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Chapter 12
On the Subjective Well-Being of University 
Students: Religious Capital 
and Experiences of Discrimination

Clara Marlijn Meijer, Maria Klingenberg , and Martin Lagerström

Abstract Recent studies suggest that being part of a minority group is associated 
with increased exposure to stress, but what happens if we also account for the effect 
of religion? This chapter explores minority stress in relation to expectations that 
religion as capital would positively affect subjective well-being. It is based on the 
survey data from the project Young Adults and Religion in a Global Perspective. 
Subjective discrimination and public- and private religious activity are explored in 
relation to subjective well-being and religious capital. Our data covers a variety of 
national contexts and allows for an interdisciplinary approach to minority stress 
theory. The findings suggest that multiple causes of discrimination are associated 
with lower levels of subjective well-being independent of national context. However, 
religious capital has different impacts on subjective well-being dependent on 
national context. The chapter concludes with a reflection on these results, on single 
and multiple causes of discrimination and the relation to religious capital and sug-
gestions for future research.

Keywords Minority stress · Religious capital · Subjective well-being · University 
students · Religious practice · Subjective discrimination · Depression

12.1  Introduction

In the last 10 years, the relation between religion and health has caught increased 
scholarly attention. Most studies suggest that being part of a religious community or 
practicing religion in the form of prayer or reading religious texts have positive 
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effects on subjective well-being (see e.g. Koenig et al., 2012). However, only a few 
studies have examined religious activities and subjective well-being amongst those 
minorities and groups who have experienced discrimination, and studies that have 
addressed this issue are for the most part smaller case studies. This chapter aims to 
bridge that gap by examining the relationship between subjective well-being, reli-
gious capital and perceived discrimination amongst almost five thousand university 
students distributed over thirteen national contexts.

The analysis expands on previous research on religion and health by exploring 
whether religion functions as a mediating factor for subjective well-being of univer-
sity students who have experienced discrimination. Drawing on theories regarding 
minority stress and religious capital, the aim of the chapter is to examine the relation 
between subjective well-being and experiences of discrimination, and the role of 
religious capital for this relation.

It is important to note that the case study design, as well as the focus on univer-
sity students in the Young Adults and Religion in a Global Perspective (YARG) 
study, on which this chapter builds, set boundaries for the generalizability of the 
findings (for more on YARG see Chap. 1 of this volume). We suspect that some of 
the findings reported in this chapter may be subtler in comparison to a study on 
young adults who do not have access to higher education. However, a study that 
explores whether religious capital affects the relation between experiences of dis-
crimination and subjective well-being presents an important contribution to the 
field. Furthermore, the study distinguishes between university students who have no 
experiences of discrimination, experiences of discrimination for one cause (e.g. 
gender, race, religion, sexuality), and those who have experiences of discrimination 
due to multiple causes. Such a distinction also broadens the scope, as previous stud-
ies have not distinguished between experiences of discrimination on single or mul-
tiple grounds.

12.2  Previous Research

12.2.1  Religious Engagement as a Source of Religious Capital

Religious capital has been studied mostly in the context of the United States (see 
e.g. Smidt, 2003) and the United Kingdom (see e.g. Baker & Skinner, 2006; Baker 
& Miles-Watson, 2008). The notion of religious capital is based on the theory of 
social capital. James Coleman, one of the key thinkers on social capital, has defined 
social capital as being “embodied in relations among persons” (1988, p. 118). In 
Smidt’s book Religion as Social Capital, Smidt does not give a precise definition of 
religious capital, but describes it as “social capital that is tied to religious life” 
(2003, p. 211). He builds on the conceptualization of social capital, by including 
religious life that generates a “particular kind of social capital” (Ibid). Like Coleman 
(1988), Smidt understands religious social capital as being generated through rela-
tions among individuals. His focus is on the production of social capital through 
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religious means, which in this case comprise Christian religious communities in the 
United States. Smidt argues that in the context of the United States, religious social 
capital has five particular qualities which differentiate from other forms of social 
capital (see Smidt, 2003, p. 217–218). Smidt’s argument on the five distinctive qual-
ities are described in positive terms and contrasted to other kinds of social capital, 
which would be produced through secular sources. However, there is a lack of dis-
cussion on the different levels of access to religious capital among members within 
a congregation. Furthermore, there are no distinctions made between certain reli-
gious activities that might provide social capital, such as being part of reading group 
or maintaining religious practices at home. Finally, Smidt’s focus on Christian com-
munities excludes other religious groups that differ in their public and private 
practices.

Baker and Skinner (2006) have a more precise conceptualization of religious 
capital by distinguishing between religious and spiritual capital. Religious capital is 
the “practical contribution to local and national life made by faith groups”, whereas 
spiritual capital “is often embedded locally within faith groups but also expressed in 
the lives of individuals”. (2006, p.  4). Whereas Smidt concentrates on religious 
communities, Baker and Skinner include how faith expressed through the lives of 
individuals generates religious capital. Additionally, they include diverse religious 
communities and emphasize that religious capital cannot be seen as a fixed variable 
but is “continuously created” (2006, p. 28).

