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About Pew Research Center 

Pew Research Center is a nonpartisan, nonadvocacy fact tank that informs the public about the 

issues, attitudes and trends shaping the world. It does not take policy positions. The Center 

conducts public opinion polling, demographic research, computational social science research and 

other data-driven research. It studies politics and policy; news habits and media; the internet and 

technology; religion; race and ethnicity; international affairs; social, demographic and economic 

trends; science; research methodology and data science; and immigration and migration. Pew 

Research Center is a subsidiary of The Pew Charitable Trusts, its primary funder. 
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How we did this 

For this report, we surveyed 13,122 adults across six countries in Asia, using nationally 

representative methods. Interviews were conducted face-to-face in Cambodia, Indonesia, Sri 

Lanka and Thailand. They were conducted on mobile phones in Malaysia and Singapore. Local 

interviewers administered the survey from  June to September 2022, in eight languages. 

This survey is part of the Pew-Templeton Global Religious Futures project, a broader effort by Pew 

Research Center to study religious change and its impact on societies around the world. The 

Center previously has conducted religion-focused surveys across sub-Saharan Africa; the Middle 

East-North Africa region  and many countries with large Muslim popul ations; Latin America ; 

Israel; Central and Eastern Europe; Western Europe; India ; and the United States. 

This survey includes three countries in which Buddhists make up a majority of the population 

(Cambodia, Sri Lanka and Thailand); two countries with Muslim majorities (Malaysia and 

Indonesia); and one country that is religiously diverse, with no single group forming a majority 

(Singapore). We also are surveying five additional countries and territories in Asia, to be covered 

in a future report.  

To improve respondent comprehension of survey questions and to ensure all questions were 

culturally appropriate, Pew Research Center followed a multiphase questionnaire development 

process that included consultations with academic experts, as well as focus groups and in-depth 

interviews across several Asian countries. In addition, a pretest was conducted in each country 

before the national survey was fielded. The questionnaire was developed in English and translated 

into seven languages. Professional linguists with native proficiency independently checked the 

translations.  

Respondents were selected using a probability-based sample design. In Thailand, this included 

additional intervi ews in the countryôs Southern region, which has larger shares who are Muslim. 

Data was weighted to account for different probabilities of selection among respondents and to 

align with demographic benchmarks for each countryôs adult population. 

For more inf ormation, refer to the reportôs Methodology section or the full survey questionnaire. 

  

https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/religion/religious-demographics/pew-templeton-global-religious-futures-project/
http://www.pewforum.org/2010/04/15/executive-summary-islam-and-christianity-in-sub-saharan-africa/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/08/09/the-worlds-muslims-unity-and-diversity-executive-summary/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/08/09/the-worlds-muslims-unity-and-diversity-executive-summary/
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-overview/
http://www.pewforum.org/2014/11/13/religion-in-latin-america/
http://www.pewforum.org/2016/03/08/israels-religiously-divided-society/
http://www.pewforum.org/2017/05/10/religious-belief-and-national-belonging-in-central-and-eastern-europe/
https://www.pewforum.org/2018/05/29/being-christian-in-western-europe/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2021/06/29/religion-in-india-tolerance-and-segregation/
https://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/wp-content/uploads/sites/7/2023/09/pr_2023.09.12_se-asia_questionnaire.pdf
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How we chose the countries in this study 

Previous Pew Research Center surveys on religion around the world have focused on well-defined 

geographic regions, individual countries  or particular religious group s. The collection of six 

countries in this survey ï three with Buddhist majorities, two with Muslim majorities and one that 

is religiously mixed ï may seem like a less natural grouping. While the countries are fairly close to 

each other geographically, not all six are in Southeast Asia (Sri Lanka is typically grouped with 

South Asia), and several other Southeast Asian countries are not included in the study. 

However, a key goal of the survey is to explore religion in Southeast Asia, and Buddhism in 

particular. This survey includes three of the worldôs seven Buddhist-majority nations ï Cambodia, 

Sri Lanka and Thailand. Buddhists in these countries predominantly follow the Theravada 

tradition , a key reason for including  Sri Lanka, which also has longstanding cultural and religious 

ties to some Southeast Asian countries. 

