 

recognize an HRM. 

Several variables were, strongly related to the Depression scale in most of the analysis.  

Those variables were comprised of subjects who were willing to lie to friends, ignore advice, 

have friends who voiced concerns, and put trust into superiors.  Regression analysis supported 

the correlation of these variables and the Depression scale.  The knowledge of the services of 

campus ministries was significant in both scales.  The Depression scale however was not 

significantly related to the Perceptions scale.  It is also notable that the aggression measures were 

all significantly related. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISSCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore the general susceptibility of college students to 

Harmful Religious Groups based on their perceptions of such organizations.  Reviews of existing 

literature indicated that college students are targets of HRMs due to their incorrect perceptions of 

such groups and general captivity to superiors (Azelama et al., 2005; Blimling, 1990; Curtis & 

Curtis, 1993; Elleven, Kern, & Claunch, 1998; Rudin, 1991).  Several demographic factors have 

been found to contribute to the susceptibility of college students (Wood, 1999).  The thesis of the 

current study is that those who have similar demographics to those in previous studies will show 

susceptibility.   

Certain subject characteristics and perceptions about HRMs were found in the literature 

to have an effect on a subject‟s susceptibility to HRMs.  These perceptions and characteristics 

are comprised of naivety about Christian based groups, common misconceptions about HRMs, 

subject self-image, and depression.  Depression is a major issue in society today and can 

influence a person to seek acceptance from groups he or she may otherwise not associate with.  

This study tested whether it was such a powerful force.   

Existing literature showed that measures such as age, living situation, relationship status, 

whether the student was a commuter or lived on campus, trust in superiors, and loyalty to family 

and friends have been found to have significant influence on a subject‟s susceptibility to HRM 

influence (Curtis & Curtis, 1993; Rudin, 1991; Richmond, 2004; Wood, 1999).  These variables 

were included in the analysis to see if the previous studies‟ findings corresponded to the current 

sample. 
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Methodology 

 The current study used a self-report questionnaire that was administered in selected 

classes at East Tennessee State University.  The instrument was comprised of questions that 

measured demographics and overall perceptions of HRMs.  Several scales were included in the 

instrument measuring variables such as perceptions, aggression, and depression.  Both the 

Depression scale and the Perceptions scale were created using questions from the original Cult 

Susceptibility Quiz.  This scale has been reliably used in a previous study as well as private 

practice (Martin, 1993).  Factor analysis conducted on the original Cult Susceptibility Quiz 

resulted in omission of several questions and the formation of two separate scales.  Reliability 

analysis conducted on all scales showed that each scale was reliable to the expectations of this 

study.   

Findings 

Perceptions 

 The level of respondents‟ perceptions about HRMs was normally distributed, with the 

mean and median around 33 and a mode of 39 on a scale of 13 to 60.  The higher the score on the 

perceptions scale, the less accurate the perceptions about HRMs.  This means that the average 

perceptions about HRMs were average to just below average.   

Bivariate statistics were first used to help investigate the first hypothesis that investigates 

just what are students‟ perceptions of HRMs.  Because research into the field of student 

perceptions has been relatively minimal, this research was conceived in an exploratory nature in 

order to get a quantitative measure of student perceptions.  A correlation matrix showed that age 

was the most correlated to perceptions, meaning that those who are younger have a less accurate 

view of HRMs (r= -.20; p≤.01).  Multivariate analysis also confirmed this finding. 
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Bivariate analysis was also used to explore the second hypothesis that suggests social 

interaction affects susceptibility.  One way analysis of variance was used in order to determine if 

time spent with peers and loyalty to friends and family affected perceptions.  Neither one of the 

variables produced any significant relationship and failed to support earlier research. 

Independent sample t-tests were used to examine the third hypothesis, those who consider 

themselves religious are more susceptible.  This study supports the hypothesis that those who 

consider themselves religious have more flawed views of HRMs (Cook & Powell, 2003).  In 

multivariate analysis support for the influence of religiousness on perceptions was confirmed 

when in the presence of other variables (β-.253, p<.01).  Further studies could examine this 

phenomenon in itself. 