The study presented here aims to contribute to the conceptualization of religious 
capital with a more diverse approach in two ways. First, religious capital is studied 
not only in relation to subjective well-being, but also in relation to experiences of 
discrimination; second, the study explores the role of religious capital independent 
of religious tradition and national context.

12.2.2  Discrimination on Single and Multiple Grounds 
and Well-Being

A vast part of the studies that explore the effect of discrimination on well-being is 
found within minority studies, as reasons for discrimination often relate to a minor-
ity position. Studies on minority stress suggest that being part of a minority group 
is associated with increased exposure to stress (see e.g. Grollman, 2012). Minority 
stress theory was coined by Meyer (1995), who claims that members of groups who 
are discriminated against suffer from additional group-specific stressors, which lead 
to more exposure to stress and, consequently, to “larger health disparities” 
(Grollman, 2012, p. 200).

Studies on minority stress have suggested that the well-being of an individual 
who faces discrimination is influenced by whether the discrimination stems from a 
single cause or from multiple causes. Studies on ethnic minority positions, social 
capital and subjective well-being (Brondolo et al., 2012; Heim et al., 2011) found 
that discrimination for a single cause does not always affect subjective well-being. 
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Their study suggests that minority positions may in fact be a mitigating factor for 
discrimination. Such findings resonate with social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 
1986/2004) which suggests that threats against a group identity increase group iden-
tification and social cohesion (Turner et al., 1984). Individuals who experience mul-
tiple forms of discrimination and belong to multiple minority groups may therefore 
be affected by such experiences in quite different ways. Grollman’s (2012) study on 
minority stress among young adults revealed that individuals with multiple minority 
positions experienced higher levels of discrimination, leading to lower levels of 
both subjective well-being and physical health.

Along similar lines, studies on the role of religion as a factor for discrimination 
in relation to well-being have rarely taken multiple causes of discrimination into 
account. After the events of September 11 2001, the well-being of Muslims in 
Western countries who face discrimination have been addressed in numerous stud-
ies (see e.g. Abu-Ras & Abu-Bader, 2008; Jasperse et  al., 2012; Jackson & 
Doerschler, 2012; Brown et al., 2015; Kunst et al., 2012; Rippy & Newman, 2006). 
On the one hand, these studies show how religious engagement and religious prac-
tices were associated with higher levels of subjective well-being, thereby supporting 
the idea that religious practices and communities can be effective coping strategies 
(Pargament et al., 2000). On the other hand, Friedman and Saroglou’s (2010) study 
on immigrant Muslims in Belgium suggested that stigmatization was associated 
with increased levels of depression and decreased self-esteem, and in contrast to 
other studies, religiosity did not function as a mitigating factor for decreased self- 
esteem and depression. They point out that previous studies that have found positive 
relations between religion and well-being have primarily studied this relation in 
majority settings, for example, amongst Christians in the United States or Muslims 
in Muslim countries.

The increasing number of studies on the relation between religion, coping strate-
gies and well-being among sexual minorities (see e.g. Meanley et al., 2016; Shilo 
et al., 2016; Kiraç, 2016; Jaspal & Cinnirella, 2010) further point to the impact of 
discrimination on multiple grounds. Sexual minorities often experience discrimina-
tion in the religious communities that they are part of and/or face discrimination for 
being ‘religious’ in ‘secular’ LGBT-communities (Taylor & Snowdon, 2014). 
Grollman refers to this as a “double disadvantage”, thereby referring to “the double 
burden” (Collins, 2002) of many “who are disadvantaged on one axis are also dis-
advantaged on others” (Grollman, 2012, p. 201). Furthermore, in a situation when 
individuals face discrimination in their own religious communities because of their 
sexual orientation, and outside their religious communities because of their reli-
gious identity, it is far from self-evident that religion and subjective well-being are 
positively associated (see Meanley et al., 2016).

The studies referred to here have pointed to single or multiple causes of discrimi-
nation as an important factor for subjective well-being, which is explored in this 
study. However, the varying consequences of discrimination found, depending on 
contextual factors, suggest that consequences of discrimination are difficult to 
explore in a transnational study. The role of context also suggests that a transna-
tional survey study of discrimination raises questions regarding comparability 
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across case studies, as the questions are likely to be interpreted in different ways in 
different settings. This study of subjective discrimination through survey research is 
therefore limited to some degree, as significant contextual differences remain unad-
dressed and the underlying interpretations of respondents remain unattainable.

12.2.3  Religious Capital and Subjective Well-Being

The relation between religion and subjective well-being has been thoroughly 
explored in previous studies, albeit without using the concept of religious capital. 
For example, studies have investigated the relationship between subjective well- 
being and spirituality and religiosity (see e.g. Yonker et al., 2012). In general, in 
studies done on these themes, components that would relate to religious capital 
would be measuring the identification of one with a religious community, participa-
tion in activities within a community, private religious practices and how someone 
relates decisions to his or her religious identity. These dimensions are frequently 
found in studies on religion and subjective well-being, and in line with studies on 
social capital and subjective well-being. Most studies suggest a positive association 
between religion and subjective well-being (see e.g. Koenig et al., 2012 on religion 
and health). Not only does religiosity protect against ‘risk behavior’ (drugs, unpro-
tected sex), but it has also been associated with fewer symptoms of depression and 
anxiety (Smith & Snell, 2009; Yonker et al., 2012).

