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Abstract
Affiliation with different religions can have different effects on practitioners’ trust in state institutions and
in social actors. Based on a survey of 3,740 residents in Hong Kong in 2021, we examine the relationship
between religious affiliation and believers’ trust in the political authorities in Beijing and Hong Kong and
in civil actors in the city. We find that affiliation with traditional Chinese religions and Eastern religions
has a positive and significant effect on believers’ trust in the political authorities, whereas belief in Western
religions does not have such an effect. Affiliation with Western religions, however, has a stronger positive
and significant effect on interpersonal trust and on tolerance for unconventional behaviour. These find-
ings shed light on the interaction between the government and religious groups in Hong Kong after 1997.

摘摘要要

不同的宗教信仰会影响其信众对政府机构和社会成员的信任。基于 2021 年对 3,700 多名香港居民

的问卷调查，本文探讨了宗教信仰对于中央和香港政府机构以及香港社会成员信任的影响。本文

发现传统的中国及东方宗教对中央和香港政府机构的信任有正面及显著的效应，而西方宗教则没

有这样的影响。西方宗教信仰对人际信任及非传统行为的容忍有正面及显著的影响。本文的发现

有助于理解 1997 年后香港政府与宗教团体的互动。
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Hong Kong residents practise a wide variety of religions, including Buddhism, Taoism,
Confucianism, Christianity (i.e. Protestantism and Roman Catholicism), Islam, Hinduism,
Sikhism, Judaism, the Baha’i faith and Zoroastrianism.1 This diversity of religions can be attributed
not only to the British colonization of the city but also to the waves of war and social turmoil in
mainland China from 1941 to 1976, during which religious organizations, missionaries and believ-
ers fled the mainland to settle in Hong Kong. The diversity and coexistence of religions in Hong
Kong continues today despite the transfer of sovereignty in 1997.2

Diverse religions have important implications for political and social developments in Hong
Kong because religious affiliation affects believers’ attitudes towards the government and towards
other people. Different religious affiliations lead to different levels of trust in the government and
in people. For instance, according to a study by May Cheng and Siu-lun Wong, before 1997
Catholics and Protestants had the highest levels of distrust of the Chinese government compared
to Buddhists and practitioners of Chinese folk religions, while those without religious affiliation dis-
played average levels of trust.3
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1 ISO 2021.
2 Lee, Shu-kam 2016; Kung 2004; Lee, Shu-kam, and Law 2017; Hon et al. 2023.
3 Cheng, May, and Wong 1997.
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Religious groups have a history of participating in political activities in the city.4 For example,
Catholics had a higher voter turnout compared to unaffiliated voters before 1997, and they also
expressed a stronger preference for democracy than for supporting the establishment.5 Since 1997, reli-
gious groups have taken part in influential social movements in the city, including the 2014 Umbrella
Movement.6 In the early stages of the Anti-Extradition Law Amendment Bill (ELAB) Movement, reli-
gious groups were involved in mobilizing online petitions against the bill as well as participating in the
movement itself, which occurred from June 2019 to February 2020.7 What has made religious mobi-
lizations in Hong Kong unique is that “they could generate a peaceful framing for the protest,”8 in add-
ition to becoming a medium for cultivating relational ties among their followers.9

There have been great socioeconomic and political changes in Hong Kong and in China since
1997 when the sovereignty of the city was handed over to China. Both the Hong Kong government
and Beijing have adjusted their policies towards religious groups in Hong Kong,10 and “religion [in
Hong Kong] is increasingly in Beijing sights.”11 Thus, there is a need to reassess the relationship
between religious affiliation and believers’ trust in central and local state authorities in the city.

Based on a 2021 survey of 3,744 residents in Hong Kong, we examine how religious affiliation
affects people’s trust in China’s central authorities, the political and civil institutions in Hong
Kong, and interpersonal trust. We find that Eastern religions, mainly traditional Chinese religions,
have a positive effect on people’s trust in state authorities, whereas Western religions have a stronger
and positive effect on interpersonal trust. In addition, followers of Western religions are more
accepting of unconventional groups and behaviour than followers of Eastern religions. Finally,
we find that affiliation with Western religions has no effect on believers’ trust in the political author-
ities in Beijing and Hong Kong. Our findings help to contextualize the political rationale for the
Hong Kong government’s policies towards different religions after 1997.

Religion and Trust

Trust improves interpersonal relationships and contributes to cooperation and effective governance.
Trust is a central facet of social cohesion and can lead to “a willingness to get involved in our com-
munities,” “higher rates of economic growth,” “satisfaction with government performance,” and an
altogether more pleasant daily life.12 Trust also helps to achieve order by reducing social complex-
ity,13 lowering transaction costs,14 serving as “a lubricant for cooperation,”15 and facilitating the suc-
cessful functioning of democratic institutions.16 In contrast, a lack of trust creates a highly
undesirable living environment because it often leads to selfish behaviour and non-cooperation.17

Serving as “an essential component of social capital,” trust facilitates cooperation.18 One way of
creating and strengthening social capital is to facilitate citizen participation in public affairs as