ANOVA was also used to determine the fourth hypothesis; does living situation affect 

perceptions?  Living situation was shown to be significantly related to a person‟s perceptions 

(F=4.46, p<.01).  The low sum of squares suggests that those who live alone have a less accurate 

perception of HRMs.  This supports earlier studies (Blimling, 1990).  Two results did contradict 

previous studies about the subjects living situation and where the student lives.  Based on 

previous studies it was hypothesized that those who live on campus or live alone off campus 

were the most at risk (Rudin, 1991).  This hypothesis was not supported by the current study‟s 

findings. 

Finally, the fifth hypothesis states that students who consider resident advisors, graduate 

assistants, or professors trustworthy people have less accurate perceptions.  This hypothesis was 

not supported by the data in both bivariate and multivariate analysis.  These variables were 

significant however when it came to the Depression scale. 
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Depression 

 Oddly the Depression scale was created as an afterthought in the research design but 

produced most of the significant findings in this study.  The Depression scale had a mean, 

median, and mode all around 16 to 18 on a scale of 60.  This shows that overall the sample was 

below average on depression and normally distributed.  It was found that the Depression scale 

was not correlated to the Perceptions scale.  

 It was found that several variables consistently were related to depression.  Independent 

samples t-test showed that those who were willing to lie to their friends rated higher on the 

Depression measure (t=3.94, p<.01).  It was found that students who knew about campus 

ministries rated high on most all bivariate analysis for both scales.  However, when put through 

linear regression this correlation diminished.   

 Multivariate analysis revealed more significant correlations than any other statistical 

method used in this study.  In the linear regression model run on the depression scale four 

variables were all significant at the .01 level.  It was found that those students whos friends had 

expressed concerns they were changing (β=.224), would ignore advice from friends (β=-.159), 

would lie to their friends (β=-.145), and those who trust their superiors (β=.139) were all 

significant on the Depression scale.  All of these variables were consistent with findings from 

previous studies (Curtis & Curtis, 1993; Rudin, 1991; Singer & Lalich, 1995)   

 All four of the variables were consistently significant in both bivariate and multivariate 

analysis.  The variables dealing with trust in superiors, concerns from friends, and ignoring 

advice were significant in both ANOVA and linear regression modeling.  The lying to friends 

variable was significant in independent t-tests and linear regression.  These results lead the 
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researcher to believe that the depression factors associated with the original scale are the most 

important when trying to decide susceptibility. 

Limitations 

 This study contains many limitations that must be addressed.  While the main scale used 

in this study was used in previous research, this is the first time it has been used in a survey 

instrument.  This questions the validity of the overall measurement of the instrument.   

First, the Perceptions scale used in the study was a subset of variables from the Cult 

Susceptibility Quiz that was used in the instrument.  Although the Cult Susceptibility Quiz has 

been used before in conjunction with other qualitative methods, this is the first time that it has 

been used in quantitative research and the validity of the overall scale may be questionable.  

Every effort was made to select those variables that best measured a person‟s perceptions about 

HRMs.  Secondly, the Depression scale was also created from the same scale used in the 

instrument.  The first attempt at the Depression scale yielded seven variables that could measure 

the psychological trait.  After factor analysis, however, these were reduced to only three.  The 

small number of variables used to measure this trait could call the measure into question.  The 

separation of the two measures from the original scale may have lead to reduced validity of the 

measures due to their intended interaction. 

The sample of this study presents limitations to this field of research.  First, this sample 

of college students cannot be used to represent the general public or collegiate populations in 

general.  East Tennessee State University is located in a relatively small, homogeneous area of 

Tennessee.  Results could differ if the sample was able to be taken from a larger university, a 

system of college campuses, or a campus located in a more diverse area.  The sample method of 
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classes did help to make sure that the results are a valid representation of this university‟s 

undergraduate student population. 

