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Familial Antecedents 
and the Choice of a

New Religious Movement 

Which Person in Which Religious Group? 

Sussan Namini and Sebastian Murken

ABSTRACT: Based on the idea of a person-religion fit, this study deals
with the role of early familial antecedents for choosing a new religious
movement (NRM). New members of three NRMs in Germany 
(a Pentecostal parish, the New Apostolic Church, Jehovah’s Witnesses; 
N = 71) were compared to each other in regard to the variables of loss
of a parent, number of siblings, and birth order position. Statistical
analysis revealed differences between the three groups regarding loss of
a parent and trends for the number of siblings. The most striking finding
was that 43 percent of the new New Apostolic members had lost their
father (compared to 10 percent of the Pentecostals and 23 percent of
Jehovah’s Witnesses). Differences between the groups are discussed with
a focus on the groups’ specific structures and theologies. Overall, the
idea of a person-religion fit proved to be useful for the study of
biographical variables, although theoretical and empirical problems of
the fit model still need to be solved. Further research on early family
experiences and person-religion fit is encouraged. The need to
investigate coping-related aspects is emphasized. 

A key finding of the Enquete Commission’s work . . . is that there is no typical
“biography of sect members.” Instead, it is necessary to consider the entire
biography of an individual in order to understand why he or she turned to new
religious and ideological communities and psychogroups. The Commission has
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found that when individuals join such communities, they try to come to grips with
a biographical problem, with varying degrees of success. A key term in this context
is the “fit.” Greater attention should be paid to such biographically relevant
aspects in the public debate.

Final Report of the Enquete Commission on 
“So-called Sects and Psychogroups”1

The question as to why individuals join new religious movements
(NRMs) is one of the most frequently and most urgently dis-
cussed questions in the debate on sects, cults or NRMs,2 which

has not lost its relevance up to now. The notion that individuals become
victims of destructive “cults” is still prevailing in many public debates and
in the media. On the other hand, most of today’s scholars on NRMs
agree that individuals who join NRMs are not passive subjects to whom
conversion happens, but rather play an active role and interact with
their environment, i.e. the religious groups.3 Membership in NRMs can
be understood as one form of social activity to which principles of
exchange apply in the same manner as they are valid in other social con-
texts. While the individuals joining NRMs satisfy the needs and demands
of the religious groups, the groups satisfy the demands and needs of the
individuals in a variety of ways: “They commonly offer such positive
inducements as affection and heightened self-esteem, esoteric and exo-
teric knowledge that provides a sense of power and control over one’s
life, as well as plain material and social aid, security, new career oppor-
tunities, and prestige.”4

Thus, it is not surprising that James T. Richardson in his reviews of
personality and clinical assessments of members in NRMs comes to the
conclusion that participation in the groups is “often therapeutic instead
of harmful.”5 Over the years, a number of studies have shown that mem-
bership in NRMs can help people overcome—at least temporarily—the
most different problems and can thus in many cases be understood as
attempts to cope with life’s problems. For example, Marc Galanter
found that individuals who joined the Divine Light Mission reported a
relief of psychological distress and a considerable decline in drug use
after their affiliation with the group.6 A Dutch study of adolescent con-
verts to the Unification Church or the Pentecostal Church found rela-
tively many personal problems and little social support prior to joining.7

In our own study on the process of joining a Pentecostal parish, the New
Apostolic Church, or Jehovah’s Witnesses in Germany, the comparison
of individuals’ life satisfaction and happiness in the year before first con-
tact and after affiliation with the group furnished a significant increase
in both of these indicators of well-being.8

However, the crises that can be found in the biographies of individ-
uals who become members of NRMs are not restricted to current life
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problems. Converts to NRMs have also been found to report frequently
unhappy and even traumatic childhoods.9 For example, Chana Ullman
found a high proportion of converts with extremely unhappy child-
hoods, often including the physical or emotional absence of the father,
in a group of converts to Roman Catholicism, Orthodox Judaism,
International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON) and
Baha’i.10 Alexander Deutsch, in his early study on devotees of an
American guru found histories of unsatisfactory parental relationships.11

In a recent Belgian study, members of different NRMs reported insecure
childhood attachment to their fathers.12