However, some studies contradict the positive effect of religion on subjective 
well-being. Exline et al. (2000) found that religious strain among college students is 
associated with greater depression and suicidality, regardless of religiosity levels or 
the comfort found in religion. Bryant and Astin (2008) confirm these findings in 
their study on college students, as they found an association between struggling 
with faith and lower levels of self-esteem, poorer physical health and greater risks 
for engaging in addictive behaviors. These findings challenge the positive associa-
tions found between religiosity and subjective well-being, and confirm that strug-
gling with one’s own religious identity as a young adult could potentially lead to a 
decrease in subjective well-being.

Studies with an intersectional approach also point to varying relations between 
religion and subjective well-being. For instance, when studying the influence of 
religion, religiosity and spirituality on mental health among Indian young adults, 
Ganga and Kutty (2012) found differences in subjective well-being depending on 
the gender and the religious tradition of the participant. Such differences were 
explained by “behavioral restrictions and opportunities for socialization that reli-
gion does or does not provide” (2012, p. 435).

This section has highlighted that religious capital has predominantly been stud-
ied in a Western context, which points to the usefulness of studying this concept 
further in a transnational study such as this one. In addition, the overview demon-
strates that while religious capital has been operationalized in various ways in previ-
ous studies, engagement in religious communities nevertheless could be regarded as 
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a criterion for religious capital to be generated. Finally, just as for discrimination, 
gender reoccurs here as a factor having an impact on subjective well-being. For both 
of these issues, it seems as if gender is a contributing factor that may both result in 
increased and decreased well-being depending on how it is combined with other 
background factors. Previous research therefore suggests that gender must be prop-
erly taken into account in the study of how religious capital contributes to the rela-
tion between discrimination and subjective well-being.

12.3  Purpose and Research Questions

The aim of this chapter is to explore the relationship between subjective well-being, 
religious capital and those participants who report belonging to a group that faces 
discrimination. The main purpose of the chapter is therefore not to explore subjec-
tive well-being per se, but rather to understand subjective well-being in light of a 
number of background factors (subjective single or multiple discrimination, gender, 
national context). Based on previous research, we are particularly interested in 
exploring how subjective well-being is interrelated with religious capital and in 
light of personal experiences of discrimination.

The above-mentioned aim results in the following research questions:

 1. How common are experiences of discrimination amongst the participants of 
Young Adults and Religion in a Global Perspective?

 2. a. Do young adults report different levels of subjective well-being depending on 
whether they have experienced discrimination or not?

b. Does the number of causes reported (single-multiple) influence the role of 
experiences of discrimination on subjective well-being?

 3. What is the role of religious capital for subjective well-being amongst those who 
have experienced discrimination?

 4. Does this role vary depending on other background factors such as gender and 
national context?

12.4  Measures

12.4.1  Subjective Well-Being

Subjective well-being was measured as a composite measure mapping dimensions 
of general well-being and happiness, vitality, depression, life orientation and peace 
of mind. General well-being and happiness were measured through three questions,1 

1 “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole nowadays?”, “Taking all 
things together, how happy would you say you are?” “How satisfied are you with your present 
standard of living?” (E1-E3).
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vitality as a mean of five items,2 depression as a sum of eight items,3 and life orien-
tation as a mean of four items.4 The respondent’s peace of mind was measured 
through two questions.5

The composite measure of subjective well-being was created through a series of 
steps. Since responses on the included items were not made on the same scale, all 
items were initially standardized, and afterwards, a sum value of all items was 
obtained for each respondent as a measure of personal well-being. In the second 
step, individual values on well-being were sorted according to a national case study, 
and the means for each national case study were standardized in order to obtain a 
global measure for subjective well-being, where the proximity to zero indicates 
proximity to the mean value of subjective well-being for the total sample. This pro-
cedure makes it possible to compare case studies in relation to the global mean for 
subjective well-being.

For the first analysis, all variables were measured together to represent subjective 
well-being and separately to look into differences between for example depression 
and life satisfaction. For the second analysis, all variables were measured together 
to represent subjective well-being for the total sample and the three separate coun-
try cases.

12.4.2  Discrimination

Experiences of discrimination were mapped through the following question: “Would 
you describe yourself as being a member of a group that is discriminated against in 
the country you live in now? Please, select all that apply”. The participant can then 
tick from multiple boxes, which include: “No, I don’t feel discriminated against”, 
“Color or race”, “Nationality”, “Religion”, “Political orientation”, “Language”, 
“Ethnic group”, “Age”, “Gender”, “Sexuality”, “Disability”, “Other, please, 
describe”.

