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Religious and Gender Effects on Psychosocial
Adaptation Among Japanese Immigrants

SACHI ANDO, MSSW, PhD
Center for Social Work Education, Widener University, Chester, Pennsylvania

This exploratory study examined the effects of religious identifica-
tion and gender on psychosocial adaptation among a nonrandom
sample of 440 Japanese immigrants who lived in Texas. The
study revealed that a religious effect became salient in terms of
the cross-cultural adaptation and life outcomes of first-genera-
tion immigrants. Christian immigrants were significantly better
adjusted than were their Buddhist or atheist counterparts. Although
there was little or no gender effect, female immigrants enjoyed
higher emotional well-being than did their male counterparts. The
findings have implications for social work in terms of client religion
and, possibly, gender as well as services to enhance psychosocial
adaptation of first-generation immigrants in the United States.

KEYWORDS Japanese immigrants, religious identification,
psychosocial adaptation

Religion and spirituality are two distinctive concepts for Japanese people.
Many cultural practices in which the Japanese engage, including celebrations
of the seasons (e.g., cherry blossoms in spring, festivals in summer, full moon
in autumn, New Year), admiration for nature (e.g., mountain and totem wor-
ship), and rites of passage at different life stages (e.g., birth, early childhood,
coming of age, marriage, climacteric days and ages, death), are deeply rooted
in Shinto and Buddhist beliefs and rituals (Fukaya, 2000; Fukushima, 2011;
Iwai, 2004). The religious meanings attached to these activities, however,
were lost in history, and currently, the Japanese consider cultural celebra-
tions as their tradition (Tanaka, 2010). Japanese culture has become more
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Religion, Gender, and Immigrant Adaptation 179

secular, but this separation from religion had encouraged spirituality, includ-
ing spiritual journeys. For example, pilgrimages to spiritually sacred places
or “power spots” (e.g., Mt. Fuji, Ise Shrine, and gravesites of samurai warriors
such as Taira No Masakado) have become popular among many Japanese
as a means to receive both spiritual and materialistic benefits (e.g., personal
reflection, financial abundance, work promotion, a good mate for marriage;
Hughes, 2010; Kotera, 2012).

Researchers (e.g., Fukaya, 2000; Fukushima, 2011; Inaba, 2011) have
examined where this separation between religion and spirituality comes into
existence in the Japanese mentality. For the Japanese, the word religion or
shūkyō often has negative connotations due to its association with extreme
adoration of the emperor, who is a Shinto priest of the highest rank and
who led Japan into two world wars as a living God or Arahitogami, and
to the Sarin gas attack on the Tokyo Subway carried out by a Japanese
religious cult, Aum Shinrikyō, in 1995. Indifference or even phobic reac-
tions toward organized religion has developed among the Japanese, whereas
the cultural aspects of traditional practices remain a part of their daily lives
(Ayashiro, 2011). For the Japanese, religion is not the same as spirituality, and
highly spiritual people are not necessarily members of particular religions
(Matsutani, 2004).

According to the Japan Agency for Cultural Affairs (2013), the majority
of Japanese households (nearly 90%) are affiliated with either the Shinto or
Buddhist religions, or both. Christians are a minority, comprising less than
5% of the population. Nevertheless, scholars have noted the exponential
growth of self-identified nonreligious and atheist individuals since World
War II (Fukaya, 2000; Fukushima, 2011). The national public-opinion poll
on religions (Yomiuri Shimbun, 2005) showed that almost three quarters
(73%) of Japanese individuals identify themselves as nonreligious or atheist,
and almost two thirds (63.4%) of the respondents saw religious beliefs as
unnecessary to leading happy lives. Similarly, the 2005 Japanese General
Social Survey showed that almost two thirds (60%) of individuals did not
consider themselves to belong to any particular religion (Tanioka, Nitta, Iwai,
& Yasuda, 2007). Despite their daily spiritual practices or family’s affiliation
with particular religions, Japanese individuals who live in Japan are less
likely to believe in organized religion (Yomiuri Shimbun, 2005).