The survey instrument used in this study might also have led to validity problems.  First, 

any questionnaire requires that the subjects remember past events correctly and answer each 

question with accuracy.  Some participants might have experienced anxiety causing them to be 

unable or unwilling to answer the questions truthfully or correctly.  The questionnaire was 

composed of 69 questions and an introduction page.  This might have led some participants to 

experience fatigue and result in incomplete or inaccurate answers.  Participant fatigue was 

evident in the questionnaire.  A 13-question scale was included in the original instrument but not 

in this study.  Out of 357 participants, only 117 completed the scale and a much smaller 

percentage out of those 117 put effort into their answers.  One consideration that was overlooked 

in the formation of the instrument was the inclusion of a definition of an HRM.  However, when 

asked what constituted an HRM, the researcher conveyed the definition to the subjects.  It should 

have been assumed that perceptions were flawed due to the lack of a working definition to the 

term.  Also not included in the instrument was a way to measure the origins of perceptions of 

HRMs.  Other measures based on media, family, and religious origins should have been included 

to determine their effects on perceptions.  

Finally, the scope of this study was one limitation.  To accurately measure this 

phenomenon, a much larger study needs to take place.  Access to multiple sites and a more 

diverse population could help increase significant data.  Also, collaboration with experts in 

HRMs in designing a more valid survey instrument would greatly increase reliability.  A 

refinement of the instrument may have also yielded more significant results.  The time and 

funding constraints of this study did not afford these considerations.  Also, the decision to use a 
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survey as the means of data collection was made based on the population of interest and getting a 

strong response rate. 

Implications 

 The findings of this study suggest that the perceptions of HRMs are more accurate than 

originally anticipated.  Oddly, the religiousness of the individual was the most commonly 

significant variable.  Along with religiousness, age, race, and the knowledge of the services 

offered by campus ministries were the commonly associated with misperceptions.   

One significant finding of this study was that those who rated high on the depression 

scale did not rate high on the Perceptions scale (Seymour, 1997).  It was found, however, that 

those who rated high on the Depression scale also exhibited traits of those who previous research 

has found to be susceptible to HRMs.  This could possibly be that the Depression measure and 

Perceptions measure were originally within the same scale.  The Depression measure seemed to 

be more uniformly related to certain variables than the Perceptions scale.  Also, contradictory to 

previous research was the correlation of religiousness of the individual and the individual‟s 

perceptions of HRMs.  The literature suggested that those who considered themselves religious 

were more likely to be persuaded by an HRM (Snow, 2003).  This study did not support that 

finding. 

This study did provide some support to the existing literature.  Those who reported living 

off campus and alone did rate higher on the Perceptions scale (Snow, 2003).  The most 

commonly significant variables for the Depression scale should be noted as well.  Those who 

would lie to friends, ignore advice from family, had friends or family express concerns they were 

changing, and trusted their superior all rated high on the Depression measure.  This leads the 

researcher to believe that out of the original scale these three variables were the most significant 
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predictors of susceptibility when based on previous research (Blimling, 1990; Curtis & Curtis, 

1993).   

Future Research 

The current studies focus, the susceptibility of college students to HRMs based on their 

perceptions about such groups, was much lower than expected.  However, this does not mean 

further studies into the subject should be forsaken.  A future, more encompassing study could 

include populations not available to this study and therefore yield much different results.  Most 

of the sample was very homogeneous in nature which could have contributed to the lack of 

significant results found by this study.  Contrary to previous research, those who rated high on 

the Depression scale did not rate high on the Perceptions scale (Seymour, 1997).  It was found, 

however, that those who rated high on the Depression scale also exhibited traits of those who 

previous research has found to be susceptible to HRMs. 

Most previous research into the field HRMs and preventative measures against them has 

been postmembership interviews and qualitative inquiries.  This type of research study was 

beyond the means of the current research but is more likely to produce more accurate results.  

The inclusion of more variables such as the influence of media on perceptions should be a part of 

future studies.  Past studies, incidents, and experts have all shown that college students are 

susceptible to HRM influence based on their misconceived perceptions and naivety (Curtis & 

Curtis, 1993; Elleven et al., 1998; Rudin, 1991; Wood, 1999).  It is hoped that this study will 

influence further quantitative studies in hopes of correctly identifying those whose characteristics 

place them the most at risk.  From the findings of further studies a warning could be included in 

future orientation classes to educate incoming students and family members as to the warning 

signs of HRMs.  