In line with minority stress theory, distinctions are made between young adults 
who have reported experiences of discrimination depending on whether they have 
reported single or multiple causes for this discrimination. The selection criteria of 

2 How much of the time during the past week… You had a lot of energy? You felt tired? (reversed) 
You were absorbed in what you were doing? You felt bored? (reversed) You felt really rested when 
you woke up in the morning? (E5.9, E5.11, E5.12, E5.14, E5.15).
3 How much of the time during the past week… You felt depressed? (reversed) You felt that every-
thing you did was an effort? (reversed) Your sleep was restless? (reversed) You felt happy? You felt 
lonely? (reversed) You enjoyed life? You felt sad?” (reversed) (E5.1–8).
4 “I’m always optimistic about my future.” “In general I feel very positive about myself.” “At times 
I feel as if I am a failure.” (reversed) “On the whole my life is close to how I would like it to 
be.” (E4).
5 How much of the time during the past week… You felt anxious? You felt calm and peaceful? 
(E5.10, E5.13).
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participants for the analysis is based on the question on discrimination (N = 4956)6 
(which includes discrimination against color or race, nationality, religion, political 
orientation, language, ethnic group, age, gender, sexuality, disability). Students who 
do feel that they belong to a group that is discriminated against are divided between 
either single discrimination (students who reported discrimination due to one cause, 
N = 909) and multiple discrimination (students who reported discrimination on mul-
tiple grounds, N = 931).

12.4.3  Religious Capital

Religious capital was measured through two questions on religious practice: Public 
practice was operationalized through the question “Apart from special occasions 
such as weddings and funerals, about how often do you take part in religious cere-
monies or services these days?”. Private religious activity was mapped through the 
following question “Apart from when you are at religious ceremonies or services, 
how often do you engage in private religious or spiritual practices, such as worship, 
prayer or meditation?”. Responses were made on a six-grade ordinal scale, ranging 
from “Every day” to “Never” as well as the alternative “I don’t know”. Participants 
who responded “I don’t know” (N = 142) were excluded in the final analysis on the 
three case studies.

12.4.4  Statistical Tests

The first research question regarding the commonality of experiences of discrimina-
tion is presented in the form of two frequency tables, where experiences of discrimi-
nation are reported according to case study (Table 12.1) and gender (Table 12.2). 
The interaction between experiences of discrimination and national context and 
gender respectively were explored through multivariate analysis of variance 
(MANOVA) and analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests.

The second research question, which concerns whether experiences of single and 
multiple forms of discrimination are associated with differences in subjective well- 
being, is explored through a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) analysis.

As the findings pointed to great diversity between the national case studies, the 
third research question about the interaction between subjective well-being, dis-
crimination and religious capital was studied further in three national case studies. 
Two case studies represent the national context in which experiences of discrimina-
tion were found to be the most and least common, and a third case study was added 
since it corresponded to the average of experiences of discrimination in the total 

6 Participants who reported discrimination on all grounds are excluded from the analysis, n = 8.
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sample. For each of these case studies, the interaction between subjective well- 
being, single and multiple discrimination, and religious capital were studied through 
a regression analysis. The two measures of religious capital constituted independent 
variables in the analysis, and furthermore, gender and experiences of discrimination 
were introduced as dummy variables (both single discrimination and multiple dis-
crimination are compared to the “no discrimination”-group). For all three case stud-
ies, two regression analyses using different dependent variables were conducted: 
the first one uses the global measurement of subjective well-being as the dependent 
variable, while the other model used the indicators of depression as its dependent 
variable, thereby analyzing one potential symptom of lack of well-being. In these 
regression models, a higher score on subjective well-being means higher well-
being, while higher scores on depression mean more symptoms of depression.

The fourth research question about the role of gender and national context is 
explored throughout the analyses conducted in relation to the other research 
questions.

Table 12.1 Single and multiple forms of experienced discrimination per individual divided 
by country

Country

No 
discrimination

Single cause of 
discrimination

Multiple causes of 
discrimination

N%

Poland 88 8 4 299
China 85 13 2 325
Canada 79 11 10 410
Japan 79 12 9 324
Ghana 73 17 10 419
Finland 69 21 10 484
Russia 67 14 18 343
India 59 23 17 296
Peru 59 21 20 319
Sweden 59 21 20 328
USA 44 19 37 304
Israel 40 25 35 761
Turkey 36 24 40 344
Total 63 18 19 4956

Table 12.2 Causes of discrimination (range 0–10) divided by gender

Gender
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

N%

Male 69.6 16.1 6.3 3.7 1.9 1.2 0.7 0.3 0.2 0.0 0.2 1974
Female 58.7 19.9 10.1 5.2 2.6 2.0 0.7 0.5 0.2 0.1 0.1 2965
Total 63.0 18.3 8.6 4.6 2.3 1.6 0.7 0.4 0.2 0.0 0.2 4939
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12.5  Findings

12.5.1  Experiences of Discrimination Amongst 
University Students

For the first statistical analysis, all participants of the survey (N  =  4956) were 
divided into three groups: those who responded that they did not feel discriminated 
against; those who mentioned having been discriminated against for one cause, and 
those who reported discrimination against for several causes. As demonstrated in 
Table 12.1, a majority (63%) has replied that they do not feel discriminated against. 
Those who acknowledge experiences of discrimination are evenly divided between 
having been discriminated for one single cause and having been discriminated for at 
least two causes. When responses are broken down into national case studies, 
response patterns vary significantly. For example, almost nine out of ten Polish 
respondents report no experiences of discrimination, whilst in Turkey, the corre-
sponding proportion is only 36%. The analysis according to national context indi-
cates that the lower the proportions of no discrimination in a national case study are, 
the higher are the proportions of respondents that report having experienced multi-
ple causes of discrimination. Experiences of one single cause of discrimination do 
not follow such patterns, but vary between countries.

