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Mounting evidence suggests that modern globalization is reshaping the lives of young people around the
globe. Strikingly little is known, though, about how globalization affects young people’s orientations
toward religion. In the current study, 40 Thai adolescents—divided across variously globalized set-
tings—took part in individual interviews and completed questionnaires on their religious practices.
Mixed methods analyses indicate similarities and differences in framings of religious practices among
adolescents residing in rural and urban communities. Rural adolescents reported engaging in a wide range
of religious practices, including actions that support Buddhist monks, temples, family, and community,
and illustrate adherence to Buddhist teachings. Urban adolescents discussed a restricted range of religious
practices, focusing on one action that supports monks and actions that support the development of the
self. Rural and urban adolescents alike spoke of social others when discussing their religious practices;
framings, however, diverged across cultural lines. Rural adolescents framed religion as a relational
experience that necessarily includes family members, friends, and teachers. Urban adolescents, mean-
while, often qualified their relational religious practices by emphasizing distinctions between their own
and their parents’ practices, and highlighting feelings of obligation that accompany practicing with
family. Distinct framings of the divine self and selves across cultural lines suggest movement from an
interdependent to a more independent orientation toward religion as communities become increasingly
urbanized, high in technology, and shift toward a commerce-based economy.
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We live in an era of modern globalization in which rapid
economic and sociocultural change is transforming the diets (Fer-
guson, Muzaffar, Iturbide, Chu, & Gardner, 2018; Popkin, Adair,
& Ng, 2012), languages (McKenzie, 2018a), cultural and moral
values (Manago, 2012; McKenzie, 2018b), and identities (Chen,
Benet-Martínez, & Harris Bond, 2008; Ferguson & Bornstein,
2012; Rao et al., 2013) of young people around the globe. To date,
however, strikingly little is known about whether and how young
people’s religious practices are transforming in nonsecular societ-
ies as a result of modern globalization. Employing mixed methods
analyses of interview and questionnaire data gathered over 1 year
in rural and urban communities in Northern Thailand, this study
explores adolescents’ religious practices and how their framings of
these practices inform our understanding about the ways in which
globalization affects adolescent orientations toward religion.

The current study arrives at the psychology of religion at an
opportune time, when the field has recently witnessed (a) a wel-

comed growth in focus on religious development among children
and adolescents (Boyatzis, 2013; DiBianca Fasoli, 2017; Jensen &
McKenzie, 2016; King & Boyatzis, 2015), (b) calls for using
qualitative and mixed methods to understand individuals’ subjec-
tive experiences of religion and meaning-making about religion
(Davis et al., 2016; Kimball, Cook, Boyatzis, & Leonard, 2016;
McKenzie & Jensen, 2017), and (c) calls from psychology more
generally for a widening of the hitherto narrow portion of the globe
that has long been its focus (Arnett, 2008; Henrich, Heine, &
Norenzayan, 2010). In heeding these calls and new directions, this
work demonstrates how adolescent orientations toward religion are
at once maintained and dynamically reconstituted in rapidly glo-
balizing sociocultural contexts.

Religion, Adolescent Development, and Culture

Research and theory on adolescent religiosity often draw from
preeminent theories of psychosocial (Erikson, 1968) and cognitive
(Piaget, 1932/1965) development. With regard to psychosocial
development, adolescents strive to develop a coherent identity by
way of exploring ideology, love, and work (Erikson, 1968). Reli-
gion, an ideological context that assists young people in making
sense of the world and their place in it, is thus intertwined with
adolescents’ active search for a sense of self and identity cohesion
(King, 2003). With regard to cognitive development, adolescents’
movement into formal operational thought enables them—for the
first time—to consider abstract concepts such as religion (Piaget,
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1932/1965). It has thus been suggested that religion and spirituality
provide adolescents with opportunities “to exercise their new
intellectual powers to reason critically and skeptically about pre-
viously held beliefs” (King, 2003, p. 198). With their burgeoning
autonomy, agency, and ability to think abstractly, defining one’s
religious identity comes to the fore in adolescence (Fowler, 1981).

It is important to note, however, that one’s religious identity is
not separate from, but rather forged in relation to, social others
(Fowler, 1981). Indeed, interpersonal relationships play a critical
role in adolescent religious practices and faith development. Psy-
chological and sociological research has shown that parents and
peers influence adolescent religious behavior (e.g., King, Furrow,
& Roth, 2002; Ozorak, 1989; Regnerus & Burdette, 2006). It has
thus been suggested that religion fulfills adolescent needs for both
autonomy and relatedness (Trommsdorff, 2015). To date, how-
ever, most empirical research on adolescent religious and faith
development has focused on Christian youth in the United States;
far less is known about religious and faith development among
adolescents of other (particularly nontheistic) religious affiliations
and in other (particularly Global South) world regions.

To be sure, adolescence is deemed a critical period across faith
traditions. Religious conversion, rituals, and rites of passage (e.g.,
confirmation in Christianity, bar and bat mitzvahs in Judaism,
temporary ordination in Buddhism) typically take place in adoles-
cence. Little is known, though, about how adolescents around the
world make sense of these and other religious rituals and of their
religious practices more generally. As noted at the outset of this
section, developmental psychological framings tend to assume that
adolescents engage in religious exploration and that such explora-
tion assists their movement through psychological moratorium.
There is the assumption, too, that adolescents increasingly encoun-
ter egalitarianism in their relationships (Piaget, 1932/1965), which
enables agency and choicefulness, including in religion.

Adolescence is not characterized by increasing egalitarianism in all
societies, though. Research in Thailand has shown that hierarchical
relationships are more prominent than egalitarian ones throughout the
life course (Eberhardt, 2014). In this cultural context, then, one’s
personal faith and religious practices may consist less of territories in
which to engage in individualized identity work than opportunities to
demonstrate moral uprightness by conforming to expectations from
proximal and distal social forces (e.g., family, teachers, friends, soci-
etal norms). Investigations of indigenous religious psychologies are
thus critical in order to arrive at a psychological science of religion
that represents diverse youth.

Globalization, Values, and Religion

Greenfield (2009) has proposed that as sociodemographic con-
ditions transform, so too do cultural values, learning environments,
and developmental pathways. Drawing from terms introduced by
German sociologist Tönnies in 1887, Greenfield uses Gemein-
schaft (community) and Gesellschaft (society) to describe two
distinct ecologies. Each represents an environment that includes a
set of dimensions, with the prototypical Gemeinschaft environment
being rural, small scale, low in technology, and internally homoge-
nous. It also has a relatively poor, subsistence-based economy. The
prototypical Gesellschaft environment, meanwhile, is urban, large
scale, high in technology, and internally heterogeneous. It also has a
wealthy, commerce-based economy.

As globalization-based shifts transform Gemeinschaft communities
into Gesellschaft societies, historically adaptive cultural values of
interdependence and collectivism are rendered no longer adaptive
(Greenfield, 2009). Empirical work has widely supported Green-
field’s theory. Among Maya youth residing in Gesellschaft environ-
ments in southern Mexico, Manago and colleagues (Manago, 2012;
Manago & Greenfield, 2011; Manago, Greenfield, Kim, & Ward,
2014) have demonstrated movement toward endorsing independent
values and emphasizing personal responsibility and choice. In Thai-
land, McKenzie (2018b, in press) has found that when discussing
personal moral experiences, adolescents residing in an urban Gesell-
schaft environment employ a moral language that is more autono-
mous than adolescents in a rural Gemeinschaft environment, whose
moral language is overwhelmingly community-based.