Laos and Myanmar (also called Burma) also are Southeast Asian, Buddhist -majority countries in 

the Theravada tradition, but political realities and security concerns in those countries did not 

allow for reliable, independent surveys to be conducted on sensitive topics at this time. 

Countries included in this survey 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast Asiaó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2014/11/13/religion-in-latin-america/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2014/11/13/religion-in-latin-america/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2021/06/29/religion-in-india-tolerance-and-segregation/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/08/09/the-worlds-muslims-unity-and-diversity-executive-summary/
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Theravada
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Theravada
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23731478
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23731478
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23731471
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This survey also includes the Muslim-majority countries of Indonesia and Malaysia as well as the 

religiously  diverse country of Singapore to offer comparative perspectives on the intersection of 

religion and national identity in Southeast Asia.  

https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2014/04/04/global-religious-diversity/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2014/04/04/global-religious-diversity/
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As some practices and philosophies related to 

Buddhism have become more commonplace in 

the United States and other Western countries, 

many Americans may associate Buddhism with 

mindfulness or meditation. In other parts of the 

world, however, Buddhism is not just a 

philosophy about mind and body ï it is a 

central part of national identity.  

In Cambodia, Sri Lanka and Thailand ï 

countries where at least 70% of adults are 

Buddhist ï upward of nine -in-ten Buddhists 

say being Buddhist is important to being truly 

part of their nation,  according to a 2022 Pew 

Research Center survey of six countries in 

South and Southeast Asia.  

For instance, 95% of Sri Lankan Buddhists say being Buddhist is important to be truly Sri Lankan 

ï including 87% who say Buddhism is very  important to be a true Sri Lankan.  

  

Religion and national identity tied 

together in Buddhist-majority countries  

% of Buddhists  who say being Buddhist is important to 

being truly ___ (e.g., truly Cambodian)  

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six 

South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast 

Asiaó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Although most people in these countries identify as Buddhist religiously , there is widespread 

agreement that Buddhism is more than a religion. 1 The vast majority of Buddhists in Cambodia, 

Sri Lanka and Thailand not only describe Buddhism as ña religion one chooses to followò but also 

say Buddhism is ña culture one is part ofò and ña family tradition one must follow.ò  

Most Buddhists in these countries additionally see Buddhism as ñan ethnicity one is born intoò ï 

76% of Cambodian Buddhists hold this view, for example. 

 

 
1 Cambodia, Sri Lanka and Thailand are three of the worldõs seven countries with a Buddhist majority. The other four (Bhutan; Laos; Myanmar, 

also known as Burma; and Mongolia) were not surveyed due to political and/or logistical challenges. 

Many Thai Buddhists see Buddhism as an ethnicity 

% of Buddhists  who say Buddhism can be described as ___, by country  

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast Asiaó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Buddhism and national law in Buddhist-

majority countries 

The importance of Buddhism in national 

identity is reflected in the prominence that all 

three countriesô laws give to Buddhism. Under 

Cambodiaôs constitution, Buddhism is the 

national religion  and the state is required to 

support Buddhist schools. Sri Lankaôs current 

constitution  guarantees Buddhism ñthe 

foremost placeò and assigns the government 

responsibility ñto protect and fosterò it. And a 

succession of Thai constitutions over the last 

century have increased the official preeminence 

of Buddhism, with the countryôs most recent 

constitution  requiring the state to ñhave measures and mechanisms to prevent Buddhism from 

being undermined in any form.ò 

According to the survey, most Buddhists in all three countries favor basing their national laws on 

Buddhist dharma  ï a wide-ranging concept that includes the knowledge, doctrines and practices 

stemming from Buddhaôs teachings. This perspective is nearly unanimous among Cambodian 

Buddhists (96%), while smaller majorities of Buddhists in Sri Lanka (80%) and Thailand (56%) 

support basing national laws on Buddhist teachings and practices. 