While Table 12.1 indicates that subjective discrimination is more common in 
some national contexts than in others, the table does not provide any easy explana-
tion for this internal variation. Rather, a closer reading of Table 12.1 raises questions 
about the reasons for this internal variation, and why this question has evoked such 
different responses in different countries. Experiences of gender discrimination are, 
for example, not only bound to vary depending on social context, but also, due to 
different understandings regarding what gender discrimination entails. In this way, 
high proportions of gender discrimination could both imply the commonality of 
experiences of sexism and/or high awareness of sexism. These different reports on 
experiences of gender discrimination are a consequence of reporting subjective dis-
crimination. The proportions reported in Table 12.1 should therefore be interpreted 
with great caution, as this reasoning suggests that we cannot assume that the ques-
tion has been answered in similar ways regardless of national context.

While we refrain from going into a deeper analysis regarding the group member-
ships that experiences of discrimination are associated with at a national level, gen-
der is by far the most common cause of discrimination, albeit a much more common 
experience amongst female respondents than amongst male respondents. 
Experiences of discrimination due to religion, language group, political orientation, 
ethnicity, nationality and color or race are shared by between 5% and 10% of the 
respondents. Experiences of discrimination due to sexuality, age or disability are 
less common (around or below 5%). When we divide experiences of discrimination 
by gender, it seems as well that gender is a contributing factor, as 41.3% of the 
female respondents experiences single or multiple discrimination compared to 
30.4% of the male respondents (see Table  12.2). Respondents who identified as 
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other (N = 25), experienced the highest amount of discrimination, with only three 
respondents reporting no experiences of discrimination, three reporting single cause 
discrimination and 19 reporting multiple causes of discrimination.7

In light of this data, we therefore proceed to focus on three case studies in the 
subsequent analysis, due to their varying experiences of discrimination. Poland is 
selected since the proportions of discrimination reported amongst the respondents 
are the lowest out of all case studies, and since Turkey is characterized by the oppo-
site, Turkey is also selected as a second study. Finally, Peru is selected as a third 
case study for further analysis, since the experiences of discrimination amongst the 
Peruvian respondents lie close to the total average of the respondents. By studying 
the interaction between religious capital, discrimination and well-being in these 
three countries, we can come one step closer to understanding whether the relations 
by these factors that are suggested in previous research hold true regardless of how 
common experiences of discrimination are. However, before this final step, we con-
duct a further analysis on subjective well-being and discrimination.

12.5.2  The Role of Discrimination for Subjective Well-Being

In this section, differences in subjective well-being are compared in three categories 
of participants: those who experienced no discrimination, and those who have expe-
rienced single or multiple forms of discrimination respectively. A multivariate anal-
ysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted, where the dimensions of subjective 
well-being were introduced as dependent variables, and discrimination and country 
respectively as independent variables. Using Pillai’s trace, the main effects of dis-
crimination and country respectively were found.8

After having established the main effect of discrimination on subjective well- 
being, eight independent analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests were conducted in 
order to test whether the different dimensions of subjective well-being that were 
included in the measure interacted differently with the three discrimination catego-
ries. As demonstrated in Table 12.3, these analyses revealed significant differences 
in subjective well-being depending on experiences of discrimination, regardless of 
the dimension measured. Participants who reported experiences of discrimination 
felt overall less satisfied with their life, less happy, more depressed, less energized, 
more anxious and less peaceful and calm compared to participants who had not 
experienced discrimination. Furthermore, there were significant differences in sub-
jective well-being between the categories of single or multiple causes of discrimina-
tion, except for the measures of satisfaction regarding standard of living and life 
orientation.

7 Due to the low number of respondents identifying as other in total number of respondents, they 
were left out in Table 12.2 to be represented in percentages.
8 Discrimination: (V = 0.02, F(8, 1807) = 4.40, p < .001); country (V = 0.47, F(96, 14,512) = 9.40, 
p < .001).
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The previous analysis suggests that in the total sample, experiences of discrimi-
nation are negatively associated with subjective well-being. While this confirms the 
negative impact of discrimination on subjective well-being and the increase of 
impact when there are multiple causes of discrimination, broadly referred to as 
minority stress theory (Meyer, 1995; Grollman, 2012), this analysis does not include 
the role of religious capital, which is yet to be introduced into the analysis. 
Furthermore, bearing in mind the case study differences reported in Table 12.1 and 
the issues of validity that these findings seem to entail, we now turn to regression 
analyses where religious capital is included in three selected case studies, character-
ized by different amounts of reported discrimination.