4 Cheung 1988; Chan, Shun-hing 2015; Ko 2000; Tam 1993; Lee, Chi Kong 2012; Lau, Siu-lun 2018; Kwok, Nai Wang
1994b.

5 Leung 1991; Li, Cheung and Chan 2002.
6 Chan, Shun-hing 2015; Ma 2005; Lau, Chris 2019; Kwok, Wai Luen 2015.
7 Cheng, Edmund, et al. 2022.
8 Ibid., 646.
9 Chan, Shun-hing 2021.
10 Lee, Stella, No and Cheung 2000; Leung 2009.
11 “Hong Kong’s religious freedom now firmly in Beijing’s sights.” UCA News, 2 February 2022, https://www.ucanews.com/

news/hong-kongs-religious-freedom-now-firmly-in-beijings-sights/95958.
12 Uslaner 2002, 1.
13 Misztal 1996.
14 Uslaner 2002, 23.
15 Arrow 1974, 23.
16 Almond and Verba 1963; Inglehart 1999.
17 Luhmann 1990, 104.
18 Fukuyama 1995; Paldam and Svendsen 2000; Newton 2009; Putnam, Leonardi and Nanetti 1993.
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participation “inculcates skills of cooperation as well as a sense of shared responsibility of collective
endeavour.”19 Another method for stimulating public participation is involvement in a religious
community.20 Religion can contribute to interpersonal trust partly because many religions incorp-
orate social values and respect for human beings.21 For example, existing studies find Protestants to
be more trusting than practitioners of other religions because Protestants see humanity as one moral
community.22

As far as the relationship between religion and political trust is concerned, some studies suggest
that religious believers have a high degree of trust or support for the current regime;23 others find
that the Protestant church encourages its followers to be anti-establishment and to support human
rights and democratic values.24

In multi-faith Hong Kong, religions and practising folk religions also affect believers’ social and
political behaviour.25 Researchers find that young people with religious affiliations are more con-
cerned with social and public issues and are more likely to be civically active than their non-
religious peers.26 Christians also tend to be more accepting of concepts such as forgiveness.27 A
recent study discovered that churches have an influence over their members’ opinions on social
and political issues.28

Existing studies on religion in Hong Kong have also noted a relationship between religious affili-
ation and trust in the government. A 1995 survey of 2,275 residents in Hong Kong found that prac-
titioners of different religions had different degrees of distrust of China’s central government.29 Of
those surveyed, nearly 62 per cent of Catholics, 58.5 per cent of Protestants, 50.2 per cent of
Buddhists and 46.3 per cent of folk religion practitioners distrusted or highly distrusted the central
government. The higher levels of distrust among believers of Western religions in Hong Kong were
attributed to the tight control over religious activities in mainland China during the Cultural
Revolution and a concern for the erosion of freedom and autonomy following the transfer of sov-
ereignty in 1997.30

There has long existed a relationship between the state and religion in Hong Kong. The govern-
ment in colonial Hong Kong often requested religious organizations to provide education and social
services in the city.31 For example, in the early colonial period, over 80 per cent of secondary schools
were operated by churches.32 During the 1990s, about one-quarter of Hong Kong’s school children
attended Catholic schools, although 92 per cent of these students were not Catholic. Similarly, as
requested by the government, Protestant churches were heavily involved in the development of voca-
tional schools. In return for these services, the government provided land and significant financial
subsidies.33 It was suggested that some of the churches receiving large amounts of government edu-
cational and social subsidies be absorbed by, or become defenders of, the establishment.34

19 Putnam, Leonardi and Nanetti 1993, 90.
20 Meuleman and Billiet 2011.
21 Halman and Petersson 2001.
22 Stolle, Soroka and Johnston 2008; Traunmüller 2011; Dingemans and van Ingen 2015.
23 Lewis-Beck 1998; Dean 2003; Tang, Wenfang 2014.
24 Anderson 2004; Johnston and Figa 1988.
25 Thoraval 1996.
26 Yuen and Leung 2022; Hao et al. 2014.
27 Hui, Eadaoin, et al. 2006.
28 Chan, Shun-hing 2021.
29 Cheng, May, and Wong 1997; Kwok, Pui-lan 1983.
30 Luk 1990; Chan, Che-po, and Leung 1996; 2000; Kung 2004; Grim and Finke 2011; Tang, Edmond, and Wiest 1993.
31 Cheung 1988; Smith 1985; Galloway 1996; Chan, Shun-hing 1998; Li, Cheung and Chan 1998; Kwok, Nai Wang 1991;

1997a; 1997b; Lee, Chi Kong 2012; Lau, Siu-lun 2018; Leung and Chan 2003.
32 Ng 1988.
33 Leung and Chan 2003, 33.
34 Kwok, Nai Wang 1994a; Huang 1995.
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Significant socioeconomic and political changes in Hong Kong since 1997 may have affected the
relationship between religion and the government.35 For example, Protestant churches have gone
from being in a cooperative partnership with the government to becoming an advocate for demo-
cratic reform and even a critic of the government. The privileged position once given to Christian
organizations within education and the social services sector has now been given to Taoist and
Buddhist organizations.36

There is thus a need to re-examine the relationship between different religious affiliations and
believers’ trust in the political authorities and in interpersonal relations. Previous research has
not systematically compared the effects of different religions on these types of trust. In this
study, we examine how religious affiliation affects believers’ political and social trust in Hong
Kong. We find that religious behaviour and practices are common among Hong Kong residents
although many do not identify as followers of a religion. We also find that affiliation with
Western religions has a stronger positive effect on social and interpersonal trust, whereas belief
in Eastern religions has a positive effect on trust in state authorities. In addition, we find that fol-
lowers of Western religions are more tolerant of unconventional behaviour and of people with dif-
ferent lifestyles.

