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Objective: To explore the experiences of acculturation into secular Swedish 
society of former members of cults, with particular focus on mental health, needs 
and resources.

Design: Qualitative method using the Cultural Formulation Interview (CFI) 
from the DSM-5 as an interview guide. Analysis of participants’ experiences of 
acculturation through systematic text condensation.

Participants: Eleven Swedish former members of ideological or religion-based 
cults.

Setting: Swedish mainstream, secular society.

Results: Former cult members experience an ‘in-between time’ in the period after 
leaving the cult and find themselves in a confusing, chaotic state. They describe 
having lived in an honor culture where acts of violence were normalized. In the 
cult, they felt disconnected from themselves, and post-cult they try to regain 
access to their own values and feelings as well as create new bonds with family 
members and friends outside the cult. They find it hard to talk about their cult 
background and find relief in communicating with other former cult members. 
In their post-cult life, they eventually start seeing the world in a brighter, more 
hopeful way than before. However, they are also at risk of re-experiencing cult-
related traumatic events and of new traumatic experiences within the post-cult 
acculturation process, and of persistent psychological distress.

Conclusion: Former cult members face a challenging acculturation process, 
having lost a functioning worldview upon leaving the cult but not yet gained 
another to take its place. While the in-between time is often transient, they may 
need support from the healthcare system, especially regarding mental health 
concerns, while establishing themselves into mainstream society.
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Introduction

All cultures, at group as well as societal level, have an influence on 
how a person interprets, expresses, and manages illness and related 
needs (1). This makes it important for healthcare providers, as 
members and representatives of mainstream society, to explore and 
understand perceptions and needs around illness as integral parts of 
a patient’s cultural worldview (2). Incorporating cultural awareness 
into healthcare consultations can facilitate access to important 
information that is necessary for all phases of diagnostic and treatment 
processes (3). During acculturation, an individual from one culture 
faces the challenges and opportunities of acquiring a new culture and 
a new worldview. Acculturation always includes interaction between 
the individual and society, and can have various outcomes. If an 
individual in an acculturation process is caught between cultural 
worldviews – functionally rejecting the old while not yet 
understanding or adjusting to the new – marginalization may occur. 
Experiencing marginalization makes the individual susceptible to 
mental health problems (4, 5).

Although the cult as a concept is widely recognized, there is 
no consensus regarding its definition or inclusion/exclusion 
criteria. In this study, a cult is defined as a group or community 
that uses coercive control over its members, rather than by 
connection to a particular religion or faith. This is a functional 
definition with a focus on the psychological and psychosocial 
aspects and effects associated with cult membership. In line with 
this, Langone and West (6) suggest the following definition of a 
cult: ‘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 
[…] designed to advance the goals of the group’s leaders, to the 
actual or possible detriment of members, their families, or 
the community.’

A cult, in this study, can further be understood as a wholly or 
partially isolated context within a locality, resulting in conflictual 
identities where the identity of the cultic community differs from that 
of the surrounding cultural context or community. This presents a 
potential problem when the individual wants to leave the community. 
Previous studies on individuals leaving cults have shown that they 
often face difficult consequences, e.g., signs of emotional, cognitive, 
social and other problems (7), as well as dissociation and suicidal 
ideations (8).

In cults, members are typically isolated from the outside world (9, 
10). Members are inducted into the strict rules of the community, 
paving the way for experiences of shame, created dependency, and 
installed phobias (11). Installed phobias include a perception of the 
surrounding society as not only different, but threatening or 
judgmental, thus making the isolation necessary. Someone who has 
grown up or lived for several years in a cult has been immersed in its 
culture, structure and worldview. The harmful component in a cult 
community is therefore much to do with the psychological processes 
of coercive control described by Hassan (9) and Lifton (12), 
among others.

Thus, in this study, a cult is defined as a closed cultural context 
where rules and coercive control of the individual have a potentially 
harmful effect. This definition has mainly to do with the conditions of 
totalitarian rule and isolation described above, rather than faith or 
ideology per se.

Sweden has no legal or otherwise official definition regarding 
cults. There is, however, an ongoing discussion on cults as a concept. 
Scholars in sociology and religious studies sometimes argue that the 
use of terms like ‘manipulation’ and ‘indoctrination’ when discussing 
cults is intended to criticize religion and specific religious movements 
(13). However, many healthcare professionals, as well as 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that work with former cult 
members, argue for a more functional view of cults as described above 
(14, 15).

Closed religious or ideological cultic communities that use 
coercive control can exist within a wider secular social context. 
Members of such communities experience daily life according to the 
community’s cultural worldview. If circumstances arise where the 
individual no longer belongs to that closed community and its 
worldview, but does not yet have a new worldview that functions in 
their daily life, their worldview function can be  impaired. 
Understanding this dysfunction in worldview, and its palpable impact 
on the ability to address everyday challenges, can be an important part 
of treatment strategies for former cult members (2, 16, 17). In essence, 
the patient needs to find ways to acculturate into the larger social 
context and negotiate a new way of belonging, as well as a new way of 
making meaning in their life, and move towards creating a new 
cultural worldview for themselves.