12.6  The Effect Between Religious Capital 
and Discrimination on Subjective Well-Being 
and Depression in Poland, Peru and Turkey

We now continue with the analysis of the relation between discrimination, subjec-
tive well-being and religious capital in three of the case studies. As Table  12.1 
reflects, the included national case studies in YARG were characterized by varying 
amounts of experienced discrimination. In order to test the assumptions regarding 
the relations between discrimination and subjective well-being and the role reli-
gious capital has in this equation, these assumptions should hold regardless of how 
(un-)common experiences of discrimination are in a national context. We therefore 

Table 12.3 ANOVA tests of discrimination on subjective well-being

Variable

No 
discrimination

Single 
discrimination

Multiple 
discrimination F(2, 4941)

PM SD M SD M SD

Life satisfaction 7.13 1.88 6.76 2.11 6.37 2.18 60.58 < 
.001

Happiness 7.21 1.91 6.83 2.16 6.46 2.18 56.84 < 
.001

Satisfaction standard 
of living

7.01 2.13 6.57 2.36 6.31 2.43 42.77 < 
.001

Depression 11.6 5.60 12.7 5.71 14.2 6.12 78.10 < 
.001

Vitality 3.14 0.63 3.06 0.66 2.97 0.68 28.82 < 
.001

Life orientation 3.54 0.80 3.45 0.85 3.36 0.88 20.33 < 
.001

Anxiety 2.71 1.20 2.82 1.25 3.04 1.22 28.25 < 
.001

Peace of mind 3.19 1.03 3.09 1.04 2.96 1.02 18.52 < 
.001
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explore these relations in three case studies that were characterized by high, low, 
and average amounts of subjective discrimination.

12.6.1  Poland

As a next step, we analyze the interaction between subjective well-being, discrimi-
nation and religious capital in a country where subjective experiences of discrimina-
tion are relatively rare. Out of all case studies, Poland was the country where 
experiences of discrimination were most uncommon. As previously stated, 88% of 
Polish respondents report that they do not belong to a group that experiences dis-
crimination; 8% mention being discriminated for one cause, and 4% for multiple 
causes. Polish women report less experiences of discrimination than Polish men 
(90% of women who do not belong to a group that experiences discrimination and 
85% of men respectively; N = 299).

To continue, we turn to the findings from regression analyses that examine the 
role of public religious practice, private religious practice, gender and experiences 
of discrimination on subjective well-being. Table 12.4 reports the findings from two 
analyses: one where subjective well-being constitutes the dependent variable, and 
one where depression constitutes the dependent variable. The analysis on depres-
sion serves as a control analysis in order to ensure that the findings from the analysis 
regarding subjective well-being correspond with the analysis where symptoms for 
depression constitute the dependent variable. For this reason, the discussion of the 
findings focuses on the analysis concerning subjective well-being.

Table 12.4 reflects that public religious practice, private religious practice, gen-
der and experiences of discrimination explain 10% of the variation in subjective 
well-being in the Polish sample. As this means that approximately 90% of subjec-
tive well-being is explained by other variables than those which we have in our 
models, the explanatory power of this model is quite modest.

Table 12.4 Subjective well-being and depression regressed on religious capital, gender and 
experiences of discrimination in the Polish case study

Variable

Subjective well-being Depression
95% CI 95% CI

B SE LL UL p B SE LL UL p

Intercept 0.44 0.13 < .001 9.035 0.78 < .001
Public religious practice −0.04 0.05 −0.15 0.06 .42 0.45 0.33 −0.21 1.10 0.18
Private religious practice −0.01 0.03 −0.07 0.06 .84 0.07 0.21 −0.34 0.47 0.74
Gender (1 = Female) −0.50 0.11 −0.71 −0.28 < .001 2.62 0.67 1.30 3.94 < .001
Single discrimination −0.47 0.19 −0.86 −0.09 .02 1.72 1.21 −0.66 4.11 0.16
Multiple discrimination −0.57 0.28 −1.12 −0.02 .04 2.68 1.74 −0.75 6.11 0.13

Note. B unstandardized regression coefficient, LL/UL lower and upper limit of the 95% confidence 
interval. R2 = .10 for subjective well-being and R2 = .08 for depression
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Out of the factors measured, experiences of discrimination on multiple grounds 
have the strongest negative effect on subjective well-being, followed by being male 
and reporting discrimination on one cause. This means that experiences of discrimi-
nation and being male is associated with lower subjective well-being than having no 
experiences of discrimination and being female, but not to the same extent as expe-
riences of discrimination on multiple grounds do. The measures of religious capital 
(public and private religious practice) indicate that religiosity appears to have a 
negative effect on well-being in the Polish case study, but the effect of public and 
private religious practice is quite small and non-significant.

The analysis that explores the role of religiosity, gender and discrimination for 
depression corresponds with the findings supported above, but the explanatory 
power of the regression model is even lower – 8% – than for the model where sub-
jective well-being constitutes the dependent variable, which explained 10% of the 
variance. The even more modest explanatory power on behalf of the second analysis 
suggests that the measure of subjective well-being is more robust a construct than 
depression as a single variable.