This study is based on the Hong Kong Political Culture Survey, which we conducted from May
to September 2021. In total, we interviewed 3,744 respondents, aged 16 or above, in Hong Kong.
Considering geographic location as a potential source of variation in socioeconomic status and
latent differences in political attitudes among respondents, we randomly selected 72 electoral dis-
tricts out of the 452 total districts in Hong Kong. In each district, we interviewed 52 random resi-
dents based on demographic data from the 2016 census data, including gender, age, education,
income and housing type. Each interview lasted for approximately 30 minutes, and we used tablets
to record the answers.

Religions and Religious Practices in Hong Kong

This section reports the religious affiliation and religious activities of Hong Kong residents accord-
ing to the data collected from our survey. Table 1 compares the findings of three surveys conducted
in 1988, 1995 and 2021. Many respondents practised folk religions but did not perceive themselves
as having a religious affiliation. We divide respondents who reported no religious affiliation into two
groups: (1) those having no religious affiliation but who practised folk religions; and (2) those with
no religious affiliation and who did not practise any folk religions. As the number of followers of
Islam, Hinduism, Sikhism and other religions was limited, they were included in Eastern religious
groups for statistical analysis.37

According to our survey in 2021, 13.4 per cent of the respondents were Protestants or Catholics,
and 20.8 per cent were followers of various Eastern religions. The proportion of followers of
Western religions in Hong Kong remained stable from 1998 to 2021, but the number of those
with religious affiliations seems to have decreased since 1988. According to the 1988 survey, 58.3
per cent had no religious affiliation – that share increased to 60.2 percent in 1995 and 66 per
cent in 2021.

We identified several demographic differences in terms of religious affiliation. Among those sur-
veyed, 46 per cent were male and 54 per cent female. Of the 65.8 per cent of respondents from both
genders who identified as having no religion, 33 per cent were male and 32.7 per cent female, show-
ing no gendered difference. Female respondents were more likely to follow Eastern religions
(Table 2).

35 Leung and Chan 2003; Chan, Charles 2004; Kwong, Chunwah 2002; Lam 2013; Leung 1998; Kong 2002.
36 Ko 2000; Leung 2009; Leung and Chan 2003.
37 We conducted a separated analysis by treating Islam as an independent group, and the effects of Islam are the same as

those of other Eastern religions.
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As presented in Table 3, people under 25 had the largest share of respondents with “no religion
and no religious practices” (28.4 per cent). In contrast, people aged 45 or older had the smallest por-
tion of “no religion and no religious practices” (i.e. less than 5 per cent). Of the respondents who
claimed religious affiliation, those aged between 16 and 44 were more likely to follow Western reli-
gions, whereas people aged 45 or older were more likely to be followers of Eastern religions.

There is a commonality across different religions in terms of their views about life and death.
According to our survey (Table 4), more than 70 per cent of the respondents reported that “it is
good to be worshipped by posterity after death” and 49.8 per cent reported that “the soul survives
after death.”38 For example, burning incense is one of the most common traditions in Chinese soci-
ety performed in memory of loved ones who have died. During the Qingming Festival (Ancestors’
Day), families visit the tombs of their ancestors to clean the gravesites, pray to their ancestors and
make ritual offerings. According to a 1995 survey of 2,275 residents in Hong Kong, 55.2 per cent

Table 1. The Beliefs of Religious Believers in Hong Kong

Believers (2021) Frequency (%) 1995 (%) 1988 (%)

Eastern:

Buddhism 513 13.72 11.6 6.6

Taoism 151 4.04

Folk religion 15.3 23.0

Hinduism 22 0.59

Sikhism 2 0.05

Islam 89 2.38

Western:

Protestant 341 9.11 8.4 7.2

Catholic 160 4.28 4.5 4.9

No claimed religion 2,462 65.83 60.2 58.3

Practising religious activities 2,097 56.07

Not practising 365 9.76

Total number 3,740 100 2,275 1,644

Source: Authors’ Hong Kong Political Culture Survey 2021; Cheng and Wong 1997, 301.

Table 2. Religious Believers by Gender

Male (%) Female (%) Total

Eastern religion 7.22 13.56 777

Western religion 5.78 7.62 501

No religion but practising religious activities 27.41 28.66 2,097

No religion and not practising 5.72 4.04 365

Total 46.12 53.88 3,740

Source: Authors’ Hong Kong Political Culture Survey 2021.

38 This is certainly not unique to Hong Kong residents. A 1948 survey in the United States found that 73% of Americans
believed in the afterlife, whereas a 2006 survey found the figure to be 70%. Putnam, Campbell and Garrett 2010, 71.
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practised ancestor worship.39 Our survey shows that that nearly 75 per cent of the respondents had
burned incense for family members who had passed away.