Sweden, the setting of the present study, is highly secularized, 
with most Swedes scoring high on the values ‘openness’ and ‘free 
choice,’ according to the World Values Survey (18). It is therefore 
the norm to be cautious about discussing existential matters and 
religion. In the Nordic countries, healthcare professionals are 
generally not trained or prepared to discuss existential or cultural 
issues in a clinical setting as a means to gain a more accurate 
understanding of the patient’s way of interpreting their illness (2). 
DeMarinis (16) presents an overview of the different types of 
worldviews that exist in Sweden, and underlines the need for 
clinicians, not least in the field of mental health, to gain access to 
information about the patient’s worldview that is directly 
associated with the patient’s experience of presenting problems 
and symptoms.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM-5) (19) defines culture as: ‘…systems of knowledge, concepts, 
rules, and practices that are learned and transmitted across generations 
[...]. Cultures are open, dynamic systems that undergo continuous 
change over time; in the contemporary world, most individuals and 
groups are exposed to multiple cultures, which they use to fashion 
their own identities and make sense of experience.’ This definition 
describes culture in a way that can be  applied both to particular 
groups and to wider societies. In this study, both perspectives are 
necessary. This is important, as the particular groups in focus (cults) 
have many cultural components that are in stark contrast to society at 
large, and since this definition explains the role of culture for the 
individual’s identity and how they make sense of experiences and form 
a worldview.

This study is focused on the process of transitioning from a 
strictly defined, closed culture to another (mainstream) culture, a 
process whereby the individual is required to eschew the cult’s 
cultural worldview that is no longer functional or valid in their new 
context. The attempt to create a new cultural worldview, under these 
circumstances, can therefore be  described as an 
acculturation process.
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Aim

To explore the experiences of acculturation into secular Swedish 
society of former members of cults, with particular focus on mental 
health, needs and resources.

Method

The study used a qualitative approach and was conducted via 
semi-structured interviews using the Cultural Formulation Interview 
(CFI) (19). The CFI is used to evaluate, highlight and examine the 
individual patient’s perspective on health and illness according to the 
patient’s cultural context and their life experiences. It considers the 
patient’s cultural identity and cultural explanations, and how they 
interpret their illness and seek to understand their problems on both 
a group and societal level (20). The CFI covers four main areas: (1) 
cultural definition of problem; (2) cultural perceptions of cause, 
context, and support; (3) cultural factors affecting self-coping and past 
help seeking; and (4) cultural factors affecting current help seeking.

In this study the CFI was used as a semi-structured interview 
guide for research with a vulnerable population. This use differs from 
clinical situations where the CFI is an aid for diagnosis and treatment 
planning. The questions were used to allow the respondents to 
describe experiences from their present and past life situations. The 
interviewer ensured that all areas and questions of the CFI were 
covered in the interview. If the respondent described something in 
answering one question that connected to another question in the 
CFI, the interviewer followed the narrative response and did not 
interrupt. The first author (CH), who is both a resident physician in 
psychiatry and a researcher, conducted all the interviews.

Recruitment and sampling

Inclusion criteria were being aged 18 years or older and self-
identifying as a former cult member. Recruitment was carried out via 
advertising on social media, i.e., Facebook, and by snowball sampling 
(21). The respondents replied to the research team via email. The 
research team informed all the respondents about the study via 
written information and telephone calls. No one who responded to the 
ads was denied participation.

Eleven respondents participated in the study, two males and nine 
females. Seven of them were born and raised in a cult context. Four of 
them had joined during their childhood/adolescence with their 
families or as adults. The mean time spent in their respective cults was 
16 years (median 18 years). The time that had elapsed since they left 
ranged from 1 to 46 years (median 11 years). The cults they had left 
were ideology-based or religious communities. In this study, an 
ideology-based cult could be  based on politics, therapy/personal 
development or yoga/meditation practices, while the religious cults 
were based on belief in one or several gods or god-like characters. 
According to the respondents, nine were based more on religion and 
two based more on ideology. Specific cults have not been mentioned 
in the study in order to ensure the privacy and safety of the 
respondents. The purpose of this study is not to define existing 
communities and congregations as cults. Moreover, mentioning a 
specific cult by name does not reveal much about types of exposure or 

practices in the cult, since the same cult may present differently in 
different locations and at different times (22).

All the respondents stated that potentially traumatic experiences 
had occurred in the cult. These differed from one respondent to the 
next. Events that occurred in the family during their childhood in the 
cult included incest, neglect, being locked up, being starved, being 
separated from their parents by the cult leader, being isolated, and 
social punishments such as not being allowed to talk to or being 
shunned by family members or other cult members. These experiences 
could either be the result of cult ideology or practices in the family 
that were condoned by the cult. Experiences reported both by 
respondents who had joined the cult as adults and by those who had 
been raised in the cult included social, emotional and/or 
physical abuse.

Data collection and analysis

Nine of the interviews were conducted via video conference call. 
Two of the respondents requested interviews over the phone. Each 
interview lasted for around 1 h. The respondents also completed a form 
containing questions on their background such as when they had left the 
cult, how much time they had spent in the cult, whether they had been 
born and raised in the cult, and what kind of cult they had belonged to. 
The interviews were recorded and then transcribed verbatim. When 11 
interviews had been conducted and transcribed, the data were 
considered rich in amount and depth and a repetition of themes was 
noted. Therefore, a decision was made to stop data collection.

The data collected via the CFI interview guide were analyzed 
using systematic text condensation according to Malterud (23). 
Systematic text condensation was developed in the tradition of Giorgi 
and has a phenomenological foundation (24) The reason for choosing 
to analyze the results as a whole and not, for example, according to the 
four areas of the CFI was to be able to recognize former members’ 
experiences over time after leaving the cult – a process that this study 
aims to investigate. The choice of analytical methods is further 
discussed in the strengths and limitations section.

Systematic text condensation includes four steps of analysis, 
described below. The ongoing analysis of the transcribed interviews 
was carried out using the shared data program ATLAS.ti (25). Thus, 
all the authors were easily able to access and comment on the process.