Although foundational to our understanding of the psychologi-
cal implications of globalization, the aforementioned research does
not address religion. Yet religion is critical to both cultural values
(Mishra, 2012; Trommsdorff, 2015) and individual identities (e.g.,
Cook, Kimball, Leonard, & Boyatzis, 2014; Suárez-Orozco,
Singh, Abo-Zena, Du, & Roeser, 2012). Among individuals in
low- and middle-income countries, which tend to be more religious
than high-income countries (Pew Research Center, 2015), religion
is especially likely to serve as the bedrock of cultural values.

Economic, Sociocultural, and Religious Change
in Thailand

Southeast Asia is home to fast-growing economies. With 2017
growth estimates of 5.5% and similar projected growth estimates
for 2018, the International Monetary Fund (2017) has called the
Asia and Pacific region the leader of global growth. It has earned
this status because of both foreign investments and deepened
regional and economic integration of the 10 Association for South-
east Asian Nations (ASEAN) member-states (Jennings, 2017).
Thailand is one such ASEAN member-state that has seen marked
economic growth over the past 30 years, moving from a low-
income to an upper-middle-income country in less than a genera-
tion (World Bank, 2017). Social and cultural shifts have accom-
panied diminished rates of poverty. With rapid rates of urbanization
and the expansion of major cities, the country is seeing a dramatic
shift away from traditional agricultural livelihoods. The movement to
cities enables Thais to pursue higher education and expanded career
opportunities (World Bank Group, n.d.); it also results in Thais being
increasingly exposed to a “culture of consumerism” and to an indus-
trial and capitalist work ethic that are unfamiliar to rural livelihoods
(Ganjanapan, 2003).

Like other mainline Southeast Asian countries, the dominant
religion in Thailand is Theravada Buddhism. Religious studies
scholars and anthropologists have long examined the embedded-
ness of Buddhism in the everyday lives, psychological processes,
and moral frameworks of Thais (e.g., Cassaniti, 2015; Eberhardt,
2006). Over two decades ago, Swearer (1995) wrote about Thais’
deep connection with the temple through a variety of modalities:
merit-making practices of offering alms to monks, community
events centered on the temple, and temporary ordination as a monk
constituting part of the traditional life course for Thai men and
their families. Historically, the temple has served as not only a site
for worship but also a school, an orphanage, a nursing home for
elders, as well as a bank, pharmacy, and counseling center. As a
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result, it has been suggested that the Thai monastery is “the most
important social organization beyond the family” (Swearer, 1995,
p. 116).

Yet academics, monastics, and laity alike have suggested that
rapid economic and sociocultural change are transforming Thai
Buddhist practices (e.g., Fuller, 2012; Ganjanapan, 2003; Kitiarsa,
2008; Tangwisutijit, 2008). One purported change is the decreas-
ing centrality of the temple and the transformed role of the temple
in the community. Thai monks have discussed their struggle to
maintain relevance in an increasingly secular society (Fuller, 2012),
situating the diminished role of the temple in light of technology and
consumerism. One abbot (head of monastery) explained that his only
real role these days is to preside over ceremonies such as funerals and
weddings. “People today have telephones,” he said, “If they have
troubles, they call their friends.” Another monk suggested that “con-
sumerism is the new religion. In the past, people went to the temple
on every holy day. Now, they go to shopping malls.” Such discussions
have not been confined to temples; similar concerns have been dis-
cussed in public arenas; in 2008, a renowned university hosted a
“Buddhism vs. Capitalism” debate, which brought together an econ-
omist, sociologist, monk, and business executive to discuss the fate of
Thai Buddhism in an era of rapid globalization (Tangwisutijit, 2008).

Still others have pointed to increasing consumerism from within
religious institutions. Scholars have studied the commercialization
of Thai Buddhism, whereby Buddhism is transformed into a com-
modity (Kitiarsa, 2008), and to Thammakai, a fast-growing Bud-
dhist movement (Taylor, 1990; Zehner, 1990). Commercialism
and religious consumerism are central to Thammakai (Sricharatch-
anya & Burama, 1987), for its followers are told that the more
money they donate to the temple, the more good karma they
receive. Such a message implies that those who are wealthier are
worthier of better fortune in this life and in the life thereafter.

Polls suggest, however, that Thailand is among the most reli-
gious countries in the world (Gallup International Survey, 2014)
and that it is home to among the highest percentages of Buddhist
adherents in the world (Pew, 2012). Thailand, then, is at once
characterized by high rates of religiosity and experiencing incred-
ibly rapid economic and sociocultural change. To determine the
implications of globalization on orientations toward religion, an
empirical examination of discourse surrounding religious practices
among individuals across variously globalized Thai communities
is needed.

Current Study

From this body of literature, we know that adolescence is a
period of religious exploration and integration of religious ideol-
ogies and values into one’s sense of self. We also know that
parents and peers play central roles in adolescent religious prac-
tices and faith development. We know, too, that globalization is
altering cultural and moral values as Gemeinschaft communities
transform into Gesellschaft societies. Although religion has served
as the virtue-based bedrock of societies around the globe, rapid
economic and sociocultural change is likely to transform not only
cultural values, learning environments, and pathways of development
but also orientations toward traditional religious customs. Little is
known, however, about how religious practices, beliefs, and identities
are altered as a result of globalization. This area of study is particu-
larly pertinent for adolescents, who are both uniquely engaged in

identity exploration and affected by globalization (Arnett, 2002; Jen-
sen, 2003). To address this gap in the literature, mixed methods
research that addresses not only adolescents’ frequency of engaging in
religious practices but also the psychological meanings attributed to
these practices is critical.

The current study investigated the following research questions: In
what religious practices do rural and urban Thai adolescents engage,
and how do their framings of these practices illuminate the implica-
tions of globalization on adolescent orientations toward religion?
Further, how are indigenous religious practices incorporated—or
not—as cultures transform and adolescents are increasingly exposed
to secularism (Arnett, 2002) and to religious pluralism (Casanova,
2007)? Thailand, a country that both has one of the highest rates of
Buddhism in the world and is undergoing rapid sociocultural and
economic change, is an ideal location in which to examine the
religious implications of globalization.

Method

Field Sites

The rural field site was Mae Kiaw1 and the urban field site was
Chiang Mai. Both sites are located in Chiang Mai Province of
Northern Thailand and share a common local history, language
(Kam Muang: คำเมืือง), and cuisine (Ahan Muang: อาหารเมืือง).
Despite these similarities and their mere 25 miles in geographic
distance, they constitute distinct cultural sociodemographic ecol-
ogies. We now provide brief descriptions of each field site, begin-
ning with an overview of the community, followed by a focus on
religion in each community.

Mae Kiaw. Mae Kiaw, which encompasses six subdistricts, is
verdant with rice fields and forests. The most common profession
among villagers is farming. At the time of this fieldwork, there
were no shopping centers, supermarkets, fast food restaurants, or
7-Elevens in the district. Villagers typically obtain food at local or
mobile markets or in their own backyard, and restaurants—which
serve traditional Thai fare—tend to be small shacks or simple
open-air restaurants on the side of the road. Motorbikes are the
primary form of transportation, though within-village transit is
often done on foot. Billboards in the district range from exclu-
sively to primarily in Thai, with little English used, aside from
destinations that may appeal to tourists, such as hot springs. Most
signs visible from main roads indicate the location of temples.