In this vein, Hong Kong residents regularly organize temple festivals to celebrate the birthdays of
their patron deities, visit temples to seek the deities’ blessings, attend church services, burn incense,
worship ancestors, participate in fortune telling and follow fengshui 风水 rules.40 Many Hong Kong
residents who reported engaging in these practices did not identify themselves as belonging to a
particular religion.41 In our survey, nearly 66 per cent reported that they were not affiliated with
any organized religion, while about 34 per cent reported a religious affiliation. About 56 per cent
of the respondents considered themselves to be non-religious but practised at least one of the above-
mentioned folk religious activities; nearly 10 per cent were not religious believers and did not prac-
tice any folk religion.

Table 3. Religious Believers by Age (%)

Age
Western
(%)

Eastern
(%)

No Religion,
Practising (%)

No Religion, Not
Practising (%)

Total
number

16–24 21.1 9.1 41.36 28.41 440

25–44 18.7 11.6 58.64 11.09 1,308

45–64 9.6 26.2 59.52 4.67 1,329

65 or above 5.4 35.7 53.85 4.98 664

Total 13.4 20.8 56.07 9.76 3,741

Source: Authors’ Hong Kong Political Culture Survey 2021.

Table 4. Religious Beliefs and Practices in Hong Kong

People Frequency (%)

Religious beliefs:

It is good to be worshipped by posterity after death. 2,629 70.37

You should select an auspicious date for a joyous occasion, funeral, celebration
of a business opening or home relocation.

2,619 70.37

The soul survives after death. 1,831 49.76

Fengshui should be considered first when purchasing an apartment. 1,730 46.39

An individual should have his/her own religious beliefs. 1,096 29.48

More religious people means greater social stability. 1,000 26.89

Religious practices:

Burning incense for dead family member(s). 2,807 75.01

Drawing a fortune stick, evaluating fengshui, etc. 1,519 40.60

Finding a fortune teller to tell your fortune. 757 20.24

Palm reading, using a computer or Tarot for fortune telling by yourself. 373 9.97

Source: Authors’ Hong Kong Political Culture Survey 2021.
Note: Respondents could provide more than one answer.

39 Cheng, May, and Wong 1997.
40 Liu 2003; Myers 1984.
41 Bosco 2015, 8; Hui, C. Harry 1991.
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The religious activities and preferences of Hong Kong residents may have to do with traditional
practices. In Chinese culture, it is believed that no matter how skilful and dedicated an individual
may be, there are independent factors involved in determining success: destiny and human effort are
both important. Some people believe that complying with fengshui practices puts individuals in har-
mony with their environment and can help them to lead a better life or achieve success.42 According
to our survey, more than 46 per cent of the respondents agreed that fengshui should be considered
first when buying an apartment. Similarly, 70.4 per cent reported that they would select an auspi-
cious day for a joyous occasion, funeral, celebration of a business opening or a home relocation.
Fortune telling is also a common practice associated with destiny and effort. Over 40 per cent of
the respondents noted that they had taken part in drawing a fortune stick. Thus, although some
people did not identify themselves as followers of Buddhism or Taoism, they accepted some prac-
tices based on shared cultural beliefs.

Trust in Hong Kong: A Description

Our survey included questions about Hong Kong residents’ trust in state authorities, social institu-
tions and other people. We group respondents’ trust in individuals and social institutions as social
trust, and we treat trust in state authorities as political trust.43 We further divide trust in political
authorities into trust in central authorities and trust in Hong Kong authorities.

Trust in political authorities

The 2021 survey asked questions about public trust in political authorities in Beijing and Hong
Kong. National authorities include the Chinese government, the National People’s Congress
(NPC), the Chinese courts, the central government’s agencies in Hong Kong, and the Chinese mili-
tary stationed in Hong Kong (PLA). The level of trust is divided into four categories: highly trust,
relatively trust, relatively distrust and highly distrust.

As presented in Table 5, levels of trust in each of these authorities range from 50 per cent to 52 per
cent.44 Hong Kong residents’ levels of trust in the political authorities stand in contrast to their main-
land counterparts’ trust in the Chinese central authority. Various surveys in China show that main-
land Chinese have a much higher level of trust in the Chinese central authority, ranging from 70 to 90
per cent.45 One possible reason for the difference between Hong Kong residents and their mainland
counterparts is that information control in Hong Kong is not as strict as it is in the mainland.

We also asked respondents about their trust in five local political institutions: the Hong Kong
police, Hong Kong’s current political system, the Special Administrative Region (SAR) government,
the Legislative Council and the courts. Table 5 presents Hong Kong residents’ trust in these institu-
tions. The level of trust in Hong Kong authorities is generally higher than trust in central author-
ities, ranging from 49 per cent for the Hong Kong police to 64 per cent for the courts. The lowest
level of trust was for the Hong Kong police, which likely results from the police handling of the 2019
Anti-ELAB Movement.46 In contrast, the respondents had the highest level of trust in the courts,
which may reflect that the residents still had trust in the court system despite the political turmoil
in 2019.