Life crises prior to joining and early problematic relationship expe-
riences in the biographies of converts have been found in studies on a
variety of NRMs. However, there are some indications that generaliza-
tions about NRMs are not justified. Authors who conducted compara-
tive studies on converts to different NRMs or intensive studies on
converts to one NRM have emphasized that the needs of the individu-
als who joined were fulfilled by the specific offers of the religious
group.13 A good example is Tommy H. Poling and J. Frank Kenney’s
study of American converts to ISKCON. The authors found that the
religious group, through the person and the authority of the guru,
compensated for the absence or loss of a father that the converts had
experienced.14 This observation of a fit between the person and the
group, which we call person-NRM fit, or in a more general way, person-
religion fit, applies not only to individual needs that arise from biogra-
phical experiences and group offers, but it has also been identified for
other variables. For example, the investigation of NRM members’ per-
sonalities furnished typical convert characteristics that fit well with
features of the groups.15

Although the notion of a person-NRM fit is not new (Poling and
Kenney’s study was published two decades ago) and although there is
tentative support for the notion of a person-NRM fit, research on the
topic is only in its beginnings. As of now, little systematic research has
been done over the years that compares characteristics of individuals
who join different NRMs and considers theological and organizational
differences between the groups studied.

THE PRESENT STUDY AND METHOD

Research Interest

The purpose of this study is to enhance the understanding of the
role that individual biographical predispositions play in the choice of
an NRM. Since life courses and situations vary considerably for
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different people, depending on a person’s age, sex, background and
other factors, we chose to focus this study on an important early
aspect that has a long-lasting influence on every person’s life: the
composition of the family of origin or, more precisely, the loss of one
parent or both parents, and the sibling situation, including number
of siblings and birth order position.16 Following the idea of a person-
NRM fit, we assume that individuals who join different groups differ
with regard to their early relationship experiences. We expect that
individuals, who differ by their birth order position and by their
number of siblings, will feel most comfortable in different kinds of
groups. For example, it is unlikely that persons who grew up without
siblings and are therefore used to being in the focus of attention will
feel at home in large groups that demand strict subordination of the
individual. Likewise, we assume that people who lost a parent have
different needs compared to individuals who grew up with both par-
ents (e.g., those with an early loss can be assumed to be in search of
compensation). Moreover, we aim at exploring whether member-
ship in any of the groups studied (a local Pentecostal church, New
Apostolic Church, and Jehovah’s Witnesses) can be understood as an
attempt to cope with the early loss of a parent.17 Group-specific find-
ings on early family experiences will be interpreted against the back-
ground of structural and theological characteristics of the religious
groups.

While the research field is dominated by single-case and qualitative
studies following an idiographic approach, we chose a nomothetic
approach to compare individuals who joined different religious
groups. Although qualitative studies are valuable for the in-depth
investigation into research questions and for the generation of
hypotheses, only statistical means permit the testing of assumptions in
a strict sense.

Choice of Groups 

For an investigation into the question of whether differences in early
family conditions predispose toward adult membership in different
NRMs, a comparative research design was needed: Individuals who
joined different NRMs as well as the characteristics of the groups had to
be compared and related to each other. Since the study presented here
was part of a larger research project on psycho-social motives and con-
sequences of self-chosen membership in NRMs, careful consideration
had to be given to the choice of the groups to be studied. In order to
gain an insight into the interactions between the predispositions of the
individual and the offers of the NRM, the groups had to be sufficiently
different from each other with regard to teachings and group structure.
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At the same time, for a meaningful comparison among the groups and
for the application of identical measures, the groups had to be similar
to some extent. 