Mae Kiaw temples and temple grounds tend to be relatively
simple. Temple interiors are typically small and focus on the
largest Buddha statue and the life of the Buddha, depicted on
surrounding walls. Temples are uncrowded and rarely frequented
by travelers; the first author did not encounter any foreigners in a
temple during a year of fieldwork. When villagers visit the temple,
they are blessed by resident monks and say prayers in front of the
Buddha statue.

Villagers are integrated into temple life in a variety of ways.
Many children attend local temple schools for some or all of their
education. Villagers also assist in developing the temple and sustain-
ing the monks, including by contributing manual labor and offering

1 To protect the identities of those in this small community, the rural
field site has been given a pseudonym.
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home-cooked food to barefoot monks making their rounds as the sun
rises. This practice of “almsgiving” provides sustenance for monks as
well as an opportunity for lay Buddhists to tam bun (ทำบุุญ: make
merit for one’s soul) and pay respect to monks.

Chiang Mai. The largest city in northern Thailand, Chiang
Mai is the former capital of the Lanna Kingdom, and hence is
known for its cultural-historical significance. There is a plentitude
of dining options throughout the city, including an array of Amer-
ican fast food options. Within a one-block strip of a street in the
historic old city, one could dine at Burger King, McDonalds,
Subway, or Starbucks. The city, increasingly crowded with inter-
national and Thai tourists, offers a variety of activities in which
locals and travelers could participate in the evening, including
visiting one of the many new shopping centers; jazz night at a bar;
one of several dance clubs, rooftop bars, or karaoke bars; or
watching a movie at one of several cinemas in the city—including
4D and “luxury cinemas.” A potpourri of languages is spoken, and
within a one-block radius, it is not unusual to hear Kam Muang,
Thai, English, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, German, and French. A
multitude of signs in a multitude of languages compete for one’s
attention. Some such signs (including one for “Super Rich Money
Exchange,” a currency exchange business) mobilize the Buddha
image as a symbol of wealth to be gained at this business—ironic
given Buddha’s focus on temperance and moderation.

The city is, however, known for its Buddhist heritage. In and
around Chiang Mai city, there are roughly 300 temples, many of
which date back to the 13th and 14th centuries. Yet these temples
also evince the city’s modernity. It is not uncommon to see monks
gathered at outdoor tables with laptops or chatting on cell phones
in the temple parking lot. Some temples have a designated day to
host “monk chats.” On these days, monks from temples around the
city are bussed in to sit at tables surrounding the temple and
practice their English with tourists. At one such monk chat, a
Burmese monk told the first author that he and several fellow
monks had moved from surrounding countries in search of a better
life. At the conclusion of their conversation, he asked for the first
author’s name so he could “friend” her on Facebook.

Chiang Mai temples tend to be ornate, with gold as the predom-
inant color, and are heavily trafficked by Thais and tourists alike.
Recognizing an opportunity for economic growth, many of the
oldest temples in the city have recently begun to charge foreign
tourists to visit; others now charge foreign tourists to take a
photograph of the temple.

Participants

Recruitment for this project began with visiting high schools in
each location. To attain comparable samples, a government (rather
than more expensive international or private) high school was the
focal school in each location. After building rapport with students,
teachers, and administrators, adolescents who were entering their
final year of secondary school and interested in being interviewed
provided contact information for themselves and their parents.
Potential participants were then vetted according to the following
criteria: (a) adolescents must reside in the district; (b) Chiang Mai
adolescents must reside within a 10-mile radius of the school (to
ensure a sufficiently “urban” sample), and Mae Kiaw adolescents
must reside within a 20-mile radius of the school (an expanded
radius in this community was necessary because of very low

population density); and (c) a parent of the adolescent must con-
sent to their child being interviewed.

Forty adolescents (Mage � 17.30 years, SDage � 0.56), evenly
divided between rural and urban communities, were interviewed.
Participant demographics (see Table 1) indicate that rural and
urban participants alike included more females than males. Across
settings, participants reported their ethnicity as Thai, with few
exceptions. Evincing the distinct ecologies across field sites, par-
ent education levels, parent professions, and annual family income
(gathered via a questionnaire completed by the parent who pro-
vided consent for their child to be interviewed) varied widely.
Most rural parents had a primary-level education; meanwhile, most
urban parents obtained a bachelor’s degree or higher. The most
common occupation among rural parents was farmer (and wage
laborers, who are also primarily farmers); among urban parents,
the most common occupation was government worker, which
encompasses an array of occupations (e.g., teachers, Labor Policy
and Affairs employees). The difference between rural and urban
family incomes is striking, as rural households were multigenera-
tional and tended to have more people per household than did
urban families.

Materials

The primary data source for the present study was a subsection
of individual semistructured interviews. This subsection began
with the question: “Do you consider yourself religious?” followed
by “To what religion do you adhere?” The interview then contin-
ued with open-ended questions, including “How do you practice
your religion?”; “Do you practice similarly or differently than the
way your parents practice? How so?”; and “Do you practice
similarly or differently than your peers? How so?”

Table 1
Demographic Characteristics

Characteristic Mae Kiaw Chiang Mai

Average age (SD) 17.50 (.61) 17.10 (.45)
Sex (%)

Female 75 60
Male 25 40

Ethnicity (%)
Thai 95 90
Thai–Chinese 0 10
Multiple 5 0

Parent’s education (%)
None 5 0
Primary 55 10
Secondary 40 10
Bachelor’s degree 0 65
Graduate school 0 10

Parent’s occupation (%)
Farmer 40 0
Wage laborer 25 10
Government worker 0 35
Teacher 0 10
Family business 0 10
Electrician 0 10

Average annual family income
(SD), in US$ 2,250 (1,270) 16,480 (8,980)

Note. The table excludes a few never or rarely used categories (e.g., some
occupations).
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The secondary data source was a preinterview questionnaire,
which assessed demographic information such as age, sex, and
ethnicity as well as religious affiliation2 and frequency of attend-
ing places of worship.3

Procedure

Ethnographic fieldwork was conducted in Chiang Mai and Mae
Kiaw over the course of 1 year. Data collection was preceded—for
this visit and while residing in Thailand years prior—by the first
author learning Thai and Kam Muang, making preliminary field
site visits, and building relationships with informants.

Interviews began several months after the initiation of field-
work. To ensure comfort, participants determined interview loca-
tion and language. In the rural setting, the overwhelming majority
of participants requested interviews at home (90%) and in Kam
Muang (95%). In the urban setting, most adolescents requested
interviews at school (65%) and in English (75%). A local research
assistant accompanied the first author for each interview, and a
native speaker of the participant’s preferred language led each
interview. When in Kam Muang or Thai, the first author asked
follow-up and clarification questions on occasion during the inter-
view and conversed with participants before and after interviews.

Interviews were administered after written consent was obtained
from adolescents and their parents. Following the interview (which
ranged in total length from 76 to 208 min; M � 113, SD � 26),
participants received a “thank you” gift (e.g., hat, notebook, wal-
let).

Analytic Approach

A one-way analysis of variance was used to determine whether
there was a statistically significant difference between rural and
urban adolescents’ frequency of attending places of worship (as
reported on the preinterview questionnaire). Culture (rural, urban)
was the independent variable.