Our survey results show a small difference between Hong Kong residents’ trust in the national
authorities and their trust in the Hong Kong authorities. Overall, Hong Kong residents’ trust in

42 Bruun 2008; Freeman 1979.
43 Newton 2001, 201.
44 Since we recorded all variables related to trust using the Likert scale (i.e. 1 highly distrust, 2 relatively distrust, 3 relatively

trust, 4 highly trust) within the 0-1 interval, “36%” and “52%” are the average trust levels among the respondents.
45 Tang, Wenfang 2018; Dickson 2021; Meng 2014.
46 Zhu et al. 2022.
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local authorities is slightly higher than their trust in the national authorities, and their trust in the
Hong Kong courts (64 per cent) is much higher than their trust in Chinese courts (52 per cent).
Their trust in Hong Kong’s Legislative Council (53 per cent) mirrors their trust in the NPC (51
per cent). Finally, Hong Kong residents displayed a similar level of trust in the SAR government
(52 per cent) and the national government (51 per cent).

It must be noted, however, that the survey was conducted in 2021, after the National Security
Law (NSL) took effect in July 2020. The timing might have caused inaccuracies in our data as
some respondents would have been reluctant to truthfully share their views on issues with political
implications. To counter this issue, we informed respondents that the survey would be used purely
for academic purposes and their private information would not be disclosed to any other party.
Their names were not collected, and their home addresses were not recorded.

Before and after the NSL came into effect, social media posts about the law, including those
posted on anonymous platforms, were divided. Positive and neutral messages far outnumbered crit-
ical messages across social media platforms regardless of whether a media platform allowed for a
high degree of anonymity or not.47 The law may not always deter people from expressing their
true views; however, the effect of the law on people’s willingness to express their views requires fur-
ther research.

Social trust

Our survey also covered questions concerning Hong Kong residents’ trust in civil organizations,
including the district council, the Hong Kong media and housing developers. The district council
is a de facto institution intended to improve community governance and welfare, advise the city
government on district affairs, promote recreational and cultural activities, and facilitate environ-
mental improvements within a district. Members of this council are selected through election or
appointment. Thus, this council is not a political organization that exerts traditional political
power. Next, most media in Hong Kong are owned by private actors and not the government.
Finally, housing developers hold a lot of sway in a city that depends on real estate.

As presented in Table 6, Hong Kong residents’ trust in the district council is 53 per cent, which is
the same as their trust in the Legislative Council and in local media. Finally, there is a low level of
trust in housing developers in Hong Kong (36 per cent), who residents believed benefited greatly
from the city’s past economic boomtimes at the expense of residents.

Our survey also included questions that measured interpersonal trust in Hong Kong. Table 6 pre-
sents the respondents’ trust in different groups of people. Not surprisingly, the respondents have the
lowest level of trust in people they meet for the first time (22 per cent) and the highest level of trust
in core family members (93 per cent).

Table 5. Trust in Political Institutions

Central Authorities Trust (%) Hong Kong Authorities Trust (%)

National agencies in Hong Kong 50 Political system 52

PLA in Hong Kong 50 Police 49

National Government 51 Government 52

National People’s Congress 51 Legislative Council 53

Supreme Court 52 Courts 64

Source: Authors’ Hong Kong Political Culture Survey 2021.
Note: Respondents could provide more than one answer.

47 Cai et al. 2023.
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Religion and Trust: Empirical Analysis

In this section, we analyse the effect of religious affiliation on three types of trust: in central author-
ities, in Hong Kong authorities and in social institutions. For analytical purposes, these three
dependent variables of trust are factor indexes. Trust in the central authorities comprises five insti-
tutions, listed in Table 5; trust in Hong Kong authorities includes five institutions also listed in
Table 5; trust in social institutions includes the three civil organizations presented in Table 6.

Independent variables

We divide respondents’ religious affiliations into four categories as explanatory variables: (1) having
no religious affiliation but practising folk religions; (2) Eastern religious affiliation; (3) Western reli-
gious affiliation; and (4) no religious affiliation and no practising of folk religions (Table 1). We also
include seven control variables: age, education, gender, marital status, social class, ethnic identity
and media accessed by the respondents.

Age is divided into four categories: 16–24, 25–44, 45–65, and 65 or older. Education has five
levels: primary and lower, lower secondary, upper secondary, sub-college degree, and college degree
and higher. Gender is a dummy variable, with male coded as “0.” Marital status is also a dummy
variable, with married coded as “1.” Social class has five categories: upper, upper-middle, middle,
lower-middle, and lower.48 Ethnic identity is a categorical variable of four categories:
Hongkonger, Chinese, Chinese Hongkonger, and foreigner.

We also measure the respondents’ political orientation by including their media usage.
Specifically, we measure political orientation by the respondents’ reported frequency of readership
of Apple Daily, the most prominent media outlet critical of the government in the city. The news-
paper had more than 3.8 million registered web users, which is equivalent to half of Hong Kong’s
population, and 630,000 e-subscribers before it was shut down in 2021. There are six options –

Table 6. Social Trust in Hong Kong

People Trust (%) Civil Organizations Trust (%)

First meet 22 District council 53

Generalized trust 34 Media 53

Foreigner 38 Housing developers 36

Neighbour 52

Town-dweller 53

Colleague 60

Classmate 65

Extended family 71

Friend 76

Core family 93

Source: Authors’ Hong Kong Political Culture Survey 2021.
Note: Respondents could provide more than one answer.

48 Missing values are imputed using multiple imputations with an ordered logistic regression, which accounts for age, edu-
cation level, occupation economic activity status, household income per capita, housing property ownership, and type of
house.
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never, monthly, weekly, several times a week, daily, and several times a day – and answers are coded
on a zero-to-one scale.

