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Preface

This portfolio reflects three pieces of work related to my training both as a researcher and as a
Counselling Psychologist. The portfolio demonstrates my developing interest in the field of
psychotherapy and first-person experience; it also reflects the breadth of research and clinical
experience gained over the past three years. The three pieces of work presented are associated
with experiences of endings, rejection and guilt, and how these struggles are understood and
managed. These areas are directly applicable to those in caring professions and particularly to the

field of Counselling Psychology.

This portfolio also reflects my journey of taking part in research concerned with leaving
Jehovah’s Witnesses — a high-demand religious group. This process has provided me with the
opportunity to gain the awareness, knowledge and skills which have in turn facilitated an
understanding of the sensitivities in working with this population. I have also had the opportunity
to present my research topic and raise awareness about Jehovah’s Witnesses and those who leave
amongst professionals. This, in turn, has brought much tenderness towards my own experience
of leaving Jehovah’s Witnesses. While conducting this research, I simultaneously worked with
clients who struggled with ending therapy, experiencing rejection and guilt in the process. Over
the three years, | have had the opportunity to work with adults and children who grappled with
these challenges in a variety of settings including a GP surgery, a charity and within a primary
school. These experiences have increased my sensitivity, curiosity and awareness of the
complexity these issues may hold, and these three pieces highlight some of the fruits of this

labour.

The first part of this portfolio comprises of a qualitative research study that explores the lived
experience of leaving Jehovah’s Witnesses (JWs). The second part consists of a publishable
journal article focusing on a single theme from the research findings. The third part of this
portfolio, the client study, has been redacted from the original portfolio to respect client
anonymity but also encompasses the themes of rejection and endings. Although the pieces of
work are independent, they hold common themes which knit them together. All of them explore

experiences of ending and a transition. Experiencing rejection from their closest caregivers, with



concomitant guilt, formed part of the process of both the client and the participants of research
study. The salient difference between the research thesis and publishable article relative to the
client study is in my approach to analysis and understanding. The research study is concerned
with understanding the experience of former JWs through a phenomenological methodology and
attitude. The client study instead uses a psychodynamic approach which interprets experience by
understanding the conscious and unconscious material of the client. Still, both approaches
privilege the unfolding of individual experience through language which is then interpreted and
understood by an attentive listener. In this way, the approaches are seen as complementary lenses
rather than as opposing perspectives with which experiences can be understood. The sense-
making process of myself (the listener) together with the relative merits of both approaches are

made transparent to highlight the complexity and rigour of the portfolio.

Part 1 — The research study

The research focuses on the experiences of eight former JWs, where the aim is to capture the
lived experience of leaving the JWs. My interest in this area stems from my background as
someone who was raised as a JW. Although | was never baptised, | attended congregation
meetings from a young age and progressed to the point where | was a speaker giving short
religious talks to a large audience. Despite this, | held many doubts and eventually, |1 would leave
the religion in my early 20s (I am now in my mid-thirties). Still, after more than ten years | had
never met anyone who had also left the JWs. Taking part in this doctorate offered me a unique
opportunity to do this and interested me greatly — to conduct an in-depth exploration into how

others also experience leaving the JWs.

My process began with a literature review of previous studies which investigated those who left
Jehovah’s Witnesses. As only a small handful of studies exist in this domain, my search was
extended to include individuals who left other high-demand or new religious movements. Almost
all of these studies were conducted by sociologists, who described disaffiliation as a series of
stages from their initial seeds of discontent through to their eventual exit. These studies reported
varying reasons for their exit, with an overwhelming majority of participants describing painful

and challenging accounts of leaving. Despite these contributions, I noticed that not many studies
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brought enough depth to the quality and texture of a leavers’ experience. I formulated a proposal
to investigate the phenomenon from this angle, as | felt this may be an invaluable resource which

may deeply resonate with former JWs and those who come into contact with them.