Interviews were first transcribed by a native speaker of the
interview language. For interviews that took place in Thai or Kam
Muang, a native-speaking research assistant first transcribed and
translated the interview into English. The first author then com-
pared interview transcripts with original audio records to ensure
transcription accuracy and detail.

Grounded theory analysis (Charmaz, 2006) was then used to
examine participants’ framings of their religious practices. Using
the constant comparative method, we began with initial coding,
which entails “min[ing] early data for analytic ideas” to pursue in
further analysis (Charmaz, 2006, p. 46). At this stage, we engaged
in iterative readings of participant discourse pertaining to their
religious practices, and coded at the level of words and sentences.
As an example, five initial codes included: ritual, self, family,
critique, and obligation.

During focused coding, we examined the codes that had been
identified with the aim of synthesizing and explaining larger
chunks of data. For instance, both rural and urban adolescents
spoke about their family’s involvement in their religious practices.
At this stage, we examined how this involvement was framed,
comparing the experiences and interpretations between and across
participant groups. As a result of this and other probing of codes,
we developed analytic subcategories that captured linkages be-

tween codes. Two urban adolescent subcategories included “prac-
ticing with parents—sometimes” and “practicing—or not—with
friends.”

During axial coding, we further processed subcategories with
the aim of reassembling the data and developed broad explanatory
categories for each participant group. Two categories were devel-
oped each for rural and urban adolescent; for instance, the afore-
mentioned urban adolescent subcategories were placed within the
overarching category titled “pressure, critique, and drawing lines
of difference.”

In the final stage of theoretical coding, all categories were
examined in tandem with the aim of integrating findings. Here,
rural and urban adolescent categories and subcategories were
placed within two broad sets of findings: framings of the divine
self (which refers to personal religious practices and meanings
ascribed to those practices) and framings of divine selves (which
refers to orientations toward others’ involvement in one’s religious
practices). Table S1 of the online supplemental materials displays
frequencies of framings of the divine self and selves across par-
ticipant groups.

The theory of shifting adolescent orientations toward religion
with sociocultural change was constructed from analysis across
both sets of findings.

Results

Religious Affiliation and Attending Places of Worship

Among rural adolescents, 18 self-identified as Buddhist. One of
the 18 also identified as Christian. The two non-Buddhists—one
Muslim and one Christian—identified with the same religion as
the parent who provided consent for their child to be interviewed.
Among urban adolescents, 18 self-identified as Buddhist. Of the
two non-Buddhists—both who identified as Christian—one’s
mother was also Christian, and the other was the only Christian in
an otherwise Buddhist family.

The difference between self-reported frequency of attending
places of worship among rural (M � 4.10, SD � 1.29) and urban
(M � 3.50, SD � 1.24) adolescents was not statistically signifi-
cant, F(1, 38) � 2.25, p � .142, partial �2 � .056. Were this study
to assess religiosity solely via survey-based questionnaires, simil-
itude across rural and urban adolescents may be concluded. As we
shall see, however, this does not fully capture the religious realities
of adolescents in each setting.

Distinct Framings of the Divine Self

Rural adolescents: Varieties of religious practice. All rural
adolescents stated that attending places of worship was central to
their religious practice. Each participant—Buddhist and non-
Buddhist alike—also discussed a variety of additional religious
practices in which they engaged. Subcategories of religious expe-
rience are discussed in turn.

2 Response options included “Buddhist,” “Muslim,” “Christian,” “Ag-
nostic/Atheist,” and “Other” (write-in response).

3 Response options included 1 � never or almost never, 2 � a few times
a year, 3 � about once a month, 4 � about 2–3 times a month, 5 � about
once a week, and 6 � more than once a week.
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Actions that support monks and the temple. For rural adoles-
cents, engaging in behaviors to support their local monks and
temples was framed as the linchpin of their religious experience.
These behaviors included donating food and other material goods;
volunteering at the temple (via teaching Buddhism, cleaning, and
dancing); constructing items for, and offering items to, monks; and
participating in temple events and activities.

With regard to temple offerings, members of this participant
group reported donating materially (rather than monetarily). Some
referred to specific items (e.g., robes, candles) that they offered;
most referred to almsgiving by way of donating food to monks
who walked by their house in the morning. One participant ex-
plained,

I go to the temple every holy day.4 Today I also went there—I woke
up early in the morning to give alms to monks . . . Every holy day, I
wake up at 6 a.m. to prepare to go to the temple to give alms. It will
finish around 8 a.m. I also help with events held at the temple, and I
do the traditional Thai dance show.

Each act discussed in this quotation assisted the local temple and
resident monks. Note, too, that this participant highlighted the
degree to which temple-based activities were infused in her life by
reiterating that she went “every holy day” and “Today I also went
there.”

The Christian participant explained that he provided service
to the temple (“P” indicates participant and “I” indicates inter-
viewer):

P: I fundraise for Buddhist temples . . . and make sculptures
of the Buddha image, too.

I: Oh, so you can contribute to that?

P: Well, yes, it’s making merit. It doesn’t have anything to
do with religion. We can all do it—make merit.

Here, the participant justified his involvement in Buddhist
activities— generally not allowed in Christianity— by psycho-
logically divorcing merit-making from Buddhism. Rural Bud-
dhist and non-Buddhist adolescents framed activities that sup-
port local temples as integral to their daily lives.

Actions that support the family and community. Rural ado-
lescents frequently referred to engaging in religious practices that
supported their family and community. Such actions included
donating on behalf of deceased relatives, participating in rituals
that convey respect for elders (e.g., pouring water on their hands),
helping at school (e.g., teaching Buddhism, serving as a book
ambassador), and assisting and serving community members.

Buddhist and non-Buddhist adolescents alike referred to helping
human and nonhuman community members as a key component of
their religious experience. The Muslim participant spoke of mak-
ing merit by sharing rice with dogs and chickens in the neighbor-
hood and at school. She explained, “Sometimes it’s like—I don’t
know—sometimes I kill hundreds or thousands of ants when I
walk. If I do something good to compensate [animals], well, I feel
better about it.” Here, we see that the self is framed as intimately
connected with other sentient beings and that merit-making is
conceived of as the mechanism through which this adolescent
assisted others.

Some suggested that engaging in religious practices that
support the community and family was important not only

because it assists and demonstrates respect for others but also
because it models positive behaviors to younger generations.
One participant who spoke about teaching Buddhism at a
school-sponsored Sunday School explained that doing so was
important to his daily life because, “Well, me doing something
that can be a good model for kids, they will learn from me and
then—and then they’ll do the same thing.”

Actions that illustrate adherence to Buddhist teachings. The
majority of rural adolescents also discussed engaging in actions
that illustrate adherence to Buddhist teachings. This included both
internal experiences and outward demonstrations.

Internal experiences included adhering to the five moral pre-
cepts, listening to Dharma (the Buddha’s teachings), and meditat-
ing. Those who framed meditation as a component of their per-
sonal religious practice typically stated that meditation helped
them cultivate consciousness. One rural adolescent explained that
meditation “helps us become conscious. When we meditate, we’re
more able to think.” Another explained, “When I get anxious, I
meditate or count the numbers 1, 2, 3—[I] try to imagine the
numbers. When you can successfully imagine it, you have con-
sciousness.” This focus on the virtues of a conscious mind is a core
Buddhist teaching.