Themes were collected from the transcribed interviews (step one 
– overall impression). These were discussed between CH, OS and 
AL. Meaning-building units were then collected from the material by 
CH (step two – meaning units). The meaning-building units were 
analyzed and sorted into codes in terms of their content. The meaning-
building units in each code were then sorted into 3–6 smaller 
subcategories that contained more defined areas from the codes. The 
coding of meaning-building units was repeatedly discussed between 
VD, AL, and CH. The aim here was not to reach consensus, but rather 
to gain a deeper understanding of the material. The condensation was 
done based upon the codes and subcategories (step three – 
condensation). The condensation process started by summarizing the 
meaning-building units in each subcategory into shorter text units 
written in the first person. From these, a result text was written for 
each subcategory (step four – synthetization). These result texts strive 
to follow the respondents’ words and expressions as closely as possible. 
Quotes were then selected to be presented with each result text. All the 
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authors contributed to writing the paper. The study follows the 
Standards for Reporting Qualitative Research (SRQR) (26).

Compliance with ethical standards

The project was funded by Umeå University and the Region of 
Västerbotten, funds for doctoral students. All authors certify their 
responsibility for this paper. All procedures performed involving 
human participants were in accordance with the ethical standards of 
the institutional and/or national research committee and with the 
Helsinki declaration (27) and its later amendments or comparable 
ethical standards. The study was approved by the Ethical Review Board 
in Umeå (No. 2015/189-31Ö and 2016/323–3 and 2018/128–32).

Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants 
included in the study.

Results

Four codes were identified during the analysis: Culture and 
identity, In-between time, Needs and meaning making, and Persistent 
problems. Each of these codes contained subcategories. The results are 
presented as codes and subcategories in Table 1. The quotes within the 
text are from the interviews and have been chosen with the intention 
of giving the respondents more of a voice in the article. Where the 
word ‘god’ is mentioned, this is understood as referring to any form of 
higher power. Results are derived from an analysis of all interviews, 
irrespective of the frequency of a code or subcategory in the interviews.

Culture and identity

The first code relates to former cult members’ descriptions of the 
cult and the culture that they lived in and left, the living conditions, 
their sense of identity and their experience of what was normal.

Positive narratives included how they had spent their time together 
with others in the cult and felt that they had learned good life values. They 
had learned to talk to new people and to stand up for their beliefs. They 
also appreciated the love and respect for others that had been expressed in 
the group – even if this was conditional on obeying the cult’s rules.

‘It [the cult] has destroyed a lot for me and my siblings. But at the 
same time, I have learned a lot. You get trained in talking to people, 
to strangers and to stand up for your beliefs. Even if these were 
almost forced opinions from the time you  were a tiny kid [….] 
I benefit from that now.’ ID 9.

However, they also had experienced the normalization of abuse 
and potentially traumatic events in the cult (see description of sample 
in method section). Consequences related to these experiences were 
a sense of insecurity and a perception of self that was influenced by 
both the culture of the cult and by specific events that occurred 
within the cult. The environment they had experienced in the cult 
was highly demanding and had consumed their everyday lives: 
Prayers, meetings, studying and recruiting new members.

‘You worked all the time [in the cult]. [...] Even if you were not on 
duty there is always this thought that there are potential people that 
you should be recruiting. You should constantly talk about it [the 
cult/the mission]and try to distinguish yourself from other people, 
i.e., in your morality, how you behave, how you speak, a lot of stuff. 
It really becomes everything, so it’s not something you just, ‘now 
I can turn off, now it’s done’. It’s around the clock.’ ID 8.

They lived in a closed environment and culture, even if they 
participated in the outside world in some ways. No transgressions that 
were committed in the cult, not even potentially serious crimes, were 
reported to the police. The cult did not want any contact with outside 
authorities. This often allowed incest and sexual abuse to persist for a 
long time in families in the cult. Former cult members described feeling 
lonely and having no adult to turn to when they were growing up.

‘What I  get upset about is when I  realize that the cult is a 
contributing factor to why the abuse [incest] could go on for so many 
years - because I was so completely isolated.’ ID 5.

They described the cult environment as an honor culture involving 
frequent moral conversations and top-down governance that included 
rape and forced baptism.

‘I was baptized against my will in my teens. This was because I was 
repeatedly raped at home and I knew that I was not a virgin. I was 
not pure before God. I had committed a sin. That’s how I felt.’ ID 5.

It was hard for them to accept themselves. They described this in terms 
of both ‘I am not like others outside this group’ and ‘I am not sufficiently 
like others in this group according to the group’s standards’. In the cult, they 
found they struggled to do everything right according to the group’s rules. 
They were told by those in authority that all their unhappiness was their 
own fault, that they were evil or that they did not try hard enough.

‘I used to think that I had been immoral or committed sins, because 
that is how they explain it in the cult. If you feel unwell it is because 
you are unethical or did bad things.’ ID 6.

TABLE 1 Codes and subcategories.

Codes Subcategories

Culture and identity Positive and valuable experiences from the cult

The vulnerability of living in a closed environment

A culture of honor

A struggle of identity and self-view

Learned not to express own values

The in-between 

time

Chaos, crisis, and destructivity

Puzzled on adopting new ideology or not

Fear and clinging to former ideology

Confusion regarding world view

Feeling lonely and missing friends

Barriers to talk about cult experiences

Needs and 

meaning-making

Life changing help with trauma consequences

Finding other former members to exchange experiences

A new sense of belonging

A new relation to faith and the cult experiences

Persistent problems General psychiatric symptoms

Body-related symptoms

Trauma-related symptoms
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They described that they had been alienated from themselves in 
the cult and that they were not permitted to express their own feelings. 
After leaving the cult, it was hard for them to recognize and express 
their values and feelings, having learned not to do so.

