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Religion helps people maintain a sense of control, particularly secondary control—acceptance of and
adjustment to difficult situations—and contributes to strengthening social relationships in a religious
community. However, little is known about how culture may influence these effects. The current research
examined the interaction of culture and religion on secondary control and social affiliation, comparing
people from individualistic cultures (e.g., European Americans), who tend to be more motivated toward
personal agency, and people from collectivistic cultures (e.g., East Asians), who tend to be more
motivated to maintain social relationships. In Study 1, an analysis of online church mission statements
showed that U.S. websites contained more themes of secondary control than did Korean websites,
whereas Korean websites contained more themes of social affiliation than did U.S. websites. Study 2
showed that experimental priming of religion led to acts of secondary control for European Americans
but not Asian Americans. Using daily diary methodology, Study 3 showed that religious coping predicted
more secondary control for European Americans but not Koreans, and religious coping predicted more
social affiliation for Koreans and European Americans. These findings suggest the importance of
understanding sociocultural moderators for the effects of religion.
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Imagine two religious gatherings: one, an evangelical outreach
at a stadium in Houston, Texas, and another, a megachurch service
in the heart of Seoul, South Korea. These two communities may
share the same Christian faith founded on the same religious text,
but is religion, in each of these cultures, experienced in the same
way? Beyond the obvious differences in worship style or venue
may lie deeper disparities. In one culture, religious messages may
emphasize spiritual growth in the individual, whereas in the other,
strength of the community may be the focus. Just as religion has
played a role in the development of cultures through traditions and
ideologies (e.g., Weber, 1904/1930), culture may act as a frame
through which religion is made meaningful.

Religion is found in some form across all human cultures (Atran
& Norenzayan, 2004; Boyer, 2003) and carries countless defini-
tions across fields of inquiry (Martin, 1987; Pyysiäinen, 2001).
Some of the key components of religion include highly committed,

ritualized practices and beliefs shared within a community and
centered on the supernatural or divine (Atran & Norenzayan, 2004;
James, 1902/1963; Pargament, 2002). In studying the phenomenon
of religion, it can be conceptualized as a specific form of culture
(Cohen, 2009) or a way to categorize distinct cultural practices
(e.g., Judaism and Christianity: Cohen & Rozin, 2001; Catholicism
and Protestantism: Sanchez-Burks, 2002; see Cohen, 2009, for a
review). Yet religious beliefs and practices transpire within the
context of national culture, and even the same religious teaching
can manifest itself in different ways across these cultural contexts.
Therefore, a critical task is to determine how culture may shape
individual psychological experiences and collective expressions of
religion.

In the current research, we address the question of how culture
shapes the effect of religion on psychology at both collective and
individual levels of analysis by examining cultural products and
analyzing behavioral responses in the laboratory and in daily life.
Drawing from a cultural psychological perspective, we consider
two of the possible effects of religion—secondary control and
social affiliation—to examine how religion can lead to divergent
psychological effects in North American and East Asian cultural
contexts.

Religion Promotes Secondary Control and Social
Affiliation

Control may be one pathway through which people benefit from
religion (e.g., George, Ellison, & Larson, 2002; Krause, 1992;
Spilka, Hood, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 2003), and research sug-
gests that control can take two forms: primary and secondary
control. Although both forms of control involve active agency,
primary control refers to the attempt to influence the external
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environment according to the self’s needs, whereas secondary
control refers to the attempt to adjust part of the self to accept the
situation (Morling, Kitayama, & Miyamoto, 2002; Oerter, Oerter,
Agostiani, Kim, & Wibowo, 1996; Weisz, Rothbaum, & Black-
burn, 1984). Although religions may recruit varying amounts of
primary and secondary control across situations, psychologists
have theorized that religions emphasize mostly secondary control,
as they endorse alignment of the self to a god or spiritual force and
acceptance of circumstances as core principles (Spilka et al., 2003;
Weisz et al., 1984). In addition, empirical research has shown that
religious coping strategies predict positive psychological out-
comes, with the most beneficial form being “collaborative” reli-
gious coping, or trying to gain a sense of control by believing that
one shares responsibilities of solving a problem with God (Parga-
ment et al., 1999). A recent review also concluded that religion
promotes greater self-control, or the ability to override an initial
inclination in order to achieve another desired goal (McCullough
& Willoughby, 2009). It seems that, overall, religion may have the
beneficial effect of increasing secondary control, allowing people
to accept the situation and adjust the self by exerting greater
control over their own behaviors.

Besides helping individuals to gain a sense of control, religion
seems to carry socially relevant advantages. By encouraging fel-
lowship with others and formal involvement in other social activ-
ities (Chen & Contrada, 2007), religious communities may offer
members the benefits of social ties and increased social support to
help them cope with mental and physical stress (George et al.,
2002; Hill & Butter, 1995; Rogers, 1996; Seybold & Hill, 2001).
For example, one study on the relationship between social ties and
mortality showed that membership in a church predicted longevity,
whereas membership in other types of groups (e.g., labor, political,
service) was not significantly related to mortality risk for the
elderly (Seeman, Kaplan, Knudsen, Cohen, & Guralnik, 1987).
High levels of social support from religious involvement may also
be associated with reduced cardiovascular reactivity, which is
linked to lower risk of cardiovascular mortality (Chen & Contrada,
2007). Thus, it seems that social affiliation—drawing on a social
support network and gaining a sense of belonging to a commu-
nity—is also an important outcome of religious involvement.
However, research on how religion relates to secondary control
and social affiliation has been conducted primarily in North Amer-
ican cultural contexts, and most of these studies assume the impact
of religion to be largely universal. Therefore, an interesting ques-
tion is whether culture may moderate the effects of religion on the
use of secondary control and social affiliation.

Cultural Shaping of the Role of Religion

Whereas religion can be conceptualized as a form of culture
because it is a unified system of beliefs and practices that varies
across different religious traditions, religion uniquely focuses on
relationships with the divine and faith (Cohen, 2009). Although we
acknowledge the conceptual overlap between culture and religion,
we distinguish religion and culture in the present research. Rather
than focusing on religion as a form of culture and on the content
of its teaching and practices, which could vary from one group to
another, we focus on the concept of religion as an overarching
system of beliefs and practices concerning the supernatural. In
contrast, we conceptualize culture as a meaning system in which

psychological processes are configured differently across nations
(Kitayama, 2002) and, thus, as a context in which religion takes
place.

Throughout history, there have been many instances of religion
being shaped by the cultural context. For example, qualitative
research in religious studies has shown that mainstream American
values, such as independence and personal choice, have influenced
the way Christianity is practiced in the United States today (Wolfe,
2005). This is an instance of one religion—in this case, Christi-
anity—taking on the meanings of a particular culture and incor-
porating the needs and values of that group. However, the cultural
shaping of religion has yet to be demonstrated empirically in
psychology.

A cultural psychological perspective may offer some important
insights for understanding how the influence of religion on sec-
ondary control and social affiliation may vary systematically by
culture. For instance, people typically hold a more independent
view of the self in more individualistic cultures, such as in North
America. This view posits that the self is unique and separate from
social surroundings (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) and places a
strong emphasis on personal choice (Iyengar & Lepper, 1999;
Savani, Markus, & Conner, 2008) and self-focused agency or
control (Markus & Kitayama, 2003). On the other hand, people
commonly hold a more interdependent view of the self in more
collectivistic cultures, such as in East Asia. According to this view,
the self is inherently connected to others, and value is placed on
obligations and harmony in social relationships more than on
personal agency (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Miller, Bersoff, &
Harwood, 1990).

