
 

Client Fact Sheet: Exit counselling for former members of cults 
and other abusive groups 
The distress levels of ex-cultists are comparable to levels of in-patients in psychiatric 
hospitals.  Martin, P.R., Langone, M.D., Dole, A.A. & Wiltrout, J. (1992).  
 
Stages of recovery for first generation members: 
 
Stage 1.  REVIEW AND RE-EVALUATION  
This stage involves reviewing and reframing the past cult experience.  
The aim is to help you understand the influence of mind control, what mind control 
techniques were used and how this has impacted on your sense of self, 
dependency, responses to others and why you stayed as long as you did.  
 
It is also important to understand trauma and how to manage traumatic responses 
to reactivating events/cues.   
Therapy can also help you to explore and re-evaluate your personal beliefs and 
values before, during, and after your cult involvement.  
THERAPEUTIC GOALS may include: 

• Psycho-education on cults, trauma (including brain/neurobiology of 
trauma) 

• Understanding techniques for manipulation and mind control 
• Identification of coping skills to manage anxiety, low mood and dependency 
• Exploration of vulnerability factors that lead you into the cult 

 
Stage 2. RECONCILIATION  
This stage focuses on coping in the present, including day to day emotions and 
pragmatic challenges.  
The aim is to (1) support your grieving processes, (2) validate and normalise 
emotional distress, anger, and volatility, (3) address issues in personal, inter-
personal, and professional development, (4) redefine purpose and meaning in your 
life, (5) promote resilience and (6) develop and enhance your sense of self.  
 
THERAPEUTIC GOALS may include: 

• Process and differentiate guilt, shame, fear, and anger 
• Explore the basis of shame, how it was manipulated in the cult and your 

relationship with shame now  
• Enhance your resiliency 

 
Stage 3 REINTEGTRATION  
This stage focuses on goal setting and future planning.  



 

The aim is to help you to fully integrate your cult experience into your sense of self 
and understanding of the external world.  
THERAPEUTIC GOALS may include: 

• Learning and practicing healthy boundaries in healthy relationships 
• Assertion and identification and promotion of own needs in a healthy way 
• Making meaning of the experience, including Post Traumatic Growth   
• Evaluating your spirituality 

  
Stages of recovery for second generation former cult members 
 
Stage 1: PERSONAL AND INTERPERSONAL SAFETY AND STABILIZATION. It is 
possible that you have no alternative way of thinking and handling emotions and 
situations other than how the cult taught you. Hence, the focus here is to develop 
new internal and external resources.  
THERAPEUTIC GOALS may include: 

• The establishment of a safety plan 
• Identification of personal strengths 
• Skills training in emotional regulation 

 
  
Stage 2: REVIEW AND RE-EVALUATION  
Similar to Stage one for first generation former cult members. However, here there 
is a greater emphasis placed on the shock and trauma of leaving the familiar and 
the fear of the unknown.  
THERAPEUTIC GOALS may include: 

• Establishing clear boundaries between past and present feelings and 
experiences   

• Psycho-education on cults, trauma (including brain/neurobiology of 
trauma) 

• Encourage questioning of techniques for manipulation and mind control 
• Identification of coping skills to manage anxiety, low mood and dependency 

 
Stage 3: RECONCILIATION Similar to Stage one for first generation former cult 
members. However, greater emphasis is placed on basic coping and dealing with 
pragmatic challenges.  
 
Stage 4. REINTEGRATION-The focus here is on working on unresolved 
developmental deficits and on reinforcing self-regulation skills. Another aim may 
be to assist you to build skills for negotiating social and intimate relationships, 
parenting, career and managing major life decisions. 
THERAPEUTIC GOALS may include: 



 

• Continued development of a sense of self that is whole, integrated, and self-
valuing 

• Restoration or development a sense of purpose and meaning   
• Mindful engagement in relationships 
• Consequences of not dealing with cult involvement -- cult hopping, possible 

return to the cultic group/individual or one that looks very different, 
overwhelming anxiety and/or depression, and in extreme cases, suicide. 
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