
 Journal of Ethnic and Cultural Studies                                                                                       Copyright 2018 
2018, Vol. 5, No. 1, 94-109                                                                                ISSN: 2149-1291 

 

94 

 

Ethnic Diversity, Religion, and Opinions toward Legalizing Abortion:  The 

Case of Asian Americans 
 

Bohsiu Wu1, Aya Kimura Ida 
California State University, Sacramento, USA 

 

Over the past four decades, abortion has remained the most controversial domestic issue 

in the US. Public opinion toward legalizing abortion has been sharply divided yet stable 

according to several major surveys. This study examines how religion and other 

important factors affect Asian Americans’ views toward abortion. Data are from the 

National Asian American Survey 2008 and multivariate analyses are used to examine 

whether religion exerts a mediation effect and explore attitudinal differences among six 

major Asian American groups. Results show that Asian Americans resemble the broader 

society in their opinions toward the abortion issue in that a documented sharp division 

exists among Asian American respondents. Groups ranked by the level of support for 

legal abortion are: Japanese, Chinese, Asian Indians, Korean, Filipino/a, and 

Vietnamese Americans. OLS regression analyses show that religiosity mediates the 

impact of religious affiliation on opinions toward abortion for Asian Americans who 

are non-Catholic Christians. Among Asian American who are Catholics, only a partial 

mediation effect is observed in the analysis. Analysis conducted for each Asian 

American group shows that different factors exert varying degree of influence in the 

opinion toward legalized abortion. Thus, an interaction effect of religion and ethnicity 

is found. Implications concerning ethnic diversity, religion, and opinions toward 

abortion are discussed in the paper. 
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Introduction 

Since the passing of the landmark Roe v. Wade decision in 1973 that legalized abortion, the abortion 

debate has become the most contentious domestic issue in the US (Barkan, 2014; Fried, 2008). Over the 

years, numerous aspects in the abortion controversy have galvanized the public who are divided over each 

particular issue in the debate. Specifically, from the mid-1970’s to the 2000’s, the public was divided, to a 

varying degree depending on exceptions, over the ban on different types of elective and traumatic abortions 

(Ray, 2003). Data from the General Social Survey (GSS) show that the public is evenly divided when abortion 

is elective due to family poverty, the preferable size of a family, and a pregnant woman’s marital status. In 

contrast, the general public in the US are less ambivalent in their support of traumatic abortion including 

abortion resulting from rape or incest, abortion resulting from defects in the fetus, and abortion performed to 

safeguard the mother's health due to pregnancy complications (Smith & Son, 2013). Some observers recently 

noted that the abortion issue will continue to galvanize the general public so long as the issue remains both a 

symbolic and political one. Recently, Texas’ decision to introduce state-imposed restrictions on abortion 

providers further illustrate the cultural and political fault line that reflects the division between rights 

advocates and opponents (Liptak, 2016). Four decades after abortion was legalized, the abortion issue 

remains as controversial as ever.  

Despite the contentious nature of the abortion debate, public opinion toward legalizing abortion in 

the past decades has been stable according to several major opinion surveys. For example, Gallup Polls show 

that the percentage of American adults in 2014 who were pro-choice was 47% and the percentage pro-life 

was 46% (Gallup, 2014). Similarly, in the studies from 1995 to 2016, the percentage of American adults who 

favor legalization of abortion hovers around 50% whereas those who oppose is 45% (Pew Research Center, 

2016). General Social Survey (GSS) also shows a similar pattern (Smith & Son, 2013). Previous studies on 

opinions toward legalizing abortion show that several factors hold consistent impact on Americans’ attitudes 

toward this controversial issue (Aydin, 2012; Lafer & Aydin, 2012; Tolba, 2018). These factors include age, 

education, income, religiosity, region of residence, and political ideology. Gender was found not to be a 

significant factor and the lack of a gender difference was attributed to a suppression effect of religiosity in a 
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recent study using GSS data (Barkan, 2014). Despite the stability of public opinions on abortion issues, 

changing demographics in the US may potentially alter the traditional alignments in the debate (Jelen & 

Wilcox, 2003; Shaw, 2003; Yigit & Tatch, 2017). As the population continues to shift toward the urban cores, 

as women's status continues to rise by way of higher attainment in education and a higher degree of labor 

force participation, and as more immigrants continue to enter the US, especially immigrants from countries 

with a traditional and prohibitive view of abortion, the public opinions toward abortion may change to reflect 

these long-term social and demographic trends.    