  

Cambodian Buddhists overwhelmingly 

favor basing national law on dharma 

% of Buddhists  who favor basing the law on Buddhist 

dharma  in their country  

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six 

South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast 

Asiaó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://constituteproject.org/constitution/Cambodia_2008?lang=en
https://constituteproject.org/constitution/Sri_Lanka_2015?lang=en
https://constituteproject.org/constitution/Sri_Lanka_2015?lang=en
https://books.openedition.org/irasec/2988?lang=en
https://books.openedition.org/irasec/2988?lang=en
https://constituteproject.org/constitution/Thailand_2017?lang=en
https://constituteproject.org/constitution/Thailand_2017?lang=en
https://suttacentral.net/define/dhamma
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Religious leadersõ role in politics 

When asked about the role of religious leaders in public life, Cambodian Buddhists again stand out 

as the most likely to favor an intersection between religion and government. For instance, 81% of 

Cambodian Buddhists say religious leaders should vote in political elections, a position taken by 

smaller proportions of Buddhists in Sri Lanka (66%) and Thailand (54%). ( The Thai constitution 

bans Buddhist monks, novices, ascetics and priests from voting.) 

But even in Cambodia, with its near-unanimous support for basing the law on Buddhist dharma, 

no more than half of Buddhists say religious leaders should participate in political protests (50%), 

talk publicly about the politicians they support (47%) or be p oliticians themselves (45%).  

Cambodian Buddhists express comparatively high levels of support for engagement 

by religious leaders in politics 

% of Buddhists  who say religious leaders should ___, by country  

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast Asiaó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://constituteproject.org/constitution/Thailand_2017?lang=en
https://constituteproject.org/constitution/Thailand_2017?lang=en
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Islamõs role in Indonesia and Malaysia 

In some ways, Buddhismôs links to national identity in these countries parallel the role of Islam in 

the neighboring Muslim -majority countries of Indonesia and Malaysia.  Nearly all Muslims in both 

countries say being Muslim is important to be truly Indonesian or Malaysi an. And Muslims in 

both countries commonly describe Islam as a culture, family tradition or ethnicity ï not just ña 

religion one chooses to follow.ò For instance, three-quarters of Malaysian Muslims say Islam is ñan 

ethnicity one is born into.ò 

Since emerging from colonial rule in the 20th century, these two countries have followed divergent 

paths for the role of religion in government, but most Muslims in both nations favor making sharia 

the official law of the land. Muslims in Malaysia, where I slam is the official religion , 

overwhelmingly support using sharia as the national law (86%). Most Malaysian Muslims also 

favored making Islamic law the official law of the land a decade earlier, in a 2011-2012 Pew 

Research Center survey of countries with large Muslim populations. 2  

Support for sharia is somewhat lower among Muslims in Indonesia, where the drafters of the 1945 

constitution  ultimately rejected proposed language that would have explicitly favored Islam but 

included language saying the state is ñbased upon the belief in the One and Only God.ò The 

 
2 While the 2022 Malaysia survey was conducted by telephone, the 2011-2012 Malaysia survey was conducted face-to-face. 

Most Indonesian and Malaysian Muslims describe Islam as more than a religion 

% of Muslims  who say Islam can be described as ___, by country  

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast Asiaó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://constituteproject.org/constitution/Malaysia_2007?lang=en
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-overview/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-overview/
https://constituteproject.org/constitution/Indonesia_2002?lang=en
https://constituteproject.org/constitution/Indonesia_2002?lang=en
https://digilib.uin-suka.ac.id/id/eprint/16227/
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resulting compromise is sometimes classified as ñmild secularismò with ñrelative (not absolute) 

separation between state and religion.ò Today, 64% of Indonesian Muslims nevertheless say sharia 

should be used as the law of the land. A majority of Muslims in the country likewise supported 

making Islamic law the official national law when asked in 2011-2012. 

Muslims in both Indonesia and Malaysia are more likely than Buddhists surveyed in neighboring 

countries to favor high -profile roles for religious leaders in politics.  For example, most Muslims in 

Indonesia (58%) and Malaysia (69%) say religious leaders should talk publicly about the 

politicians and political parties they support, while roughly half or fewer of Buddhists in 

Cambodia, Sri Lanka and Thailand favor this level of religious interaction in politics.  