However, such non-religious views seem to change once Japanese indi-
viduals immigrate to another country. Although the majority of Japanese
individuals who live in Japan seem to be nonreligious or atheist, a dra-
matic change is seen among Japanese individuals who live in the United
States (Pew Research Center, 2012). One third of Japanese individuals in
the United States identify themselves as Protestant (33%), another one third
as nonreligious/atheist (32%), one quarter as Buddhist (25%), and 4% as
Catholic, and other (4%).
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180 S. Ando

According to Hirshman (2004), this dramatic change is due to the
role that religious communities play as a safe haven, especially for newly
arrived immigrants. Religious identification can be part of their cross-cultural
adaptation while learning to live as immigrants. The Japanese tend to be flex-
ible and adaptable (Hansen, 2007) and, historically, Japanese immigrants to
the United States consciously chose to become Christian as a means to inte-
grate into mainstream society as well as to show their presence and to gain
political power (Hatton & Leigh, 2011; Yoshida, 2011). It is understandable
that religious beliefs that are close to social norms and values in the society
of resettlement are more accepted by the host society. For example, Christian
immigrants in the United States appear to be protected from discrimination
more than are those with other religious affiliations (Conner, 2012b). Further,
such religious involvement serves as social capital to promote their integra-
tion into society by providing emotional support and pragmatic resources,
such as know-how in regard to survival in a new country (Harker, 2001;
Inaba, 2011). In this way, religious identification can be considered a natu-
ral aspect of immigrant psychosocial adaptation (Connor, 2012a), and social
workers need to take this into consideration when promoting immigrant
integration (Hendricks, 2009).

LITERATURE REVIEW

Immigrant Psychosocial Adaptation

The process of adaptation involves a variety of psychosocial dimensions
(Keyes, 2003). For immigrants, positive psychological adaptation refers to
positive affects and functioning (feelings of well-being and satisfaction) that
are experienced at the intrapersonal level, whereas sociocultural adaptation,
which occurs at the interpersonal level, includes the ability to function well
in a new society (Ward & Kennedy, 1999). These two dimensions are con-
ceptually and empirically distinct but are interrelated (Berry, 2006). Overall,
successful adaptation includes positive psychological (good psychosomatic
state, sense of personal and cultural identity, high self-esteem, and life satis-
faction) and social (competent social functioning) outcomes (Barry & Grilo,
2002; Diener & Diener, 1995). Psychosocial adaptation subsumes both per-
sonal and societal well-being. Individuals who are better adjusted in a new
society not only feel happy about themselves but also function well in
their environment. This suggests that sociocultural factors also can explain
variations in an individual’s life outcomes.

Religious and Gender Effects

Religious identification and gender differences appear to be significant
factors in terms of psychosocial outcomes among Asian immigrants, and
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Religion, Gender, and Immigrant Adaptation 181

such differences have been consistently reported in prior research. Women,
in general, appear to be more comfortable with religion and receive more
benefits from social support networks associated with religious involvement
than do men (Curran & Saguy, 2001). Japanese women seem to actively
engage in religious and spiritual activities more than do their male coun-
terparts (Kotera, 2012; Yomiuri Shimbun, 2005). Among male immigrants,
religious indifference is evident (Connor, 2009), and the lack of a relation-
ship with a religious community is significantly related to poor mental health
among Asian male immigrants (Leu, Walton, & Takeuchi, 2011). For Japanese
immigrant widows, faith communities provide significant social support by
helping them to reconstruct meaning in their lives after their loss (Saito,
2013). Further, female immigrants are more willing to seek support for them-
selves or recommend that their friends seek support (Barry & Grilo, 2002)
and are more engaged in social interaction with both host nationals and
those with similar social backgrounds (Hechanova, Beehr, & Christiansen,
2003).