    

Background Religion and Abortion 

Scholars have noted that the division over the abortion debate is a reflection of a deep-seated cultural 

divide in the US. The division represents differences in people’s views toward morality and the limitation of 

personal freedom. At the heart of such a divide, religion has played a central role in the abortion debate over 

the years in the US. Further, it is religiosity, in addition to religious denomination, that serves as a prism 

through which narrowly defined sexual morality issues such as abortion are examined (Hoffmann & Johnson, 

2005). Such a division can be discerned by contrasting positions held by different religious groups. The 

Roman Catholic Church has maintained a strong position in preserving life under all circumstances. The 

“consistent life ethic” entails an unequivocal and prohibitive position regarding all forms of abortion 

(Unnever, Bartkowski, & Cullen, 2010). The abortion controversy has also energized Protestant 

Fundamentalists and subsequently mobilized its followers who have channeled their moral outrage into 

political movements aimed at banning abortion both at the local and national levels. The realignment of 

political affiliation on the part of pro-life Christian groups has been attributed to the division over the abortion 

issue (Hoffmann & Johnson, 2005). As a contrast, Americans who do not attend church services, who are 

mainline Protestants, and those who are agnostic or atheists are more supportive of legal abortion than their 

conservative and pious counterparts.  

There is a very clear pattern from various opinion surveys regarding the role of religion in the 

abortion debate. American Catholics and conservative Christians including fundamentalists and evangelicals 

are much more likely to oppose legal abortion compared to their counterparts belonging to different faiths 

(Cook, Jelen, & Wilcox, 1992). The evidence from previous opinion surveys is clear (Pew Research Center, 

2017). In general, frequency of church attendance is positively correlated with a prohibitive view of abortion. 

That is, regardless of denomination, people who attend church service more frequently are more likely to 

oppose abortion. Church-goers who strongly believe that the sanctity of life should prevail over the right to 

choose are more likely to have their faiths and attitudes reinforced by other members in the same religious 

institutions. These findings suggest the importance of analyzing the effects of religious affiliation and 

religiosity separately as they may exert differential impact on one’s attitudes. 

The impact of religion on people’s views toward abortion is apparently strong but not absolute. 

Petersen (2001) found that an interactive effect exists between religion and education in a way that the impact 

of religion can be neutralized by education. While education has a modest liberating effect on the view of 

abortion among religious conservatives (Brooks, 1999), the effect of education among religious liberals is 

strong. That is, unlike their conservative counterparts, educated and religious liberals are less likely to oppose 

abortion. There is also an interactive effect between education and church attendance in that a weaker 

liberating effect from education is found among frequent church goers than among their infrequent 

counterparts regarding anti-abortion opinions. Further, among infrequent church attenders, there is little 

interaction effect between education and religion regarding opinions toward abortion. This is because 

“…infrequent attenders…generally lack significant integration into religious communities that support the 

conservative stance” (Petersen 2001, p.200).  The effect of religion on opinion toward abortion can be 

moderated by other critical factors that shape people’s moral universe. 

 

Religions and Ethnicity 
Recent studies concerning opinions toward abortion show that the intersection of religion and 

racial/ethnic diversity play a significant role in shaping respondents’ views. Not much difference exists 

between whites and blacks, but significant differences were found between Hispanics and non-Hispanics with 

the former holding a clearly more negative view toward legalizing abortion than all other racial and ethnic 

groups (Carter, Carter, & Dodge, 2009; Pew Research Center, 2016). Within Hispanic groups, religious 

factors are important in explaining varying degree of opposition among different Hispanic groups. It was 

discovered that Hispanic Protestants, affiliated with conservative Christian groups, are the most anti-abortion 

among all religious backgrounds. Among other Hispanic groups, they are also more likely to support a total 
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ban on abortion (Ellison, Echevarria, & Smith, 2005). Not surprisingly, committed Catholics are also more 

likely to be anti-abortion than other Hispanics with different religious backgrounds. Among Hispanic 

respondents, a subgroup variation was reported regarding opinions toward abortion. Mexican and Puerto 

Rican Americans are more likely to oppose abortion than Americans of Cuban origin. Within each Hispanic 

subgroup, differences also exist. Non-attending Mexican Americans who are Catholics are more supportive 

of abortion than religiously unaffiliated respondents. Also, Puerto Ricans who are Catholics are less likely to 

support a total ban on abortion than respondents who are religiously unaffiliated. In contrast, Puerto Ricans 

who are committed Protestants tend to favor both a total and a partial abortion ban compared to other Latino/a 

subgroups. Hispanics, as a group, hold different views toward abortion and their views are also affected by 

religion in a nuanced way (Ellison et al., 2005). Attitudes and opinions toward abortion is influenced by an 

interactive effect of religion and ethnicity.  