Most Malaysian Muslims say religious leaders should be politicians as well as talk 

about their politics  

% of Muslims  who say religious leaders should ___, by country  

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast Asiaó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://digilib.uin-suka.ac.id/id/eprint/16227/


16 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

Attitudes toward other religions  

Alongside these three Buddhist-majority and two Muslim -majority countries, the survey also 

included Singapore, which has no religious majority and by some measures is the worldôs most 

religiously diverse society. According to the most recent census, 31% of Singaporean adults 

identify as Buddhist, 20% are religiously unaffiliated (i.e., they say they have no religion), 19% are 

Christian and 15% are Muslim. The remaining 15% of the population includes Hindus, Sikhs, 

Taoists and people who follow Chinese traditional religions, among others. (For more on 

Singaporeôs religious composition and how it has changed over time, read ñSingaporeôs changing 

religious identity.ò) 

Most Singaporeans (56%) say that having people of many different religions, ethnic groups and 

cultures makes their country a better place to live, while few Singaporeans (4%) say it makes their 

country a worse place to live. (Most other respondents, 37%, say such diversity doesnôt make much 

difference.) And on several measures of religious tolerance, Singaporeans express broadly 

accepting views toward other groups. For example, nearly nine-in-ten adults in Singapore say 

Few express negative sentiments about diversity in their country  

% who say that having people of many different religions, ethnic groups and cultures makes their country é 

Note: Other/Both/Neither/Depends/Donõt know/Refused responses not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast Asiaó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2014/04/04/global-religious-diversity/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2014/04/04/global-religious-diversity/
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Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and Chi nese traditional religions are all compatible with Singaporeôs 

culture and values.3 

While Singapore sometimes stands out for the high levels of tolerance its residents express, adults 

in Malaysia and Sri Lanka (both 62%) are even more likely than those in Singapore (56%) to say 

that religious, ethnic and cultural diversity benefits their country. In general, tolerance for other 

religions is widely espoused in all six countries. Across all major religious groups, most people say 

they would be willing to accept members of different religious communities as neighbors. For 

instance, 81% of Sri Lankan Buddhists say they would be willing to have Hindu neighbors, and a 

similar share of Sri Lankan Hindus (85%) say the same about Buddhists. 

And, overall, people in most of the countries surveyed tend to see other religions as compatible 

with their national culture and values. In Muslim -majority Malaysia, 67% say Buddhism is 

compatible with Malaysian culture and values. And even in Sri Lanka, where a civil war concluded 

a little more than a decade before the survey, 68% of the population says Christianity and 

Hinduism are compatible with Sri Lankan culture and values ï including 60% of the countryôs 

Buddhists (the majority community).  

 
3 While Pew Research Center was able to survey freely in Singapore, readers should keep in mind throughout this report that freedom of 

expression and of the press are limited in Singapore. Scholars have noted that, in Singapore, òpeople often refrain from expressing their views 

when they believe that the government disagrees with their opinions.ó The Singaporean government has placed great emphasis on 

maintaining religious harmony, so questions about other religious communities may be impacted by this tendency. However, research also 

suggests that when the government does not have a clear stance on a topic, Singaporeans are more willing to express their opinions. 

Singaporeans most likely to view various religions as compatible with their society  

% who say ___ is/are compatible  with their countryôs culture and values, by country 

 Buddhism Islam Christianity Hinduism 

Chinese 
traditional 
religions 

Local beliefs/ 
Indigenous 
religions 

Cambodia --   43%   44%   29%   64%   78% 

Indonesia   58% -- 60 60 48 56 

Malaysia 67 -- 65 65 67 67 

Singapore -- 88 89 87 89 85 

Sri Lanka -- 50 68 68 -- -- 

Thailand -- 67 73 58 70 84 

Note: Darker shades represent higher values. òBuddhismó was asked only in Indonesia and Malaysia. òIslamó was asked only in Cambodia, 

Singapore, Sri Lanka and Thailand. òChinese traditional religionsó and òLocal beliefs/Indigenous religionsó were not asked in Sri Lanka. 