The proposal was accepted by the ethics committee at City, University of London. Still, how
would | conduct a piece of research on leaving a religion which featured so prominently in my
own background? | began by reflecting on my own history, together with how this history related
to my present understanding of what it meant to leave the JWs. | also decided that a methodology
which is able to capture the subjective experience of former JWs, while honouring my own
experience, would be the most appropriate. Therefore, | decided to take a phenomenological
approach which privileges the understanding of experience through the content and way in which
an individual describes that experience. Data was collected using semi-structured interviews,
which were then transcribed and analysed using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA),
the chosen methodology. Using IPA facilitated the aforementioned focus while allowing my own
reactions to the data and the study’s findings to be carefully managed so as not to unduly impact
the study’s findings. It is hoped that this level of rigour, together with the contributions of this
study and the manner in which it is presented will deeply resonate with the eight participants. It
is also hoped that other JWs who leave the religion, or anyone interested in understanding their
experience of leaving may also benefit from reading this thesis. As counselling psychologists
who work with former JWs are an important part of this audience, the clinical applications

together with the limitations of the research are also explored.

Part 2 — The Publishable article

This part of the portfolio has been redacted from the online version in order to preserve future

publication.

Part 3 — The Client Study

This part of the portfolio has been redacted from the online version in order to preserve client

anonymity.
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Summary

In summary, these three pieces of work describe the application of various lenses to
understanding psychological phenomena. | hope that this portfolio demonstrates my ongoing
development in counselling psychology in addition to highlighting my strengths in describing,
formulating, and delivering therapy. In particular, | hope that the engagement with becoming a
reflective practitioner could be seen through my curious attitude and transparency while being
competent to engage critically with relevant literature and contribute to the growing field of

counselling psychology.
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Part 1 — Research Study

An exploration of the lived experience of

leaving Jehovah’s Witnesses

Supervised by Dr. Jacqui Farrants
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Abstract

The act of disaffiliating from one’s religion has become more common in recent years, although
few studies have investigated the phenomenon in an experiential way. For those who are
socialised into a high-demand religion, disaffiliation may involve excommunication, where
individuals are cut off from their closest family and friends. This study investigates one such
religion, Jehovah’s Witnesses, by asking how former Jehovah’s Witnesses experience leaving the
religion. Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis was used to analyse interview data collected
from eight former Jehovah’s Witnesses. Findings suggested that leaving the movement is
characterised by emotional trauma and existential insecurity. With this, three master themes
emerged: Chancing one’s own truth encapsulated a desire to rebel from the religion which
deprived them of experiences which were wanted. An outcast in a foreign world evidenced the
alienation and emotional trauma participants experienced in relation to their closest relatives.
Held captive to death sentence reflected a deep insecurity which former members held about
being deserving of death at the hands of their once loving God, Jehovah. The findings relate to
studies involving the intersection of religion, disaffiliation and mental health. Implications for
counsellors and psychologists working with former members of high-demand religions are

discussed.
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Literature Review

Introduction

This research was conducted with the aim of exploring the lived experience of leaving Jehovah’s
Witnesses (JWs). Numerous studies carried out within the last few decades have classified the
JWs as a new religious movement (NRM) and high-demand group, stating that they are one of
the most rapidly growing and understudied religions (Stark & lannaccone, 1997). Due to the high
demands of such movements coupled with the strong social bonds forged, most people grapple
with disaffiliating from them. Even more detrimental is that the world of the movement is often
the only world with which the individual is acquainted. In view of this, this review attempts to
augment the body of research surrounding disaffiliation from NRMs and high-demand
movements and reawakens a controversial question in the psychology of religion — that of its

impact on mental health.