Consistent with these cultural patterns, control may be more
relevant for those with independent than those with interdependent
self-construals, whereas social affiliation may be emphasized more
than control for people with more interdependent self-construals.
Although research on culture and control has shown that East
Asians tend to emphasize secondary control more than primary
control and vice versa for European Americans (e.g., Morling et
al., 2002), there is other research that suggests that, in certain
contexts, East Asians may prefer coping styles that are centered on
social relationships over secondary control, whereas European
Americans may prefer secondary control over social coping. For
example, in a study of pregnant women, cultural differences
emerged such that European Americans tended to use more
individual-focused coping strategies, such as secondary control or
acceptance (e.g., coming to terms with weight gain resulting from
pregnancy), as a way to cope with the stressors associated with
pregnancy. On the other hand, Japanese women tended to use
social coping strategies, or taking comfort in the influence of close
others, more than individual-focused coping strategies, including
secondary control (Morling, Kitayama, & Miyamoto, 2003). It
seems that control, whether by asserting personal influence or
accepting the situation, may not be as central a concern for people
from more collectivistic cultures. Rather, maintaining positive
relationships with close others may be a greater priority.

Considering these cultural differences, we examine whether
religion, as a specific set of beliefs and practices, will exert
influences on psychology that are consistent with the patterns of
beliefs and practices that exist within larger cultural contexts. A
relatively strong cultural emphasis on control in individualistic
cultures and on social relationships in collectivistic cultures should
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implicate the meaning and effect of religion in these cultures, and
this difference should be observable in many aspects of life, such
as in cultural products and individuals’ thoughts and actions.

Overview

Culture can be studied at different levels, from a more collective
analysis of cultural products or practices (e.g., Morling & Lamor-
eaux, 2008) to a more individual analysis of psychological pro-
cesses and behaviors (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991). As mul-
tiple levels of analysis may allow for a clearer understanding of the
mutual constitution of culture and psyche (H. Kim & Markus,
1999; Kitayama, Markus, Matsumoto, & Norasakkunit, 1997), the
current investigation examined how culture shapes the effect of
religion on secondary control and social affiliation at both an
individual and a collective level.

First, in Study 1, we conducted a content analysis of church
mission statements to examine collective representations of reli-
gious values and beliefs. In so doing, we aimed to measure one
aspect of cultural contexts in which individuals’ psychological
processes take place and to show that the proposed culture-specific
function of religion is shared within each cultural community. In
Study 2, we examined whether experimentally priming religion
impacts behavioral manifestations of secondary control and how
this effect may be moderated by culture. In addition to understand-
ing the causal relationship, our goal in this study was to examine
how the culture-specific function of religion apparent in cultural
products, such as church mission statements, manifests itself be-
haviorally in a social situation. In Study 3, we used daily diary
methods and examined how culture may impact the relationship
between religious coping and the use of secondary control-related
coping or social coping strategies in daily life, generalizing the
findings from Study 2. On the basis of cultural psychological
theory on self-construal (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), we predicted
that religion would be more strongly associated with exercise of
secondary control among those from more individualistic cultures
(i.e., European Americans) than among those from more collec-
tivistic cultures (i.e., Koreans and Asian Americans), and this
cultural pattern should be evident across different levels of anal-
ysis that are employed in our three studies. Considering past
studies on religion and social affiliation conducted in North Amer-
ica, we hypothesized that religion would be associated with stron-
ger social affiliation in both American and East Asian cultures
across our three studies as well; however, we hypothesized that
maintaining social relationships in a religious community would
be even more important for people with East Asian compared with
European American cultural backgrounds.

Study 1

In our first study, we used Korea and the United States as
comparison groups to examine differences in culturally shared
values of secondary control and social affiliation in the context of
religion. Christianity is the most highly represented religious group
in Korea, with about a third of the population identifying as
Christian (Korea National Statistics Office, 2005, as cited in K.
Kim, 2007), giving this country the highest Christian representa-
tion per capita in East Asia. Likewise, the United States is the most
religious industrialized Western nation, and those who are reli-

gious largely identify as Christian (Pew Forum on Religion and
Public Life, 2008). Thus, we focused our examination primarily on
the impact of Christianity, as this is a religion that is well repre-
sented in both mainstream American and East Asian cultural
contexts.

To investigate cultural differences at the collective level, past
research has examined themes in magazine advertisements (H.
Kim & Markus, 1999) and in popular music lyrics (Snibbe &
Markus, 2005) as meaningful public representations of cultural
values that offer a more complete understanding of divergent
cultural models (Morling & Lamoreaux, 2008). In the present
study, we conducted a content analysis of mission statements on
church websites, as they are publicly shared venues for the
church’s values and practices (K. Kim, 2007; Sturgill, 2004) and
are ubiquitous in both the United States and Korea (e.g., P. Kim,
2006; Rhee & Kim, 2006; Stevens, Dunn, Loudon, & Cole, 2002).
Specifically, Study 1 examined how culturally shaped religious
teachings may manifest themselves in cultural products (i.e., on-
line church mission statements) in European American and Korean
cultural contexts. Given past research on religion conducted
mainly in North American cultural contexts, we predicted that U.S.
church mission statements would emphasize themes of secondary
control, such as spiritual and personal growth and acceptance,
more strongly than Korean church mission statements. In contrast,
we predicted that Korean church mission statements would focus
more on themes of social affiliation, such as increasing and main-
taining close ties within the church community, compared with
U.S. church mission statements.

Method

Materials. Our content analysis included websites from Pres-
byterian and Catholic churches in the United States and Korea.
Catholics form the largest unitary denomination in the United
States (23.9% of total U.S. population; Pew Forum on Religion
and Public Life, 2008) and have the largest representation among
Korean Christians (10.9% of total Korean population; Korea
National Statistics Office, 2005, as cited in K. Kim, 2007). Be-
cause Protestantism is much more heterogeneous than Catholi-
cism, we focused on Presbyterian churches. Presbyterianism is the
largest Protestant group in Korea and was introduced primarily by
American missionaries in the 19th century (Hwang, 2007), making
it a good group for comparison between cultures. Presbyterian
churches also have a sizable representation in the United States
(about 10% of mainline Protestant churches; Pew Forum on Reli-
gion and Public Life, 2008).

We obtained U.S. church website URLs from the Big Church
Directory (http://www.bigchurchdirectory.com) and the Open
Directory Project (http://www.dmoz.org/Society/Religion_
and_Spirituality/Christianity/Denominations) and Korean church
websites URLs from the most commonly used Korean search
portal, Naver, which has an internal index of churches by denom-
ination (http://dir.naver.com/Culture_and_Art/Religion). Presbyte-
rian and Catholic church website URLs were then compiled into
separate numbered lists for the United States and Korea, and only
website URLs which were working and linked to individual church
websites were included in our church lists. Following stratified
sampling techniques, we used a random number generator to select
50 websites at random from each of the church lists, yielding a
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total of 200 websites (50 U.S. Presbyterian, 50 U.S. Catholic, 50
Korean Presbyterian, 50 Korean Catholic) for our analysis.

Coding scheme. The main coding was binary (0 � present,
1 � absent) such that coders determined whether or not church
mission statements contained certain characteristics, which
were combined into the broader themes of secondary control or
social affiliation. The mission statement characteristics grouped
in the secondary control theme were emphasizing growth or
maturity in spiritual life by bettering the self and mentioning
acceptance,1 as these concern the importance of actively adjust-
ing or changing oneself to better align with God’s will. The
characteristics grouped in the social affiliation theme were
emphasizing closeness or knowing people intimately within the
church, encouraging people to spend time and participate in
social activities with others in the church, and mentioning a
connection to other believers (see Table 1 for grouping of
characteristics within each theme and examples).