‘I probably have not been allowed to accept my feelings at all in any 
form. That has been stifled.’ ID 7.
‘You are alienated from yourself and your own feelings and your 
own thoughts and from your surroundings [...] So that you lose 
yourself, you lose your loved ones, and you lose your place in the 
world.’ ID 10.

The in-between time

Former cult members described a state of no longer being physically 
in the cult but not being out of it psychologically. This was a time in 
between two worlds and worldviews. They felt distanced from their 
former sense of belonging and yet did not seem to belong anywhere else, 
as if they were in a state of suspension or ‘being in-between.’

It took a long time before they felt that their lives had re-started. 
This was a period of chaos and crisis. During this time, they describe 
that they made suicide attempts, committed acts of self-harm or had 
problems with excessive alcohol use. They described being in a 
process of reorganizing themselves and finding a new perspective.

‘I would describe the years after I left the cult as being in a state of 
shock. I was just trying to make sure that I could function’ ID 3.

The in-between time was a period of uncertainty, when the former 
cult members tried to figure out whether they wanted to adopt another 
religion/ideology or not. In cases where such a decision was made, this 
took a lot of time and consideration.

‘I have distanced myself from it [the cult ideology] completely. But 
I have acquired another faith, well, should I say, another religion 
that feels authentic to me. But it took many years’ ID 2.

Psychologically and mentally, they clung to their former religion 
or ideology. Whenever they said anything negative about the cult’s 
ideology, they felt a strong sense of ‘I will be killed for this’.

‘And every time I said something slightly negative about [name of 
the cult], I had terrible anxiety and was afraid that I would be killed 
on the spot; it is a very difficult process’ ID 5.

The fear faded with time, but it took many years. It was hard for 
them to figure out how to think for themselves, and it took time to 
learn new ways of doing things. They experienced a lot of fear during 
this time, much of which was connected to confusion regarding their 
worldview, i.e., whether all people outside the cult really were evil.

‘There is a lot of dissonance in this, but I started to see, slowly but 
surely, it was not true (what they had said in the cult.) Not everyone is 
evil. It took a very long time; it was a very long period of isolation’ ID 3.

This was a time of loneliness. They had no one to share their 
feelings with, and there was a sense that nobody would understand. 
For some, there might even be a desire to return to the cult.

‘And I felt bad about leaving, partly because I missed the feeling of 
belonging somewhere, the friends, the ones I liked, what was good, 
and I had a certain desire to return’ ID 10.

They had difficulties explaining what they been through; they 
found they had no words to describe it. They perceived that 
others would not be able to deal with hearing about what had 
happened to them. They had a hard time being open about their 
backgrounds after leaving the cult, due to both shame about their 
history in the cult and emotional difficulty talking about 
their experiences.

‘You cannot even find language for what you have been through; 
I think that I’ve never really talked to anyone about it because, the 
people I  surrounded myself with afterwards did not understand 
this’ ID 4.

‘I did not tell anyone that I was a [name of cult] or that I had grown 
up there. It’s so hard to explain, so I just made it up that I had gone 
to boarding school’ ID 6.

Needs and meaning making

Former cult members described their needs after leaving the cult, 
and their ways of making new meaning in order to move on with 
their lives.

When they contacted the healthcare services, they experienced 
that religious and existential matters were not acknowledged. They 
stated that medical treatment with antidepressants and anxiolytics 
only partially helped. However, those who received trauma-focused 
psychotherapy found it helpful and life changing. Equally important 
was finding a community of other former cult members who had had 
similar experiences. Finding and meeting others like them and 
reading others’ written accounts of their experiences was felt to 
be helpful.

‘It feels like one thing does not rule out the other, it’s just as 
important. I  feel that the eye movement therapy1 saved my life. 
Thanks to the trauma therapy, I  can live and feel that I have a 
normal quality of life. […] However, all the support I’ve received in 
the former cult member community, both on Facebook and 
YouTube, is at least as important’ ID 5.

They felt a sense of belonging with others who shared 
their experiences. For those former cult members who had 
friends or family outside the cult, these relationships had the potential 
to give new meaning to their lives during periods when finding 
meaning was difficult. Trusting others was difficult, but this became 
easier when they felt genuine support from others.

‘My friends and the relations that I thought I’d lost a long long time 
ago when I  joined [name of cult] are coming back. It is like 
something is happening, life is coming back’ ID 11.

1 “Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing Therapy” (EMDR).
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They found a new sense of joy in the simple things in life. They 
described their new view of life in terms of having more faith in 
humanity after leaving the cult, and the belief that goodness and good 
people exist in the world. They now felt that they were being guided 
by common sense and no longer being ruled by someone else. They 
found that they were open to new opportunities. They now described 
cult life in terms of having been spiritually abused and constrained.

‘When I was in the group, my view of the world was very dark. I was 
convinced that humanity would not be able to survive. That we were 
on the brink of doom. I only saw evil, I only saw horrors, focused 
only on the bad news. [...] But today I see positive things, today 
I believe in humanity. […] And I enjoy living. I did not then. It’s 
because now I look hopefully at the future. For myself and for people 
in general’ ID 3.

Persistent problems

Former cult members received various kinds of help and support. 
Despite the help they received, several of them still had persistent 
problems after some time of trying to manage their new life. They 
experienced grief at the loss of friends who were still in the cult, as well 
as depression, anxiety, fear of starvation and phobias.

‘It’s hard to have this anxiety backpack, and carry all the sadness, all 
the memories. […] I do not think I would be where I am today 
without it. I think it [the cult] has absolutely affected me negatively. 
It’s like I’m free even though I’m not free and that’s so frustrating. It’s 
as if they still have a hold on me’ ID 8.

Some of them also continued to self-harm and had alcohol 
problems. They sometimes experienced somatic symptoms and did 
not look after their bodies.