Using religious schemas as the core theoretical framework, Bartkowski, Ramos‐Wada, Ellison, and 

Acevedo (2012) found that a robust interaction effect exists among ethnicity, religiosity, and attitudes toward 

abortion in a national probability sample consisting of about 4,000 self-identified Latino respondents. 

Religious schemas serve as a cognitive system that provides a moral interpretive framework and enables 

individuals to take actions accordingly. Latino conservative Protestants who attend church services regularly 

are the most opposing to legalized abortion when compared to Catholics who regularly attend church services 

and religiously unaffiliated respondents. The study concludes that Latino respondents should not be 

understood as a monolithic bloc both in religiosity and preferences in social policy including abortion. 

Religious schemas are “…a product not only of one’s faith tradition, but are influenced by racial-ethnic 

heritage” (Bartkowski et al., 2012, p.355).  Opinions toward abortion for Latino respondents reflect both their 

diverse religious views as well as their own unique ethnic experience. 

 

Religion, Abortion, and Asian Americans 

In a recent study, Min and Jang (2015) confirm that there is a high level of religious diversity among 

Asian Americans. In the survey included in the study, five major Asian American groups (Chinese, Filipino, 

Indian, Korean, and Vietnamese) are asked about their affiliation with a religious institution and church 

attendance. More than 80 percent of Filipino/a Americans identify themselves as Catholics. Close to 80 

percent of Indian Americans report either Hinduism or Sikhism as their religions (69% and 11%, 

respectively). Nearly 60% of Korean Americans are Protestants. Over one in five Vietnamese choose 

Catholicism and close to half identify Buddhism as their current religion. Surprisingly, nearly three out of 

four Chinese American respondents choose “no religion” when asked about their current religion. The authors 

attribute this particular response to the fact that most Chinese Americans, especially new immigrants, practice 

folk religions which is not one of the choices in the survey. Regarding church attendance, pious Asian 

Americans who are Christians tend to attend church services more frequently than their American 

counterparts. Of all five groups, Korean Americans who are Protestants have the highest degree of church 

attendance in that more than half of Korean American respondents report going to church more than once a 

week. This contrasts with a very low level of attendance on the part of Chinese Americans who are Buddhists; 

more than half of them seldom or never attend services in temples. Compared to their less devout 

counterparts, Asian Americans who are more involved in religions, especially ethnic churches, tend to forge 

a stronger ethnic identity and receive a wide range of services from their respective churches. Asian 

Americans, as a whole, represent a “mosaic of faiths” and show a different degree of religious involvement 

in their respective faith (Also see Pew Research Center, 2012).      

Surveying previous literature on attitudes toward abortion issues reveals that not much research has 

been done to explore and explain ethnic differences among Asian Americans who were often grouped 

together in major opinion surveys. Given the relatively small proportion in the US population compared to 

other major racial and ethnic groups, it is a rational and pragmatic design to include a small group of Asian 

Americans in major nationwide opinion surveys. However, as the size of Asian Americans continues to 

increase, especially in states such as California, Illinois, New York, and Texas, aggregating all Asian 

Americans into one single group runs the risk of glossing over significant differences among the fastest 

growing racial ethnic group in the US (Kitano & Daniels, 2000). According to the 2010 Census, Asian 

Americans account for about 6% of the population in the US, a rapid increase compared with data from the 

previous census. Census data also show that Asian Americans are made up of a great multitude of ethnicities, 

languages and dialects, religious preferences, socioeconomic statuses, and different immigration patterns 

(Carothers & Parfitt, 2017; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2012). Whether such diverse backgrounds may affect 

how Asian Americans view the abortion issue is yet to be tested. Given the centrality of religion that 



Wu & Ida 

 

 
 

fundamentally influences how abortion is viewed, it stands to reason that different Asian Americans’ views 

on abortion should also be influenced by their respective religious affiliations and varying degree of 

religiosity. 

