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Whereas physical and sexual abuses have statutory definitions (Auburn, 
2003), there is no consensus about which behaviors constitute 
psychological abuse (PA). It has been asserted, in the different settings 
where it was studied, that psychological abuse is an elusive concept, of 
difficult operationalization (e.g., Almendros, Gámez-Guadix, Carrobles, 
Rodríguez-Carballeira and Porrúa, 2009). If this is the case in the family 
(e.g., psychological abuse against the partner, children or the elderly), 
school or work settings, it is even further in the case of psychologically 
manipulative groups, a field markedly less investigated than the others. As 
a result, we found in the available literature a conceptual ambiguity and 
lack of consensus concerning how to assess psychological abuse in ways 
that would assist researchers and practitioners in mental health and legal 
settings. Only recently have researchers become aware of the importance of 
studying psychological abuse as an independent dimension of physical 
violence and of conceptually defining psychological abuse in specific 
contexts.  
 
This presentation has a focus on measurement – what has been done, what 
have we learned, where do we go. It has been stated that the ability to 
reliably measure is a key indicator of a developing field’s health and 
maturity (Hill, 2005). Concern for measurement in the cultic studies field is 
still recent. We reviewed the psychometric properties and conceptual 
dimensions of a variety of instruments measuring PA both in the intimate 
partner violence (IPV) (Almendros et al., 2009) and abusive groups (AG) 
(Almendros, Gámez-Guadix, Carrobles & Rodríguez-Carballeira, 2011) 
contexts. In respect to the measurement of PA in the IPV field we found a 
wider number and variety of instruments developed. We found up to 30 
instruments including at least a subscale related to PA. Research in this 
field (e.g., Marshall, 1999) suggests that psychological abuse may not only 
have a deleterious impact on subjects, but sometimes have a greater and 
more enduring impact than physical abuse. PA in IPV settings has been 
found to precede most cases of subsequent physical violence, which 
doesn’t mean that PA will necessarily escalate to that extent. Also, while 
physical abuse tends to decrease in its frequency in the long term, as people 
grow older, the PA is more resistant to change. Some argued that, in 



contrast with physical and sexual abuses, PA may lead to the woman’s 
maintaining the relationship 
 
In contrast, in the cultic studies field we found only three instruments 
designed for the measurement of dimensions related to more or less extent 
to Psychological Abuse: Group Psychological Abuse Scale (GPA; 
Chambers, Langone, Dole, & Grice, 1994; Spanish version: Almendros, 
Carrobles, Rodríguez-Carballeira, & Jansà, 2004); Individual Cult 
Experience Index (ICE; Winocur, Whitney, Sorensen, Vaughn, & Foy, 
1997); and Across Groups Psychological Abuse and Control Scale 
(AGPAC; Wolfson, 2002). The GPA has been the most widely used 
instrument, revealing adequate internal and test-retest reliability. The GPA 
scale has shown consistently its ability to distinguish between different 
samples of former members: those who identify themselves as former 
members of abusive groups and of non-abusive groups (Almendros, 
Carrobles et al., 2009; Langone, 1996; Mascareñas, 2002). No evidence has 
been found to relate the information provided by the victims with negative 
attitudes (Lewis, 1986; Solomon, 1981) resulting from their status as 
former members of these groups or them having been counseled—upon 
leaving the group or at any time after it—by expert professionals or 
associations educating/alerting about cults (Almendros, Carrobles et al., 
2009). In general, very similar response patterns and very few differences 
have been found between the GPA scores of former members of AG from 
various cultural environments—US, Spanish, Mexican & Japanese 
(Almendros et al., 2004; Almendros, Carrobles & Gámez-Guadix, 2009; 
Almendros, Carrobles & Rodríguez-Carballeira, 2009; Mascareñas, 2002).   
 
Two parallel studies are being carried out investigating abusive behaviors 
both in partner and group violence contexts. Several authors noted the 
similarity between controlling systems and the experience of people who 
have been taken hostage, prisoners of war and concentration camps, people 
who are members of cults, and victims of domestic violence (e.g. 
Andersen, Boulette y Schwartz, 1991), but there is little empirical 
precedence in the available literature (Wolfson, 2002). Two groups of self-
identified former members of abusive groups participated in our study. One 
was composed of 128 people from originally English-speaking countries 
(71.1% women) and the second included 118 Japanese (55.4% women). 
Beside these, a group of 72 Spanish women victim of intimate partner 
violence participated so far in a study that included parallel forms, adapted 
to the language and to the intimate context, of the instruments used with the 
AG former members. Several instruments for the measurement of 
psychological abuse, influence and involvement in the abusive relationship 
were used. Overall, the IPV group reported suffering more physical abuse 



than the FMG groups, whereas the last showed more degree of 
involvement, and a higher level of psychological abuse and influence 
strategies. Results should be taken with caution regarding the 
developmental stage of the measures employed for the present work. 
 
It is much what we have learnt and know about cults over the past years. 
However, scientific publications are yet few and our knowledge is little 
spread among professionals (Psychology and Law practitioners). Reliable 
and valid assessment tools are a first step that should inform prevention and 
intervention efforts.  
 
Finally, specific conclusions are drawn, some research gaps are identified, 
and guidelines are suggested on future investigation lines that would be 
interesting to study more in depth. Clinical and legal implications will be 
discussed underlying that the difficulties at assessing psychological abuse 
are similar in other fields apart from cultic studies. 
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