12.6.2  Turkey

Out of all case studies, the participants from Turkey reported the most experiences 
of discrimination (N = 344), as only a little more than one-third (36%) report no 
experiences of discrimination, meaning that two-thirds report having experienced 
either single or multiple forms of discrimination. A closer look reveals that the total 
distribution reflects the experiences of female Turkish participants to a higher extent 
than Turkish males, due to the female over-representation in the Turkish case study 
and their experiences of discrimination. Out of the female respondents, 71% report 
experiences of discrimination, and most often, on multiple grounds (46%): the cor-
responding figure for male respondents is 49% (out of which 29% on multiple 
grounds). Even if the experiences of discrimination amongst male respondents are 
less common than for women in Turkey, the distribution for male Turkish respon-
dents also places them amongst the most discriminated out of all case studies 
in YARG.

As we turn to the regression models and how they account for the level of subjec-
tive well-being in Turkey (Table 12.5), we notice that the included measures explain 
merely 5% of subjective well-being, which is low. Out of the included measures, 
only the experiences of single and multiple discrimination are statistically signifi-
cant. Both of these measures have a negative effect on subjective well-being, and the 
effect of having experienced discrimination for one cause is surprisingly stronger 
than for discrimination on multiple grounds. In Turkey, where experiences of dis-
crimination are relatively common, such experiences are also found to have a nega-
tive effect on subjective well-being, but contrary to the theorizing that underlined 
the model, those who experience discrimination on multiple grounds do not report 
lower subjective well-being than those who experience discrimination for one cause.
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It is also worth noting that the model in which depression constitutes the depen-
dent variable has exceptionally poor explanatory power: only 0.5% of the variance 
in reported symptoms of depression is explained by the variables included in the 
model. In line with such findings, none of the included variables have a statistically 
significant ability to explain variations in indications of depression in the material.

12.6.3  Peru

Peru constitutes the third case that we chose to explore further, this time because of 
the non-exceptional character of the Peruvian case study. Peru is one of the case 
studies in greatest proximity to the average of experienced discrimination of the 
total sample. In numbers, this means that 59% report no experiences of discrimina-
tion, 21% experiences due to one cause, and 20 report experiences of multiple 
causes of discrimination (N = 319). Female and male experiences differ, as female 
Peruvians report more discrimination than males: while one-tenth of males report 
experiences of discrimination on multiple grounds, the corresponding number for 
females is 24%. The experiences of discrimination for one cause are quite similar 
(females: 22%; males 19%). Consequently, seven out of ten Peruvian males report 
no experiences of discrimination – the corresponding number for females is 54%. 
Therefore, we include Peru as a case that represents the middle ground as far as 
experiences of discrimination go, and explore explanatory factors for subjective 
well-being in Peru.

In the Peruvian case study, we find that many of the included factors in the 
regression model have a statistically significant effect on subjective well-being. 
Multiple discrimination and being male are the factors that have the strongest 
explanatory power, both affecting subjective well-being in a negative direction. 
Furthermore, public religious practice has a positive but not very strong effect on 
subjective well-being in Peru. Private religious practice and discrimination due to a 
single cause were found to have no significant effects on subjective well-being. 

Table 12.5 Subjective well-being and depression regressed on religious capital, gender and 
experiences of discrimination in the Turkish case study

Variable

Subjective well-being Depression
95% CI 95% CI

B SE LL UL p B SE LL UL p

Intercept −0.54 0.16 .001 14.53 0.93 < .001
Public religious practice 0.06 0.04 −0.02 0.14 .13 −0.16 0.23 −0.61 0.30 .50
Private religious practice 0.04 0.03 −0.03 0.10 .29 0.00 0.19 −0.38 0.38 .99
Gender (1 = Female) 0.07 0.14 −0.20 0.34 .61 0.38 0.77 −1.14 1.91 .62
Single discrimination −0.36 0.16 −0.68 −0.04 .03 0.38 0.93 −1.45 2.20 .69
Multiple discrimination −0.31 0.15 −0.60 −0.03 .03 0.31 0.82 −1.31 1.93 .71

Note. B unstandardized regression coefficient, LL/UL lower and upper limit of the 95% confidence 
interval. R2 = .05 for subjective well-being and R2 = .005 for depression
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While the statistical findings attest to the validity of the measures included in the 
model, the model’s total capacity to account for the variation of subjective well- 
being is only 9%, which is quite modest.

For the Peruvian case study, the regression model where depression constitutes 
the dependent variable is equally strong in terms of variance explained, but the way 
in which single measures (see Table 12.6) contributes to depression varies. Public 
religious practice has no statistically significant effect on depression: instead, mul-
tiple discrimination and being female (rather than male) are both related to a higher 
propensity to report symptoms of depression. In other words, multiple discrimina-
tion lowers subjective well-being and contributes to depression, but whereas being 
male appears to contribute to lower subjective well-being, being female seems to 
contribute to reporting more symptoms of depression.

12.7  Conclusion

Throughout this chapter, the relationship between subjective discrimination, subjec-
tive well-being and religious capital has been examined. The underlying assump-
tions behind minority stress theory and religious capital are further explored in light 
of these results in relation to the research questions in this conclusion.