More outward demonstrations of adhering to Buddhist teachings
included chanting, praying, and genuflecting to monks and Buddha
statues. One participant stated, “On Fridays, we pray and salute the
Buddha statue . . . and my aunt invites me to pray at the temple in
the evening.”

Ordination: An action that spans categories. Several rural
adolescents discussed temporary ordination as a monk or nun. This
was a ritual that spanned the aforementioned categories, for it
supported the temple and family and demonstrated adherence to
Buddha’s teachings. Overwhelmingly, though, rural adolescents
framed ordination as a practice in which they engaged to serve
their family members—both alive and deceased. The Christian
participant ordained as a novice monk twice, each time for 1
month. Asked why, he responded, “I did it for my grandparents
who passed away.” According to Buddhist tradition, ordaining on
behalf of one’s parents or grandparents after their death earns merit
for the deceased.

Buddhist tradition holds that males are capable of accumulating
merit for their family members via ordination. Among this rural
sample, however, females also spoke of ordination, often framing
this as both influenced by, and carrying positive consequences for,
family members. One participant explained that she ordained as a
nun for 3 months because “my aunt asked me to join her.” She
furthermore stated that the ordination was a turning point in her
life: “I am no longer stubborn,” she said, “and I don’t like to hang
out anymore . . . I used to hang out a lot, and I lied to my parents.”
She went on to explain that since this ordination experience, she
now goes out only with adults.

Rural adolescents, then, engaged in an array of ritualistic prac-
tices that served the temple, community, and family. Most spoke
about engaging in all or nearly all of these categories of religious
experience. One participant explained,

4 Holy days occur roughly four times per month.
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Well, I pray in the evening with my mom when I am free. [I: Oh—each
day?] Yes. And I donate food to monks in the mornings . . . And I always
join the events at the temples when there is an activity. And I ordained as
a nun a few times.

That this participant referred to practicing Buddhism with her
mother was neither coincidental nor unusual. As we shall later see,
family plays a critical role in rural adolescents’ religious experi-
ences.

Urban adolescents: Restricted and reshaped religious
practices. Most urban adolescents said that attending places of
worship was a central part of their religious practice. Some spoke
about attending the temple but not about making merit, whereas
others explained that they went to the temple only on special
occasions, thus indicating an orientation toward religious practice
that is distinct from rural adolescents.

Beyond this, urban adolescents discussed a restricted range of
religious practices in which they engaged (namely, almsgiving and
meditation). They further tended to qualify these practices and to
frame them as highly individualized and as serving the develop-
ment of the self. An additional subcategory that emerged for this
participant group when discussing their religious practices was the
contestation of religion. Each subcategory is now discussed in
turn.

Action that supports monks, and its qualification. The action
that urban adolescents engaged in to support monks was donation.
Some participants referred to providing material (typically food),
whereas others referred to providing financial, support. Further-
more, many urban adolescents reported that this was the only way
they made merit. Asked if, and in what ways, she made merit, one
participant responded, “Offering food to monks. Just offering food
to monks—that’s it.” Another participant explained that he made
merit by giving alms to monks who walked past his house. He
quickly added, “But lately, I don’t get to do it—I get up late,” and
laughed. When asked whether there was anything else he did apart
from giving alms, he responded, “There’s nothing else, I guess.”

Like this participant, several urban adolescents qualified their
almsgiving. One participant who also said that he made merit by
giving alms to monks in the morning added, “But . . . I’m not doing
this every day. Just if I have time.” When asked whether there
were any other ways that he made merit in addition to almsgiving,
he replied, “Almsgiving—almsgiving—is there anything else? Is
there another way? [pause] I do not know.”

By explaining that he did not give alms on a daily basis, this
participant qualified his almsgiving. He also illustrated his more
restricted view of what constitutes merit-making and of its inte-
gration in his life by asking the interviewer if “there [is] another
way” to make merit beyond almsgiving. Still other urban adoles-
cents qualified their merit-making, and temple attendance more
generally, by explaining that they engaged in these acts only on
their birthday or on important holidays.

For this participant group, almsgiving was often framed as an
action that serves one’s internal satisfaction. One participant, for
example, said that making merit is “really important, because
when I make merit, I feel good . . . It’s refreshing—I feel happy.”
Another explained that going to the temple and making merit
“makes me feel good. But I don’t usually do it.” Asked why, he
responded, “I don’t have time—I’m [usually] studying.” This
participant, then, both qualifies his almsgiving and suggests that

this action is important because it benefits the self’s internal
mental state. As we shall see in the subcategory that follows, urban
adolescents framed their religious practices in light of benefiting
the self not infrequently.

Actions that support the self, and the individualization of
religious practices. Urban adolescents’ religious practices were
often framed as highly individualized and as means to autonomous
ends.

Meditation, which constituted a key component of this partici-
pant group’s religious experience, was individualized both in form
and function for this participant group. One urban adolescent, for
instance, described her meditation as imagining a monk holding
lotus flowers; another described meditation in broader and more
unorthodox terms, explaining that “when I study, it can be medi-
tation.”

Several urban adolescents framed their personal goals of success
as a facilitator for both meditating and almsgiving. This participant
group tended to frame meditation as enhancing school perfor-
mance, suggesting that meditation made studying easier, aided
concentration in class, and improved grades. One participant ex-
plained that he meditated now more than in the past because
meditation “makes it easier to study.” He continued, “If I read a
book and don’t understand it, I’ll try to [meditate].” As in the
previous subcategory, though, participants’ meditation practices
were often qualified. One participant stated that she meditated a
few times a week, before explaining, “But I can’t concentrate for
too long . . . so sometimes it’s not so long. It depends on how
exhausted I am that day.”

Urban adolescents also framed merit-making practices as ben-
efiting their current and future lives. One participant explained, “I
think [making merit] is important because I’m a senior, and if I
want to enter university . . . well, it’s quite funny, but maybe it can
help me get in.” He noted that making merit is something he had
only recently started doing: “[It’s] only because of university. I
wasn’t interested in that before.” Others looked to a far more
distant future. One such participant said that making merit was
useful for the following reason:

P: I believe that if you donate more, then your next life will
be better.

I: Your next life will be better?

P: Yea, like you’ll be rich—born in a rich family.

I: Ah, OK. So for you, is making merit important?

P: Not really important, but I try to do it.

Other urban adolescents framed personal goals as impediments
to their religious practice. Asked how important making merit and
going to the temple were in her life, one participant said that they
“aren’t yet” important, explaining, “My future is more important.
I need to focus on this rather than temples and meditation, you
know?” Another explained that she had hoped to meditate over the
summer, “but I had to study.” Personal goals of success for this life
and the life thereafter were conceptualized by urban adolescents as
both facilitators for, and impediments to, their personal religious
practices. Their engagement in religious practices was directly
linked to their thinking about their envisioned futures.

Interestingly, the few urban adolescents who spoke about tem-
porary ordination (for 1 week or less) framed this in a way that was
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distinct from rural adolescents. That is, the component on which
they focused was meditation rather than on accumulating merit for
their ancestors. They tended to focus on the internal functions that
accompanied temporary ordination, explaining specific visualiza-
tions they had of Heaven as well as the utility of learning how to
control their minds. An exchange with one such participant fol-
lows:

P: My parents and I always go to temple together, and
sometimes my mom takes me to the temple to meditate
for 7 days.