The rise of religious disaffiliation represents a significant shift in the worldwide religious
landscape. In the US, it was estimated that the religiously unaffiliated (atheist, agnostic or not
identifying with any religion) made up 26% of the population in 2019, up from 17% in 2009
(Pew Research Centre, 2019). Religious attendance is also declining, with more Americans
stating that they only attend religious services a few times a year. The shift is often explained
through secularisation frameworks which posit that as society develops through modernisation,
individualism, and rationalisation, levels of religious authority decline across aspects of social
life (Norris & Inglehart, 2011). There has also been backlash against religion in politics (Hout &
Fischer, 2002) and other factors, such as paedophilia scandals in the Catholic church which have
contributed to the decline in religious attendance, or leaving altogether (Bottan & Perez-Truglia,
2015). As religion is becoming less significant for many, this calls for research which

investigates the impact of leaving one’s religion.
Although less people are turning to religion, nationwide samples in the US have paradoxically

reflected growth in newer and less established religions. For example, the American Religious

Identification Survey (ARIS), which surveyed over fifty thousand respondents, found that
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membership in NRMs and “other religions” (which include Scientology, Wiccan, New Age, etc.)
grew from 0.8% in 1990 to 1.2% in 2008 (Kosmin & Keysar, 2009). These newer movements
are often regarded as illegitimate by members of the general public. Such movements challenge
the traditional norms of society (or modernity) and in some cases are met with a hostile reception
from secular institutions or established religious organisations. The growth of NRMs has also
been reported in the media, who often refer to them as “cults’ where various exposés are

featured, including accounts of former members and pictures of hidden rituals and practices.

Due to the rising popularity of NRMs in society and the media, scholars have sought to further
understand their development including why people join and leave them. Early within the field,
sociologists were focused on the dynamics of conversion and membership, primarily in the
context of so-called ‘cults controversies’ of the 60s and 70s (Barker, 1986). Later on, they looked
into experiences of deconversion and the causes of disaffiliation from established religions
(Barbour, 1994; Wright, 1987). Typologies of leavers were also constructed around this time,
highlighting the various trajectories or roles individuals may take up in their exit (Bromley,
1999; Streib & Keller, 2004). More recently, researchers have been focused on understanding
disaffiliation through the narratives of those who leave, but there have been challenges in

understanding the concept.

One of the main challenges in the field almost from its inception has been in constructing
meaningful models or dimensions by which we can understand the concept of disaffiliation. Not
only are there many new religions, but the relationship one has with each of these religions is
complex. This involves one’s personal attitudes to the religion, their specific level of
commitment, and varying circumstances by which they came to be affiliated and which they may
become disaffiliated. Leaving may thus take on many forms. For some people, leaving may
simply be a case of ceasing to participate in religious services and activities. In this case
disaffiliation is relatively simple event where the individual is able to move on with their life.
However, for those whose lives revolved around their religious beliefs and community,
disaffiliating could more aptly be likened to the end of a significant relationship or marriage,
where many memories and feelings about a former partner may still be held — feelings which

may be complex to negotiate.
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Although some studies have suggested that leavers experience some benefits in terms of their

mental health (Nica, 2020), most studies illuminate that it is an arduous and difficult process.

In the case of religions which are considered to be high-cost or high-demand the transition can be
even more daunting. These religions require more active and exclusive commitment and the
costs associated with leaving are much greater (McBeath & Greenlees, 2016; Scheitle &
Adamczyk, 2010). Answers to life’s most challenging questions are also readily available,
therefore when one leaves the process can be mentally destabilising and confusing to manage
(Bromley, 2004). If the individual has also been raised in such a movement and is
excommunicated, the individual may be socially ostracised from family and friends whom they
have known for years. For these ones, experiences of fear, guilt and shame can accompany their
leaving experience and can be particularly distressing (McBeath & Greenlees, 2016; Hookway &
Habibis, 2015).

This study aims to provide an element of clarity in understanding the leaving experiences of one
such religion, Jehovah’s Witnesses. From the outset, one may wonder what attitude is taken
towards the religion by the author. Certainly, there is a wealth of existing literature produced by
those who have chosen to openly criticise or defend certain religions or their beliefs, including
the JWs. It is noteworthy that this study is not concerned with either of these positions, it is
instead interested in the lived experience of leaving, that is, what it means to leave for those who
have experienced it first-hand. It is thus not concerned with investigating the “truthfulness” of
former member accounts but chooses to draw attention to the texture and meaning of this
experience in rich detail. It is felt that such a study may be able to help mental health
practitioners in particular, who frequently work from such a standpoint. Recently, there has also
been a call within Counselling Psychology (CoP) for scholars to better meet the needs of this
client group through research (McBeath & Greenlees, 2016). It is certainly my feeling that a
study which captures the rich experience through first-person accounts may guide treatment in
ways which are sensitive, thoughtful while bringing a greater awareness of the range of issues