77 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Adams, M. (1996). Labeling and differential association: Toward a general social learning theory  

of crime and deviance. American Journal of Criminal Justice. , 20 (2), 147-164. 

Azelama, J., Oyaziwo, A., & Henry, I. O. (2005). Peer victimization in campus secret cults:  

Response from Nigerian university undergraduates. Journal od Human Ecology , 18 (1), 

57-61. 

Bagley, W. (2002). Blood of the prophets : Brigham Young and the massacre at Mountain  

Meadows. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press. 

Blimling, G. S. (1990). The involvement of college students in totalist groups: Causes, concerns,  

legal issues, and policy considerations. Cultic Studies Journal , 7 (1), 41-68. 

Bonewits, I. (2004). The advanced Bonewits' cult danger evaluation frame. In I. Bonewits,  

Real magic (p. 304). San Francisco: Red Wheel/Weiser. 

Bromley, D. B. (1993). Reputation, image and impression managment. West Sussex, UK: John  

Wiley & Sons. 

Cook, K. J., & Powell, C. (2003). Christianity and punative mentalities: A qualitative study.  

Crime, Law and Social Change , 39 (1), 69-89. 

Curtis, M. J., & Curtis, J. M. (1993). Factors related to susceptibility and recruitment by cults.  

Psycological Reports , 73, 451-60. 

Denike, M. (2007). Religion, rights, and relationships: The dream of rational equality.  

Hypatia , 22 (1), 71-91. 

Elleven, R. K., Kern, C. W., & Claunch, K. M. (1998). Residence halls and cults: Fact or  

fiction? Cultic Studies Journal , 15 (1), 68-76. 

Framers, T. (2007 , July 31). U.S. Constitution online. Retrieved April 20, 2008, from U.S.  



78 

 

Constitution Online: http://www.usconstitution.net/consttop_pre.html 

Freud, S. (1964). The future of an illusion. Garden City, NY: Doubleday. 

Gesy, L. J. (1993). Todays destructive cults and movements. Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor  

Gospel.com. (n.d.). Ministries- The Navigators. Retrieved 3 22, 2008, from The Navigators:  

http://www.navigators.org/us/ministries 

Handler, L. (1995). In the fraternal sisterhood: Sororities as gender strategy. Gender and  

Society , 9, 236-255. 

Hassan, S. (1990). Combatting cult mind control . Rochester, VT: Park Street Press. 

Janis, I. L. (1982). Groupthink: Psychological studies of policy decisions and fiascos. (2nd  

ed.). New York: Houghton Mifflin. 

Janis, I. L. (1972). Vitims of groupthink. New York: Houghton Mifflin. 

Jiang, S., Lambert, E. G., & Wang, J. (2007). Capital punishment views in China and the United  

States. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology , 51 (1), 

84-97. 

Langone, M. (2007 , September 06). Langone, Michael, Ph.D.: "Definitional ambiguity":.  

Retrieved January 02, 2008, from International Cultic Studies Association: 

http://www.csj.org/infoserv_articles/langone_michael_term_cult_definitional_ambiquity.

htm 

Lee, B. (1971, december 9). The lost interview. The Pierre Burton Show. (P. Burton,  

Interviewer) 

Lewis, J. (1995). Self-fulfilling stereotypes, the anti-cult movement, and the Waco  

confrontation. In J. Lewis, Armageddon in Waco: Critical perspectives on the Branch 

Davidian conflict (pp. 95-110). Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 



79 

 

Marshall, W. P. (2000). The culture of belief and the politics of religion. Law and  

Contemporary Problems , 63, 454-465. 

Martin, P. R. (1993). Cult-proofing your kids. San Diego: Zondervan. 

Maxfield, M. (1984). Fear of crime in England and Wales. London: HMSO. 

Miller, T. (Ed.). (1995). America's alternative religions. Albany: State University of New York  

Press. 

