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Religious orientation and its effects on
psychological well-being in the United States and
Japan: A secondary analysis of ISSP survey data

Megumi Kaneko

The purpose of the present study is to examine cultural differences in
religious orientation and its effect on subjective well-being (SWB) between
the United States and Japan. I performed a secondary analysis of American
and Japanese responses in the 1998 International Social Survey Program
(ISSP), “Religion 1I.” The Japanese data were derived from a national
probability sample of 1800 people (age 16+) and the US data from 2000
people (age 20+). The analyses revealed that, first, while 85.4% of American
respondents answered that they were affiliated with specific religious
denominations, only 34.8% of Japanese had religious denominations.
Likewise, while 76.5% of Americans reported being either “extremely,”
“very,” or “somewhat religious,” only 32.0% of Japanese chose the same
categories.

Second, different factor structures were obtained as to Japanese and
American religiosity: Japanese religiosity consisted of “institutional religious
involvement” and “supernatural beliefs,” while American religiosity
consisted of “personal religious involvement” and “institutional religious
involvement.”

Third, the results of multiple regression analyses showed that, in the US,
those who were affiliated with a religious denomination had higher SWB
than those who did not, and there was a positive relationship between the
degree of religiosity and SWB. For Japanese, on the contrary, either
affiliation with religious denomination or religiosity had no relationship with
SWB.

Finally, we examined a buffering effect of religiosity for negative life
experiences such as bereavement and lower perceived social class. The
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results supported the expectation only for Japanese social class. Japanese
with higher religiosity were happier than those with lower religiosity in the
lower social class, while there was no such relationship in the middle and
higher social classes. In terms of bereavement, the non-bereaved Americans
with higher religiosity were happier than those with lower religiosity,
whereas such relationship was not found for the bereaved Americans,
contrary to the expectation. Also, there was no effect of personal religious
involvement on SWB for the Americans with lower perceived social class.

These results empirically confirm that structure of religiosity and its
influence on peopleis psychological health are different between the US and
Japan. It is also pointed out that there are potential methodological problems
associated with research on religion in Japan, such as how to capture
indigenous and implicit forms of religiosity.
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