facing such ones.
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In order to accomplish this, | first attempt to be transparent about how I searched and selected
articles for this review. Following this, a brief overview of the JWs will be given in order to
familiarise the reader with the religion’s main beliefs and practices. I then outline how scholars
have understood various terms associated with the JWs and how these are relevant to this study.
A brief overview focused on leaving high-demand groups and NRMs will then be given,
followed by more specific contributions within the quantitative and qualitative research pool.
Studies which recruited former JWs will also be clearly indicated. Following this, the
significance of this study to the field of CoP will be outlined. Finally, a concluding summary of

the research together with the aims of the present study will be presented.

Search strategy and selection criteria

Numerous electronic libraries were searched against inclusion and exclusion criteria, including
the Psyclnfo, PsychSource and Google Scholar databases. Keywords applied during the search
were: religious fundamentalism; Jehovah’s Witnesses; New Religious Movements; disaffiliation;
and apostasy. The selection process began with the consideration of journal titles, a review of the
journal abstract, and finally a reading of the full manuscript. Relevant items within the reference
lists of all the retrieved journals were also included. Articles sourced were those which: (a) were
published before February 2020; (b) were written in English; (c) used terminologies consistent
with the aforementioned definitions (i.e., Jehovah’s Witnesses, disaffiliation); (d) were not
concerned with surgical interventions, notably blood transfusions; and (e) were published in

academic journals, rather than grey literature.

A large volume of studies was returned through the initial search, however not all items returned
were relevant (e.g., leaving religions which were not classed as high-demand etc.). Of the 52
studies returned, 18 empirical studies looked at disaffiliation and recruited individuals who left
high-demand or new religious movements. Of these, four were quantitative, investigating the
correlations and differences in leaving such movements (Buxant & Saroglou, 2008; Fenelon &
Danielsen, 2016; Scheitle & Adamczyk, 2010; Weishaupt & Stensland, 1997). The remaining 15
qualitative studies focused on the exit narratives of participants; three of which exclusively
recruited former JWSs (Holden, 2002a; Hookway & Habibis, 2015; Lalich & McLaren, 2010).
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The other 12 qualitative studies (of the 15) investigated leaving other denominations and NRMs.
Research reviewing the concomitant effects of holding stricter religious beliefs on mental health
and psychotherapy (Barker, 1996; Brent, 1991; Hartz & Everett, 1989; Winell, 2011)
supplemented this body of empirical research. Within this scope, special attention to its
application to the JWs was also given (Friedson, 2015; McBeath & Greenlees, 2016).

Jehovah’s Witnesses: Theology and practices

Started by Charles Taze Russell in late 1800s, the JWs are a millenarian Christian movement
which numbers over 8 million members worldwide (Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society of
Pennsylvania, 2016a). Standards of scriptural truth are established by the Governing Body of the
Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society of Pennsylvania (WBTS), the JWs’ corporate entity. The
Witnesses believe the Bible is inspired by God, and that they are the only true religion. For this
reason, they often call their religion “the truth”. The religion is monotheistic as they believe in a
supreme God whose name is Jehovah. Although the Witnesses believe in Jesus Christ (as the son

of God), they believe that he is a separate entity to Jehovah and not part of a trinity.

The Witnesses believe that Jehovah’s purpose is to return the earth to a paradise, where members
will eventually be restored to perfection and live forever. This will be achieved via a literal
Armageddon where wicked ones will be destroyed. In this regard, the movement believes in
different forms of resurrection for two groups — “the anointed” and “the other sheep”. Anointed
ones are made up of 144,000 chosen ones who will rule with Jesus Christ in heaven while the
majority of members believe that they fall into the second group. The second group is sometimes
referred to as “the great crowd” and represent those who look forward to eternity on earth in a
paradise (WBTS, 2019).

Although commonly