Ogloff, J. R., & Pfeifer, J. E. (1992 ). Cults and the law: A discussion of the legality of alleged  

cult activities. Behavioral sciences & the law , 10 (1), 117 -140. 

Olshen, E. M., Woods, E. M., Austin, B. S., Luskin, M. B., & Bauchner, H. M. (2005). Parental  

acceptance of the human papillomavirus vaccine. Journal of Adolescent Health , 37, 248-

251. 

Olson, P. J. (2006). The public perception of "cults" and "new religious movements". Journal  

for the Scientifc Study of Religion , 37, 97-106. 

Perry, D. J., Perry, L. C., & Kennedy, E. (1992). Conflict and the development of antisocial  

behavior. In Perry, C. U. Shantz, & W. W. Hartup (Eds.), Conflict in child and adolescent 

development (pp. 45-75). New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Pickett. (2000). The American heritaged dictionary of the English language (4th ed.). (J.  

P. Pickett, Ed.) Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 

Possamaï, A., & Lee, M. (2004). New religious movements and the fear of crime. Journal of  

Contemporary Religion , 19, 337-352. 

Regents, U. B. (2000, December 8). VI140 - USM. Retrieved February 25, 2008, from  

University System of Maryland: 

http://www.usmd.edu/regents/bylaws/SectionVI/VI140.html 



80 

 

Richardson, J. T. (2006). The sociology of religious freedom: A structural and socio-legal  

analysis. Sociology of Religion , 67, 271-294. 

Richardson, J., & van Driel, B. (1997). Journalists' attitudes toward new religious movements.  

Review of Religious Research , 39, 116-36. 

Richmond, L. J. (2004). When spirituality goes awry: Students in cults. Professional School  

Counsiling , 7, 367-375. 

Ross Institute. (2007, October 8). About The Rick A. Ross institute. Retrieved 01 12, 2008, from  

Cult information from the Rick A. Ross Institute for the Study of Destructive Cults, 

Controversial Groups and Cult Movements: http://www.rickross.com/aboutus.html 

Rudin, M. (1991). Cult on campus: Continuing challenge (Revised ed.). Bonita Springs, FL:  

American Family Foundation. 

Senate, F. H. (2001, May 30). French anti-cult law. Retrieved January 10, 2008, from Rick A.  

Ross Institute for the Study of Destructive Cults, Controversial Groups and Cult 

Movements:: http://www.rickross.com/reference/general/general393.html 

Seymour, A. (1997, November 8th). Reaching out? or Breaking down? The Knoxville News-

Sentinel . 

 

Shupe, A., & Darnell, S. (2000). CAN, we hardly knew ye: Sex, drugs, deprogrammers'  

kickbacks, and corporate crime in the (Old) Cult Awaremess Network. Retrieved January 

2, 2008, from CESNUR: http://www.cesnur.org/2001/CAN.htm 

Singer, M., & Lalich, J. L. (1995). Cults in our midst: The hidden menace in our lives. San  

Francisco: Jossy Bass. 

Snow, R. L. (2003). Deadly cults: The crimes of true believers. Westport, CT: Greenwood. 

Sutherland, E. H., & Cressey, D. R. (1978). Criminology (10th ed.). Philidelphia:  



81 

 

J.B. Lippincott. 

Timmons, K. (Writer), & Janis, D. I. (Director). (1991). Groupthink [Motion Picture]. 

Upal, M. A. (2005). Towards a cognitive science of new religious movements. Journal of  

Cognition & Culture , 5, 214-239. 

Vatican, T. H. (2008, April 22). Congregation of the doctorine of the faith. . Retrieved April 22,  

2008, from Considerations regarding proposals to give legal recognition to unions 

between homosexual persons.: 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_2

0030731_homosexual-unions_en.html 

Wallis, L. (2007). Switching off the cult. Nursing Standard , 21 (49), 20-24. 

Weatherburn, D., Matka, E., & Lind, B. (1996). Crime perception and reality: Public  

perceptions of the risk of criminal victimisation in Australia. Crime and Justice bulliten, 

28, 1-8. 

Weber, M. (1993). The sociology of religion. Boston: Beacon Press. 