Hence, we chose three groups that share the same general historic
roots (Christianity), but differ in other aspects: a charismatic/
Pentecostal parish within the Federation of Pentecostal Churches
(FPC); the New Apostolic Church (NAC); and Jehovah’s Witnesses
(JW). Although American readers may doubt the classification of these
groups as NRMs, it is justified in the German context in which this
study was conducted. Following the German historian of religion
Rainer Flasche, all three groups can be considered to be “new” reli-
gious movements as they have arisen since the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury,18 which—compared to the two major churches in Germany, the
Roman Catholic Church and the Protestant Church—is quite “new.”
Apart from this historical argumentation, the groups share some other
characteristics with the new religious movements that have arisen in
recent decades. In Germany, like in many other countries, NRMs,
including the groups studied, are a “fringe phenomenon”19 since less
than 2 percent of the German population belong to a religion other
than the Roman Catholic Church or Protestant Church, an Orthodox
church or Islam.20 In 2005, of Germany’s about 82,400,000 inhabi-
tants,21 374,635 were members of the New Apostolic Church, 163,092
were Jehovah’s Witnesses, and 39,000 were members of the Federation
of Pentecostal Churches.22 Although the public discussion on NRMs
has quieted down in recent years, the majority of the German popu-
lation and the media are still highly skeptical or even hostile towards
small, deviant and new religious groups, including the three groups
studied, and pejoratively call them Sekten (sects).23 In contrast to the
United States, a free choice or change of religion during one’s lifetime
is still uncommon.

Groups under Study

As specifics of the three NRMs chosen will be an important part of
our discussion, the groups shall be briefly introduced.

Pentecostalism is characterized by a strong orientation towards per-
sonal experience and a personal and lively relationship to the
Trinitarian God, in particular to Jesus. Some other examples of funda-
mental Pentecostal theological concepts are salvation, baptism in the
Holy Spirit, healing, glossolalia (speaking in tongues), and prophecy.
Within the Federation of Pentecostal Churches, local churches are rel-
atively independent and—in accordance with the minister’s theologi-
cal perspective—emphasize particular concepts in different ways.24

Whereas in other countries charismatic churches have become part of
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the “mainstream” religious landscape, in Germany they are usually con-
sidered deviant.

The New Apostolic Church is the third largest Christian denomina-
tion in Germany. The church is hierarchically organized with the chief
apostle as highest religious authority, supported by some full-time apostles
and many officers within the parishes. The three sacraments, “Holy
Baptism with Water,” “Holy Communion,” and “Holy Sealing” are pivotal.
The Holy Sealing is a specific New Apostolic sacrament in which living
apostles administer the Holy Spirit by prayers and the laying on of
hands.25 The title of the church’s magazine, “Our Family,” and other
characteristics of the church seem to convey the idea of a large family
of believers.26 In Germany, the NAC is still considered a Sekte in public
perception, because it emphasizes exclusive salvation and strongly
refused ecumenism for decades.

Jehovah’s Witnesses understand themselves as an organization that
is led by God (“Jehovah”) Himself. The Governing Body in Brooklyn,
New York directs the church’s branches and the contents of the group’s
publications. Jehovah’s Witnesses have their own translation of the Bible
(New World Translation), reject sacraments and the Trinity doctrine as
well as the celebration of feasts like Christmas and birthdays, which
they consider to be of pagan origin. An essential aspect of their religious
practice, which has also shaped the public image, is the house-to-house
preaching to attract new members.27 In Germany, Jehovah’s Witnesses
are considered the prototype of a Sekte. At the same time, there has been
a long public and legal debate on the question of whether they should
be granted the same corporate rights as the Roman Catholic Church
and Protestant Church. After a lawsuit that lasted one and a half
decades, Jehovah’s Witnesses finally, in February 2006, were granted
the status of a public corporation.

Participants and Procedure 

The present sample is part of a large German multi-method, longi-
tudinal research project which investigated the process of joining an
NRM. Participants were individuals who, at the first point of analysis in
spring 2003, showed a recent interest or were new members in one of
the three NRMs introduced above—a Pentecostal parish, the New
Apostolic Church, or Jehovah’s Witnesses in Germany. In order to
ensure that the individuals had their first contact as most recently as pos-
sible, only persons who, at the first time of analysis, had been affiliated
with the group no longer than two years after their baptism or sealing28

were eligible for participation in the study. This criterion was intended
to minimize recollection errors, especially in regard to the time before
the first contact with the group.
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In order to find individuals who met our criteria and would be
willing to participate in our research, we needed the support of the
religious groups. After consultations with the NRMs’ leading bodies,
the groups actively supported the recruitment process by: (a) encour-
aging worshipers to participate at the end of Sunday services (FPC);
(b) sending letters to all potential respondents within a certain geo-
graphical area (NAC); or (c) personally asking potential participants
(JW). We then contacted and informed all individuals who had indi-
cated interest separately by telephone before they decided whether or
not to participate. Individuals received monetary reimbursement for
participation.