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast Asiaó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

https://freedomhouse.org/country/singapore/freedom-world/2023
https://freedomhouse.org/country/singapore/freedom-world/2023
https://rsf.org/en/country/singapore
https://academic.oup.com/ijpor/article/26/3/384/739162?searchresult=1
https://www.mha.gov.sg/what-we-do/managing-security-threats/maintaining-racial-and-religious-harmony
https://www.mha.gov.sg/what-we-do/managing-security-threats/maintaining-racial-and-religious-harmony
https://academic.oup.com/ijpor/article/26/3/384/739162?searchresult=1
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Not only do religious groups largely accept one 

another as neighbors and fellow citizens, but in many 

cases, there also are signs of shared religious beliefs 

and practices across religious lines. For example, 

sizable majorities in nearly every large religious 

community in all six countries say that karma exists, 

even though belief in karma ( the idea that people will 

reap the benefits of their good deeds, and pay the 

price for their bad deeds, often in future lives ) is not 

traditionally associated with all the religious groups 

surveyed.4  

In addition, many people pray  or offer  their respects 

to deities or founder figures that are not traditionally 

considered part of their religionôs pantheon. For 

example, 66% of Singaporean Hindus say they pray or 

offer respects to Jesus Christ, and 62% of Sri Lankan 

Muslims do the same to the Hindu deity Ganesh. 

ñOffering respectsò to deities ï often through gestures 

such as bowing oneôs head or putting oneôs hands 

together ï is commonly understood in the region as 

the act of worshipping or venerating deities and can 

include a variety of practi ces, such as burning incense, 

making food offerings or making wishes to the deity . 

These are gestures of great respect or veneration, 

though they may not align with  formal, Western 

perceptions of prayer or worship. 5 (For more on the 

figures people pray or offer their respects to, read 

ñPraying or offering respects to figures from other religions.ò) 

 

 
4 The religious origins of karma are debated by scholars, but the concept has deep roots in Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism and Jainism. 
5 For more information on paying respects to spirits and deities, read this Thai case study.  

What are Chinese traditional 

religions and Indigenous 

religions? 

The category of òChinese traditional 

religionsó is a fluid yet essential one. In 

several Southeast Asian countries, many 

people with Chinese ethnic backgrounds 

practice traditional ritual activities in 

temples that are devoted to Confucian, 

Mahayana Buddhist and Taoist deities, 

without necessarily seeing clear 

boundaries between them.  

In other words, although Confucian, 

Buddhist and Taoist religious traditions 

are distinct from one another, the lines 

between them are fluid in practice. 

Furthermore, people who follow these 

practices may not claim a distinct 

religious identity. 

Local beliefs and Indigenous religions 

refer to religions that are closely 

associated with a particular group of 

people, ethnicity or tribe. Such religious 

traditions may be less institutionalized 

than other religions that have a global 

presence, and the boundaries between 

Indigenous religions and other religions 

can be blurry. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02666030.1988.9628366
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41330648
https://brill.com/display/book/edcoll/9789004443327/BP000012.xml
https://brill.com/display/book/edcoll/9789004443327/BP000012.xml
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/12/18/global-religious-landscape-folk/
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Clear divisions ð and tensions ð between religious groups 

Despite these expressions of 

tolerance and religious mixing, 

religious identity also can be a 

firm line between groups in 

this part of the world.  

In fact, many people across the 

countries surveyed say it is 

unacceptable for people to give 

up their religio n or convert to 

another faith.  In Indonesia, 

92% of Muslims say it is 

unacceptable for a person to 

leave Islam, and 83% of 

Christians say it is 

unacceptable to leave 

Christianity for another 

religion.  

Overall, Muslims are more likely than other religious communities to say conversion away from 

their faith is unacceptable. But this is also the position taken by two-thirds or more of Buddhists in 

Cambodia, Sri Lanka and Thailand ï the studyôs three Buddhist-majority nations.  

Muslims more likely than others to say conversion 

away from their faith is unacceptable 

% who say it is unacceptable for a person to leave the respondentôs religion 

for another religion, among each countryôs religious groups 

 Buddhists Muslims Christians Hindus 

Cambodia   82% -- -- -- 

Indonesia --   92%   83% -- 

Malaysia 51 98 61   68% 

Singapore 36 84 42 57 

Sri Lanka 74 64 67 74 

Thailand 69 93 -- -- 

Note: For example, 82% of Cambodian Buddhists say it is unacceptable for a person to 

leave Buddhism for another religion. ò--ó indicates adequate sample size unavailable for 

analysis. Darker shades represent higher values. 