Procedure. A total of four undergraduate research assistants
coded the websites for this study. Two American students—one
European American and one multiracial Latino/European Ameri-
can—at a university in California coded the U.S. websites. Two
Korean visiting students from a Korean university who were fluent
in both Korean and English coded the Korean websites. American
and Korean coders were all born and raised in their respective
countries and only coded websites from their own culture, as
suggested by previous research comparing cultural artifacts (e.g.,
H. Kim & Markus, 1999).2 An American graduate student used the
same coding instructions to train American coders and Korean
coders separately. Originally written in English, the coding
instructions were translated into Korean by a Korean-English
bilingual person and then back-translated into English by an
independent Korean-English bilingual person. All coders were
instructed to code the section of the church websites labeled
“mission statement” or the equivalent (e.g., “church vision,”
“core values”). Coders were unaware that the study involved
coding websites from a culture other than their own and were
unaware of the hypotheses.

Results

Coder reliability. Calculating intercoder reliabilities within
each culture produced a high percentage of agreement between
Korean coders (97.08%) and U.S. coders (92.08%). Within each
culture, any disagreement between the two coders was resolved by
a third same-culture, independent coder.

Cultural differences in church mission statements. To
address our hypothesis, we examined differences in secondary
control or social affiliation themes present in U.S. and Korean
church mission statements. For the analyses, each theme was rated
as “present” if the mission statement contained at least one of the
specific characteristics within a given theme.

We first conducted a chi-square analysis of culture (United
States vs. Korea) and the secondary control theme (present vs.
absent) and found that there was a significant difference in pres-
ence of the secondary control theme between cultures, �2(1, N �
200) � 15.34, p � .001, � � –.28. Whereas only 16% of Korean
websites contained the theme of secondary control, 41% of U.S.
websites contained this theme. To test for possible effects of
denomination, we conducted a 2 (Culture: United States vs.

Korea) � 2 (Secondary Control Theme: present vs. absent) � 2
(Denomination: Catholic vs. Presbyterian) log linear test. Results
showed that there was a marginal main effect of denomination,
�2(1, N � 200) � 3.23, p � .072, � � .13, such that marginally
more Presbyterian mission statements contained the theme of
secondary control (34%) compared to Catholic mission statements
(23%). However, the cultural difference in prevalence of the
secondary control theme remained significant, even after control-
ling for the effects of denomination, �p

2(1, N � 200) � 15.99, p �
.001, � � .28, and there was no interaction of culture, secondary
control theme, and denomination, �2(1, N � 200) � 0.54, p �
.464, � � .05, meaning that denominational differences in use of
this theme were similar across U.S. and Korean websites.

Next, we conducted a chi-square analysis of culture and the
social affiliation theme and found a significant cultural difference
in social affiliation theme prevalence, �2(1, N � 200) � 78.42,
p � .001, � � .63. Of the U.S. websites, 12% contained the theme
of social affiliation, whereas 74% of the Korean websites con-
tained the social affiliation theme. A 2 (Culture: United States vs.
Korea) � 2 (Social Affiliation Theme: present vs. absent) � 2
(Denomination: Catholic vs. Presbyterian) log linear test showed
that there was a significant main effect of denomination on the
social affiliation theme, �2(1, N � 200) � 4.90, p � .027, � �
.16, such that there were more Catholic mission statements con-
taining the theme of social affiliation (49%) compared with Pres-
byterian mission statements (37%). After controlling for denomi-
nation, the effect of culture and social affiliation theme remained
highly significant, �p

2(1, N � 200) � 87.29, p � .001, � � .66,
and the three-way interaction of culture, social affiliation theme,
and denomination was marginally significant, �2(1, N � 200) �
2.81, p � .094, � � .12. To investigate the nature of this marginal
interaction, we conducted a chi-square analysis of denomination
and social affiliation theme, split by culture. Results of this anal-
ysis showed that there was no difference in the prevalence of social

1 The word “acceptance” in this context can have multiple meanings
depending on how it is used. For example, it can mean that the individual
or community has accepted Christ, which is consistent with secondary
control, or that Christ has accepted them, which is not necessarily consis-
tent with secondary control. In the present coding, “acceptance” is in line
with the former meaning, which indicates secondary control.

2 We used this coding method because being born and raised in their
native country provides coders with a more nuanced understanding of
cultural meanings in the language. Those who were not born and raised in
that culture, but are nonetheless fluent in the language, may not perceive
these subtleties. However, given that this method of coding confounds the
coder’s culture with the culture of the coded material, it is difficult to
determine whether results reflect cultural differences in the material or in
the coders’ perceptions. To address this issue, we had a representative
subset of the U.S. church mission statements (20 Catholic and 20 Presby-
terian) coded by a Korean coder who was fluent in Korean and English, and
the percentage of agreement between the Korean coder and the U.S. coders
was acceptable (74%). Examining the direction of error revealed that the
Korean coder tended to code themes as “present” more often than the U.S.
coders overall, suggesting that our findings are more likely to be a reflec-
tion of cultural differences in church mission statements rather than coder
perceptions. In addition, we conducted chi-square analyses of the main
results using the Korean coder’s ratings in place of the original U.S.
coders’ ratings and found no change in results (ps � .001 for both
secondary control and social affiliation themes).
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affiliation theme between denominations for U.S. websites (12%
for both Presbyterian and Catholic mission statements), �2(1, N �
200) � 0.00, p � 1.00, � � .00. However, for Korean websites
there was a significant effect, �2(1, N � 200) � 7.48, p � .006,
� � .19, such that the theme of social affiliation was more
prevalent in Catholic mission statements (86%) than Presbyterian
mission statements (62%). Figure 1 shows the main results by
culture and theme.

Discussion

The results of this study supported our hypothesis that U.S.
mission statements would emphasize themes of secondary control
more than would Korean mission statements. There were signifi-
cantly more U.S. mission statements that focused on personal or
spiritual growth and acceptance compared to those in Korea. In
contrast, the number of Korean mission statements that empha-
sized social affiliation—that is, close, loving relationships involv-
ing spending time within the community or having a connection to
other believers—was significantly higher than in U.S. mission
statements. Thus, our hypothesis that Korean mission statements
would emphasize social affiliation more than U.S. mission state-
ments was also supported.

This study also showed that there seem to be systematic differ-
ences between Presbyterians and Catholics. It is notable, however,
that the effects of denomination did not account for the differences
in themes between cultures. Our finding of denominational differ-
ence was qualified by an interaction of culture and denomination
such that Presbyterian and Catholic churches diverged in their
emphasis on social affiliation in an East Asian cultural context,
whereas we found no evidence of denominational differences in a
mainstream American cultural context. This latter finding is par-
ticularly interesting because, although it is unexpected, it is con-
sistent with our perspective that religion is shaped by culture.
These results suggest that, in examining the potential impact of
religion, it may be critical to move to the intersection of culture
and religion in addition to examining their independent paths.

These analyses of cultural products suggest that individual acts
of secondary control or forming close social bonds may be cultur-
ally shaped by collective representations of values and meanings.
The findings from the current study build on past research on
cultural products (e.g., H. Kim & Markus, 1999; Snibbe &
Markus, 2005), supporting the notion that investigations of culture
“outside the head” are particularly important for understanding the
process by which culture and the psyche make each other up
(Morling & Lamoreaux, 2008; Shweder, 1991). The effect sizes
for our main analyses were medium to large (.28 for secondary
control themes and .63 for social affiliation themes), thus demon-
strating significant cultural differences in religious teachings at the
collective level of analysis. Regardless of culture, a key purpose of
church websites is to express the values and practices of the
congregation in a public forum (e.g., K. Kim, 2007; Sturgill,
2004). The mission statements in particular serve to teach and
reinforce the values and practices of the church to each individual
member; it is what the members collectively contribute to and hold
as an ideal of what the church should be. However, this study
suggests that the content of these religious teachings may differ in
meaningful ways.