Seventy-one individuals were recruited altogether. Affiliation with
the three groups was as follows: FPC, n = 21; NAC, n = 28; JW, n = 22.
Sixty-eight percent (n = 48) of the participants were already baptized or
sealed in the NRMs; the time that had elapsed since baptizing or sealing
was 1.09 years (SD = 0.53) on average. The age of respondents ranged
from 18 to 66 years (M = 41.16, SD = 12.40). Sixty-one percent (n = 43)
were women; 68 percent (n = 48) had a partner. Table 1 describes the
sample and differences between the groups in detail. 
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TABLE 1 Description of the Sample

Variable FPC NAC JW

Group size 21 28 22

Sex:
Female (n) 14 12 17
Male (n) 7 16 5

Age (in years):
Mean 38.35 43.69 40.63
Standard Deviation 12.98 12.68 11.35
Range 18–62 19–65 19–66

Partner:
Yes (n) 14 23 11
No (n) 7 5 11

Membership status:
Baptized/sealed (n) 8 28 12
Not baptized/sealed (n) 13 0 10
Time since baptism/sealing in years∗ (M) 0.84 1.11 1.20
Time since first contact in years∗ (M) 2.00 4.30 5.62

∗up to the interview



Measures

Questions relating to the family of origin were part of a structured
personal interview. 

Loss of a Parent. Loss of a parent was assessed with the following
question: “Did you grow up with both biological parents?” If applicable,
respondents also indicated which parent was absent and their age when
the loss occurred. All reported losses before the age of 15 were consid-
ered for the analysis.

Siblings. Respondents answered two questions on siblings, one asking
for the number of siblings (“How many siblings did you grow up with?”),
the other asking for birth order position (“How many of them were
older than you?”).

Analysis

Due to the small sample size, only non-parametric statistics were
used to test for statistically significant differences between the three
groups. Chi-square, Kruskal-Wallis, and Mann-Whitney tests were
applied. For Chi-square tests with at least one cell having an expected
count less than five, exact tests were computed. Analyses were con-
ducted with the statistical software SPSS for Windows 14.0.

RESULTS

Descriptive Analyses

Loss of a parent. Apart from two respondents (one from the Jehovah’s
Witnesses group and one from the NAC group) who grew up without
both biological parents, all participants who had reported the loss of a
parent before the age of 15 had lost their biological father. Figure 1
shows that loss rates differ among the groups: 10 percent (n = 2) for
FPC; 23 percent (n = 5) for Jehovah’s Witnesses; and 43 percent (n = 12)
for NAC (this includes those two individuals who grew up without both
their biological parents). 

Siblings. The number of siblings ranged from 0 to 7 for FPC and
NAC, and from 0 to 9 for Jehovah’s Witnesses. Group medians were as
follows: FPC: 1; NAC: 1; and JW: 2.29 Sixty-four percent of the NAC
group grew up as a single child or with one sibling only (versus FPC:
52%; JW: 32%), whereas 68 percent of the JW group had two or more
siblings (versus FPC: 48%; NAC: 36%). For more details, see Figure 2.
Data on birth order are given in Table 2. It shows that 53 percent of the
NAC group were an eldest or a single child (versus FPC: 28%; JW: 45%)
and that 52 percent of the FPC group grew up as a youngest child
(versus NAC: 29%; JW: 27%).
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Fig. 1 Loss of a parent before the age of 15.
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Differences among the Groups

Loss of a parent/father. A chi-square test was conducted to examine
whether the NRMs groups differed with regard to the loss of a parent/
father. A comparison of the categories loss of a parent and no loss of a parent
showed a significant difference among the three groups.30 The differ-
ence between the groups becomes even more striking if one considers
that the proportion of comparable individuals of the general Western
German population who have been brought up without a biological
father can be assessed as 9 percent of the population.31 Whereas the loss
rate in the FPC group corresponds to this rate, the rate in the New
Apostolic group was more than four times higher.

