
Key Cult Characteristics
Due to the “popularity” of cults and the potential harm that can come from
misleading and false information there is not much research deserving of
academic attention on the subject. We are working to develop the key
components of a cult to better aid in establishing a definition – this being an
important first step in the advancement of academic research.
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• Charismatic leader – usually one person who created the message and
movement and has total control over all things inside the cult.

• Criminal activity – any crimes committed by cult members to other members
or outside citizens.

• Cosmic worldview – The belief system that was created by the charismatic
leader and is spread to all members as the only truth that they must adhere to.

• Systems of influence and control – How the cult leader and members gain
followers, make them into devout believers, and keep them inside the
confines of the cult.

Due to the lack of academic research most of our knowledge of these cults comes for a few select books and documentaries. Because of this it
is important to understand what can and cannot be defined as a cult. Without these key components the definition is to broad and thus
unreliable to help conduct proper research.
These four continuums could be used to help further identify what a cult is and distinguish those from other groups such as gangs, new
religious movements, or pyramid schemes. The continuums will help to create a more simplified way to see the true dangers of cults and how
far the damage can go if a cult is allowed to grow. These scales can also help to aid in the practices of how a cult, once properly identified, can
be disbanded without any violence or harm to members and citizens alike.

Introduction Cult Hierarchy

ReferencesConclusions

Recruitment & RetentionCriminal Engagement

Minor Moderate Serious Severe Extreme

Reproductive Control
Heaven’s Gate

• Felt no sense of 
persecution

• Simply wanted 
to be on their 
own away from 
society.

The Branch Davidians The Peoples TempleNation of YahwehAum Shinrikyo

Minor Moderate Serious Severe Extreme

The Branch DavidiansHeaven’s Gate The Children of God The Peoples TempleNation of Yahweh

• All marriages were dissolved.
• Families were prohibited from 

living together.
• Children were separated from 

their parents.
• No one could have sexual 

relationships except for Jones.
• Jones kept a schedule of who 

would have sex with him and 
when.

• Absolutely no sexual 
relationships allowed.

• The founder and 
some of his male 
followers willing 
chemically castrated 
themselves.

• Founder David 
Berg strongly 
believed in child 
sexual abuse.

• Berg encouraged 
incest.

• Before the government 
intervention the Davidians 
wanted to practice their 
religion. 

• After mistakes on both sides 
the Davidians felt persecution 
from the U.S. government 
and local law enforcement.

• Actively 
distrusted the 
Japanese 
Government.

• Believed the 
United States 
would start the 
third world war.

• Had a great sense of 
persecution.

• Jones staged attacks to 
scare his followers into 
believing they were under 
attack.

• In Guyana, Jones lied 
about the U.S. government 
starting race riots and 
concentration camps.

• Believed that the 
United States 
hated and was 
trying to eradicate 
all black people.

Minor Moderate Serious Severe Extreme

Heaven’s Gate

• Little criminal 
activity that only 
happened in the 
beginning.

• A car and credit 
card were stolen.

• There are claims it 
was simply a 
misunderstanding.

Alamo Foundation Nation of YahwehThe Peoples TempleAum Shinrikyo

• The foundation used 
child labor to mass 
produce their jackets.

• There was also 
multiple instances of 
child abuse by the 
members.

• Created chemical 
weapons of sarin and 
released them on five 
trains in Tokyo. 

• The attack killed 13
• Up to 6,000 people 

were estimated to be 
injured.

• Many people were killed 
by members of the cult for 
either speaking out against 
them or leaving. 

• Many charges were brought 
for racketeering and 
extortion.

• The cult illegally evicted 
tenants from an apartment 
complex.

• The apartments were set on 
fire with tenants still inside. 

• Many suspicious murders 
surrounding the cult.

• Jones himself kidnapped 
a child.

• Multiple counts of fraud 
and embezzlement.

• Ended in the deaths of 
almost 1,000 people 
either at the order of 
Jones or under his 
manipulations.

Minor Moderate Serious Severe Extreme

Heaven’s Gate

• Early recruitment 
through posters

• Eventually 
recruited through 
their website. 

• Members were 
retained by their 
own choice. 

• They were 
encouraged to 
leave if they did 
not truly believe.

Fundamentalist Latter-Day Saints Nation of YahwehThe Peoples TempleThe Children of God

• Members come from 
the larger Mormon 
denomination or are 
born into the cult.

• If a person decides to 
leave the FLDS, they 
will be forever shunned
and it can bring shame 
on any remining family 
members.

• Yahweh would preach 
to large groups of 
African-Americans 
around Miami, FL 

• When people would 
try to leave or even 
speak out against 
Yahweh they would 
get severely beaten 
and some would end 
up dead.

• Jones would pray on minorities 
to make them feel he was the 
only person who would accept 
them.

• Jones isolated his followers by 
moving multiple times and 
ending up in South America.

• Severe punishments for anyone 
who tried to leave. Ranging 
from public beatings, suspicious 
deaths, imprisonment, and 
threats of tigers eating them.

Cults

New 
Religious 

Movements

Pyramid 
SchemesGangs

Charismatic leader + Cosmic 
worldview + System of 
influence and control

Criminal activity + 
System of influence 
and control 

Charismatic leader + 
Criminal activity + 
Systems of influence 
and control

• Recruited through “flirty 
fishing” which had 
mostly female members 
going to bars and clubs 
and bring men back.

• The promise of open 
love, open marriages, 
and any type of 
relationship imaginable 
was enough to make 
hundreds of people stay.
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• Leader David Koresh 
dissolved all 
marriages.

• Koresh had allegation 
of child sexual abuse 
against him for taking 
child brides and having 
children with them.

• All relations where 
dictated.

• Yahweh ben Yahweh 
had sex with many 
members wives. 

• Claims of forced 
castrations.
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