Korean immigrants who regularly participate in religious activities show
higher emotional well-being, general health, vitality, and self-control as well
as lower anxiety as compared to those who do not engage in such activities
(Roh, Lee, & Yoon, 2012). This result was supported by a study on Chinese
immigrant adults who were found to be more likely than those without
traditional or religious beliefs to use religious and traditional cultural beliefs
as an adaptive strategy to manage their life challenges in the United States
(Lee & Chan, 2009). Religious affiliation appears to create a structure and a
flow of resources and information that immigrants and their families need.
Daily spiritual practice enhances the quality of life of Korean immigrants
through enhanced social support networks created by religious affiliation,
which reduce the risk of developing mental health issues (Park & Roh, 2013).

Asian immigrants tend to feel socially dissonant from U.S. society, no
matter how long they live in the United States (Bourhis, Barrette, El-Geledi, &
Schmidt, 2009). Social interaction through religious affiliation or participation
provides a form of social support, and religious communities help develop
social capital for immigrants to survive in the United States. Religious affilia-
tion appears to provide both physical and psychosocial refuge for immigrants
in transition. Thus, the availability of religious organizations in the commu-
nity of resettlement significantly influences immigrant adaptation (Conner,
2009). Religious minorities often have difficulty finding ethnic- and religion-
specific services, which reduces the likelihood of religious participation after
immigration.

Asian immigrants who belong to Christian versus non-Christian/non-
Western religious groups (e.g., Buddhists, Muslims, Hindus, and Sikhs)
showed different levels of social integration in Canada (Reiz, Banerjee,
Phan, & Thompson, 2009). The non-Christian immigrants were more than
likely to experience discrimination in a number of areas (e.g., employment,
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182 S. Ando

promotion), compared to the Christian group. The Buddhist showed sig-
nificantly lower life satisfaction and a sense of belonging to a community
due to less participation in religion-related social activities as compared to
the Christian immigrants. Buddhist immigrants were found to not actively
practice or to adhere to Buddhist traditions, compared to prior to immi-
gration or compared to American Buddhist converts (Leamaster, 2012).
Further, Japanese Buddhist immigrants tend to be more sociopolitically
conservative and less active than Japanese Christian immigrants (Izumi,
2010). Another study showed the significant economic disadvantage of
non-Christian immigrants (Connor, 2011).

Religious identification and gender appear to be significant factors for
immigrants’ life outcomes. Thus, the primary purpose of this study is to
examine whether religious identification influences psychosocial adaptation
of Japanese immigrants who live in the United States. The secondary pur-
pose is to determine how gender influences the effect of religion on one’s
adaptation. Understanding the relationship between immigrants’ religious
identification and their psychosocial adaptation is important to social service
providers’ designing religiously appropriate and culturally sensitive services.

RESEARCH QUESTION AND HYPOTHESES

The research question for this study was: What is the relationship between
overall levels of psychosocial adaptation (emotional, social, and psychologi-
cal well-being) and Japanese immigrants’ religious identification and gender?
It was hypothesized that Japanese immigrants who identified themselves as
religious (any identification) would experience higher psychosocial adap-
tation than would their nonreligious or atheist counterparts. It also was
hypothesized that female immigrants would experience higher psychosocial
adaptation than would male immigrants. To examine religious and gender
effects on psychosocial adaptation among immigrants, this cross-sectional
study used a survey method.

METHOD

Participants and Procedure

Japanese immigrants who lived in a metropolitan area in northeastern Texas
served as the sample for this study. In this study, Japanese immigrants were
legal permanent residents, naturalized U.S. citizens, and sojourners who had
lived in the United States for more than 3 months. To participate in the
study, individuals had to be at least 18 years of age, first-generation immi-
grants from Japan, and native speakers of Japanese. Japanese individuals
who were born in the United States (at least second generation) or who
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Religion, Gender, and Immigrant Adaptation 183

came to the United States as a child before the age of 18 (1.5 generation)
were excluded because their life experiences would be different from those
of first-generation immigrants.