   

Hypotheses 

Based on the review of previous literature, this study aims to examine two specific impacts that 

religion may have regarding Asian Americans’ opinions toward legalizing abortion. Previous studies clearly 

indicate that religion shapes people’s views toward abortion, thus, a mediating effect on the part of religion 

should be observed among Asian Americans. Specifically, degree of religiosity, instead of religious 

affiliation will exert a mediation effect. Also, based on studies surveying Asian Americans’ religious 

practices and other studies examining ethnic differences in religious practices, religion may interact with 

ethnicity and thus have a varying degree of impact on opinions toward abortion.  

Hypothesis 1: Religiosity will mediate the impact of religious affiliation on opinions toward 

legalized abortion. 

Hypothesis 2: Religion and ethnicity will interact in shaping Asian Americans’ views toward 

abortion. 

 

Methods Data 

This paper analyzed data from the National Asian American Survey 2008 (Wong, Ramakrishnan, 

Lee, & Junn, 2011). As the main purpose of the survey was to examine the role Asian Americans played in 

the 2008 presidential election, many questions were about the respondents’ political behaviors and attitudes. 

Between August 12, 2008 and October 29, 2008, telephone interviews were conducted with a nationally 

representative sample of self-identified Asian or Asian American adults (1,350 Chinese, 1,150 Asian Indian, 

719 Vietnamese, 614 Korean, 603 Filipino, and 541 Japanese).  The survey also collected information about 

personal immigration experiences in the United States and other socio-demographic statuses. The 

respondents had a choice of the following eight languages during the interview to complete the survey: 

English, Cantonese, Mandarin, Korean, Vietnamese, Tagalog, Japanese, and Hindi.  The response rate was 

47%.  We weighted the data to reflect the balance of various demographic statuses in each ethnic group (i.e., 

gender, nativity, citizenship status, and educational attainment) and the proportion of these national-origin 

groups within each state.   

 

Measures 

Attitude toward legalization of abortion was the dependent variable in this study. Respondents were 

asked to rate 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) on this statement: “Abortion should be legal in all 

cases.” Therefore, the higher number indicated more supportive opinion toward legalizing abortion.  A series 

of socio-demographic variables were used to predict the attitude toward legalized abortion.  Self-identified 

political ideology was measured as conservative (1), moderate (2), and liberal (3).  Religion was measured 

by three variables to capture different dimensions in the construct provided by the dataset. Religiosity was 

measured by the frequency of attending a place of worship. The response ranged from 0 (never) to 5 (at least 

every week). Two types of religious affiliation variables were used in this study. First, a dichotomized 

variable was constructed to compare Catholic respondents versus their non-Catholic counterparts (Catholics). 

Second, another dichotomized variable was used to compare non-Catholic Christians versus their non-

Catholic non-Christian counterparts (Non-Catholic Christians). This study also included various individual 

and familial characteristics as the predictors of an attitude toward abortion. Age was measured in years, and 

gender was a dichotomized variable (1=female and 0=male).  Education and income represented the 

respondent’s socioeconomic status. Education level was based on respondent’s highest degree attained, 

which ranged from 1 (primary/grammar school), 2 (some high school), 3 (high school graduate), 4 (some 

college), 5 (college graduate), and 6 (graduate/professional degree).  Respondent’s pre-tax household income 

obtained in the previous year ranged from 1 (up to $20,000) to 8 ($150,000 and over).  Family structure was 

captured by the number of children under eighteen in the household (0 = no kids to 10 = ten or more kids) 

and marital status (1=married and 0=not married).  Regional differences were examined using region of 

residence in the United States; a resident of southern states was coded as one (reference group 0 = resident 

of non-southern states). Finally, two variables were used as proxies to immigrant experiences. Foreign-born 

individuals (=1) were compared to those who were born in the United States (=0). An English proficiency 

variable was constructed by combining two variables: respondents’ self-assessment of their speaking and 
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reading skills in English. The resulting variable ranged from 0 (=lower proficiency) to 8 (=higher 

proficiency).  