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six South and Southeast 

Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast Asiaó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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In five of the six countries surveyed, nearly all 

adults still identify with the religion in which 

they were raised. Only in Singapore do a sizable 

share of adults (35%) indicate their religion has 

changed during their lifetime. (For additional 

information  on religious switching in 

Singapore, read ñShare of Singaporeans 

identifying as Christian or unaffiliated is 

increasing.ò) 

Moreover, in several countries, substantial 

shares see other religions as incompatible  with 

their national culture and values. For instance, 

45% of Sri Lankan Buddhists say Islam is 

incompatible with Sri Lankan values, while 38% 

of Indonesian Muslims say Buddhism is 

incompatible with Indonesian culture.  

In some countries, there are also sizable shares 

of Muslims who say Buddhism is not  peaceful, 

and conversely some Buddhists who say Islam is not  peaceful. Malaysian Muslims are especially 

likely to see Buddhism as not peaceful (42%), while 36% of Thai Buddhists say Islam is not 

peaceful. 

In some countries, substantial shares express negative feelings about Christianity and Hinduism. 

In Indonesia, for example, 21% of Muslim adults surveyed say Christianity is not peaceful. 

These are among the key findings of a Pew Research Center survey conducted among 13,122 adults 

in six countries in Southeast and South Asia. Interviews were conducted face-to-face in Cambodia, 

Indonesia, Sri Lanka and Thailand and on mobile phones in Malaysia and Singapore. Local 

interviewers administered the survey from  June to September 2022, in eight languages. (Read the 

reportôs Methodology for further details.)  

  

In most countries, high consistency 

between childhood and current religion 

% who say they were raised in the same religion they 

now identify with  

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six 

South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast 

Asiaó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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This study, funded by The Pew Charitable Trusts and the John Templeton Foundation, is part of a 

larger effort by Pew Research Center to understand religious change and its impact on societies 

around the world. The Center previously has conducted religion-focused surveys across sub-

Saharan Africa; the Middle East-North Africa region  and many countries with large Muslim 

populations ; Latin America ; Israel; Central and Eastern Europe; Western Europe; India ; and the 

United States. 

The rest of  this Overview covers various topics in more detail, including:  

Á Different patterns of religious belief and practice across religious communities and countries  

Á The deities to whom people pray or offer their respects 

Á Funerary practices 

Á Differing  levels of religiosity by age 

Á An exploration o f religion in Singapore  ï particularly its changing religious composition  and 

the beliefs of its religiously unaffiliated population  

Á A deeper look at how religion and national identity intersect  

 

http://www.pewforum.org/2010/04/15/executive-summary-islam-and-christianity-in-sub-saharan-africa/
http://www.pewforum.org/2010/04/15/executive-summary-islam-and-christianity-in-sub-saharan-africa/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2012/08/09/the-worlds-muslims-unity-and-diversity-executive-summary/
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-overview/
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-overview/
http://www.pewforum.org/2014/11/13/religion-in-latin-america/
http://www.pewforum.org/2016/03/08/israels-religiously-divided-society/
http://www.pewforum.org/2017/05/10/religious-belief-and-national-belonging-in-central-and-eastern-europe/
https://www.pewforum.org/2018/05/29/being-christian-in-western-europe/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2021/06/29/religion-in-india-tolerance-and-segregation/
https://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/
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In general, the countries surveyed are highly religious by a variety of measures ï including 

affiliation, beliefs and practices. For instance, nearly all respondents in five of the six surveyed 

countries identify with a religious group, and majorities in these same five countries say religion is 

very important in their lives ï including 98% in Indonesia and 92% in Sri Lanka.  

The lone exception on both these measures is Singapore, where 22% of adults do not identify with 

any religion, and just 36% of adults say religion is very  important in their lives.  

  

Most people in the countries surveyed identify as Buddhist or Muslim 

% of adults in each country who identify as é 

Note: òSome other religionó includes those who selected òLocal beliefs/Indigenous religions.ó The full answer option wording for òChinese 

traditional religionsó is òChinese traditional religions, such as Tao, Confucian or Chinese local religions.ó Respondents in Sri Lanka were not 

presented the options òChinese traditional religionsó or òLocal beliefs/Indigenous religions.ó Donõt know/Refused responses not shown. 