After approval of the study by the Institutional Review Board of
the University of Texas at Arlington, participants were solicited through
face-to-face contact and a mailing to a Japanese school and cultural and
religious organizations as well as through advertisements in newsletters
and newspapers distributed in the Japanese community. A cover letter,
informed consent form, 12-page self-report questionnaire, and stamped,
addressed return envelope were delivered either in person or by mail from
the researcher to interested individuals.

In addition to completing the Mental Health Continuum-Short Form
(MHC-SF; Keyes, 2003), participants also answered questions related to
demographics (i.e., gender, age, marital status, and education), immigration
(i.e., length of stay in the United States, English proficiency, and purpose
of coming to the United States), and aspects of communication (i.e., use of
social networking sites and communication style). Completed surveys were
returned to the researcher either in person or by mail.

A total of 550 packets were distributed to potential participants at a
Japanese school, cultural and sports groups, by word of mouth, and by
e-mail to those who responded to the solicitation in the newspapers of
Japanese cultural organizations between June 1 and July 31, 2009. A total of
469 Japanese immigrants completed the survey packet, which represented
an overall response rate of 85.3%. Five surveys were returned after the
data analyses already had been initiated. Thus, they were excluded, and
the researcher used a total of 464 surveys that were initially received. Any
cases that had missing information about religion were removed from the
data. After inspection and cleanup of the data, a total of 440 cases were used
in the final data analysis.

The results indicted that just under two thirds of the participants were
female (62.5%, n = 440). Nearly 70% of the sample were in their 30s and
40s, and the mean age was 40.38 (SD = 11.15). A majority were married
(74.5%, n = 435) and had children (65.7%, n = 440). This was a highly
educated sample; more than 90% (n = 440) had attended or completed
higher education, including college, graduate school, or professional training.
Accordingly, the socioeconomic status was fairly high; almost two thirds
(65.2%, n = 394) had an annual household income of greater than $60,000,
and almost 60% (n = 439) were employed either full or part time. Of the
participants, 48.8% had some type of religious faith, while 51.1% identified
themselves as atheists or as having no religion (n = 440). Among those
who reported to have a religious faith, 107 (24.3%) were Christians, and
108(24.5%) were Buddhists.

Of the sample, 9.4% were naturalized U.S. citizens, 39% were legal
permanent residents, and 51.1% were sojourners (n = 438). The average
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184 S. Ando

length of stay in the United States was 10 years (SD = 9.7, n = 434). The
participants came to the United States for a variety of reasons, including an
academic or business sojourn, research, intermarriage, or to accompany a
spouse. Approximately two thirds of the participants (68%, n = 438) were
initially looking forward to living in the United States; however, close to one
half (46%, n = 439) had an intention or desire to go back to Japan immedi-
ately or ultimately. Close to two thirds of the participants (61.3%, n = 437)
were more or less confident with their English skills. Telephone and e-mail
were the two most common methods of communication, and almost half
(47.3%, n = 440) utilized social networking sites to stay connected with their
family, relatives, and friends who lived in the United States or Japan.

Measures

MHC-SF presents a total of 14 items about functioning during the past month
that are answered through the use of a 6-point Likert scale (Keyes, 2003).
Higher scores indicate greater well-being. Psychological adaptation was
measured by three observed variables: emotional well-being (EWB, a com-
posite of Items 1–3), social well-being (SWB, Items 4–8), and psychological
well-being (PWB, Items 9–14).

With permission from the author, MHC-SF was translated into Japanese
from English through the direct translation method. The translated version
of the measures was able to yield exceptional reliability for the total score
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91 for MHC-SF) and for each composite measure
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87 for EWB, 0.80 for SWB, 0.87 for PWB). Thus, the
measure was considered accurate and met the needs of the study. In addi-
tion, the demographic questionnaire, cover letter, and informed consent form
were presented in Japanese, as it was required that the native language of
potential participants be Japanese.