Siblings. A Kruskal-Wallis test that was computed to compare the
number of siblings did not furnish any significant difference among the
groups.32 However, a chi-square test that compared categorical data on
family size found a statistical trend for the two categories “no or one sib-
ling” versus “two or more siblings.”33 A chi-square test comparing birth
order positions (three categories: single or eldest child, middle child,
and youngest child) found no significant difference among the three
groups.34

INTERPRETATION AND DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to investigate the role of individual differ-
ences in loss of a parent and sibling situation for the choice of a partic-
ular NRM in Germany (Federation of Pentecostal Churches, New
Apostolic Church, or Jehovah’s Witnesses). In line with the idea of a per-
son-NRM fit, different rates of loss of father were found for the three
groups of persons with a recent interest or membership in different
NRMs. The considerable proportion of individuals who had lost a parent
and belonged to the NAC group and to a lesser extent to the JW group,
moreover, indicates that membership in these groups can be understood
as an attempt to cope with early losses. With regard to the sibling situation,
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TABLE 2 Birth Order Rank in Percent, with N in Parentheses

Birth order rank FPC NAC JW

Single child 14 (3) 21 (6) 9 (2)
Eldest child 14 (3) 32 (9) 36 (8)
Middle child 19 (4) 18 (5) 27 (6)
Youngest child 52 (11) 29 (8) 27 (6)



a statistical trend for the number of siblings also indicates the relevance
of fit. However, findings are mixed; no statistical differences were found
for birth order position. In the following, we interpret and discuss the
findings on differences among the three groups of individuals, with due
consideration of prominent features of the religious groups. 

Loss of Father

If one considers that a number of studies found absent fathers in the
biography of converts to NRMs,35 it is not surprising that in two of the
three groups under study, a high proportion of members reported the loss
of their father during childhood/youth. In psychological terms, this
finding can be explained by the compensatory function that religion
and more specifically (a personal) God as a “substitute attachment fig-
ure” can fulfill.36 However, the question still remains: How can one
explain the differences among the three groups? To answer this question,
the specific aspects of the groups have to be taken into consideration. 

What is it that the NAC can offer to many of its new members who
grew up without their biological father? The NAC is not only noticeably
family-oriented, but the group’s theology and terminology is highly
father-oriented. “God the Father” or simply “our Father” is frequently
mentioned. Through Holy Sealing the believer becomes a “Child of
God,”37 which is sometimes understood quite literally.38 The NAC’s min-
isterial positions are restricted to men, and there is a hierarchy of ten
levels of offices. Thus, apart from God, the NAC offers ministers as sub-
stitute fathers. Among them, the chief apostle, the leading figure and a
distinctive element of the church, seems to be especially important. As
he holds services all over the world, ordinary church members hardly
get into close contact with him. Nevertheless, he is omnipresent. For
example, photos and excerpts from his services are printed in all issues
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of the bi-monthly magazine, Our Family.39 We assume that the chief apos-
tle offers a mixture of distance and closeness, which facilitates a process
of idealization, and hence renders him a particularly “ideal father.”40

The Christian concept of God as father appears to be emphasized
less or in a different way in the other two groups’ theologies. Jehovah’s
Witnesses also refer to Jehovah as loving father, but the concept of
father is strongly linked with a variety of other roles, such as a teacher,
and his authority is emphasized.41 Observations suggest that the rela-
tionship to Jehovah can be assumed to be of less emotional importance
since the group emphasizes knowledge over feeling.42 However, this more
cognitive relationship can explain in a different way why we found a
heightened loss rate in this group as well. It allows for an omnipresent,
but at the same time distanced relationship that appears well suited to
individuals who suffer from an early loss. 

In the Pentecostal Church, Jesus as the Lord whom the believers fol-
low on their way to God plays a major role. Thus, the central relationship
seems to be one between a loving guide and his follower. Nevertheless, it
is surprising that no more individuals with an early loss were in the
Pentecostal group under study. Since Pentecostal faith emphasizes a per-
sonal and emotional relationship to God, it should offer an ideal com-
pensation for individuals with relational needs. Further research will have
to determine if this finding is specific to the parish under study or applies
in general to Pentecostal faith in Germany. In one of the semi-structured
interviews that were conducted, a young woman who had just left the
Pentecostal community after her stepfather had left the family (and whose
biological father had left when she was three years old) reported in detail
that she had not found support in the parish, because people there had
too ideal families and could not understand her.43 In a more general way,
it is also possible that the emphasis on a close personal relationship with
God and Jesus is too demanding for individuals with physically absent
fathers. It may be more attractive to individuals who are familiar with close
and emotional relationships, or, as compensation, to individuals with
other kinds of negative relationship experiences. 