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast Asiaó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Even in Singapore, however, the vast majority of adults surveyed (87%) say they believe in God or 

unseen beings, and about seven-in-ten say they think karma and fate exist. These beliefs are 

common across all the countries in the survey, as is the notion that spells, curses or other magic 

can influence peopleôs lives. Roughly half or more adults in each country hold this view, including 

55% in Singapore and 78% in Cambodia. 

Rates of specific religious practices often are related to the religious makeup of each country. For 

example, overwhelming majorities in Cambodia (96%), Sri Lanka (92%) and Thailand (84%) say 

they burn incense; all three are Buddhist-majority countries, an d Buddhists across southern Asia 

are more likely than Hindus, Christians or Muslims to burn incense. Meditation is also highest in 

the Buddhist -majority countries of Thailand and Sri Lanka (62% each), although Hindus across 

the region are more likely than Buddhists to say they practice meditation. 

By contrast, daily prayer is most common in Indonesia and Malaysia, the two Muslim -majority 

countries in the survey. And, across the region, Muslims are more likely to say they pray at least 

once a day than are Hindus, Christians or Buddhists. 

By multiple measures, religiously unaffiliated adults in Singapore are among the least religious or 

spiritual people in the region. But sizable shares of unaffiliated Singaporeans do express some 

religious or spiritual belief s or follow some practices. (For a more detailed look at Singaporeôs 

Majorities across all surveyed countries believe in God or unseen beings 

% in each country who say they é 

 

Believe in 
God or 
unseen 
beings 

Think 
karma 
exists 

Think 
fate 

exists 

Consider 
religion very 
important in 
their lives 

Think spells, 
curses or other 
magic influence 
peopleõs lives 

Pray  
daily 

Ever  
burn 

incense 

Ever 
practice 

meditation  

Feel protected  
or attacked by 
unseen powers  
at least a few  
times a year 

Cambodia   78%   97%   90%   67%   78%   23%   96%   22%   43% 

Indonesia 100 85 95 98 55 95 7 7 25 

Malaysia 99 74 73 85 69 82 13 14 33 

Singapore 87 73 70 36 55 43 44 26 33 

Sri Lanka 90 88 85 92 54 76 92 62 33 

Thailand 81 95 86 65 49 30 84 62 24 

Note: Darker shades represent higher values. Respondents were asked separately if they believe in God or if they think there are unseen 

beings in the world, like deities or spirits. Respondents were asked separately how often they have the feeling of being protected by an 

unseen power and how often they have the feeling of being attacked by an unseen power. 

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast Asiaó 
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unaffiliated population, read  ñWho are the people in Singapore who donôt identify with a religion, 

and what do they believe?ò) 
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In the countries surveyed, many religious beliefs and practices are shared by different religious 

communities. This includes a propensity to show respect for ï or even to pray to ï deities or 

religious figures commonly associated with another faith.  

Sri Lankans often pray or offer their respects to figures from other religions 

% who say they pray or offer their respects to each of the following figures  

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast Asiaó 
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For instance, nearly one-in-five Singaporean Buddhists (18%) say they pray or offer their respects 

to Allah, while almost half of Malaysian Hindus (47%) say they pray or offer respects to Jesus 

Christ. 

In general, Hindus are the most likely to pray or offer the ir respects to deities or founder figures 

not traditionally associated with their community, while Muslims are generally the least likely to 

do this. For example, in Singapore, 66% of Hindus and just 9% of Muslims say they pray or offer 

respects to Jesus Christ. In fact, Singaporeôs religiously unaffiliated adults (16%) are more likely 

than the countryôs Muslims to say they pray or offer respects to Jesus Christ. 

Sri Lanka, an island nation south of India, also stands out as a place where people pray or offer 

respects to founder figures and deities ï both the ones traditionally associated with their religio n 

and those from other traditions. For instance, 48% of Sri Lankan Christians say they pray or offer 

their respects to Ganesh, the Hindu god of beginnings  who is considered a remover of obstacles. 

But in the other countries  surveyed, only about 5% of Christians do so. And 71% of the islandôs 

Muslims say they pray or offer respects to Buddha, while very few Muslims in the other countries 

surveyed do this. 