I: And do you like it?

P: Mmmm, yes—it can help me so I can study very good.

Note that her ordination experience was framed as enjoyable
insofar as it benefited her academic performance.

Contested religious practices. Several urban adolescents con-
tested religion—both specific Buddhist practices and religion
more generally. Some urban adolescents contested ritualistic prac-
tices and explained that temple-going and merit-making were
not—or should not be—requisites of Buddhism. Rather, these
participants believed that cultivating the mind is more important
than outward, ritualistic practices. One participant explained, “If
my mind is OK, I don’t have to go to the temple, I don’t have to
make merit. I don’t have to. I think if I feel happy and don’t hurt
anybody, it will be OK.” Here, we see that the participant’s mental
well-being and not causing harm to other individuals are priori-
tized over going to the temple and making merit. Others similarly
suggested that Buddhism was actually “about” being a kind, hon-
est, and “good person” rather than engaging in ritualistic practices.
Asked about his religious practices, one participant explained his
beliefs about what Buddhism is and is not:

I think to be a Buddhist is to have patience and forgiveness. I think it’s
not necessary to go to the temple and have to pray or make merit or
something. Because it’s like—being a good man is to respect other
people and do good for them. I think that’s the real Buddhism, truly.

For him, “real Buddhism” entailed cultivating one’s internal vir-
tues rather than outward practices.

Still others highlighted particular Buddhist practices that are and
are not deemed important or necessary. One such participant pitted
meditation against making merit and, in so doing, directly ques-
tioned the widespread belief that making merit brings karmic
rewards:

I think meditation is important—more than making merit. Because
people making merit, they think if you make merit, you will be lucky,
you will be rich, and if you die you will go to the Heaven. I think we
do not know if it will be true or not. But if you meditate, you will be
relaxed.

A subset of urban adolescents critiqued Buddhism more gener-
ally, suggesting that they did very little or nothing at all related to
religion. One such participant simply stated, “I think Buddhism
judges people.” Another suggested that Buddhism—and religion
more generally—was unappealing. Contrasting religion with tech-
nology, she explained that “it’s easy to get bored with Buddhism.”
She continued,

Religion is like, you learn it and then it’s finished. There’s nothing
new—there are no updates in religion. [laughs]. Like a new iPad—
iPad 2, iPad 3—there is no Buddhism 1, Buddhism 2 . . . no update
like Buddhism 1.3, System 18.

It is important to note that each participant who critiqued or
distanced themselves from Buddhism indicated that they were
Buddhist on the preinterview questionnaire.

Distinct Framings of Divine Selves

Rural and urban adolescents alike mentioned family members
and friends when discussing their religious practices. Framings,
however, varied across cultural lines.

Rural adolescents: Religion as a relational experience. As
the reader has likely noted, rural adolescents overwhelmingly
framed social others as integral to their religious practices. In fact,
this participant group often referred to social others well before
being asked to compare their religious practices with those of their
parents and peers.

Practicing with—and on behalf of—family members. Rural
adolescents reported engaging in religious practices with, and on
behalf of, family members. Family members included those that
are living and deceased: parents, grandparents, siblings, extended
family members, and entire families.

Many rural adolescents, in fact, responded to questions about
their own religious practices by referring to their family. Asked
about his religious practices, one participant responded, “My dad
and I are willing to help the temple’s work.” Another explained,
“We go there—me, mom, and my brother. We get chaotic in the
temple!” Another simply stated, “When we make merit, we go
together.” Rural adolescents overwhelmingly described practicing
with family members as a normative experience.

Rural adolescents also framed parents as facilitators of their reli-
gious experiences even if parents themselves were unable to go to the
temple. Some said they go to the temple on behalf of their parents.
Asked to compare her practices with her parents’ practices, one
adolescent responded, “It’s different. Suppose I’m home—they’ll ask
me to go to the temple while they go to work on the [rice] field.”
Another reported that her religious practices differed from her parents
because she practices more: “It’s me. That’s because sometimes my
parents have work to do. And I go there—I go there for them.”
Through such framings, rural adolescents painted themselves as reli-
gious conduits for their parents, many of whom were too busy with
work to visit the temple themselves. This participant group also
framed themselves as religious conduits for deceased relatives. Sev-
eral explained that part of their religious practice entailed dedicating
the food they offer to monks to deceased family members.

Practicing with friends. Rural adolescents also framed their
personal religious practices as inextricable from their friends. One
participant explained, “If I go to the temple, I always go with my
friends—we go together. Even those who do not want go, we’ll
make them tag along eventually.” When asked about what hap-
pened when her friends could not go, she responded, “They still
have to go [giggles]—sometimes I even have to wake them up.”

By stating that she “make[s] them tag along eventually” and
indicating that she “sometimes even [has] to wake them up,” this
participant suggests that going to the temple is a required social
activity, and one that—on occasion—requires playful prodding.
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Several rural adolescents spoke about blending family and
friends in their religious practices. One participant explained, “If
[my friends] aren’t free, then I go with grandma. If they are free,
and grandma asks me to come with her, well, I take my friends
with her—I ask them to go with grandma. We sit together.”
Emphasizing the physical proximity between her grandmother,
herself, and her friends (“we sit together”), the self-as-religious-
practitioner is framed as spatially and spiritually intertwined with
both family and friends. Further, we see that family and friends are
not conceived as opposing, but rather as integrated, social forces.

Indeed, practicing religion with friends was framed as a natural
part of quotidian life. One participant explained that making merit
and going to the temple was “just daily life. On religious days, I go
to the temple—inviting my friends.” Rural adolescents also spoke
of practicing with friends at school. One participant explained, “for
me and my friends, there are monks that come teach us . . . they
know how to teach and make it fun. We have faith in them.” Such
language illustrates the institutionalization of religion in this com-
munity, further detailed in the subcategory that follows.

Practicing with teachers and peers. The overwhelming ma-
jority of rural adolescents spoke about practicing religion with
teachers and peers at school. This was often mentioned at the
outset of discussing their religious practices and despite not being
asked about school, thus indicating that school plays a key role in
the religious practices of this participant group.

Rural adolescents discussed a range of rituals and practices in
which they engaged with teachers and peers at school: praying,
chanting, and meditating each morning; making temple visits and
volunteering at the temple during the school day; and paying
respect to monks during their weekly visits to the school. Several
participants also discussed the integration of self, school, and
family: “If the school holds an event or activity, I’ll join . . . and
my family will bring food—come to school and make merit. The
school arranges the event every Friday.”

Each rural adolescent who said they meditated referred to doing
so at school (e.g., “I do it at school when there is a Buddhist
activity”), and the majority who framed meditation as part of their
religious practice stated that they did this only at school. A few
said that, on the one hand, they had less time to engage in religious
practices because of schoolwork, but on the other hand, school
facilitated their religious experience. Speaking about offering food
on behalf of deceased relatives, one adolescent explained, “Now I
don’t have much time like I did, so I don’t get to do it . . . but if
the school organizes it, I do it.”

Religion was deeply embedded in the everyday lives of rural
adolescents, and in their relationships with parents, friends, class-
mates, and teachers.

Urban adolescents: Pressure, critique, and drawing lines of
difference. Urban adolescents did frame social others—parents
and friends, in particular—as involved in their religious practices.
As we shall see, however, they often qualified their relational
religious practices.