 

 

 

Analytical Strategy 

First, we hypothesized that religiosity would mediate the impact of religious affiliation on the 

attitude toward abortion. Figure 1 describes the three required conditions that need to be met to establish a 

mediation effect on the part of religiosity (Baron & Kenny, 1986). The first step regresses attitude toward 

abortion, the dependent variable, on the independent variable, religious affiliation, to confirm that there is a 

significant correlation. Since religious affiliation is measured by two different variables (Catholics and non-

Catholic Christians), each one is entered into the equation separately. The second step regresses the mediating 

variable, religiosity, on the independent variable, religious affiliation to verify that the latter has a significant 

impact on the former. Finally, in the third step, attitude toward abortion is regressed on both religious 

affiliation and religiosity to test whether a mediation effect exists. If the relationship between religious 

affiliation and attitude toward abortion becomes insignificant when controlling for religiosity, the 

hypothesized mediation is statistically demonstrated. These three steps in Figure 1 are aligned with the three 

models in the subsequent Ordinary Least Square (OLS) analysis demonstrated in Table 2. 

 

Figure 1 about here. 

 

The second hypothesis stated that religion and ethnicity would interact in shaping Asian Americans’ 

views toward abortion. We argued the importance of separating religious affiliation and religiosity in 

analyzing their impact on attitudes toward abortion. Therefore, we ran two types of sub-sample analyses for 

each of the six Asian ethnic groups: Asian Indian, Chinese, Filipino/a, Korean, Japanese, and Vietnamese. 

We first examined the impact of affiliation with Christianity on attitude toward abortion separately for each 

Asian ethnic group (Table 3) and then investigated the impact of religiosity on the attitude for each Asian 

ethnic group (Table 4). The results were compared across the ethnic groups to assess the interaction effects.  

 

Results Descriptive Results 

This study aims to examine multi-dimensional differences among six Asian American groups in 

their attitudes toward legalized abortion. Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for all variables examined in 

this study. The dependent variable is a survey item concerning respondents’ opinions toward legalized 

abortion. By combining those who opposed and those who favored with varying degrees of intensity, the 

percentages of respondents holding opposite views are 42% and 44%. In comparison to results from other 

major surveys concerning the abortion debate, Asian Americans, as a group, resemble the broader society in 

their opinions toward the abortion issue in that a sharp division also exists among Asian American 

respondents. To detect differences among six major Asian American groups, an analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) procedure was carried out and the results showed a significant level of difference among different 

groups in their opinions toward legalized abortion2. Groups ranked by the level of support for legal abortion 

are: Japanese, Chinese, Asian Indians, Korean, Filipino/a, and Vietnamese Americans. Further analysis 

shows that two thirds (69%) of Vietnamese Americans hold a negative view toward abortion whereas only 

less than one in four (22%) of Japanese Americans disapprove of legal abortion. Another interesting contrast 

shows that more than half of Chinese Americans (56%) support legal abortion, but only 33% of Filipino/a 

Americans approve of legal abortion. Americans of various Asian descents clearly hold different views 

toward abortion. Results from both Table 1 and the ANOVA analysis undoubtedly show that ethnicity matters 

among Asian Americans regarding their opinions toward abortion.  

 

Table 1 about here. 

 

Whole Sample Analyses: Asian Americans in General 

To test whether religiosity has a mediating effect as stated in Hypothesis 1, three models were 

employed as diagramed in Figure 1 and demonstrated in Table 2. Results in model 1 shows that both religious 

affiliation variables have a statistically significant impact on attitude toward abortion. There is a negative and 
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statistically significant correlation between both variables measuring religious affiliation and the dependent 

variable concerning attitude toward abortion. Respondents who are Christians including Catholics and non-

Catholic Christians are less likely to support legalized abortion after controlling other variables. The first 

condition to establish a mediation effect specified in Figure 1 is fulfilled. Results in model 2 show that there 

is a robust correlation between Catholics and Religiosity, measured by the frequency of church attendance. 

A similarly strong correlation also exists between non-Catholic Christians and church attendance. 

Respondents who are Catholics as well as non-Catholic Christians are more likely to attend church services 

compared to their non-Catholic and secular counterparts. The second condition specified in Figure 1 is also 

fulfilled. Finally, results in model 3 show that after controlling for religiosity, measured by frequency of 

church attendance, the relationship between non-Catholic Christians and an unfavorable attitude toward 

legalized abortion is no longer significant. Thus, a full mediation effect is obtained as specified in Figure 1. 