RESULTS

Prior to the analysis, data were evaluated to ensure that the assumptions
for multivariate tests were fulfilled. The results indicated that levels of
psychosocial adaptation were normally distributed. The results of Levene’s
test of equality of variances and Box’s test of variance-covariance matri-
ces indicated that homogeneity of variances and the homogeneity of
variance-covariance matrices were satisfied (p > 0.05). Based on the
results of Bartlett’s test and the residuals sums of squares and cross
products (SSCP) matrix, the assumptions of linearity and multicollinear-
ity were met. For the main analysis, a two-way multivariate analysis of
variance (MANOVA) was utilized to examine the effects of religion and
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Religion, Gender, and Immigrant Adaptation 185

gender on psychosocial adaptation among the sample of 440 Japanese
immigrants.

Main Effect 1: Religion on Psychosocial Adaptation

The results show an overall significant difference among Christian, Buddhist,
and atheist immigrants in their overall psychosocial adaptation (Pillai’s
trace = 0.10, F(6, 824) = 6.95, p < 0.01). Religious identification accounted
for 5% of the variance in psychosocial adaptation (η2 = 0.05). The results
of the post hoc between-subjects effect indicate that religious identification
significantly influenced EWB (F(2, 418) = 12.30, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.06), SWB
(F(2, 418) = 4.60, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.02), and PWB (F(2, 418) = 16.18, p <

0.01, η2 = 0.07). In this study, Christian participants experienced significantly
greater levels of EWB (mean = 10.96, SE = 0.41), SWB (mean = 13.48, SE =
0.67), and PWB (mean = 19.50, SE = 0.80) than did Buddhist participants
(EWB: mean = 8.31, SE = 0.34; SWB: mean = 10.94, SE = 0.56; PWB:
mean = 13.82, SE = 0.66) or their atheist (EWB: mean = 9.35, SE = 0.23;
SWB: mean = 11.52, SE = 0.38; PWB: mean = 15.11, SE = 0.45) counter-
parts. Atheist participants showed significantly higher EWB levels than did
Buddhist participants. There were no significant differences in SWB or PWB
between Buddhists and atheists.

Main Effect 2: Gender on Psychosocial Adaptation

As seen in Table 1, the results showed a few trends for males versus females
on their psychosocial adaptation (Pillai’s trace = 0.01, F(3, 411) = 1.88, p >

0.05, η2 = 0.05). The results of the post hoc between-subjects tests showed
a significant influence of gender on EWB (F(2, 418) = 2.80, p < 0.10, η2 =
0.07), but not on SWB (F(2, 418)= 1.46, p > 0.05, η2 = 0.04) or PWB (F(2,
418) = 0.00, p > 0.05, η2 = 0.00). In other words, both men and women
showed equally high levels of SWB (female: mean = 12.36, SE = 0.35; male:
mean = 11.60, SE = 0.52) and PWB (female: mean = 16.12, SE = 0.42; male:
mean = 16.16, SE = 0.62). In this study, females experienced greater levels
of emotional well-being than did their male counterparts (female: mean =
9.90, SE = 0.22; male: mean = 9.54, SE = 0.32).

Interaction Effect: Religion by Gender on Psychosocial Adaptation

As seen in Table 2, the results show no significant religion-by-gender inter-
action effect on overall psychosocial adaptation (Pillai’s trace = 0.02, F(6,
824) = 1.41, p > 0.05). In this study, the religion-by-gender interaction
accounted for less than 1% of the variation in psychosocial adaptation (η2 =
0.01). The results of the post hoc between-subjects test confirmed the results
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186 S. Ando

TABLE 1 Estimated Means of Religion, Gender, and Religion by Gender on
Psychosocial Adaptation