Wessinger, C. (2000). How the millennium comes violently: From Jonestown to Heavens Gate.  

New York: Seven Bridges Press. 

West, L. J., & Langone, M. D. (1986). Cultism: A conference for scholars and policy makers.  

Cultic Studies Journal , 3, 117-134. 

Williams, F., McShane, M., & Akers, R. (2000). Worry about victimization: An alternative and  

reliable measure for fear of crime. Western Criminology, 2, 1-26. 

Wilson, C. (2000). The Devil’s party: A history of charlatan messiahs. (1st ed.).  

London: Virgin. 

Wood, W. T. (1999, September 10). Executive summary of the task force to study the effects of  



82 

 

cult activities on public senior higher education institutions. Retrieved 12 1, 2007, from 

The Religious Movements Page: Maryland Cult Taskforce: 

http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/relmove/cultsect/mdtaskforce/finalreport.htm 

Wright, S. (1991). Reconceptualizing cult coersion and withdrawl: A conparative analysis of  

divorce and apostasy. Social Forces , 70, 125-145. 

 

 

  



83 

 

APPENDIX 

Data Collection Instrument 

Introduction 
 

Thank you for your help and participation in this research.  The results of this study 

will be used for my thesis to fulfill the requirements for a Master’s Degree in Criminal 

Justice.  

Please answer each question accurately, and honestly.  Participation in this study is 

completely voluntary.  You are under no obligation whatsoever to participate in this study.  

Do not complete this questionnaire if you feel coerced or unduly pressured to do so.  Some 

questions contained in this questionnaire are somewhat sensitive in nature.  Since some 

questions in the questionnaire deal with past deviant behavior and religious participation, 

it might cause you to feel uncomfortable.  You are not required to answer any question that 

makes you uncomfortable.  If you become uncomfortable at any time during the 

completion of the questionnaire, you may terminate your participation without penalty.  

However, you may also feel better knowing that you have participated in a potentially 

useful research project.  Since you will be taking this survey in a group setting, and in 

order to protect privacy, please do not look at other participant’s questionnaire.  Cover 

sheets are available if so desired.  

It should take approximately 15 minutes to complete the questionnaire.  Do not put 

your name or any other identifying marks on this questionnaire.  All of the data will be 

kept confidential and anonymous.  In other words, there will be no way to connect your 

name with your responses. 

If you have any questions regarding the study, please feel free to contact me via 

email at zkcd5@goldmail.etsu.edu or call me at (423) 439-6453.  I am also in my office at 

201F in the department of Criminal Justice.  I am working on this project under the 

supervision of Dr. Wayne Gillespie.  You may reach him at (423) 439-4324.  Below you will 

find a list of resources available to individuals who are experiencing problems related to 

abusive religious groups.  I also encourage speaking with clergy of a well established 

religion if you feel skeptical about any group.  If you or someone you know could use these 

resources, please feel free to take this top page with you or copy down the numbers, or 

addresses that would be of help. 

 

RESOURCES 

 
ETSU Counseling services (423)439-4841 
 

Nathan Flora, Milligan College Chaplain (423)461-8748 
 
Calvin Ross, Senior Chaplain JCMC (423) 431-5368 
 
Rick Ross Institute 
www.rickross.com 
 
Religious Movements as studied by University of Virginia. 

http://religiousmovements.lib.virginia.edu/profiles/listalpha.htm 

mailto:zkcd5@goldmail.etsu.edu
http://www.rickross.com/
http://religiousmovements.lib.virginia.edu/profiles/listalpha.htm
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Please fill in the bubble next to your answer. 