In contrast, this full mediation effect of religiosity is not observed between Catholics and the dependent 

variable. In model 3, the regression coefficient for Catholics remains significant, albeit less robust compared 

to what it was in model 1. Therefore, a partial mediation effect is observed for Asian Americans who are 

Catholics. In other words, for Asian Americans who are Christians and are opposed to legalized abortion, 

their opposition to legalized abortion is explained fully by their degree of piety, measured by frequency of 

church attendance. Their opposition to legalized abortion is explained less by their religious affiliation, but 

more so by the degree of religiosity. The partial mediation observed among Catholics suggests that Asian 

Americans who are Catholics remain somewhat steadfast in their opposition to legalized abortion even after 

controlling for the degree of religiosity. In sum, a mediation effect of religion is observed for Asian American 

respondents who are Christians but only partially for Catholics, singled out as a separate group.  

Results in model 1, which contains responses from all Asian American survey participants, also 

show that besides religious variables, certain factors also matter in influencing respondents’ opinions toward 

legalized abortion. In rank order of magnitude (Beta coefficient), the following factors are significant: 

political self-identification, being foreign-born, income level, living in the southern region of the US, and the 

number of children in the household. Asian Americans who identify themselves as conservative, are born in 

a foreign country, reside in the south, have lower income, and have more children in the household are more 

likely to oppose legal abortion than their counterparts with contrasting backgrounds. This pattern in large 

part is consistent with what has been concluded in previous literature concerning attitudes toward abortion. 

One noteworthy exception is that age is not a significant factor for Asian American respondents. In contrast, 

most of the nationwide surveys have shown that age is a robust predictor in attitudes toward abortion (See 

for example Pew Research Center, 2016).  

 

Table 2 about here. 

 

Sub-Sample Analyses by Ethnicity 

A multivariate analysis is required to examine whether different Asian American groups are 

influenced by various factors including religion regarding their attitudes toward legalized abortion3. To test 

an interaction effect between ethnicity and religion regarding Asian Americans’ opinions of abortion, 

separate analyses are conducted for six different Asian American groups. Because the analysis is carried out 

with a reduced sample size for each group—each of which also tends to exhibit similar characteristics—a 

multicollinearity issues becomes a challenge for this study. Ideally, the same set of variables is used 

throughout the study, but the strategy becomes untenable because of a high variance inflation factor (VIF) 

caused mostly by a strong correlation among three religion-related variables. This is true among most Asian 

American groups, and the severity of multicollinearity calls for a pragmatic solution. To deal with the VIF 

issue, both Catholics and non-Catholic Christians were grouped into a single category and a new 

dichotomized variable was entered into the equation. Also, to circumvent the multicollinearity problem, the 

new religious affiliation variable and religiosity variable were entered into the equation separately, thus 

producing two contrasting regression results. Results in Tables 3 and 4 show the Ordinary Least Square 

(OLS) results for such an approach.  

In both Table 3 and Table 4, all models regress the following predictors against the dependent 

variable: age, gender, education, household income, number of children in the household, marital status, 

southern residence, foreign-born status, English proficiency, and political self-identification. Religious 

affiliation, the newly dichotomized variable, is included in Table 3 and religiosity Table 4. The following 
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group-by-group comparison is based on a liberal-conservative continuum that was demonstrated in the 

ANOVA results discussed earlier. 

Japanese Americans. Only two factors have a consistent and statistically significant impact on 

attitudes toward abortion: political self-identification and gender. Female Japanese Americans and self-

identified liberals are more in favor of legal abortion than their male and conservative counterparts. Japanese 

Americans who are Christians are more likely to disapprove of abortion (See Table 3), but religiosity has no 

significant impact (See Table 4). It is noteworthy to point out that only among Japanese Americans, does 

gender exhibit a substantive impact on the dependent variable after holding other variables constant. This 

pattern is observed in both tables.  

Chinese Americans. Similar to their Japanese American counterparts, political self-identification 

exerts the most impact on the opinions toward abortion. Gender is a significant predictor only when religious 

affiliation is factored in the equation and the magnitude is weak as shown in Table 3. Both religious affiliation 

and religiosity are significant factors. Chinese Americans who identify themselves as liberal, non-Christians, 

and seldom attend religious services favor legalized abortion. 