‘[There have been] a lot of problems. I’ve had alcohol problems that 
I got help with a little bit more than a year ago. And that was my 
way to self-harm to handle my anxiety. […] I do not know, I am just 
very insecure, scared, and anxious’ ID 1.

Other persistent problems included nightmares, high arousal, and 
feeling triggered by anything that reminded them of the cult. They 
knew they were free having left the cult, and yet they did not feel free. 
Just getting through the day could involve a lot of hard work.

‘I have a lot of nightmares about people screaming at me, because 
they screamed a lot at you [in the cult] and you were scared all the 
time. I have nightmares about the end of the world, and that it’s my 
fault. And at the same time, I avoid feeling it and thinking about 
it’ ID 6.

Discussion

After leaving the cult, former cult members face a period they 
experience as an ‘in-between time’: no longer part of the cult, but not 
yet fully part of mainstream society. During this time, they have 
problems understanding their thoughts and feelings. Their former 

worldview is no longer valid when they enter the mainstream – in 
this case, Swedish secular society – and they lack a functioning 
worldview. They experience severe disruptions in existential 
meaning, similar in many ways to experiences described by 
individuals from other minority culture groups who have been 
through trauma (16). They feel they do not belong anywhere, and 
they are tasked with restoring and/or building a new worldview. This 
is a period of chaos and crisis, which is nonetheless often followed by 
a time when they feel more able to connect to themselves and others. 
They can then find a sense of belonging and new meaning. However, 
some former cult members do continue to suffer from mental 
distress. The cultural environment in the cult is highly controlling 
and abusive, but it also provides a sense of belonging and existential 
meaning. The members experience love within the cult and they lose 
friends and in some cases family members upon leaving or being 
excluded from the cult. This adds stressors for them when they leave 
the cult. As Gibson et al. (28) states, being raised in a cult can instill 
social confidence and a sense of belonging even when cult members 
have been abused. Due to difficulties resolving these contradictory 
feelings and the puzzle of identity, religion/ideology, and faith, it is 
hard for former cult members to understand and express their 
experiences. This make it harder for them to leave the cult mentally 
and find a new direction in life. Learned shame and isolation from 
self is an issue in cults (9, 10), which is reflected in this study. The 
former cult members state that they were not allowed to have their 
own feelings and were in a constant struggle to do everything right 
according to the cult values. Cult ideology can give meaning to and 
provide explanations for traumatic experiences in the individual’s life 
(in some cases, events that happened even before joining the cult), 
and to leave the cult and its ideology behind can disrupt this 
explanatory system, which has thus far served as a narrative of the 
person’s life. Therefore, measures should be  taken in health care 
settings to strengthen the person’s inner dialogue to break the 
isolation from self, and screen for possible traumas that may have 
occurred both in the cult and before joining the cult (29). The cult 
environment is often described by former members as an honor 
culture and as condoning sexual abuse by cult leaders, which is in 
stark opposition to mainstream, secular Swedish society which insists 
on gender equality (18). What some of the respondents refer to as 
‘acts of honor’ or ‘an honor culture in the cult’ refers to their 
experiences of feeling that there was a strict sense of control over 
them and in their contacts with people outside the cult, especially 
with persons of the opposite sex. In addition there is also mentioned, 
a demand from other cult members for them to engage themselves 
more deeply in the ideology was important for avoiding violating the 
honor of the cult. According to Boeri (30), being female may increase 
vulnerability, difficulties with acculturation, and exposure to 
traumatic events both in the cult and after leaving.

Former cult members manage to find new meaning by meeting 
others who share similar experiences; this can help them to make 
sense of what they have been through. It has also previously been 
stressed as crucial for former cult members to meet others who share 
similar experiences (31) and that support groups can provide relief 
from psychological difficulties after leaving a cult (32). 
Psychoeducation can also be  important for helping former cult 
members understand their experiences and reactions after leaving a 
cult (31, 33). Other close relationships like those with friends and 
family are also important for recovery. Through these experiences, 
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former cult members can start to feel trust again and to believe in 
themselves, find new ways of making meaning in life, and connect to 
the wider society outside the cult, thus ending their isolation and 
connecting to themselves and others. They also describe a new life 
post cult that is guided by their own values, common sense and 
finding meaning in the small things in life. They create a new narrative 
of their life and who they are.

For former cult members to decide what to retain from their old 
culture and what to adopt from their new culture is part of the 
acculturation process. This can be challenging as the culture of the cult 
will often have been highly demanding and often abusive, in contrast 
with the newly found freedom in the mainstream society. There were 
some former cult members in the study who had not been able to get 
help or find adaptive ways of managing the acculturation process or 
handling their traumas. They experienced nightmares, high arousal 
and avoidance, which could be symptoms of PTSD, as well as anxiety, 
depression, cult-related phobias (9), prolonged grief and somatic 
complaints. Thus, it is important to evaluate the risk factors for 
developing PTSD (34) and other mental disorders. An awareness of 
potential sexual abuse that may have occurred and been mistaken for 
consensual sex must also be acknowledged due to the loss of autonomy 
that occurs in the cult (35). The many persistent symptoms of mental 
distress found in former cult members also indicate the frequency of 
traumatic events and the loss of power that individuals experience 
both while they are members and after leaving the cult. The trauma 
bond and disorganization of self often seen in former cult members 
could be largely due to the early, multiple and interpersonal trauma 
experiences that so often characterize life in the cult.

In acculturation research, it has been shown that it is important 
how the new culture’s healthcare representatives interact with patients. 
This includes conveying respect and care, and can play a key role in 
decreasing the patient’s trauma symptoms and increasing their level 
of trust in the healthcare system (36, 37). Healthcare professionals 
thus play an important role in representing the majority culture and 
the society that former cult members encounter outside the cult.