 

1. Please state your sex: 

o Male 

o Female 

2. Please state your race 

o White 

o Black 

o Asian/Polynesian 

o Indian 

o Arabian 

o Native American/Inuit 

o Hispanic 

o Other 

3. What was your age on your most recent birthday? 

            ________ 

4. Do you have any siblings? 

o Yes 

o No 

5. If yes, how many? 

              ___________ 

6. What birth order are you? 

o First 

o Second 

o Third 

o Fourth 

7. What is your current relationship status? 

o Married 

o Divorced 

o Single 

o Engaged 

8. What is your current major in college? 

             ____________________ 

9. What year are you in school? 

o Freshman 

o Sophomore 

o Junior 

o Senior 

10.  Are you an in state, or out of state student? 

o Instate 

o Out of State 
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11. Do you live on campus or commute to school? 

o Live on campus 

o Commute 

12.   If you commute, what is your living arrangement? 

o Alone 

o Roommate(s) 

o With parents 

o With Spouse/significant other 

13. Do you consider yourself a religious person? 

o Yes 

o No   

14. Which religious group to do identify with? 

o Christian  (if so which denomination) 

                        ____________________ 

o Jewish 

o Muslim (if so which denomination) 

                         ____________________ 

o Buddhist (if so which denomination) 

                        ____________________ 

o Hindu (if so which denomination) 

                        ____________________ 

o Agnostic 

o Atheist 

o Other (please list) 

                         ____________________ 

15. What is your yearly household income? 

o $0-20,000 

o $20,001-40,000 

o $40,001-60,000 

o $60,001-80,000 

o $80,001-100,000 

o $100,000+ 

16. What City/State/Country do you call home? 

_____________/_______________/___________ 

 
The following set of questions asks about possible deviant/illegal behavior committed by you 

in the past twelve (12) months.  Please circle the appropriate response. 

(1 = Never, 2= Once or twice, 3 = Three to five times, 4 = six to twelve times, 5= over twelve times) 

 

17. Got into a physical fight. 1        2         3         4         5   

18. Threw something at another person.   1        2         3         4         5   

19. Pushed or shoved another person.   1        2         3         4         5   

20. Physically injured another person.   1        2         3         4         5   
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Please answer the following questions about your actions within the past school year.  

Fill in the bubble next to your answer. 

 

21. A city like Johnson city is made up of various kinds of groups-many people say that this 

city is made up of class groups, would you say you are in the … 

o Middle class 

o Working class 

o Upper class 

o Lower class 

22. If you associate with the Working or Lower class, please choose which range of class 

you associate with the most. 

o Upper Middle class 

o Upper Working Class 

o Lower Middle Class 

o Lower Working Class 

23. In an average week, how many hours do you spend hanging around with your current 

friends, not doing anything in particular?   

o 0-10 

o 11-20 

o 21-30 

o 31-40 

o 40+  

24. Think of people you consider close friends.  During the last semester how many of them 

have expressed concerns that you are changing? 

o None 

o One 

o A few 

o Many 

o All 

25. How many times in the last year have you attended a new religious meeting? 

o None 

o Once 

o A few times 

o Frequently 

o Many 

26. If your friend’s started to worry about you would you be willing to lie to protect them? 

o Yes 

o No 

27. How wrong is it for someone your age to ignore the advice of family and friends? 

o Not wrong at all 

o Somewhat wrong 

o Wrong 

o Very wrong 

o Severely wrong 
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Please answer these questions on your knowledge of cults.  Circle your answer. 

(1 = Disagree, 2 = Somewhat Disagree, 3= Neutral, 4 = Somewhat Agree, 5 = Agree)              

                         