This first study was conducted at the more collective level to
examine the cultural context in which people live via cultural
products. Moving from this examination of culture “outside the
head” in Study 1 to an investigation of its manifestation in indi-
vidual behaviors in Study 2, we examine how people’s behavior at
the individual level can be shaped by these larger cultural mean-
ings. Specifically, we focus our investigation on control in order to
establish religion’s causal impact on secondary control and to
determine whether culture may moderate its impact.

Table 1
Mission Statement Characteristics and Examples Within Themes of Secondary Control and Social Affiliation

Theme Characteristics Examples

Secondary control Emphasizing growth or maturity in
spiritual life by bettering the self

“To provide opportunities for Christian nurture, care and spiritual growth.”

Mentioning acceptance “To provide an atmosphere of love and acceptance.”
Social affiliation Emphasizing closeness or knowing people

intimately within the church
“By intentionally forming and being in holy relationship with Christ and each other.”

Encouraging people to spend time and
participate in social activities with
others in the church

“To pray together and celebrate as a community every day throughout the week.”

Mentioning a connection to other believers “Forming a loving fellowship among people ( ).”
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Figure 1. Cultural differences in themes of church mission statements in
Study 1.
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Study 2

Using experimental methods in Study 2, we investigated reli-
gion’s causal impact on behavioral manifestations of secondary
control and whether culture may moderate its impact. This study
involved a mildly distressing situation created in the laboratory,
and we primed religion to investigate its effects on behavior,
affect, and evaluations that reflect secondary control—that is,
self-adjustment and willing acceptance of the situation. In this
controlled situation, we coded whether people expressed dissatis-
faction to attempt to change the situation or, instead, refrained
from expressing discontent and accepted the situation. We pre-
dicted that manipulating religious salience would increase second-
ary control, and thus, European Americans should express less
discontent, reflecting increased adjustment to and acceptance of
the situation. However, we predicted that the impact of religious
salience on secondary control would not hold for Asians/Asian
Americans, or those who are less control-focused, consistent with
our findings from Study 1.

Method

Participants. All participants in this study indicated that they
were religious3 in a separate, larger prescreening questionnaire and
were unaware that they were recruited on the basis of this re-
sponse. There were 49 European Americans (37 female and 12
male), 48 of whom were born in the United States and had at least
one U.S.-born parent. One European American participant came to
the United States at age three. Of the 40 Asians/Asian Americans
(28 female and 12 male), 17 were born in Asia, and for all but one
participant, both their parents were born in their East Asian coun-
try of origin. The European American sample was mostly Christian
(n � 36), followed by Jewish (n � 8) and other faiths (n � 5). The
Asian/Asian American sample was also largely Christian (n � 30),
with a few Buddhists (n � 4) and other faiths (n � 7).4 Everyone
received course credit or $7 payment for participation.

Materials and procedure.
Overview. Participants completed tasks alone, and experiment-

ers were unaware of the priming condition and study purpose. Par-
ticipants first completed pre-task evaluations of different prizes, and
they were told that they would receive their first choice prize if they
performed well on the cognitive task. Next, participants were ran-
domly assigned to a priming condition that either primed religion
or not before completing the cognitive task. The feedback on the
cognitive task was rigged such that every participant scored high
enough to receive his or her first choice prize. However, partici-
pants were “accidentally” given their last choice prize, and exper-
imenters coded participants’ reactions to receiving the wrong
prize. Participants completed post-task prize evaluations to check
whether they appraised the mildly distressing situation equally
across cultural groups.

Pre-task prize evaluations. The experimenter presented the
participants with four prize items (i.e., a ballpoint pen, a mechan-
ical pencil, a small notepad, and a folder) pretested to be equally
desirable, and participants ranked the four prizes and were asked to
indicate which they preferred to receive if they did well on the
upcoming cognitive task. Participants completed four items about
each prize on how much they liked it (1 � I really dislike it, 7 �
I really like it), its quality (1 � very low quality, 7 � very high

quality), its usefulness (1 � not useful at all, 7 � very useful), and
the attractiveness of its design (1 � very unattractive design, 7 �
very attractive design). The four rating items were later combined
into a composite scale for each prize (�s ranged from .70 to .81).
Participants then wrote down the name of the prize they most
wanted.

Priming condition. Next, participants were randomly as-
signed to one of two priming conditions: religion or no-religion. In
the religion condition, the two writing options were “religious
values” and “romantic values,” whereas in the no-religion condi-
tion, the two options were non-religion values (i.e., “relations with
friends/family” and “romantic values”). Participants rated both
values on a scale from 1 (extremely unimportant) to 7 (extremely
important), chose one value, and wrote about its importance to
them for five minutes.5

Cognitive task. All participants were given 5 min to work
on the easy version of the Remote Associates Test (RAT;
McFarlin & Blascovich, 1984), in which they had to produce a
novel word (e.g., foot) that connected three clue words (e.g.,
athletes-web-rabbit). The easy RAT was administered to in-
crease the plausibility that participants did well on the task.
Participants were told that they would receive their first choice
prize if they scored within the 90th percentile of students who
did the task in the previous year.

Behavioral observation and post-task prize evaluations. The
experimenter scored participants’ RATs in a separate room and
informed all participants that they scored in the 92nd percentile.
The experimenter then told participants that they would receive
their first choice prize for doing well on the task, but since the lab
was “out of prizes,” another lab assistant would run to a different
lab to get their first choice prize. After leaving the lab for a few
minutes, the assistant returned, not with their first choice, but with
their last choice prize. The experimenter gave the participant
instructions for completing the post-task prize evaluations, which
included the same four prize-rating items from the pre-task prize
evaluations, for the prize they received (i.e., for their last choice
prize if they did not complain that it was the wrong prize, or for
their first choice prize if they complained before completing post-
task prize evaluations). During this interaction, the experimenter

3 Although Asian/Asian American participants were significantly higher
than the European Americans on a measure of religiosity (p � .046),
controlling for religiosity does not change the results in this study.

4 Results do not change significantly with non-Christian participants
excluded from analyses.

5 Participants were given a choice of writing topics to reduce the prob-
lem of demand characteristics associated with religion. Given that partic-
ipants were preselected to be religious, we anticipated that the majority of
participants in the religion condition would choose to write on the topic of
“religious values,” which they did (66%). Even for those who did not
choose to write on “religious values” (34%), simply seeing this religion-
relevant option should have primed the concept, particularly because all
participants were religiously identified. In the written responses, some
participants in the religion condition freely mentioned religion, even if they
had chosen “romantic values.” All main analyses revealed the same pattern
of results, either at significance or marginal significance, when participants
who wrote on “romantic values” were excluded. Thus, participants in the
religion condition were included in analyses regardless of chosen topic,
maintaining random assignment to conditions.
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carefully observed the participant’s verbal and nonverbal cues of
dissatisfaction. If participants verbalized that they had received the
wrong prize, the lab assistant retrieved the correct prize for them.
Last, participants completed demographics before being probed for
suspicion about the study purpose and thoroughly debriefed. As
additional compensation, all participants were offered a small gift
of equal value to the original prizes and thanked for their partic-
ipation.

Behavioral observation coding. The experimenter com-
pleted a coding sheet immediately following the behavioral obser-
vation in a room separate from the participant. We operationalized
secondary control as the extent to which participants accepted the
situation by controlling themselves to not express dissatisfaction,
rather than trying to exert primary control, or influencing and
changing the situation by expressing their dissatisfaction with the
prize. Specifically, the binary coding indicated whether or not the
participants verbally complained that they had received the wrong
prize, and if the participants did not verbally complain, whether or
not the participant showed at least one indication of discontent
nonverbally (e.g., being clearly hesitant to continue on in the next
task). The experimenter also rated to what extent participants
expressed negative affect from 1 (not at all bothered) to 7 (very
much bothered). A total of nine different laboratory assistants of
various ethnicities were used as the experimenter during the course of
data collection to ensure that coding responses were not the result
of peculiarities of one experimenter, and there were no systematic
differences in coding patterns among these experimenters.