Siblings

Although little systematic research is available on sibling situation as
a predisposing factor for self-chosen membership in NRMs, studies in
general suggest that converts tend to come from families with many
children.44 Our data on the number of siblings, however, indicates that,
again, a generalization does not seem justified. Respondents from our
JW group tended to come from families with more children than
respondents from the other two groups. About two-thirds of the JW
group came from families with three or more children. How can this be
explained? Considering that family size correlates negatively with the
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amount of parental resources/attention each child receives,45 children
from large families have learned to contain themselves and to accept
group norms. This behavioral pattern fits Jehovah’s Witnesses’ theology
and religious practices: Jehovah’s Witnesses seem to require a stronger
ability to subordinate oneself because this group has a dogmatic theol-
ogy plus a strict weekly schedule.46 The capability to adapt to peers is
needed when Bible studies and proselytizing activities are done together
with other believers. Additionally, Jehovah’s Witnesses’ terminology and
religious practice tend to emphasize the group over the individual; for
example, the believer is part of the “flock” and the “great crowd,”47

birthdays are not celebrated, the individual is baptized in a mass baptism
and even the religious leadership is depersonalized (“Governing Body”). 

With regard to birth order, the comparison of the three groups did
not show a significant difference. This finding may be due to the fact
that, in general, the size of the sibling group seems to produce stronger
effects than birth order.48 As the descriptive data showed some tenden-
cies, we will, nevertheless, discuss some observations that seem to be
interesting with regard to a person-religion fit. To explain why a high
proportion of the New Apostolic group is a single or a first-born child,
whereas the majority of the local Pentecostal group is a last-born or
later-born child, we draw on Frank J. Sulloway’s study and evolutionary
theory. According to Sulloway, eldest children—and to some degree
also single children—tend to be conservative, ambitious, and achieve-
ment-oriented and to identify themselves with authorities. In contrast,
later-borns are more open toward novel experiences and more strongly
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inclined to take risks in their quest to find niches that differ sufficiently
from those occupied by the siblings born before them.49

In consideration of Sulloway’s conclusions, the individual differences
found in our study seem to fit very well into the offers made by the groups.
Of the three groups under study, the NAC is closest to German main-
stream religiosity (and in this sense is the most conservative one).
Additionally, the NAC, in which ministers play a crucial role, offers the best
possibility for personal achievements, at least for men. As there is no spe-
cific theological training each layman has the potential to be appointed to
ministry and to move up the hierarchy in a rather short time.50 Hence, one
reason why men who are first-born or single children are attracted to the
NAC may be the prospect of attaining a ministry.51 This idea is supported
by the findings of Sulloway and others. Rudy B. Andeweg and Steef B. van
den Berg, for example, found that a disproportionate number of politi-
cians in the Netherlands were first-born or single children.52 A study by
Oluf Martensen-Larsen and Kirsten Sørrig revealed that the proportion of
eldest children in a sample of 302 pastors was higher than average.53

Pentecostal religiosity, on the other hand, seems to require a greater open-
ness to experience. As Hansjörg Hemminger notes, typical Pentecostal ele-
ments such as glossolalia or extended emotional singing are less common
in Germany than in the United States.54 Hence, many Germans are skep-
tical towards these types of religious expression that require more than
average openness—an observation that indicates the importance of the
surrounding culture for a person-religion fit.

Limitations and Implications for Future Research 

The sample, which we consider to be a strength of our study, is a lim-
itation at the same time. Our attempt to investigate into the process of
joining an NRM as closely as possible resulted in a rather small sample
size, which is detrimental to statistical testing. Quantitative analysis is
highly dependent on the size of the sample so that small effects may not
have reached the level of statistical significance in this study. Whereas
the public holds the opinion that NRMs attract enormous numbers of
people, our contact with several groups shows that this is not the case in
Germany. Even Jehovah’s Witnesses, one of the largest groups among
the NRMs in Germany, report only one to four new adult members bap-
tized per year in a congregation. 