28. I am lonely a good part of the time. 1        2         3         4         5   

29. I tend to be a follower more than a leader.   1        2         3         4         5   

30. I am not very satisfied with my church.   1        2         3         4         5   

31. Somehow, I feel my idealism and purpose in life hasn‟t been 

properly tapped or challenged.   
1        2         3         4         5   

32. I‟ve been having some personal problems I can‟t seem to 

solve.   
1        2         3         4         5   

33. The cult issue is not much of a problem in society.   1        2         3         4         5   

34. There are about 10-20 cults in the U.S.   1        2         3         4         5   

35.  I could spot a cult with little effort.   1        2         3         4         5   

36. Most cultists wear unusual clothing or uniforms.   1        2         3         4         5   

37. Most cults recruit on the street by selling flowers, books, or 

requesting a donation.   
1        2         3         4         5   

38. There are very few cultic problems within evangelical 

Christianity.   
1        2         3         4         5   

39. All cults teach non-Christian or heretical doctrine.   1        2         3         4         5   

40. I‟m not the type of person who joins a cult.   1        2         3         4         5   

41. Most people who join cults are weird.  They have “problems.”   1        2         3         4         5   

42. Truly dedicated, Spirit-led Christians would never join a cult.   1        2         3         4         5   

43. People are in cults because of spiritual problems.   1        2         3         4         5   

44. People in cults are not “saved.”   1        2         3         4         5   

45. Cultism has little to do with totalitarianism, or the addiction 

problems.   
1        2         3         4         5   

46. People who join cults know what they are doing.   1        2         3         4         5   

47. Groups that preach the gospel and are winning many to Christ 

cannot be cultic 
1        2         3         4         5   
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If you have ever belonged to a religious group of any type please answer these questions to describe the 

group. If you have not been a part of a religious group please continue to question 43.   

(1 = None, 2 = Some, 3 = Moderate, 4 = A lot, 5 = Total)      

 

48. Amount of internal political and social power exercised by 

leader(s) over members; lack of clearly defined organizational 

rights for members. 

1           2            3            4            5 

49. Amount of external political and social influence desired or 

obtained; emphasis on directing members‟ external political and 

social behavior. 

1           2            3            4            5 

50. Amount of infallibility declared or implied about decisions or 

doctrinal/scriptural interpretations; number and degree of 

unverified and/or unverifiable credentials claimed. 

1     2    3     4     5 

 

51. Amount of trust in decisions or doctrinal/scriptural 

interpretations made by leader(s); amount of hostility by 

members towards internal or external critics and/or towards 

verification efforts. 

1     2    3     4     5 

 

52. Rigidity of reality concepts taught; amount of doctrinal 

inflexibility or “fundamentalism”; hostility towards relativism. 

1     2    3     4     5 

 

53. Emphasis put on attracting new members; amount of 

proselytizing; requirement for all members to bring in new ones. 

1     2    3     4     5 

 

54. Number of subsidiary groups using different names from that 

of main group, especially when connections are hidden. 

1     2    3     4     5 

 

55. Amount of money and/or property desired or obtained by 

group; emphasis on members‟ donations; economic lifestyle of 

leader(s) compared to ordinary members. 

1     2    3     4     5 

 

56. Amount of control exercised over sexuality of members in 

terms of sexual orientation, behavior, and/or choice of partners. 

1     2    3     4     5 

 

57. Advancement or preferential treatment dependent upon 

sexual activity with the leader(s) of non-tantric groups. 

1     2    3     4     5 

 

58. Amount of control over members‟ access to outside opinions 

on group, its doctrines or leader(s). 

1     2    3     4     5 

 

59. Amount of effort to keep members from communicating with 

non-members, including family, friends and lovers. 

1     2    3     4     5 

 

60. Intensity of efforts directed at preventing or returning 

dropouts. 

1     2    3     4     5 

 

 61. Amount of approval when used by or for the group, its 

doctrines or leader(s). 

1     2    3     4     5 
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 Please answer these questions about your personal experience on campus. 

 

62.  Have you ever known anyone who has been seduced by a harmful religious group? 

o Yes 

o No 

63.   Have you ever been a part of a harmful religious group? 

o Yes  

o No 

64.  While on ETSU campus, have you been approached by someone offering a religious  

gathering? 

           If so please explain. 

o No 

o Yes 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

65. Do you consider Resident Advisors, Graduate Assistants, and professors people you can  

trust? 

o No 

o Yes 

o Maybe 

66. Have you ever attended an off campus function based on the recommendation of a  

Resident Advisor, Graduate Assistant, or Professor? 

o Yes 

o No 

67. During your time at ETSU have you felt pressured to change your religious views?   

o Yes  

o No 

If yes, who did you feel pressured by? 

o Professor 

o Resident Advisor 

o Graduate Assistant 

o Friend 

o Room mate 

o Other 

68. Are you aware of the services offered by the various campus ministries? 

o Yes 

o No 

69. Do you feel as if you are susceptible to harmful religious groups, otherwise known as       

cults? 

o Yes 

o No 
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