Healthcare providers must offer help in the form of adaptive 
coping strategies to facilitate acculturation, and adopt a person-
centered and culturally aware approach. Studies have shown better 
outcomes and compliance when such strategies are used (38). 
Healthcare professionals with no formal training in cultural 
competence, including existential matters, risk being unable to use this 
approach (2, 39). Health care has the potential both to improve patient 
health and to inadvertently make it worse by misunderstanding the 
cultural context because of a lack of training.

All patients are individuals, and all patients have their particular 
culture. Cultural awareness among healthcare practitioners may 
be particularly important when meeting former cult members, since 
cult experiences appear to have such a deep and lasting impact on 
sense of self, trust and relationships, and given the highly likely 
presence of trauma. This became clear in this study and is consistent 
with previous findings in this field (8, 40, 41).

From the perspective of the sections of the CFI, the results show 
‘cultural definition of problem’ and ‘cultural perceptions of cause, 
context and support’ as being closely linked to a starting point in the 
worldview derived from the cult that eventually changed in the new 
cultural setting into which former cult members were acculturated, 
i.e., the majority culture of mainstream, secular Swedish society. It 
was also revealed how some former cult members created a new 

minority culture together with other former cult members, defining 
their problems and perceptions of cause in this setting. The 
questions in the CFI regarding ‘cultural factors affecting self-coping 
and past help seeking’ and ‘cultural factors for current help seeking’ 
revealed a variety of variables affecting help seeking among former 
cult members. As stated in earlier research into former cult 
members’ perceptions of healthcare consultations (42), help seeking 
appears to be affected by how the cult ideology views seeking help, 
what learned reasons the respondents had for not feeling well, and 
a reduced ability to connect with their own values and feelings. 
Overall, the ability to seek help appeared to increase for most 
respondents when they managed to overcome the in-between time 
and become more aware of their needs.

Strengths and limitations of this study

The use of the CFI as an interview guide was well accepted and 
the former cult members described many existential aspects of their 
lives and their acculturation process during and after leaving their 
cult. They described both meaningful and helpful factors on their 
journey, as well as problems as perceived from their own 
perspective. Their accounts were rich, open-hearted and full of 
trust. It appeared as if they felt they had been listened to. Using the 
CFI allowed for accounts to be retrieved in a semi-structured way 
with a great deal of respect and sensitivity being shown to former 
cult members. It also provided deep insights into former cult 
members’ perceptions of their problems, needs, meaning making 
and the acculturation process.

By using systematic text condensation, starting by gaining an 
overall impression of the entire material and forming preliminary 
themes, it was possible to discern how the process of acculturation was 
described by the respondents at an early stage of the analysis. Thus, it 
was possible to identify the lived experience of their narratives about 
their transformation – not just moving from one culture to another, 
but being in between and in several cultures simultaneously. This 
combination of using a well-researched interview format with 
questions facilitating a culturally aware approach such as the CFI, 
together with an analytical method that facilitated an overview of and 
closeness to the data, produced valuable new knowledge. Another 
possible method could have been to analyze the responses to the CFI 
on an area-by-area basis. However, the decision was made not to adopt 
this approach but rather to stay closer to the way the respondents 
expressed their narratives chronologically. In this way, the CFI served 
as a tool for interviewing and collecting data but not for steering the 
process of analysis in any particular direction.

Credibility and trustworthiness in this study stem from a rigorous 
analysis close to the respondents’ own words with help from quotes 
and the method of condensation that serves to ensure that all 
expressed experiences in a subcategory are coherent. Another strength 
is the intense co-operation in the research group behind the study, 
which comprises specialists in different clinical and research fields 
with broad competences. This study provides an in-depth examination 
of a vulnerable population that is of relevance for both cultural- and 
transcultural psychiatry as well as for mental health contexts in 
general in Sweden. Even though this is a Swedish study, it may 
be  useful and applicable to other populations and patient groups 
seeking healthcare in other societies.
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The former cult members in this study are an example of 
individuals with an invisible cultural context. Cult members/former 
cult members as well as potentially other cultural minority groups 
may not have visible attributes, e.g., a different language or appearance, 
since other features could define their culture. The study points to the 
importance of understanding that acculturation processes may occur 
among individuals with no visible or obvious attributes that 
distinguish them from others in the mainstream, secular society. This 
challenges healthcare providers to identify the landscape ‘beneath the 
snow’, since this is where understanding of their patients can 
be gained.

The study included more female than male respondents, which 
could have resulted in more reports of specific kinds of abuse (i.e., 
psychological, sexual). However, no obvious differences were observed 
regarding the sex of the respondent. The former cult members in this 
study were recruited via social media; it is possible that respondents 
who are active on social media and in Facebook groups are in greater 
need of post-cult support.

A broad variation of time since leaving the cult exists among the 
participants of this study. To some extent a variation in their stories 
was identified according to how long it was since they left their cult. 
A progression in the acculturation process is visible in the individual 
stories of the respondents as well as in the dataset as a whole. However, 
no specific patterns of time laps or events were detectable in this study. 
The broad range of experiences and of time laps since leaving the cults 
were considered helpful and enriching for the depth of the analysis of 
the data, and facilitated an overview of the processes involved when 
leaving a cult situation.

Conclusion

Former cult members face a challenging acculturation process 
after leaving the cult, having lost a functioning worldview but not yet 
gained another to take its place. While this ‘in-between time’ is often 
transient, they may need support from the healthcare system, 
especially regarding mental health concerns, while establishing 
themselves into mainstream society.

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in 
the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed 
to the corresponding author.

Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Swedish Ethical 
Review Authority; Regional Ethic board in Umeå. The studies were 
conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional 
requirements. The participants provided their written informed 
consent to participate in this study.

Author contributions

CH, OS, and AL did the code process discussed with all the 
authors. CH wrote the manuscript. All authors have participated in 
designing the study and contributed equally to the process of writing 
and discussing the content.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors 
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, 
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product 
that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its 
manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

References
 1. Bäärnhielm S. Transkulturell Psykiatri. Stockholm: Natur & Kultur (2014).

 2. Lilja A, Demarinis V, Lehti A, Forssen A. Experiences and explanations of mental 
ill health in a group of devout Christians from the ethnic majority population in secular 
Sweden: a qualitative study. BMJ Open. (2016) 6:E011647. doi: 10.1136/
bmjopen-2016-011647

 3. Kirmayer LJ, Narasiah L, Munoz M, Rashid M, Ryder AG, Guzder J, et al. Common 
mental health problems in immigrants and refugees: general approach in primary care. 
Can Med Assoc J. (2011) 183:E959. doi: 10.1503/cmaj.090292

 4. Wu Q, Ge T, Emond A, Foster K, Gatt JM, Hadfield K, et al. Acculturation, 
resilience, and the mental health of migrant youth: a cross-country comparative study. 
Public Health. (2018) 162:63–70. doi: 10.1016/j.puhe.2018.05.006

 5. Berry JW. Acculturation as varieties of adaptations In: A Padilla, 
editor. Acculturation: theory, models and some new findings. Westview: Boulder, CO 
(1980)

 6. West LJ, Langone MD. Cultism: a conference for scholars and policy makers. Cultic 
Stud J. (1986) 3:85–96.

 7. Saldaña Tops O, Antelo E, Rodríguez-Carballeira Á, Almendros Rodríguez C. 
Taxonomy of psychological and social disturbances in survivors of group psychological 
abuse. J Aggress Maltreat Trauma. (2018) 27:1003–21. doi: 
10.1080/10926771.2017.1405315

 8. Aronoff J, Lynn SJ, Malinoski P. Are cultic environments psychologically harmful? 
Clin Psychol Rev. (2000) 20:91–111. doi: 10.1016/S0272-7358(98)00093-2

 9. Hassan S. Freedom of mind, helping loved ones leave controlling people cults and 
beliefs. Newton, MA: Freedom of Mind Press (2022).

 10. Stein A. Terror, love and brainwashing: Attachment in cults and totalitarian systems. 
New York, NY: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group (2017).

 11. Hassan S. Combatting cult mind control. Newton, MA: Freedom of Mind Press 
(2015).

 12. Lifton RJ. Thought reform and the psychology of Totalism: A study of 
"brainwashing" in China. Norton: American Academy Of Political And Social Science 
(1961).

 13. Frisk L, Nilsson S, Åkerbäck P, Johansson B. Guds Nya Barnbarn: Att Växa Upp 
I Kontroversiella Religiösa Grupper. Stockholm: Dialogos (2017).

 14. Järvå H. Sektsjuka: Bakgrund  - Uppbrott  - Behandling. Lund, Sweden: 
Studentlitteratur (2009).

 15. Järvå H. Radikalisering: Vägen In I Och Ut Ur Extremism Och Fundamentalism. 
Studentlitteratur: Lund (2021).

 16. Demarinis V. The impact of postmodernization on existential health in Sweden: 
psychology of religion's function in existential public health analysis. Arch Psychol Relig. 
(2008) 30:57–74. doi: 10.1163/157361208X316962

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2023.1142189
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2016-011647
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2016-011647
https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.090292
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2018.05.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/10926771.2017.1405315
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0272-7358(98)00093-2
https://doi.org/10.1163/157361208X316962


Hadding et al. 10.3389/fpsyt.2023.1142189

Frontiers in Psychiatry 09 frontiersin.org

 17. Josephson AM, Peteet JR. Handbook of spirituality and worldview in clinical 
practice. Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Pub., Inc (2004).

 18. WVS (2023). Available at: Http://Www.Worldvaluessurvey.Org/Wvscontents.Jsp 
(Accessed January 3 2023).

 19. APA. Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders: Dsm-5. Arlington, VA: 
American Psychiatric Association (2013).

 20. Lewis-Fernández R, Aggarwal NK, Bäärnhielm S, Rohlof H, Kirmayer LJ, Weiss 
MG, et al. Culture and psychiatric evaluation: operationalizing cultural formulation for 
DSM-5. Psychiatry Interpers Biol Process. (2014) 77:130–54. doi: 10.1521/
psyc.2014.77.2.130

 21. Goodman LA. Snowball sampling. Ann Math Statist. (1961) 32:148–70. doi: 
10.1214/aoms/1177705148

 22. Rosedale HL, Langone MD. On using the term "cult". Icsa Today. (2015) 6:4–6.

 23. Malterud K. Kvalitativa Metoder I Medicinsk Forskning: En Introduktion. Lund: 
Studentlitteratur (2014).

 24. Malterud K. Systematic text condensation: a strategy for qualitative analysis. Scand 
J Public Health. (2012) 40:795–805. doi: 10.1177/1403494812465030

 25. Atlas.ti. (2023). Bonita Springs, FL Available at: https://Atlasti.Com/ (Accessed 
January 3, 2023).

 26. O’brien CB, Harris BI, Beckman JT, Reed AD, Cook AD. Standards for reporting 
qualitative research: a synthesis of recommendations. Acad Med. (2014) 89:1245–51. doi: 
10.1097/ACM.0000000000000388

 27. Wma. (1964). Wma declaration of Helsinki – Etihcal principles for medical research 
involving human subjects [online]. Available at: https://Www.Wma.Net/Policies-Post/Wma-
Declaration-Of-Helsinki-Ethical-Principles-For-Medical-Research-Involving-Human-
Subjects/ and https://Www.Wma.Net/Policies-Post/Wma-Declaration-Of-Helsinki-Ethical-
Principles-For-Medical-Research-Involving-Human-Subjects/

 28. Gibson K, Morgan M, Wooley C, Powis T. Life after centrepoint: accounts of adult 
adjustment after childhood spent at an experimental community. Int J Cultic Stud. 
(2017) 8:1–15.