The results of the first research question, namely how common experiences of 
discrimination amongst the YARG participants are, demonstrated that globally a 
majority (63%) did not belong to a group that is discriminated against. However, 
when national context was included as a variable (see Table 12.1), it shows that 
subjective discrimination is more common in some national contexts than in others. 
Despite these differences, because the survey reports subjective discrimination, it is 
unknown what these differences entail. Therefore, the analysis is limited to the cat-
egories of no, single or multiple causes of discrimination, as further interpretations 
of survey answers are unattainable. The first analysis does demonstrate an increase 
in multiple causes of discrimination in case of higher levels of single 
discrimination.

Table 12.6 Subjective well-being and depression regressed on religious capital, gender and 
experiences of discrimination in the Peruvian case study

Variable

Subjective well-being Depression
95% CI 95% CI

B SE LL UL p B SE LL UL p

Intercept −0.11 0.10 .29 12.34 0.58 < .001
Public religious practice 0.10 0.04 0.02 0.18 .01 −0.06 0.23 −0.50 0.39 .80
Private religious practice 0.06 0.03 0.00 0.12 .05 −0.28 0.17 −0.61 0.05 .10
Gender (1 = Female) −0.26 0.11 −0.47 −0.05 .02 2.39 0.62 1.18 3.60 < .001
Single discrimination −0.13 0.13 −0.39 0.12 .30 0.78 0.74 −0.67 2.23 .29
Multiple discrimination −0.27 0.14 −0.54 0.00 .05 2.02 0.78 0.48 3.56 .01

Note. B unstandardized regression coefficient, LL/UL lower and upper limit of the 95% confidence 
interval. R2 = .09 for subjective well-being and R2 = .09 for depression
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The first part of the second research question (2a); do young adults report differ-
ent levels of subjective well-being depending on whether they have experienced 
discrimination or not, is found positive in our analysis. Regardless of the dimen-
sions of subjective well-being that were measured, there were significant differ-
ences in subjective well-being related to experiences of discrimination. This finding 
suggests that experiences of discrimination are negatively associated with subjec-
tive well-being.

The second part of the second research question (2b), does the number of causes 
reported (single-multiple) influence the role of experiences of discrimination on 
subjective well-being, was found positive as well. We found a significant effect of 
discrimination on subjective well-being which revealed that those experiencing 
multiple discrimination had lower levels of subjective well-being than those experi-
encing single discrimination or no discrimination. Our findings suggest that experi-
ences of discrimination are negatively associated with subjective well-being and 
that experiences of discrimination on multiple grounds is related to lower levels of 
subjective well-being globally.

The analysis on the different dimensions of subjective well-being showed that 
there were significant differences on the impact of subjective well-being between 
the categories of single or multiple causes of discrimination. In comparison to sin-
gle cause discrimination, multiple causes resulted in a further decrease of subjective 
well-being on all components measured, except life orientation and satisfaction 
regarding standard of living. These results align with minority stress theory; people 
who are exposed to multiple causes of discrimination because they belong to a 
group that is discriminated against, face larger health disparities than those who face 
single cause discrimination or no discrimination.

The third research question; namely what is the role of religious capital for sub-
jective well-being amongst those who have experienced discrimination, was 
explored through three different case studies that exemplified the lowest (12%), the 
highest (64%) and the average (41%) cases of respondents who experienced dis-
crimination in the whole of the material: Poland, Turkey and Peru. The role of reli-
gious capital for subjective well-being amongst those who have experienced 
discrimination was different in all three of the case studies. The explanatory power 
of the included variables (discrimination, religious capital, gender) was in all three 
of the case studies modest. Only in one out of the three case studies, Peru, was a 
significant effect found which indicates that public religious practice has a slightly 
positive effect on subjective well-being.

The final research question, does the role of religious capital for subjective well- 
being amongst those who have experienced discrimination vary depending on other 
background factors such as gender and national context, was found positive as well. 
As the different results in the final analysis on the three separate case studies showed, 
national context and therefore different religious practices have different effects on 
subjective well-being. However, gender as a factor did not come across as a con-
vincing factor with independent explanatory power in the regression analysis on the 
three case studies. These findings show on the one hand how national context is of 
importance and on the other how other variables than gender and national context 
should be included to explore the different results per case study.
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To conclude, this chapter has illustrated three main things. First of all, for future 
quantitative studies on subjective well-being in relation to discrimination on a 
global scale, the variable of subjective well-being is more reliable than other mea-
sures such as depression. Secondly, the findings of the analysis have illustrated the 
complication of understanding the concept of discrimination in a global quantitative 
study through the same question. All the three cases gave different results through 
regression models. Even though the first global analysis confirms minority stress 
theory, when we examined separate case studies in different national contexts, sub-
jective discrimination became complicated to understand and to compare. Finally, 
theories on subjective well-being are underlined by the idea that while subjective 
well-being is most likely achieved in different ways depending on cultural context, 
the outcome (estimated subjective well-being), should be the same regardless of 
cultural context. Our findings point the other way, which complicates the measure-
ment of subjective well-being, discrimination and religious capital. This complica-
tion emphasizes the importance of more qualitative studies on religion, subjective 
well-being and discrimination in case studies that involve minority groups, which 
could further enhance the conceptualization of religious capital and give insights 
into the role of religion on the subjective well-being of young adults who experience 
discrimination.
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