Results

We hypothesized that European Americans would exert second-
ary control or accept the situation more (i.e., less attempt to change
the situation)—as indicated by fewer verbal complaints, fewer
signs of nonverbal dissatisfaction, and less negative affect—in the
religion condition than the no-religion condition but that Asians/
Asian Americans would not differ between conditions.

Effects on observed reactions. First, the results for fre-
quency of verbal complaints showed that about 11% of all partic-
ipants told the experimenter that they had received the wrong
prize, but this outcome was determined by culture and priming
condition. A 2 (Culture: European American vs. Asian/Asian
American) � 2 (Priming Condition: religion vs. no-religion) � 2
(Complaints: observed vs. not observed) log linear test6 on verbal
complaints yielded no main effect of condition, �2(1, N � 85) �
0.06, p � .812, � � 0.03, and a marginal effect of culture on
complaints, �2(1, N � 85) � 3.03, p � .082, � � 0.19, such that
European Americans (6%) made verbal complaints slightly less
frequently than Asians/Asian Americans (19%). The marginal
effect of culture was qualified by a significant interaction between
culture and condition, �2(1, N � 85) � 8.38, p � .004, � � 0.31.
To investigate the nature of this interaction, we conducted chi-
square analyses on condition and complaints split by culture. As
predicted, European Americans were significantly less likely to
ask for the correct prize when they were primed with religion (0%)
versus when they were not primed with religion (18%), �2(1, N �
48) � 5.84, p � .016, � � 0.35. However, for Asians/Asian
Americans, there was not a significant difference in complaints
when primed with religion (28%) and not primed with religion
(11%), �2(1, N � 37) � 1.79, p � .181, � � 0.22. (see Figure 2).

For participants who did not ask for the correct prize (N � 75),
we examined the effects of culture and condition on nonverbal
behaviors indicating discontent. A 2 (Culture: European American
vs. Asian/Asian American) � 2 (Priming Condition: religion vs.
no-religion) � 2 (Nonverbal Behaviors: observed vs. not ob-
served) log linear test on nonverbal behaviors revealed no effect of
culture, �2(1, N � 75) � 0.59, p � .442, � � 0.09, or condition,
�2(1, N � 75) � 0.86, p � .353, � � 0.11, but a significant
interaction, �2(1, N � 75) � 5.23, p � .022, � � 0.26. A
chi-square analysis on condition and nonverbal behaviors split by
culture showed that significantly fewer European Americans dis-
played nonverbal indications of discontent when primed with
religion (65%) than when not primed with religion (93%), �2(1,
N � 45) � 3.96, p � .047, � � 0.30. However, there was no
significant difference in nonverbal behaviors for Asians/Asian
Americans whether they were primed with religion (92%) or not
(76%), �2(1, N � 30) � 1.33, p � .249, � � 0.21.

Next, we examined the impact of culture and priming condition
on expressed negative affect for all participants. A 2 (Culture:
European American vs. Asian/Asian American) � 2 (Priming
Condition: religion vs. no-religion) analysis of variance on nega-
tive affect yielded no main effect of condition, F(1, 85) � 1.22,
p � .273, �p

2 � .02, but a significant main effect of culture, F(1,
85) � 12.81, p � .001, �p

2 � .14, such that European Americans
expressed less negative affect than Asians/Asian Americans over-
all. This main effect was qualified by a significant Culture �
Condition interaction, F(1, 85) � 6.86, p � .011, �p

2 � .08.
Specifically, planned contrasts revealed that European Americans
expressed less negative affect when primed with religion (M �
1.48, SD � 1.00) than when not primed with religion (M � 2.65,
SD � 1.27), t(46) � –3.51, p � .001, d � 1.02, but for Asians/
Asian Americans, negative affect was not significantly different

6 One participant suspected that the study involved religion, and her
reaction to receiving the wrong prize, and thus, her data were excluded
from the analyses. Because three other participants were missing behav-
ioral data (e.g., one participant verbally expressed her excitement about
getting her first choice prize right before the lab assistant went to get the
prize), the final sample for analyses was 85.
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Figure 2. Effects of culture and religion on verbal complaints (i.e., asking
for the correct prize) in Study 2. � p � .05.
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when they were primed with religion (M � 3.42, SD � 1.92)
versus when they were not (M � 2.95, SD � 1.51), t(36) � 0.85,
p � .404, d � 0.27. (see Figure 3).

Effects on self-reported prize evaluations. Last, we tested
whether European American and Asian/Asian American partici-
pants had similar appraisals of the distressing situation by con-
ducting a 2 (Culture: European American vs. Asian/Asian Amer-
ican) � 2 (Condition: religion vs. no-religion) analysis of variance
on prize evaluations for participants who did not complain that
they received the wrong prize. A change score of prize evaluations
was computed by subtracting the pre-task composite rating from
the post-task composite rating of their last choice prize, and this
change score was submitted as the dependent variable. Asians/
Asian Americans (M � –0.14, SD � 0.12) did not differ from
European Americans (M � 0.12, SD � 0.11) on change in prize
evaluations, F(1, 71) � 2.45, p � .122, �p

2 � .03. There was also
no main effect of condition, F(1, 71) � 2.05, p � .156, �p

2 � .03,
and no interaction between culture and condition, F(1, 71) � 0.20,
p � .657, �p

2 � .003.

Discussion

This study showed that culture and religion interacted to impact
the degree of expressed discontent with the situation, which re-
flects a willingness to accept the situation. European Americans
accepted the situation more, as evidenced by fewer verbal and
nonverbal expressions of dissatisfaction and less negative affect,
when primed with religion than when not primed with religion. It
is important to note, however, that priming religion did not have
significant effects on secondary control for Asians/Asian Ameri-
cans. More specifically, thinking about the value of religion did
not seem to influence their reactions to the undesirable situation.

These findings suggest that religion’s role of increasing second-
ary control in a distress situation may be particularly important in
cultures that focus on personal agency. These results are consistent
with our findings from Study 1 showing that cultural products (i.e.,
church website mission statements) in mainstream American cul-

tural contexts emphasized themes of secondary control more fre-
quently than in Korean cultural contexts. Whereas Study 1 exam-
ined solely Christian cultural products across two cultures, Study
2 included participants from various religious backgrounds, sug-
gesting that cultural differences in the impact of religion on sec-
ondary control may not be bound to a particular religious tradition.
Overall, the results for European Americans in Study 2 confirm
previous theoretical predictions about the effects of religion on
forms of control that involve acceptance of the situation (e.g.,
Weisz et al., 1984), providing the first experimental demonstration
of how religion may impact behavioral expressions of control in
the context of a mildly stressful situation.

The results showing that evaluations of the prize were unaf-
fected by priming suggest that, for European Americans, religion
may not impact appraisal of an undesirable situation, but rather,
religion may influence their willingness to show their negative
feelings and gain personal control by changing the situation. That
is, they did not like their last choice prize when they received it any
more than they had initially liked it, but religion seemed to impact
how they reacted, such that they did not enact personal control
over the situation and instead seemed to accept the situation more.
The results for European Americans build on previous research
suggesting that religion affirms a sense of external control (Kay,
Gaucher, Napier, Callan, & Laurin, 2008), providing the first
experimental demonstration of how religion dampens the assertion
of personal control.