Variables Gender Mean SE N

EWB
Christian Male 10.81 0.73 21

Female 11.11 0.37 82
Total 10.96 0.41 103

Buddhist Male 8.05 0.52 41
Female 8.58 0.44 59
Total 8.31 0.34 100

Atheist Male 8.79 0.35 92
Female 9.91 0.30 124
Total 9.35 0.23 216

Total Male 9.22 0.32 154
Female 9.90 0.22 265
Total 9.54 0.19 419

SWB
Christian Male 12.71 1.19 21

Female 14.24 0.60 82
Total 13.48 0.67 103

Buddhist Male 11.10 0.85 41
Female 10.78 0.71 59
Total 10.94 0.56 100

Atheist Male 10.98 0.57 92
Female 12.06 0.49 124
Total 11.52 0.38 216

Total Male 11.60 0.52 154
Female 12.36 0.35 265
Total 11.98 0.32 419

PWB
Christian Male 20.24 1.42 21

Female 18.74 0.72 82
Total 19.49 0.80 103

Buddhist Male 13.56 1.02 41
Female 14.98 0.85 59
Total 13.82 0.66 100

Atheist Male 14.68 0.68 92
Female 15.18 0.58 124
Total 15.11 0.45 216

Total Male 16.16 0.62 154
Female 16.12 0.42 265
Total 16.14 0.38 419

Note. EWB = emotional well-being; SWB = social well-being; PWB = psychological
well-being.

of Pillai’s trace test that there is no religion-by-gender interaction effect on
either measure of psychosocial adaptation: EWB (F(2, 418) = 0.50, p > 0.05,
η2 = 0.00), SWB (F(2, 418) = 0.72, p > 0.05, η2 = 0.00), or PWB (F(2, 418) =
0.84, p > 0.05, η2 = 0.00).
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Religion, Gender, and Immigrant Adaptation 187

TABLE 2 MANOVA Summary Table of Psychosocial Adaptation

Source Dependent Variable SS df MS F p

Religiona EWB 277.25 2 138.63 12.30 0.00∗∗∗

SWB 274.69 2 137.34 4.60 0.01∗∗

PWB 1367.67 2 683.83 16.18 0.00∗∗∗

Genderb EWB 31.52 1 31.52 2.80 0.09∗

SWB 43.67 1 43.67 1.46 0.23
PWB 0.11 1 0.11 0.00 0.96

Religion × Genderc EWB 11.27 2 5.64 0.50 0.61
SWB 43.22 2 21.61 0.72 0.49
PWB 71.09 2 35.54 0.84 0.43

Error EWB 4656.66 413 11.28
SWB 12337.71 413 29.87
PWB 17458.76 413 42.27

Corrected Total EWB 5106.38 418
SWB 12978.98 418
PWB 19084.85 418

Note. EWB = emotional well-being; SWB = social well-being; PWB = psychological well-being.
aPillai’s trace = 0.10, F(df = 6, 824) = 6.95, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.01.
bPillai’s trace = 0.01, F(df = 3, 411) = 1.88, p > 0.05, η2 = 0.05.
cPillai’s trace = 0.02, F(df = 6, 824) = 1.41, p > 0.05, η2 = 0.01.
∗p < 0.10; ∗∗p < 0.05; ∗∗∗p < 0.01.

DISCUSSION

Two major limitations were associated with this study’s methodology. First,
because the study focused only on one sample of Japanese immigrants, the
findings may not be generalizable to other Japanese who live in different
U.S. cities, or other Asian or other immigrant groups. In addition, the study
included Japanese immigrants, sojourners, and naturalized U.S. citizens in
one analysis. Future studies should examine variations in psychosocial out-
comes as related to one’s immigration status as well as by varying levels
of cities’ ethnic concentrations. For example, areas such as Los Angeles,
New York, and Hawaii historically have had high Japanese immigration.

Second, the survey items should have included in-depth questions about
religion. Self-described religious identification does not capture every aspect
of one’s religious or spiritual life, which makes it difficult to determine which
aspects of religious life influence one’s psychosocial adaptation. Although
there are some Japanese Christian churches in the geographic area where
this research was conducted, the survey item on religious identification did
not allow the researcher to know whether the participants were members
of these churches. Within the research site, no Japanese Buddhist temple
was located. Further studies should explore different aspects of religious
life (e.g., religious denomination and membership, religious conversion,
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188 S. Ando

frequency of religious participation or attendance) in relation to psychosocial
outcomes.