Trust in political and social institutions

Table 7 presents the results of multilevel OLS regressions.49 Belief in an Eastern religion has a
significant and positive effect on trust in central authorities, the local political system and social
institutions. Belief in a Western religion has a positive and significant effect on trust in social
institutions, but not on trust in the central authorities or the local political system. This finding
is in line with research that shows that Eastern religions, including Buddhism, Taoism and
Confucianism, act as “state defenders,” legitimizing government decisions.50 In contrast,
Western religious organizations, including Catholic and Protestant churches and groups, become
“state critics” to promote political justice.51 Those who do not have any religious affiliation and
who do not practise folk religions tend not to trust central authorities or Hong Kong’s political
system.

In terms of age, people aged 16–24 and those aged 25–44 lack trust in the local political system.
Higher education tends to have a negative effect on trust in the central authorities. People with a
college degree or higher education lack trust in the central authorities, local political system and
social institutions. Gender does not have a significant effect, whereas marriage has a positive effect
on trust in central authorities and a negative effect on trust in civil society.

Being lower-middle class, middle class or upper-middle class has a significant and positive effect
on people’s trust in central authorities and in the local political system. Belonging to the upper class
has a negative but weak effect on trust in the central authorities. Belonging to the lower-middle class
has a negative effect on trust in social institutions, whereas upper-middle class status has a positive
effect on trust in social institutions.

Overall, social class status demonstrates an inverted-U shape. Both the lowest and highest classes
have the least trust in institutions. The middle classes, including the lower-middle, middle and
upper-middle classes, are more trusting of institutions overall. The distrust among the lower classes
may reflect the increasing income gap in Hong Kong society, whereas a lack of trust among the
upper class may reflect the limited subsidies they receive from the government.

Identity has a positive effect on trust in central authorities and the local political system. Those
who self-identified as Hongkongers are less trusting of national and local institutions. Meanwhile,
those who self-identified as Chinese are less trusting of civil society compared to Hongkongers. We
conducted another analysis by relacing ethnic identity with ethnicity (i.e. Chinese, East Asian,
South-East Asian, White and others). The effect of religion on trust in central authorities, the
Hong Kong system and civil society remains the same. Moreover, compared with Chinese, white
people have less trust in the central authorities and the Hong Kong system, whereas East and
South Asians are more likely to trust the Hong Kong system and civil society but not the central
authorities.

Finally, reading Apple Daily has a significant but negative effect on trust in the central author-
ities, the Hong Kong system and civil society. For a unit of increase in readership frequency, there is
about a 30 per cent decrease in the level of trust in central authorities, a 19 per cent drop in trust in
the Hong Kong political system and a 4 per cent drop in the trust in Hong Kong civil society.

To sum up, affiliation with Eastern or Western religions exhibits a different effect on the trust in
political authorities. Highly educated people (college degree holders and above) are also less likely to
trust the political authorities.

49 According to our collinearity test, the Variance of Inflation Factor of independent variables is under the theoretical
threshold value or 10, meaning the influence of collinearity is insignificant (Vittinghoff et al. 2005).

50 Cheng, May, and Wong 1997; Dean 2003.
51 Kwong, Ying-ho 2023.
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Religion and social attitudes

Religious affiliation may also affect individuals’ attitude to other people in society. Religions
often incorporate values of social solidarity, which contributes to believers’ trust in other

Table 7. Religion and Trust in Institutions

Variables Central Authorities Hong Kong Authorities
Social

Institutions

Religion:
No religion but practising folk religions (Comparison)

No religion, not practising -0.059***(0.012) -0.050***(0.010) 0.011(0.011)

Eastern religion 0.039***(0.009) 0.043***(0.007) 0.061***(0.008)

Western religion -0.007(0.011) 0.001(0.009) 0.060***(0.009)

Age:
>65 (comparison)

16–24 -0.029*(0.018) -0.067***(0.014) -0.024(0.016)

25–44 -0.02(0.013) -0.037***(0.011) -0.014(0.012)

45–64 0.015(0.011) -0.008(0.009) -0.016(0.010)

Education:
Primary or below (comparison)

Lower secondary -0.013 (0.013) 0.012(0.010) -0.003(0.011)

Upper secondary -0.016(0.013) 0.004(0.010) -0.012(0.011)

Sub-degree -0.023(0.016) -0.010(0.013) -0.017(0.014)

Degree or above -0.038**(0.015) -0.022*(0.012) -0.046***(0.013)

Gender -0.005(0.007) 0.009(0.006) 0.010(0.006)

Marital status 0.023**(0.009) 0.007(0.008) -0.024***(0.008)

Social class:
Lower (comparison)

Lower-middle 0.042***(0.009) 0.016**(0.008) -0.024***(0.008)

Middle 0.043***(0.010) 0.033***(0.009) 0.008(0.009)

Upper-middle 0.045***(0.018) 0.061***(0.015) 0.058***(0.016)

Upper -0.108*(0.071) 0.061(0.059) 0.041(0.064)

Identity:
Hongkonger (comparison)

Chinese 0.233***(0.009) 0.164***(0.008) -0.102***(0.008)

Chinese Hongkonger 0.169***(0.010) 0.136***(0.008) 0.014(0.009)

Foreigner 0.084***(0.017) 0.092***(0.013) 0.007(0.015)