Practicing with parents—sometimes. Among urban adoles-
cents who attended places of worship, the majority said they did so
with parents. Yet this participant group often qualified these rela-
tional religious practices by emphasizing distinctions between
their own and their parents’ practices, and by pointing to feelings
of obligation that accompanied practicing with family.

After saying that she was not a religious person, one participant
explained that she “just goes with mom and makes merit on my
birthday. I also make merit with my dad when we travel to other
provinces.” She continued, highlighting sharp divergences in her
practices and her parents’ practices, stating that their Buddhism is
“so strict” and that her mother often goes to the temple, where she
helps with cleaning and offers robes and other goods to monks
who reside there. About the temple, another participant said that
she and her mother “usually go together. But at home she’s more
strict [sic] than me—like she prays more often than me.”

Several urban adolescents described feeling obligated or pres-
sured to practice with their parents. One participant stated that her
mother “has to force” her to go to the temple. About her parents,
another participant said,

They go alone, or sometimes with friends. But not with me. [laughs]
When they ask me to go to the temple, I say, “No. Today I have a
headache, a stomachache, I want to sleep, I have too much work.”

She continued, “Sometimes when—if I didn’t [pause] Well, I have
to go like twice a year. If that year I didn’t go to the temple, my
mom [would say], ‘You should go at least once a year!’” Another
participant similarly explained that she received some pressure
from family to take part in religious activities: “My aunt used
to—if my sister and I don’t go to the temple all the time, she would
say something like, ‘Your uncle really misses you and wants to see
you.’” The urban adolescent who had converted to Christianity
explained that he still went to the temple “because my father says
so, so I have to come with him.”

Some critiqued their parents’ Buddhism. One urban adolescent
explained why he disliked his mother’s temple of choice (Tham-
makai): “It has a slogan that says, ‘If you pay a little, you get a
little merit. If you pay more, you get more merit. I think, WHAT?!
I think it’s bad.” Another explained that she did not “think the
same” as her parents when it comes to Buddhism: “I think they
really believe in Buddhism. But I—I have some things that I
question. When asked for an example, she responded, “Like if I
make merit, is it really sent to the person I make merit to? We
don’t know.”

Still others framed parents as impediments to the religious
knowledge and practices of Thai teens. One participant explained
that parents were not teaching current and future generations to go
to the temple and to make merit. Another participant echoed this,
saying,

I have talked to my mom, and she said that when she was young, my
grandmother made her give food to monks every morning . . . it’s just
something she had to do every day. But now I see just old people do
it every day. I think [the] new generation doesn’t do it every day.

When asked why she thought young people give alms less today,
she responded, “I think it’s because some parents do not teach
them.”

As seen in this subcategory, urban adolescents reported practic-
ing with their parents. But doing so was not a given. Rather, it was
often framed as an obligation in which they engage after being
pressured into doing so. Others drew lines of difference between
their practices and their parents’ practices or between the practices
of their generation and their parents’ generation. Still others ques-
tioned key components of their parents’ religious practices.
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Practicing—or not—with friends. Although some urban ad-
olescents indicated a lack of awareness of their friends’ religious
practices (“[We] don’t really talk about that”), many said that their
religious practices were similar to their friends. The Christian
convert, for instance, highlighted his friends’ influence in his
conversion, explaining that he became Christian after a friend
brought him to listen to a sermon. He now attends church with this
friend each Sunday.

The perceived similitude between urban adolescents’ practices
and their friends’ practices included those who suggested that their
friends practiced equally as little as they do. One participant
explained that his religious practices were similar to his friends
because “I’ve seen that they don’t really go to the temple.”
Another participant, who suggested that her primary way of prac-
ticing Buddhism was adhering to the five precepts, explained that
her friends also follow the precepts, adding “and when we quit, we
quit together.”

Some urban adolescents drew lines of difference between their
own and their friends’ religious practices. One said she had noticed
that her friends did not know what to do during rituals in which
monks blessed them with water but that she did. Another partici-
pant explained that she was more serious about Buddhism than her
friends because, “I don’t like to watch TV, play computer like
them. I think they don’t like to go to the temple.” This participant
both distinguished her practices and those of her friends and pitted
technology in opposition to the temple.

Some critiqued their friends’ practices and their interpretations
of religion. One participant shared that her friends went to fortune-
tellers as part of their religious practice. She explained, “I think it’s

totally stupid to go to them. But everyone, like EVERYONE goes
to them . . . every girlfriend . . . Ugh! It’s so stupid.” She went on to
say that this “is not supposed to be” part of Buddhism, but “for
them, it’s the same thing.”

Although urban adolescents did practice with family and
friends, members of this participant group often differentiated
between their practices and the practices of family and friends.
Some also critiqued the religious practices of social others and
discussed psychological experiences of pressure or obligation
when speaking about practicing with parents.

An Integrated Model: Shifting Orientations Toward
Religion With Sociocultural Change

Figure 1 provides a visual display of the grounded theory derived
from this study.

Among rural adolescents, religion was deeply embedded in
daily life (even of non-Buddhists) in a variety of ways. Rural
adolescents framed the divine self as fundamentally intertwined
with social others and framed family members as the primary
facilitators of their religious experiences. As seen in the results,
they tended to discuss engaging in religious practices alongside
family members and friends prior to being asked to compare their
practices with others.

Urban adolescents engaged in a restricted range of religious
practices and focused on personal goals of success and engaging in
religious practices (e.g., meditating, making merit) for the benefit
of the self—both in their present and future lives. By framing
religious practices as an impediment to studying, and hence to

Gemeinschaft Community       Gesellschaft Society  

 

 

 

  

 

Divine Self Divine Self 

Divine Selves 

External, ritualistic practices 
 

Serving temple, community, and family 
 

Religion as embedded in daily life 

Fundamentally 
intertwined 

Engage in religious practices with 
social others (family, friends, teachers) 

 

Religion as binding component of 
social world 

Restricted and qualified ritualistic 
practices; religion as internal 

 

Religious practices as facilitating or 
impeding benefit of self 

 

Question and contest traditional 
religious practices 

Engage in religious practices with 
social others (especially parents), 
but doing so facilitates feelings of 

pressure and obligation 
 

Critique religious practices of 
important social others 

Increasing adolescent agency 
and autonomy 

Divine Selves 

Figure 1. Orientations toward religion among Thai adolescents in rural Gemeinschaft and urban Gesellschaft
ecologies.
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building their desired futures, others discussed not engaging in
religious practices for the self’s benefit. Urban adolescents also
questioned, critiqued, and contested traditional Thai Buddhist
practices and beliefs—both for themselves and for important so-
cial others. This participant group conceptualized religion as fal-
lible and not to be accepted unequivocally. We see this reflected in
the urban adolescent who chose his own religious path (Christi-
anity) and emphasized—as did many urban adolescents—the im-
portance of analyzing and critiquing before integrating religious
faith. We saw, too, that urban adolescents contested ritualistic
practices in favor of the internal cultivation of a divine self—a self
that determines the meaning of religion. For many urban adoles-
cents, it was determined that Buddhism is “about” being a good
person and not about engaging in outward practices.

Like rural adolescents, urban adolescents framed family mem-
bers as the primary facilitators of their religious experiences.
Unlike rural adolescents, urban adolescents often highlighted psy-
chological experiences of pressure or obligation to engage in
religious practices alongside family members. They also tended to
refer to more proximal family members (e.g., parents) than did
rural adolescents, and to discuss their family members’ involve-
ment only when asked directly about similarities and differences
between their and their parents’ practices.