In this study, we investigated a behavioral indicator of control,
as most research in the area of control uses self-report data.
However, as is often the case with behavioral data, there is some
ambiguity in interpreting the meaning of behaviors. It is possible
that expressing less discontent indicates secondary control or being
agreeable, motivated by the desire for social affiliation, or both.
Thus, we conducted Study 3 using more precise measures. In
addition, although Study 2 demonstrated that religion has partic-
ular impacts on individual psychology via experimental methods
in the laboratory, the question of whether religion has consistent
effects in the real world remains. Thus, to determine whether
religion would have the same effects in everyday life as suggested
by cultural artifacts in Study 1 and the controlled laboratory setting
of Study 2, in Study 3, we investigate how people may actually use
religion to cope with stressful events in their daily lives.

Study 3

Cultural differences in values and practices found at the collec-
tive level, as shown in Study 1’s analysis of cultural products, and
at the level of individuals’ coping responses to the lab situation in
Study 2, may also be reflected in coping with naturally occurring
stressors in everyday life. Using daily diary methods in Study 3,
we examined how people’s use of religion as a way to cope with
daily stressors would predict their spontaneous use of secondary
control and social affiliation as coping strategies. We predicted
that religious coping would be more strongly associated with the
use of secondary control as a coping strategy for European Amer-
icans than for Koreans. We also predicted that religious coping
would more strongly predict the use of social coping among
Koreans than European Americans, although we expected that the
relationship would be significant among European Americans as
well, given the relationship found in past studies between religious
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Figure 3. Effects of culture and religion on negative affect in Study 2.
Error bars indicate standard error in continuous measure of negative affect.
� p � .05.
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coping and social affiliation with largely European American
samples (e.g., George et al., 2002).

Method

Participants. The participants for this study were 77 under-
graduate students recruited from the United States (n � 37) and
Korea (n � 40). Although not all participants identified themselves
as religious, an analysis of background measures showed that the
mean level of general religiosity was comparable, t(71) � –.39,
p � .699, between the European American sample (M � 2.67,
SD � 1.55) and the Korean sample (M � 2.83, SD � 1.83). All
participants who identified as religious were Christian (i.e., Cath-
olic, Protestant, or nondenomination Christian).

Measures and procedure.
Orientation and background measures. Participants attended

the study orientation, which provided detailed instructions on how
to use the online survey system, at a university in the United States
or Korea. Experimenters were native in respective cultures, and all
materials and instructions for this study were given in the local
language. Materials were translated from English to Korean by a
bilingual research assistant and then back-translated by a separate
bilingual research assistant. Following this orientation, consenting
participants completed initial background measures in an online
questionnaire. The background questionnaire included a 10-item
reliable, validated scale to assess level of general religiosity (Wor-
thington et al., 2003; � � .95). Example items include “My
religious beliefs lie behind my whole approach to life,” and “I
enjoy working in the activities of my religious organization.”
Demographic items on age, sex, ethnicity, birthplace, religious
identification (i.e., dichotomous item: “Are you religious?” Yes or
No), and religious affiliation were also included.

Daily measures. Participants were instructed to complete an
online questionnaire7 at the end of each day for 7 consecutive days.
The questionnaire for this study consisted of stressor descriptions
and evaluations, as well as coping measures.

In an open-ended format, participants were first asked to de-
scribe their biggest stressor of the day and evaluate the seriousness
and negativity of their stressor. Next, participants were asked to
indicate how much they used religious coping, secondary control,
and social coping to deal with their daily stressor. Religious coping
was assessed with two items from the Brief COPE inventory (e.g.,
“I sought help from God or a higher power”; Carver, 1997; � �
.95). Secondary control, or adjustment of the self and acceptance
of the situation, was measured using a four-item composite scale
(� � .70) that included two items from the Brief COPE (e.g., “I
accepted the reality of this stressor”) and two created items (i.e., “I
changed my attitudes about the situation” and “I adjusted my
expectations”). Social coping was measured with a five-item com-
posite (� � .72) of three items from the Brief COPE (e.g., “I talked
to someone about the situation”) and two created items (e.g., “I
hung out with friends who did not know about the stressor”) to
measure overall use of various types of social support in a cultur-
ally balanced manner (see H. S. Kim, Sherman, & Taylor, 2008,
for review of cultural differences in use and benefit of different
types of social support). All items were assessed on a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much).

At the end of the seven days, the experimenter debriefed par-
ticipants in groups. Participants received monetary compensation

for attending the orientation session and for each day they com-
pleted the online questionnaire, and those who completed all seven
daily questionnaires received a small additional amount as an
incentive to participate each day.

Results

Data analysis strategy. The data for this study were hierar-
chical, with daily ratings nested within persons. Thus, hierarchical
linear modeling (HLM) techniques (HLMwin, Version 5.02;
Raudenbush, Bryk, & Congdon, 2000) were used. HLM allows
analysis of each participant on each day, and then summarizes the
results across participants, across days. To test the central research
questions on cultural differences, we examined the cross-level
interaction (Nezlek, 2001) of religious coping and culture. More
specifically, we analyzed the within-person association of daily
religious coping and outcome variables (i.e., secondary control and
social coping) as a function of cultural (i.e., between-person)
differences, with all within- and between-person random effects
included in the analyses. All results controlled for stressor seri-
ousness and negativity to test for cultural differences in the use of
religious coping above and beyond specifics of the stressors. The
following Level 1 (within-person) equation was used for each
outcome variable:

Yij � b0j � b1j � �seriousness	 � b2j � �negativity	

� b3j � �religious coping	 � rij,

where Yij is the outcome (e.g., social affiliation) for person j on the
ith day, b0j is the intercept (e.g., the person’s level of social
affiliation on an average day), b1j is the slope between the out-
come variable and seriousness of the stressor, b2j is the slope
between the outcome variable and negativity of the stressor, b3j is
the slope between the outcome variable and the daily level of
religious coping, and rij represents error. Because ratings of seri-
ousness, negativity, and religious coping were centered around
each participant’s mean, the coefficients represent the deviations
of ratings on the ith day from the person’s average rating.

Cultural (i.e., between-person) differences in the average
within-person relationship between the outcome variable and daily
events were estimated using the following Level 2 model:

b0j � g00 � g01 � �Culture Code x	 � u0j,

b1j � g10 � u1j,

b2j � g20 � u2j,

b3j � g30 � g31 � �Culture Code x	 � u3j.

Each analysis was run with European Americans coded as 0 and
Koreans coded as 1 in the Culture Code. In the Level 2 model, g00
refers to the day-level intercept for European Americans, g01
refers to the difference in day-level intercepts between European
Americans and Koreans, and g10 and g20 represent the day-level
slopes for the entire sample; g30 refers to the strength of the
within-person association between religious coping and the out-

7 Data were collected as part of a larger study dataset that also included
items on daily social interactions.
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come variable for European Americans; g31 is the difference in the
within-person association of religious coping and the outcome
between European Americans and Koreans; and u0j, u1j, u2j, and
u3j represent random effects of the intercept, stressor seriousness
and negativity, and religious coping. The random effects of control
variables (i.e., seriousness and negativity) were excluded from
analyses because these were not the main variables of interest.