Indian Americans. Age is the only statistically significant factor and the magnitude is moderate: 

younger Americans of Indian descents are more favorable toward legalized abortion than their seniors. 

Religious variables exert no significant impact after controlling other factors. 

Korean Americans. Two significant and moderate factors are English proficiency and household 

income as shown in Table 4 which includes religiosity in the equation. Respondents with Korean descents 

who are more proficient in English and have higher household income are more likely to favor abortion. 

Filipino/a Americans. Table 3 shows that, in descending rank order of magnitude, the following 

factors have significant influences in shaping opinions toward abortion for this group: age, foreign-born 

status, political self-identification, and number of children in the household. When religiosity replaces 

religious affiliation as shown in Table 4, a strong and statistically significant impact is observed. Americans 

of Filipino/a descents who attend religious services frequently, are older, are born outside of the US, have 

more children in the household, and self-identify as conservative are more likely to oppose abortion. Another 

noteworthy finding is that the variance explained by the statistical model for Filipino/a Americans in Table 

3 and 4 is the highest among all six groups. This suggests that factors included in the model hold more 

explanatory power than do they for other Asian American subgroups. 

Vietnamese Americans. Table 3 shows that, in descending rank order of magnitude, significant 

factors include: education, household income, age, political self-identification, southern residency, and being 

Christians. In Table 4, religiosity becomes the most salient and statistically significant factor among all 

variables included in the equation. The direction of each significant variable in both tables does not deviate 

from patterns reported in other groups. A noteworthy finding is that only in this group does the southern 

residency variable appear to influence respondents’ opinions toward abortion regardless which religion 

variable is used in the analysis. That is, Vietnamese Americans living in the south oppose abortion in a 

statistically significant way that suggests an interaction effect among region, ethnicity, and attitudes toward 

abortion (Scheitle & Hahn, 2011). The implication for this finding is interesting but is beyond the scope of 

the present study. 

Table 3 about here. 

Table 4 about here. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Findings from this study indicate that a distinctive difference in opinions exists among ostensibly 

homogeneous Asian Americans regarding legalized abortion. Asian Americans, as a group, differ sharply in 

this controversial domestic issue. An almost identical percentage of Asian Americans (42% disagree vs. 44% 

agree) hold opposing views of legal abortion. Regarding the abortion controversy, Asian Americans are a 

microcosm of the mainstream American society that has been sharply divided over the past decades. Among 

six different Asian American subgroups, opinions also evidently differ from one group to another: Japanese 

American are the most favorable to legalized abortion, whereas Vietnamese Americans hold the least 

favorable attitudes. 

Results in this study also show that religion appears to play a significant and nuanced role in shaping 

Asian Americans’ opinions toward abortion. Results in Table 2 show that religiosity, measured by the 

frequency of church attendance, mediates the impact of Christianity on opinions toward abortion in a nuanced 

way. That is, Asian Americans who are non-Catholic Christians clearly oppose legal abortion, but such a 

statistical significant correlation disappears when religiosity is introduced in the equation. Thus, a full 
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mediation effect of religiosity exists among Asian Americans who are non-Catholic Christians. Results in 

Table 2 also show that only a partial mediation effect was observed among Asian American who are 

Catholics. That is, after introducing religiosity into the calculation, the negative coefficient for Catholics 

remains significant in model 3, although not as strong as what was observed in model 1. Catholic Asian 

Americans disapprove of legalized abortion and their opposition is only slightly mediated by the degree of 

religious devotion. 

Looking across all six models in Tables 3 and 4 as well as results in model 1 from Table 2, a 

few noticeable patterns emerge. First, with the exception of Japanese Americans, gender appears to be a non-

factor for most Asians after controlling for religiosity and other factors as demonstrated in Tables 3 and 4. In 

other words, only among Japanese Americans does a suppression effect exist which is consistent with a recent 

study that shows that the impact of gender is suppressed by religiosity (Barkan, 2014). That is, the reason 

why gender may appear not to affect opinions toward legalized abortion is because women are more religious 

than men and people with a high degree of religiosity and a stronger religious identity are more likely to 

oppose legal abortion. Further studies are warranted to examine why only among Japanese Americans is 

gender suppressed by religiosity. One possible explanation is that Japanese Americans are more likely to be 

native-born Americans compared to other Asian American subgroups. Therefore, as a result of a higher 

degree of acculturation in mainstream society, Japanese Americans are more likely to exhibit similar traits as 

their counterparts of other races and ethnicities in the mainstream American society.  