Apple Daily readership -0.296***(0.012) -0.186***(0.009) -0.042***(0.010)

Constant 0.457***(0.014) 0.494***(0.011) 0.543***(0.012)

Observations 3,586 3,665 3,668

R-squared 0.452 0.389 0.092

Source: Authors’ Hong Kong Political Culture Survey 2021.
Notes: The factor indexes of trust in central authorities, in the Hong Kong political system and in social institutions were created through
exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses. The variance of each factor is higher than 0.5 and statistically significant, which is the
acceptable threshold of variance (Awang 2014). *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
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people.52 Previous studies argue that the intrinsic values of religion that emphasize love, brother-
hood and compassion increases tolerance.53 Different religions also have varying degrees of toler-
ance towards unconventional behaviour and cultural differences. Research on the relationship
between religion and forgiveness in Hong Kong has shown that practitioners of Christianity have
more positive concepts of forgiveness.54

In this section, we examine how religious affiliation affects believers’ attitudes towards four types
of people: (1) people with whom a respondent has had much contact; (2) people with whom a
respondent has not had much contact; (3) marginalized groups; and (4) selected groups with dif-
ferent lifestyles or ethnic backgrounds.

The first group includes four types of people with whom the respondent has had close contact
(classmates, extended family, friends and core family members), and the second group includes the
remaining six types (Table 6). The third group (marginalized or unconventional groups) includes
four types of people: drug users, alcoholics, gay people and people living with HIV/AIDS. The
fourth group (selected groups) includes three types of people: unmarried cohabitants, people of dif-
ferent ethnic identities and foreign domestic helpers working in Hong Kong. We asked respondents:
“To what extent do you accept the following people as your friends?” We gave them a choice of four
answers: completely acceptable, relatively acceptable, relatively unacceptable or completely
unacceptable.

These four dependent variables are factor indexes created through exploratory and confirmatory
analyses, ranging from zero to one. Our analysis aims to show whether a religious affiliation affects
interpersonal trust and a surveyed respondent’s tolerance of the third and fourth groups.

In addition to religious belief or the main explanatory variable, we used the same sets of control
variables – age, education, gender, marital status, social class and ethnic identity – but excluded the
political orientation variable (i.e. Apple Daily).

The statistical results are reported in Table 8. Both Eastern and Western religions have a positive
effect on trust in people in close or in less close contact. People who did not have a religious belief
and did not practise folk religions did not trust people with whom they have close or less close
contact.

Young people (aged 16–24) are less likely to trust people with whom they have close contact.
Educational attainment, except lower secondary education, increases respondents’ trust in people
with whom they have close contact, but not in those with whom they have less contact.
Compared with males, females are more likely to trust those with whom they have close or less
close contact. Marriage has a negative effect on trusting those with whom respondents have close
and less close contact.

Class status has a different effect on trust in people with whom there is close contact.
Upper-middle class status and upper-class status both have a positive effect on such trust, but lower-
middle class status has a negative effect. Middle class status and upper-middle class status both exert
a positive effect on trust in people with whom respondents have less contact.

Finally, with regard to ethnic identity, Chinese ethnicity has a positive effect on trust in people
with whom respondents have close contact, whereas identifying as Chinese, Chinese Hongkonger or
foreigner has a positive effect on trust in people with whom there is less contact.

As far as the relationship between religious affiliation and tolerance of the marginalized
and selected groups is concerned, belief in an Eastern religion does not increase a person’s
tolerance of the selected groups, but it has a positive effect on tolerance of the marginalized groups.
In contrast, belief in a Western religion has a strong positive effect on tolerance of both types of
groups.

52 Halman and Petersson 2001; Uslaner 2002.
53 Allport 1966; Johnson 1977.
54 Hui, Eadaoin, et al. 2006.
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Compared with people aged 65 or older, all age groups seem to tolerate the selected groups.
Belonging to the 25–44 or the 45–64 group has a significant and positive effect on tolerating the
marginalized groups. This finding seems to suggest that Hong Kong is an open society.

Table 8. Religion and Interpersonal Trust

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Variables
With close
contact

With less close
contact

Tolerating
marginalized

groups

Tolerating
selected
groups

Religion:
No religion but practising folk religions (comparison)

1. No religion and not practising -0.039***(0.009) -0.022**(0.009) 0.008(0.010) -0.054***(0.010)

2. Eastern religion 0.028***(0.007) 0.042***(0.007) 0.015**(0.008) -0.011(0.008)

3. Western religion 0.020**(0.008) 0.048***(0.008) 0.069***(0.009) 0.019**(0.009)

Age:
>65 (comparison)

16–24 -0.030**(0.013) -0.018(0.013) 0.008(0.015) 0.045***(0.015)

25–44 -0.014(0.010) -0.007(0.010) 0.050***(0.011) 0.033***(0.011)

45–64 -0.004(0.009) 0.002(0.008) 0.042***(0.010) 0.022**(0.010)

Education:
Primary or below (comparison)

Lower secondary 0.003(0.009) 0.004(0.009) 0.011(0.011) 0.032***(0.011)

Upper secondary 0.024**(0.009) 0.015*(0.009) 0.038***(0.011) 0.054***(0.011)

Sub-degree 0.032***(0.012) 0.016(0.012) 0.063***(0.014) 0.082***(0.014)