Cultural differences in daily effects of religious coping. In
our first analysis, we tested our hypothesis that religious coping
would predict secondary control differently depending on culture.
Results showed that the average use of secondary control across
days for European Americans was 2.70, and Koreans used signif-
icantly more secondary control to cope with daily stressors than
did European Americans on average (b � .47, p � .001), repli-
cating the general pattern of cultural difference in other research
(e.g., Morling et al., 2002; addressed in the General Discussion).
As predicted, religious coping was positively associated with sec-
ondary control for European Americans (b � .39, p � .001), such
that the more they used religion to cope with a stressor, the more
they also adjusted themselves and accepted the situation on a given
day and across days. However, a significant Culture � Religious
Coping interaction indicated that the association between religious
coping and secondary control for Koreans was significantly dif-
ferent from the association for European Americans (b � –.30,
p � .015). In a follow-up analysis, Koreans were coded as 0 and
European Americans were coded as 1 to determine the strength of
the relationship between religious coping and secondary control
for Koreans. The results revealed that the relationship for Koreans
was not significantly different from zero (p � .355), suggesting
that Koreans did not adjust themselves or accept the situation more
as they used religion to cope. Thus, consistent with Studies 1 and
2, the effects of religious coping on secondary control were mod-
erated by culture in the context of daily life. All intercepts and
unstandardized regression coefficients relevant to our hypothesis
on secondary control are reported in Table 2.

The next analysis tested our hypothesis that there would be
cultural differences in how religious coping predicted social cop-
ing. The results of this analysis showed that European Americans’
average use of social coping in response to daily stressors was 2.09
across days, whereas Koreans’ average use of social coping was
significantly higher than that of European Americans (b � .65,
p � .001). Religious coping predicted significantly more use of
social coping on a day and across days for European Americans
(b � .19, p � .022), consistent with our prediction, and the
interaction between culture and religious coping was not signifi-

cant (b � .09, p � .425). Again we conducted a follow-up analysis
with Koreans coded as 0 and European Americans coded as 1 to
investigate the strength of the association between religious coping
and social coping for Koreans. Results of this analysis showed
that, for Koreans, religious coping significantly predicted social
coping on a day and across days (p � .002). Thus, both European
Americans and Koreans used social coping strategies more as they
used religion to cope. Intercepts and unstandardized regression
coefficients relevant to our hypothesis on social coping are also
reported in Table 2.

Exploratory analysis on secondary control and social cop-
ing. In an exploratory analysis, we first examined whether
secondary control was associated with social coping for European
Americans and found that this relationship was significant (b �
.21, p � .002). There was no interaction of culture and secondary
control (b � .11, p � .185), and our follow-up analysis coding
Koreans as 0 and European Americans as 1 showed that secondary
control also predicted more social coping on a day and across days
for Koreans (b � .33, p � .001). Given this finding, we next
examined whether the association between religious coping and
social coping would be reduced after controlling for use of sec-
ondary control. With Koreans coded as 0 and European Americans
coded as 1, the results revealed that religious coping still signifi-
cantly predicted social coping for Koreans, even after controlling
for secondary control (b � .23, p � .001); however, with European
Americans coded as 0 and Koreans coded as 1, the relationship
between religious coping and secondary control for European
Americans was no longer significant after accounting for the
effects of secondary control (b � .10, p � .313).

Discussion

In Study 3, we first examined the hypotheses that religious
coping would predict an increase in the use of secondary control as
a way of coping with stressors for European Americans but not
Koreans, and that religious coping would predict social coping for
both groups, and particularly for Koreans. These hypotheses were
confirmed, suggesting that the role of religion may indeed differ
depending on culture. Consistent with previous research, the find-
ings from this study indicate that Koreans used secondary control
more overall (Lam & Zane, 2004; Morling et al., 2002; Weisz et
al., 1984), and religious coping was associated with secondary
control overall (Weisz et al., 1984). However, the interaction
between religion and culture showed that European Americans
increased their use of secondary control, or acceptance of the

Table 2
Hierarchical Linear Modeling Intercepts and Unstandardized Regression Coefficients for the
Association Between Religious Coping and Outcome Variables by Culture

Culture Intercept Slope Significance test of slope

Secondary control as outcome variable

European American 2.70 .39 p � .001
Korean 3.17 .09 p � .355

Social coping as outcome variable

European American 2.09 .19 p � .022
Korean 2.74 .28 p � .002
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situation, as they used religion to cope, whereas this relationship
was not significant for Koreans. These findings are in line with
Study 1’s results that collective representations of religious prac-
tices and values emphasize secondary control more in the United
States than in Korea. The findings from this study also align with
Study 2’s results that religious salience leads to greater secondary
control in a controlled laboratory setting.

The results of Study 3 also showed that, consistent with our
predictions based on past research on interdependence and rela-
tional goals (e.g., Morling et al., 2002; Morling et al., 2003; Oishi
& Diener, 2001), Koreans used more social coping in relation to
religious coping. Building on past research suggesting that social
support may be an important pathway of benefit for mainstream
Americans (Chen & Contrada, 2007; George et al., 2002; Hill &
Butter, 1995; Seeman et al., 1987), our results showed that social
coping was also related to religious coping for European Ameri-
cans. This relationship seemed to be stronger for Koreans than for
European Americans, but not significantly so. In the exploratory
analysis, we found that there was a significant relationship be-
tween secondary control and social coping. That is, for both
cultural groups, the more they used secondary control to cope with
their stressor, the more they also used social coping on a given day
and across days. In our analysis of religious coping as a predictor
of social coping, controlling for secondary control reduced the
effect to nonsignificance for European Americans but not Koreans,
suggesting an interesting possibility that is discussed further in the
General Discussion.

General Discussion

Summary

Recent increases in psychological research on religion have
begun to fill a long-standing void in the scientific understanding of
this topic. The current investigation, however, differs from the
majority of previous research on religion by demonstrating that
religion is not always uniform in its effects and implications across
groups of people. Just as psychological tendencies can differ based
on the beliefs and practices of religious traditions (e.g., Cohen,
Siegel, & Rozin, 2003; Sanchez-Burks, 2002; Tsai, Miao, & Sep-
pala, 2007), even the same religion may have varying impacts
depending on the larger cultural context. Moving from macro-level
analyses of tangible cultural products to micro-level investigations
of behavioral and psychological responses, we found a similar
interaction between culture and religion throughout, demonstrating
that institutional teachings of religion and the role of religion in
shaping individuals’ actions and daily lives may be moderated by
culture. We do not claim that these effects would be clear and
consistent across different psychological tendencies and social
interactions. However, it is important to point out that there are
detectable culture-specific patterns at many levels of analysis, thus
highlighting the pervasive influence of cultural assumptions.

Using multiple levels of analysis, our studies show how religion
may be differentially represented and psychologically experienced
according to the cultural context. In Study 1, we showed that
explicit statements of values in religious teachings differ on a
collective level in different cultures. Study 2 demonstrated exper-
imentally that religious salience influences responses to a social
situation in a culturally specific way, and Study 3 showed that

culture impacts the way people use religion in daily life to cope
with naturally occurring stressors. Taken together, the findings
from these three studies suggest that the culturally shaped religious
practices and values represented in cultural products may be in-
ternalized and experienced on an individual level. From Studies 1,
2, and 3, we can see that secondary control—an individual’s
spiritual growth in religion, acceptance of circumstances, and
dampening of personal control—is particularly relevant in religion
for European Americans, who tend to have a more independent
self. Study 3 suggests that the use of social resources may be an
important part of religious coping for both collectivistic and indi-
vidualistic cultures, but Studies 1 and 3 together suggest that the
value of social relationships—that is, social affiliation and main-
taining relationships with others in church or other believers—are
especially important for East Asians, who tend to foster the inter-
dependent self.

In this research, we focused primarily on Christianity (except
in Study 2) to examine how culture shapes the impact of the
same religion. However, past research suggests that other non-
Christian religions should also be connected to secondary con-
trol or social affiliation in some way (e.g., Weisz et al., 1984;
Yeager et al., 2006). Future research should examine whether
different non-Christian religious traditions may place more or
less emphasis on secondary control or social affiliation. The
fact that Study 2 in the present research includes non-Christians
and shows results consistent with our theorizing suggests that
the interaction between culture and religion may be found
among non-Christians. Future research should also examine
how different religious traditions may interact with culture to
produce convergent and divergent effects given that Catholic
and Presbyterian mission statements in Study 1 show slightly
different results from each other.