The objection of a sampling bias, which is often raised when study
participants are recruited with the support of the religious groups, seems
unwarranted. Although there were practical and religious reasons,
respectively, which did not enable us to study individuals before they were
sealed (NAC) or reached the status of an unbaptized publisher (JW),55

there is no hint that the groups tried to influence the recruitment process
itself. In spite of the limitations, it must be emphasized that in a research

Nova Religio

96



field that relies mostly on the reports of members from only one NRM,
mixed samples, and apostates, and which usually does not pay any
attention to the length of contact or membership, a group of 71 new
converts to three distinct NRMs is quite exceptional. 

Although our findings on differences in the families of origin could be
interpreted plausibly in light of the characteristics of the religious groups,
caution is needed in doing so. Detailed psychological studies on the
groups, which would allow a systematic comparison and the linking of indi-
vidual and group attributes, are not available so far. Thus, in our analysis,
we relied mainly on our own observations made during the course of our
research. Further studies have to investigate the specific aspects of the
religious groups, as well as their implications, such as the role and the
psychological function of leading figures like the NAC’s chief apostle. 

More theoretical and empirical research is needed to explore the
concept of a person-religion fit. So far, there is no systematic theory that
specifies the nature of fit and the aspects of the person that should
match specific aspects of groups. As illustrated above, groups may fulfill
the same compensational or other needs in different ways. They can
offer compensation for certain “deficits,” but they may also offer an
environment corresponding to a person’s psychological make-up.
Moreover, the fit between a person and a religious group cannot be
assumed to depend on just one aspect, but on a bundle of characteris-
tics of the person and the group, which are each weighted differently
according to the personality and biography of the person. Considering
our results that showed significant differences among the groups for loss
of father, but not for the sibling situation, and considering the fact that
membership in NRMs can be understood as an attempt to cope with the
demands in one’s life, it can be hypothesized that personal experiences
that either currently or permanently call for a “solution” take a partic-
ularly strong influence. As the experience of an early loss of a parent is
more probable than the experience of a certain sibling situation to call
for a long-lasting search for a solution, the former may indeed have a
stronger impact. More research is needed to investigate this question
and to explore whether or not other early life and current problems can
be found to differentiate converts to different NRMs. Only a systematic,
theory-guided, step-by-step empirical investigation of the many variables
that may play a role will be appropriate to shed more light on the com-
plexity of person-religion fit and the membership process in general.

Apart therefrom, other (probably related) factors determining group
choice, such as the situational context or the individual perception
processes, may interfere with the impact of the person-religion fit. The
study of related processes may also shed light on the question of why indi-
viduals with certain early experiences choose to become members of a
religious group at all. Even if we adhere to the coping assumption,
questions such as the following remain and call for a investigation: Why

Namini and Murken: Familial Antecedents and the Choice

97



do some people who grew up without their biological father try to cope
by joining a certain NRM, while many others who also lost their fathers
never become interested in it and choose completely different (non-
religious) “solutions”? 

From a psychological perspective, it also seems important to investi-
gate further into a number of questions regarding the precise way in
which early family antecedents affect person-religion fit and take an
influence on the decision to join a specific NRM: Do early family rela-
tionship experiences directly predispose for membership in NRMs, or
is the effect of early family relationships mediated by other variables that
are influenced by these early experiences (e.g., personality, mental
health)? Are there confounded variables that either mask or produce
effects (e.g., social status, parental religiosity)? And how can the latency
between childhood experiences and membership decision be
explained? If childhood has an influence on religious choices, why is
that so in midlife twenty-five years later?

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In conclusion, our results support the assumption that the compo-
sition of a person’s family of origin is one of the factors that have an
impact on the kind of NRM he or she enters. It seems that the choice
can at least partly be explained by the specific offers—or features—of
the religious group. However, as findings differed with regard to the loss
of father and sibling situation, there is some indication that coping-
related aspects may be more important for the choice of the group than
other aspects. On a more general level, the idea of a person-religion fit
proved to be a useful approach to the study of self-chosen membership
in NRMs, although more systematic research is needed to strengthen
the theoretical and empirical basis. Likewise, further investigation is
needed to come to a more thorough understanding of the exact role
that early family experiences play in the choice of an NRM. 

A better knowledge of biographical pathways and coping-related
person-religion fit is not only interesting from a mere academic point of
view. A better comprehension of the way religious needs and quests are
influenced by biographical experiences, including the early family situ-
ation, can also contribute to the work of psychotherapists and coun-
selors working with religious clients. 
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