In addit ion to Buddha, Allah, Jesus Christ and Ganesh, the survey also asked about Mother Mary, 

Shiva, Guanyin and ñprotector spiritsò in general. For more about peopleôs relationships with 

deities, spirits and religious founder figures, read Chapter 4. 

 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/hinduism/holydays/ganesh.shtml
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Rituals surrounding death are 

important to all the major 

religious groups in the 

countries surveyed.  

For instance, most people in 

the Buddhist -majority 

countries of Cambodia (84%), 

Sri Lanka (80%) and Thailand 

(80%), as well as in Muslim -

majority Indonesia (72%) and 

Malaysia (61%), say it would be 

very important to invite a 

religious leader to recite sacred 

texts or preach if they were 

planning the funeral of a family 

member or loved one. 

Most people in the Buddhist -

majority countri es surveyed 

also say it would be very 

important to perform rituals for the relative in a temple or other house of worship, and to set up a 

shrine or altar for the deceased.6 Altars are especially valued by Buddhists in these countries: For 

example, 63% of Thai Buddhists say that setting up an altar would be very important, compared 

with just 6% of Thai Muslims who say the same about a shrine. Many people across religious 

groups also say it is very important to offer donations in the name of deceased relatives, including 

71% of Christians in Indonesia, 61% of Muslims in Malaysia and 70% of Buddhists in Cambodia. 

People in Singapore generally are less inclined than those in neighboring countries to say each of 

the four funerary rituals is very important, alth ough more than half of Singaporeans say each 

ritual would be at least somewhat important if they were planning the funeral of a loved one.   

 
6 In this context, a funerary altar may be understood as a raised location dedicated to the deceased personõs memory, typically in a family 

memberõs home. It may be distinct from a householdõs primary altar (if they have one) or combined with other sacred objects. A memorial 

altar typically might include the following: an image of the deceased, a place to set out a flower, a small bowl for rice, a beverage (frequently 

tea) or incense sticks. Cremated remains can be placed on altars, too. 

Religious funeral practices especially common in 

Cambodia, Sri Lanka, Thailand 

% in each country who say it would be very important  to ___ if they  were 

planning the funeral of a family member/loved one  

 

Invite a 
religious leader 
to recite sacred 

texts or 
preach*  

Perform rituals in a 
temple, mosque or 

other house of 
worship for the soul 

of the deceased 
relative 

Offer  
donations in 

the name of the 
deceased 
 relative 

Set up a 
shrine/altar 

for the 
deceased 
relative 

Cambodia   84%   75%   70%   74% 

Indonesia 72 56 65 31 

Malaysia 61 46 58 29 

Singapore 37 39 32 27 

Sri Lanka 80 73 81 56 

Thailand 80 78 43 57 

* Buddhists were asked about a monk or learned person. Muslims were asked about an 

imam or sheikh. Christians were asked about a priest or pastor. Hindus were asked about a 

pundit or learned person. 

Note: Darker shades represent higher values. 

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six South and Southeast 

Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 

òBuddhism, Islam and Religious Pluralism in South and Southeast Asiaó 
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Across the countries surveyed, rituals surrounding deceased loved ones do not end after the 

funeral. Most people in five of the six surveyed countries (with the exception of Malaysia) say 

someone in their household performs rituals on the anniversary of the death of a loved one, 

including 93% in Sri Lanka and 90% in Thailand. This t ype of ritual crosses religious lines, with 

Sri Lanka as a prime example: Roughly eight-in-ten or more Buddhists, Muslims, Christians and 

Hindus in the country say someone in their household performs rituals on death anniversaries.  

It also is fairly common  across these countries to have a family gravesite where the remains of 

family members reside. Roughly half of respondents in five of the six surveyed countries (this 

time, with Sri Lanka as the exception) say this is the case. Among those who have a family 

gravesite, most people say they look after it by sweeping or cleaning it. It is generally less common 

for people to pay money to maintain a family gravesite.  

  

9 in 10 households in Sri Lanka and Thailand perform rituals on death anniversaries 

% in each country who say they é  

Note: Only those who have a family gravesite were asked about sweeping gravesites or paying money to maintain them. However, the 

numbers here present the share of the total population who do each activity.  

Source: Survey conducted June 1-Sept. 4, 2022, among adults in six South and Southeast Asian countries. Read Methodology for details. 
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