In addition, the current research focuses primarily on how
culture shapes religion, but that is not to say that religion has had
no previous impact on the cultures included in these studies. It is
undeniable that religion has contributed to the formation of both
cultures. Protestant values live at the core of much of mainstream
European American culture (Sanchez-Burks, 2002), just as Korean
culture has many historical roots in Buddhist thought (Pratt, 1928).
Yet these strands of historical religious influence have become so
tight knit with the dominant American and East Asian cultures that
they are inseparable. Culture, as a system of beliefs, traditions, and
shared meanings, is maintained and changed by the people who
exist with it in mutual constitution (Bruner, 1990; H. Kim &
Markus, 1999; Kitayama et al., 1997; Shweder, 1995), and it
inevitably includes religious or philosophical influences from its
historical past (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). The present research
addresses the issue of how current, active participation in religion,
whether consistent with a culture’s historical past or not, may
differ according to the cultural context.

Universal and Culture-Specific Impacts of Religion

This research suggests that social affiliation may be relevant to
religious groups everywhere, but particularly in cultures that
strongly value maintaining close relationships. The notion of an
all-seeing, all-powerful God who punishes deviant behavior may
be a viable solution to the problem of large non-kin groups,
encouraging prosociality when social reputations are at stake, and
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giving religious groups some adaptive advantages over secular
groups (Johnson & Bering, 2006; Norenzayan & Shariff, 2008;
Sosis, 2004). Indeed, research on currently existing religious com-
munities suggests that individuals in these groups are highly co-
operative, compared to those in secular communities (e.g., Shapira
& Madsen, 1974). Thus, religion may serve a social function
across cultures, and certain cultural contexts may enhance or
dampen this emphasis on relationships.

In contrast to social affiliation, secondary control may be a less
universally relevant use of religion. Past research on culture and
control has suggested that people from different cultures may
emphasize different types of control. Whereas the European Amer-
ican (i.e., independent) cultural perspective tends to be more
focused on primary control overall, the East Asian (i.e., interde-
pendent) perspective tends to focus more on secondary control
(e.g., Morling et al., 2002; Weisz et al., 1984; but also see Morling
& Evered, 2006, for review and exceptions to this general cultural
pattern). The results from Study 3 showed that, consistent with
past research on culture and types of control (e.g., Morling et al.,
2002), Koreans emphasize and use more secondary control than do
European Americans overall. Yet secondary control was predicted
by religious coping only among European Americans and not
among Koreans, suggesting that religion’s impact on secondary
control may be less ubiquitous and uniform than once assumed.
Thus, our findings across all three studies are consistent with the
results from Morling et al. (2003) that European Americans pre-
ferred the secondary control coping strategy to the social coping
strategy during pregnancy, whereas Japanese preferred social cop-
ing to secondary control. The authors of this study suggested that
both primary and secondary control center on the individual, as
primary control requires action from the self, and secondary con-
trol requires personal acceptance from within. Control, in any
form, is in concert with the individualistic motivation for agency,
and thus, gaining any form of personal control to cope may be a
preference bounded by culture and the specific context.

However, because religious groups tend to strongly value inter-
dependence (e.g., Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton,
1985), the independent tendency of North American culture may
actually interfere with the demands of creating a cohesive religious
community. Given that the social aspect of religion should be
relevant in every culture to some degree (e.g., see Durkheim,
1912), the use and value of secondary control in individualistic
cultures, such as in the United States, may facilitate social affili-
ation in religious communities. In line with this reasoning, our
exploratory analysis in Study 3 showed that the relationship be-
tween religious coping and social coping was reduced to nonsig-
nificance after controlling for the use of secondary control for
European Americans (but not for Koreans). This finding raises the
possibility that religion encourages secondary control for Euro-
pean Americans, who are ordinarily not as inclined to exercise
secondary control, to ultimately allow them to affiliate with others
more and become further integrated in a community.

This explanation may also apply to our Study 2 findings that
European Americans primed with religion expressed less discon-
tent in a distressing situation. It is noteworthy that the act of
accepting the situation led to behavior that is more agreeable and
socially affiliative. The seeming ambiguity in the meaning of the
expressing less discontent might also be by design for European
Americans, as was the case in Study 3. These findings from the

present research suggest that increased acceptance and adjustment
from secondary control may be one pathway through which inde-
pendent individuals can begin to affiliate more with others and
maintain close relationships.

Implications for Existing Theoretical Models and
Practical Benefits of Religion

Although the impact of religion on control seems to be different
in individualistic versus collectivist cultural contexts, our findings
on people from mainstream American culture may be integrated
into existing models of control. Past research has demonstrated
that a lack of personal control can lead people to increase belief in
a controlling God (Kay et al., 2008; Laurin, Kay, & Moscovitch,
2008). Under their model of compensatory control, Kay et al.
(2008) argued that people may maintain a relatively stable level of
control overall by using external forms of control, such as God, to
compensate for a lack of personal control. Our findings that
European Americans were more likely to accept the situation in
response to an experimental manipulation of religious salience
(Study 2) and when using religion to cope with naturally occurring
daily stressors (Study 3) seem to support their model. In addition,
collective representations of religious teachings related to second-
ary control were strongly emphasized in the U.S. (Study 1). If, as
this compensatory model of control suggests, people increase their
belief in a controlling God because it offers them a sense of
external control, then it should follow that religious teachings,
religious salience, or religious coping increase a sense of external
control, encouraging people to use secondary control, or adjust the
self and accept their circumstances.

However, our studies suggest a different pattern of data for East
Asians. As Kay et al. (2008) noted, people from East Asian cultures
also have a need for control, and one possibility they suggest is that
people from different cultures may have a similar need to perceive
order, but the way they achieve this sense of order varies. Another
possibility is that the need for control is lower overall for people
from East Asian cultures, allowing them a higher tolerance for a
lack of control. Future research may directly address these possi-
bilities by incorporating external versus personal/internal dimen-
sions of control, as well as primary versus secondary control.
Drawing on the present research, we suggest that although religion
may fulfill a sense of control for people from Western cultures, the
function and use of religion for people from East Asian cultures
may be much less tied to issues of control.

The current research has important implications for understand-
ing the process by which people may benefit from religion. A
recent review by McCullough and Willoughby (2009) concluded
that self-control may be a “general feature of religion itself” (p. 87)
and one important pathway through which religion impacts health
outcomes. The use of self-control is distinct from secondary con-
trol in that people can assert secondary control without necessarily
exerting self-control, or overriding an initial response. However, in
cases when an increase in secondary control may also reflect the
act of self-control (as arguably can be the case in Study 2), the
current investigation suggests that religion’s effect on self-control
may be moderated by culture. People from different cultures tend
to be motivated toward different goals, and thus, how they use
religion to achieve these goals may differ systematically by cul-
ture. In working toward an understanding of the theoretical pro-
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cesses surrounding religion and its practical consequences, it is
important to consider how cultural factors may constrain or sup-
port pathways of religious influence.

Concluding Remarks

Although religious beliefs and traditions may travel across var-
ious communities, people from different cultures may experience
even the same religion quite differently. Prior to this research, it
was largely unknown how culture and religion may interact to
create different experiences and thus different outcomes. For peo-
ple from individualistic cultures, who are driven by goals of
personal agency, the sense of control they gain from religion may
help them withstand hardships. Conversely, for those from collec-
tivistic cultures, who are motivated to maintain strong relational
ties, religion may be more centered on promoting affiliation with
others in community. For people at an American evangelical
outreach and in a Korean mega-church, the roles of religion may
indeed differ. However, people from both cultures may use reli-
gion in a way that ultimately affirms their culturally construed
sense of self.
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