These variations in adolescent religious practices, and in the
framings of those practices across communities that are geograph-
ically nearby and yet constitute distinct sociodemographic ecolo-
gies, indicate movement from an interdependent to a more inde-
pendent religious orientation as communities become increasingly
globalized. Data suggest that adolescents in both sociodemo-
graphic ecologies are, to some extent, enmeshed in a relational
spirituality; data also suggest that urban adolescents’ agency and
autonomy have transformed those relationships, rendering the di-
vine self and selves overlapping—rather than fundamentally inter-
connected.

Discussion

The present qualitative analysis has afforded a layered under-
standing of continuity and change in Thai adolescents’ religious
practices as a result of globalization-related sociocultural change.
Foregrounding the meanings that adolescents attribute to their
religious practices has revealed that those in rural and urban
communities framed family members as playing a key role in their
religious practices. This speaks to the importance of family and the
integration—or at least the expectation of integration—of family
into Northern Thai adolescents’ religious practices. Results also
illustrate, however, that rural and urban adolescents framed family
members’ roles in their religious practices and psychological ori-
entations toward religion in distinct ways. To make sense of these
findings, we now turn to a consideration of the unique ethno-
graphic contexts inhabited by rural and urban adolescents.

Religious Practice in Context

Rural adolescents discussed a variety of religious facilitators. In
addition to parents and other family members, they discussed
school, friends, youth clubs, and virtues of consciousness as cat-
alysts for their religious practices. That the divine self is under-
stood in the context of other selves indicates that rural adolescents

have an interdependent orientation toward religion. That they
focus on performing outer deeds (e.g., actions that support monks,
the temple, family, and community) indicates an externalized
religion.

These findings should be understood in light of the school and
community contexts traversed by rural adolescents. During school
visits, the first author noted that monks often roamed the campus.
In one conversation with a teacher, she remarked about the level of
connection between the school and local temples. The teacher
responded, “Well, they help lead kids the right way morally. And
we help them develop the temple.” Indeed, teachers and students
assisted local temples in a variety of ways. On Tian Pansa
(เทีียนพรรษา; the celebration that marks the beginning of the rainy
season, when, historically, monks stay in their temples to study and
avoid unnecessary travel), students made wax candles by hand for
local monks. The close scholastic and monastic ties were further
evinced by frequent visits to, and merit-making at, temples during
the school day, and the fact that student performance was assessed,
in part, by a “moral portfolio” for which helping in the community
plays an important role. At the rural school, student success was
intertwined with, and marked by, involvement in the community,
the foundation of which is Buddhism.

Among urban adolescents, personal goals of success in this life
and in the life thereafter were commonly discussed both as cata-
lysts for and impediments to their religious practices. This study
thus suggests that urban adolescents hold a more independent
orientation toward religion. Their engagement in a restricted range
of ritualistic practices, and their qualifications (e.g., that they visit
the temple on their birthdays, or on holidays, or at their parents’
urging) and contestations of such practices, as well as the insis-
tence that Buddhism is more about cultivating internal virtues than
engaging in external, ritualistic practices, speaks to a distinct
orientation toward religion in this urban Gesellschaft ecology.

Such findings should be understood alongside the emphasis
placed on academic performance as the gateway to a prosperous
future in this community. Such aims were, as seen in this study,
verbalized by urban adolescents; they were also reiterated in the
urban school, in which the necessity of competing with others to
secure good jobs as a result of ASEAN was frequently discussed.
Findings should also be understood in light of urban adolescents’
exposure to a more commodified form of Buddhism, with temples
increasingly charging tourists to enter and to take photographs,
rendering temples as much as cultural artifacts for tourists as sites
for religious worship for locals.

Globalization and Adolescent Orientations
Toward Religion

Thailand may be one of the most religious countries in the
world, but this study suggests that—at least among adolescents—
the types of religious practices engaged in, and the psychological
orientation toward those practices, are changing. Although it may
be an overstatement to say that Thais today are choosing shopping
malls over temples (as suggested by a Thai monk; Fuller, 2012), it
does appear that religious practices are more restricted and serve
distinct psychological functions among adolescents growing up in
Gesellschaft environments.

Results showed that even when religious practices overlapped
across settings (e.g., going to the temple, making merit, temporary

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

84 MCKENZIE, TSUTSUI, AND PRAKASH



ordination, meditation), the function that these practices served
differed. Urban adolescents often framed these practices as serving
one’s internal satisfaction and as benefiting the present and future
self; rural adolescents, meanwhile, often focused on engaging in
these practices in order to support monks, family members, and the
community more generally. Urban adolescents often qualified their
practices and contested both specific practices (including those of
their parents and friends) and religion more generally. Whereas
rural adolescents tended to focus on external practices that serve
others, urban adolescents often framed religion as internal, and
thus invisible, and highlighted feelings of obligation and pressure
to practice with family. Such findings suggest that adolescents
growing up in urban Gesellschaft settings increasingly encounter
egalitarianism in their social relationships—a departure from the
fundamental hierarchy that has historically characterized Thai re-
lationships (Eberhardt, 2014).

This article opened by referring to research suggesting that adoles-
cents’ increasing autonomy and agency (Fowler, 1981) and search for
identity cohesion (King, 2003) are foundational to their religious
exploration and behavior. Urban Thai adolescents’ language certainly
indicated an autonomous approach to religious practices, which, at
times, resulted in a distancing from indigenous, ritualistic practices. It
has been proposed that religion fulfills adolescent needs both for
autonomy and relatedness (Trommsdorff, 2015); the present grounded
theory suggests that as Gemeinschaft communities transform into
Gesellschaft societies, the function of religion transforms. Indeed,
religious practices appear to satisfy culturally adaptive needs for
relatedness for rural adolescents. For urban adolescents, religious
practices—and lack thereof—satisfy increasingly culturally adaptive
needs for autonomy. Such findings align with Greenfield’s (2009)
proposal that the value of personal choice is adaptive among youth
growing up in Gesellschaft—but not in Gemeinschaft—environ-
ments. It also extends previous work, which found reliance upon
autonomous moral reasoning among urban Thai adolescents and
community-based moral reasoning among rural Thai adolescents
(McKenzie, 2018b). This study shows that such a divide across
cultural lines extends beyond adolescent considerations of their moral
experiences to their orientations toward religion.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates how adolescent religious practices are at
once maintained and dynamically reconstituted with sociocultural
change. By pointing to the role of social others in the religious
practices of rural and urban Thai adolescents, it speaks to mainte-
nance. By pointing to distinct religious practices and orientations
toward religion among adolescents residing in communities separated
by a mere 25 miles, this study suggests that adolescents develop more
independent religious orientations as cultural communities be-
come increasingly urbanized, high in technology, and shift
toward a commerce-based economy.

This study further illustrates the utility of qualitative data analysis.
Whereas quantitative analysis indicated that rural and urban adoles-
cents’ frequency of attending places of worship did not differ, qual-
itative analyses uncovered distinct types of—and psychological ori-
entations toward—religious practices. The present qualitative analysis
further determined why adolescents engage—and do not engage—in
particular religious practices as well as their perceptions of the pre-
dominant and presumed religion of the country.
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