Second, comparing all six Asian American groups, it appears that the most consistent and impactful 

factor is political self-identification with the exception of Asian Americans of Indian and Korean descent. 

The fact that there is no significant impact from political self-identification for both groups may be associated 

with the observed R-square in the model which is about 7% for Indian Americans and less than 3% for Korean 

Americans. This suggests that the model used in the OLS analysis is a poor fit to explain how both groups 

view the abortion issue. It is possible that other important factors, not included in the model, influence their 

opinions toward abortion. 

Third, religion, especially church attendance, is significant in shaping Asian Americans’ views of 

abortion in an expected fashion. However, not all Asian Americans are affected by religion the same way. 

Religious attendance is significant for only three groups: less so Chinese, but more importantly for Filipino/a 

and Vietnamese Americans. As a recent phenomenon, the introduction of evangelical Christianity to Chinese 

immigrant communities may align some Chinese Americans with conservative Christians in holding a 

prohibitive view toward abortion (Kim, 2004; Yang, 1998). In contrast, the influence of Catholicism remains 

salient for Filipino/a and Vietnamese in forming their views of abortion. 

Among Chinese Americans who hold a Buddhist view of death and rebirth as a cycle, it is possible 

that abortion is not considered as a life ethic issue as compared to Catholic and Christian conservatives. In 

the same vein, Chinese Americans who practice folk religions and ancestor worship, may also hold a cyclical 

view of life and death, thus forgoing a moralistic view of abortion. Evidence from previous studies also 

suggest that abortion was officially promoted and implemented as a pragmatic solution to population control 

in both mainland China and Taiwan, two main origins of emigration to the US (Smolin, 2010); therefore, 

immigrants from these two countries may not see abortion strictly as a moral and religious issue. Regarding 

the abortion issue, a moral universe that centers around religion for other ethnic Asian groups may not be the 

same for Chinese Americans. The void then, for Chinese Americans, is filled by a more mundane orientation 

such as political self-identification.  

Results from this study clearly indicate that Asian Americans, as a group, differ significantly in their 

views toward legalized abortion, one of the most contentious social issues in the US. It is thus reasonable to 

speculate that such a divergence of opinions may also exist among Asian Americans in their attitudes toward 

other controversial social issues (CARE, 2011; Campaign for College Opportunity, 2015). The rich diversity 

among Asian Americans is rooted in the unique immigration history and cultural heritage of each ethnic 

group, which subsequently shapes each group’s experience in collectively becoming the fastest growing 

racial minority in the US. The variation among six major Asian American groups concerning legalized 

abortion reflects not only such diversity but also a potential realignment in the abortion debate along racial 

and ethnic lines.  

With globalization aided by technological advancement, the degree of ethnic and racial 

heterogeneity is increasing not only in the United States, but also in other counties (Ahmed, 2016; Corona et 

al., 2017; Inceli, 2015; Kaya, 2015; Ozfidan & Burlbaw, 2016). Racial and ethnic diversity can engender 

both cultural and economic revival as currently witnessed in many parts of the world. Unfortunately, it can 

also become the fault line that sharply divide a society. A better appreciation of the benefits and complications 



 Journal of Ethnic and Cultural Studies                                                                                       Copyright 2018 
2018, Vol. 5, No. 1, 94-109                                                                                ISSN: 2149-1291 

 

102 

 

of racial and ethnic diversity will enhance the degree of mutual appreciation from all sectors in a society. 

Future public opinion research capable of addressing the issue of ethnic diversity will produce nuanced 

insights into how the public views and deal with controversial social issues including abortion. 
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Condition 1 (Model 1):  Religious Affiliation (Catholics and non-Catholic Christians) is a 

statistically significant predictor of the attitude toward abortion. 

 

 *** 

 

 

Condition 2 (Model 2): Religious Affiliation has a statistically significant correlation with 

religiosity.  

 

 

  *** 

 

 

 

Condition 3 (Model 3):  Controlling for Religiosity, Religious Affiliation is no longer a significant 

predictor of the attitude toward abortion.    

 

NS 

      *** 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Mediating effect of religiosity on the relationship between religious affiliation and 

attitude toward abortio
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