Degree or above 0.026**(0.011) 0.005(0.011) 0.086***(0.013) 0.102***(0.013)

Gender (female) 0.016***(0.005) 0.009*(0.005) -0.035***(0.006) -0.001(0.006)

Marital status (married) -0.046***(0.007) -0.022***(0.007) -0.059***(0.008) -0.024***(0.008)

Social class:
Lower (comparison)

Lower-middle -0.020***(0.007) -0.005(0.007) 0.001(0.008) 0.011(0.008)

Middle -0.001(0.008) 0.019**(0.008) -0.033***(0.009) -0.005(0.009)

Upper-middle 0.041***(0.013) 0.026*(0.013) -0.040***(0.015) -0.016(0.015)

Upper 0.163***(0.050) -0.081(0.050) 0.007(0.062) -0.059(0.058)

Identity:
Hongkonger (comparison)

Chinese 0.037***(0.007) 0.025***(0.007) -0.010(0.008) 0.054***(0.008)

Chinese Hongkonger 0.009(0.007) 0.025***(0.007) 0.018**(0.008) -0.004(0.008)

Foreigner 0.014(0.011) 0.061***(0.011) -0.027**(0.013) 0.066***(0.013)

Constant 0.676***(0.010) 0.383***(0.010) 0.325***(0.012) 0.634***(0.012)

Observations 3,681 3,611 3,692 3,692

R-squared 0.050 0.049 0.110 0.080

Source: Authors’ Hong Kong Political Culture Survey 2021.
Notes: The four dependent variables are factor indexes. The variance of each factor is higher than 0.5 and statistically significant, which is the
acceptable threshold of variance (Awang 2014). *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
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Education has a positive and significant effect on the acceptance of both types of groups, except for
lower secondary education. The higher the education level, the stronger the effect. Lower secondary
education has a positive effect on tolerance of the selected groups but not of the marginalized groups.

Being a woman has a negative effect on tolerating the marginalized groups. Married people are
also less likely to tolerate both types of groups. This may not be surprising given that some uncon-
ventional behaviour can contradict family values. Middle class status and upper-middle class status
both have a negative effect on tolerance of the marginalized groups.

Both Chinese and foreign identity have a positive effect on the tolerance of selected groups. Only
Chinese Hongkonger identity has a positive and significant effect on tolerance of the marginalized,
whereas being a foreigner has a negative effect on tolerating the marginalized.

To sum up, practitioners of Western religions appear to be tolerant of marginalized groups and
selected groups. This finding is in line with prior research on the effect of Western religions, which
often view people as belonging to one moral community.55 Moreover, education is a consistent fac-
tor that affects the acceptance of unconventional behaviour and selected groups.

Conclusion

As a global city, Hong Kong has a long tradition of religious coexistence, but there have been
changes in religious affiliations. According to existing surveys, the proportion of people in the
city who claim to have no religious beliefs increased from 59.3 per cent in 1988 to 60.2 per
cent in 1995 and to 65.8 per cent in 2021. However, although many residents in Hong Kong
do not self-identify as following any religion, many of them engage in practices connected to
folk religions. For example, fengshui continues to play an important role in people’s daily life,
alongside fortune telling.

We find that different religious affiliations have different effects on believers’ trust in political and
social institutions and in interpersonal relations. Overall, affiliation with an Eastern religion
increases trust in the Chinese central government and the Hong Kong government. Such an affili-
ation moderately increases acceptance of marginalized groups, but not those selected groups with
different lifestyles. In contrast, affiliation with a Western religion does not increase trust in the pol-
itical authorities, but neither does it reduce trust. This affiliation, however, increases one’s trust in
civil institutions and enhances acceptance of both marginalized groups and selected groups. This
may have to do with the emphasis in many Western religions on respect for individuals as members
of a moral community.56

The Hong Kong government seems to be cognizant of the relationship between religious affili-
ation and practitioners’ views of the government, and government policies have reflected the chan-
ging attitudes towards different religions.57 Since 1997, collaboration between the city government
and Western religious organizations has decreased, whereas the government’s cooperation with
Eastern religious organizations has increased.58

Since 1997, the Hong Kong government has put an end to the dominance of Western religion in
daily events by, for example, granting Chinese temples the same wedding ceremony licence as was
previously held only by churches and introducing Buddha’s birthday as a new public holiday.59

Churches no longer have such a dominant role in providing education in Hong Kong, as
non-faith-based schools and Eastern religious schools now also partner with the government in
the provision of education.60 The government has also undermined the direct control of churches

55 Uslaner 2002; Dingemans and van Ingen 2015.
56 Halman and Petersson 2001.
57 Mok 2022.
58 Leung 2009.
59 Kwong, Chunwah 2002.
60 Ibid.
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over schools by democratizing the formation of school management committees with the introduc-
tion of the school-based management system.61

Owing to the changing political environment in Hong Kong, it is likely that the city government
and Beijing will continue to favour Eastern religions and Chinese folk religions. As more residents
in Hong Kong, especially younger people, do not belong to any organized religion, it remains to be
seen whether the current political environment will affect the number of religious worshippers,
especially those who follow Western religions. Future research could examine the political and social
consequences of the changing relationship between the government and different religious affilia-
tions in the city.
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