Despite these limitations, the study yielded interesting results. Although,
in Japan, the majority of individuals are Buddhist, Shinto, or atheist, in this
sample, there was quite a different distribution: Christians (24.3%), Buddhists
(34.5%), and nonreligious/atheists (51.5%). This sample distribution is similar
to what is seen among Japanese in the United States (Pew Research Center,
2012). Although the results cannot be generalized beyond this sample, due to
the use of nonrandom sampling, one can nevertheless conclude that religious
identification should be considered an aspect of the psychosocial adaptation
of immigrants in transition.

Research has shown higher levels of happiness and life satisfac-
tion among religious people who live in religious countries (Stavrova,
Fetchenhauer, & Schlösser, 2013). The results of this study also showed a
significant effect of religion on life outcomes among Japanese immigrants
who lived in Texas. As compared to their Buddhist and atheist counter-
parts, Christian immigrants were more likely to actively engage in social
activities and were more satisfied with their lives. Overall, they were found
to experience significantly greater levels of emotional, social, and psycho-
logical well-being. Contrary to the hypothesis that those with any type
of religious identification would experience higher psychosocial adaptation
than those who were nonreligious or atheist, Buddhist immigrants showed
the lowest levels of psychosocial adaptation. Atheist immigrants experienced
significantly higher emotional well-being than did Buddhist immigrants, and
no significant difference was found for social or psychological well-being
between Buddhist and atheist immigrants.

In addition, female gender appears to be a key predictor of positive life
outcomes of immigrants. The results showed that female immigrants experi-
enced higher emotional well-being than did male immigrants and that there
was no significant difference between male and female immigrants in social
and psychological well-being. In other words, both genders appeared to
have an equal level of social and psychological well-being. This finding was
somewhat unexpected because previous research consistently showed that
female immigrants are often better off in terms of psychosocial functioning
and life satisfaction (Barry & Grilo, 2002; Kiang, Supple, Stein, & Gonzalez,
2012; Rahman & Wittenstein, 2013). This result may indicate that Japanese
immigrants, no matter which gender, have to learn to be socially active.
For male immigrants, this can create an emotional burden (Leu et al., 2011),
while female immigrants benefit from their new social ties (Hechanova et al.,
2003; Saito, 2013).

Further, social capital formed around religion appears to be critically
important not only for the spiritual but also for the psychosocial development
of individuals through rich social support networks and social interaction
(Inaba, 2011). Non-Christian, nonreligious, or atheist immigrants do not have
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a faith-based network on which to rely, possibly resulting in difficulty find-
ing meaning or satisfaction in life, especially during the immigration process.
One interesting finding of this study was that the self-described Buddhist
immigrants showed significantly lower well-being than did Christians or athe-
ists. Previous research consistently shows that Buddhist immigrants tend
to be less engaged, as compared to Christian immigrants, in sociopolit-
ical activities (Izumi, 2010; Leamaster, 2012), to be more susceptible to
discrimination, and to experience lower life satisfaction and social integration
(Reiz et al., 2009). The results of this study showed the possible relationship
between non-Christian religious affiliation and mental health consequences
in the adaptation process to the U.S. lifestyle.

In regard to religious affiliation, research also has consistently shown
that immigrants’ affiliation can influence the treatment that they receive
from local individuals (McDaniel, Nooruddin, & Shortle, 2011; Stavrova
et al., 2013). The results of this study suggest that religious identifica-
tion has a strong relationship with psychosocial adaptation and, thus,
helping professionals need to be made aware of this relationship. In par-
ticular, non-Christian and nonreligious Asian immigrants are more prone
to discrimination and socioeconomic disadvantages, which result in lower
life satisfaction or certain mental health consequences (Reiz et al., 2009).
Perceived discrimination in the country of resettlement hinders Asian immi-
grants from asking for mental health services, which can delay the timely
provision of care (Gee, Ro, Shariff-Marco, & Chae, 2009; Spencer, Chen,
Gee, Fabian, & Takeuchi, 2010).