 29. Kuncewicz D. The identity of cult members in the narrative aspect. Int J Cultic 
Stud. (2010) 1:75–82.

 30. Boeri MW. Women after the utopia: the gendered lives of former cult members. J 
Contemp Ethnogr. (2002) 31:323–60. doi: 10.1177/0891241602031003003

 31. Goldberg L, Goldberg W, Henry R, Langone M. Cult recovery, a clinicians guide.  
Bonita Springs, FL: Ìnternational Cultic Studies Association (2017).

 32. Walsh Y, Bor R. Psychological consequences of involvement in a new religious 
movement or cult. Couns Psychol Q. (1996) 9:47–60.

 33. Langone M. Recovery from cults: Help for victims of psychological and spiritual 
abuse. New York, NY: W W Norton & Co. (1995).

 34. Brewin CR, Andrews B, Valentine JD. Meta-analysis of risk factors for 
posttraumatic stress disorder in trauma-exposed adults. Journal of Consulting and 
Clinical Psychology, (2000) 68:748–766.

 35. Dayan H. Sexual abuse and charismatic cults. Aggress Violent Behav. (2018) 
41:25–31. doi: 10.1016/j.avb.2018.04.004

 36. Brunnet AE, Dos Santos Lobo N, Silveira T, Kristensen CH, Derivois D. 
Migrations, trauma and mental health: a literature update on psychological assessment. 
L'Encéphale. (2020) 46:364–71. doi: 10.1016/j.encep.2020.03.009

 37. Demarinis V. Public mental health promotion, meaning-making and existential 
meaning: challenges for person-centered care of refugees in a secular, pluralistic context 
In: G Overland, E Guribye and B Lie, editors. Nordic work with traumatised refugees: do 
we really care. Newcastle Upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing (2014)

 38. Aggarwal NK, Pieh MC, Dixon L, Guarnaccia P, Alegría M, Lewis-Fernández R. 
Clinician descriptions of communication strategies to improve treatment engagement 
by racial/ethnic minorities in mental health services: a systematic review. Patient Educ 
Couns. (2016) 99:198–209. doi: 10.1016/j.pec.2015.09.002

 39. Silove D. The adapt model: a conceptual framework for mental health and 
psychosocial programming in post conflict settings. Intervent J Mental Health 
Psychosoc Support Conflict Affect Areas. (2013) 11:237–248. doi: 10.1097/
WTF.0000000000000005

 40. Coates DD. Post-involvement difficulties experienced by former members of 
charismatic groups. J Religion Health. (2010) 49:296–310. doi: 10.1007/s10943-009-9251-0

 41. Kern C, Jungbauer J. Long-term effects of a cult childhood on attachment, 
intimacy, and close relationships: results of an in-depth interview study. Clin. Soc. Work 
J. (2022) 50:207–217. doi: 10.1007/s10615-020-00773-w

 42. Hadding C, Semb O, Lehti A, Fahlström M, Sandlund M, Demarinis V. How can 
I  trust someone who lives in the darkness? Former cult members’ perceptions of 
consultations with healthcare professionals. Int J. Coercion Abuse Manipul. (2022) 4. doi: 
10.54208/1000/0004/003

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2023.1142189
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://Http://Www.Worldvaluessurvey.Org/Wvscontents.Jsp
https://doi.org/10.1521/psyc.2014.77.2.130
https://doi.org/10.1521/psyc.2014.77.2.130
https://doi.org/10.1214/aoms/1177705148
https://doi.org/10.1177/1403494812465030
https://Atlasti.Com/
https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0000000000000388
https://Www.Wma.Net/Policies-Post/Wma-Declaration-Of-Helsinki-Ethical-Principles-For-Medical-Research-Involving-Human-Subjects/
https://Www.Wma.Net/Policies-Post/Wma-Declaration-Of-Helsinki-Ethical-Principles-For-Medical-Research-Involving-Human-Subjects/
https://Www.Wma.Net/Policies-Post/Wma-Declaration-Of-Helsinki-Ethical-Principles-For-Medical-Research-Involving-Human-Subjects/
https://Www.Wma.Net/Policies-Post/Wma-Declaration-Of-Helsinki-Ethical-Principles-For-Medical-Research-Involving-Human-Subjects/
https://Www.Wma.Net/Policies-Post/Wma-Declaration-Of-Helsinki-Ethical-Principles-For-Medical-Research-Involving-Human-Subjects/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241602031003003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2018.04.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.encep.2020.03.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2015.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1097/WTF.0000000000000005
https://doi.org/10.1097/WTF.0000000000000005
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-009-9251-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10615-020-00773-w
https://doi.org/10.54208/1000/0004/003

	Being in-between; exploring former cult members’ experiences of an acculturation process using the cultural formulation interview (DSM-5)
	Introduction
	Aim
	Method
	Recruitment and sampling
	Data collection and analysis
	Compliance with ethical standards

	Results
	Culture and identity
	The in-between time
	Needs and meaning making
	Persistent problems

	Discussion
	Strengths and limitations of this study

	Conclusion
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions

	References