This study’s findings indicate the need for more support for non-
Christian and nonreligious immigrants, as compared to Christian immigrants
who may benefit from a support network based on their religious affiliation
(Roemer, 2010a, 2010b). The Japanese who are new to the United States may
show reluctance to rely on faith-based social services due to their skepticism
toward organized religion. Even if they are willing to ask for help, there may
not be nonreligious or ethnic-specific services available in their area of reset-
tlement. For social services to be inclusive, social workers, religious leaders,
and community representatives should be aware of sociocultural factors that
hinder individuals’ access to necessary resources and should collaboratively
develop support structures for all immigrants, regardless of their religious
affiliation.

Forming a cultural group whose members reconstruct meaning in their
lives as immigrants, as well as organizing cultural events to embrace the
traditions of immigrants’ original cultures, beyond the context of religion,
is one culturally sensitive approach to working with newly arrived immi-
grants. For example, Japanese immigrants may appreciate seasonal events
based on their cultural traditions (e.g., the cherry blossom festival in spring,
the Obon festival to honor the spirits of ancestors in summer, the moon-
gazing festival in autumn, the New Year celebration in winter). At organized
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events, social workers and other helping professionals can prepare and staff
information booths to share information about available resources in the
community. At such events, both immigrants and people from local commu-
nities should be invited, which can provide a bridge between both parties
and create a welcoming and accepting atmosphere. Nurturing a sense of
belongingness and connectedness is important not only for newly arrived
immigrants but also for local people, who can enjoy the beauty of diversity
in their community. Better understanding of immigrants’ religions and culture
can eliminate negative feelings and attitudes as well as encourage support
toward immigrants (McDaniel et al., 2011).

Being from a collectivist culture, Asian immigrants tend to be more
accepting of their life situations and less active in seeking support for their
life struggles. Instead of Western-style social work, which values individual
autonomy and self-determination, Asian immigrants from collectivist cul-
tures would benefit from being served by professionals who also value
the adaptation of individuals to the environment and understand that social
stigma is often attached to deviance, including mental health issues (Chan &
Hayashi, 2010; Spencer et al., 2010). Rather than direct, one-to-one psy-
chotherapy, other interventions such as group-oriented approaches (e.g.,
mindfulness/meditation training, workshops, support groups, family/couple
counseling) may be helpful to normalize the issues related to the accul-
turative stress that immigrant individuals may face (Hall, Hong, Zane, &
Meyer, 2011). To encourage professional help seeking, culturally competent
social workers should approach them from a strengths-based perspective
that addresses both physical and mental health needs in the context of com-
munity health (Hall et al., 2011; Spencer et al., 2010). When there is a need
to discuss highly personal issues, counseling through media such as telecon-
ference and online chatting, which avoid direct confrontation, can provide a
culturally sensitive alternative (Ye et al., 2012).

Immigrant integration is not just an individual issue but also part of the
national agenda (Grantmakers Concerned with Immigrants and Refugees,
2006). Poor psychosocial adaptation can result in mental and physical health
issues for immigrants and interfere with their ability to be productive mem-
bers of society. U.S. social policies place a great value on individual’s
self-sufficiency, and immigrants are often excluded from legal protection,
as seen in Title IV of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996. Immigrants are expected to become
self-reliant through their own resources and are cautioned not to burden
public systems (e.g., Medicaid, Supplemental Security Income, and food
stamps). Otherwise, their sponsors, including family members, would be
called upon to rescue them (PRWORA, 1996).

When these sponsors or family members cannot support these individu-
als, community support may be needed. In this regard, religious support can
play a significant role for religious immigrants. For nonreligious immigrants,
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in comparison, ethnic-based support may be desirable. Social policies should
be comprehensive enough to accommodate the diverse needs of different
groups, and funding should be allocated to encourage better psychosocial
adaptation among immigrants. To reap the benefits of the social mosaic,
society should welcome diversity and the beauty that it brings.
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