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ABSTRACT

The Psychological Structure of the Public
and Propagation Strategies in the Era of
De-Religionization:

Focusing on the Comparison of Perceptual Structures
between Buddhists and the Non-Religious

Moon, Eun-hwa(Ven. Yeo-ga)
Research Professor, Institute of Buddhist Studies,
Joong-Ang Sangha University

This study aims to empirically examine the psychological structure
of the public and their acceptance of Buddhist thought amid the decline
of religiosity and the rise of the non-religious population in
contemporary Korean society. Based on survey data collected in 2025
by the Jogye Order Research Institute from 2,000 adults nationwide,
this study analyzes the factors shaping trust in Buddhism and Buddhist
monks, as well as patterns of acceptance of Buddhist thought among
Buddhists and non-religious respondents. It further classifies the public
through K-means cluster analysis according to their acceptance of
Buddhist thought.

The findings show that the public commonly values moral trust
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factors, such as ‘trustworthy’ and ‘respectable.” However, non-religious
respondents placed relatively greater emphasis on practical factors,
including integrity, the ability to address real-life problems, and ease
of understanding, whereas Buddhists emphasized value-oriented factors
such as altruism, peacefulness, and the authority of religious practice.
Regarding the acceptance of Buddhist thought, rational and practical
principles such as causality (Hetu-phala), dependent origination
(Pratityasamutpada), and the truth of the origin of suffering
(Samudaya-satya) were relatively well accepted, while impermanence
(Anitya) showed low acceptance across religious groups.

Cluster analysis identified three types: secular realists, rational
accepters, and conventional believers. Among them, the rational
accepters included many non-religious respondents and showed
positive acceptance of Buddhist rational principles such as causality,
dependent origination, and the origin of suffering, while maintaining
distance from fatalistic views. This group may therefore serve as an
important point of contact for Buddhist outreach to the non-religious
public. In contrast, the conventional believers, which included more
than half of all Buddhist respondents, were familiar with traditional
doctrines such as rebirth, Buddhahood, and the truth of suffering
(Duhkha-satya), but also showed a mixture of prayer-oriented faith
and fatalistic attitudes. This indicates structural challenges within the
existing Buddhist community, including the routinization of doctrinal
understanding and demographic aging.

Accordingly, this study proposes a two-track propagation strategy

tailored to each target demographic. Propagation for the non-religious
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must be structured around practical mind cultivation and modern
therapeutic language grounded in causality, dependent origination, and
the cause of suffering. Meanwhile, propagation for established
Buddhists should focus on transforming their familiarity with
traditional doctrines into a proactive, dependent-origination-based
understanding of practice. Furthermore, the reliance on prayer-centric
faith and fatalism should be addressed as an educational imperative,
requiring reconstruction through the perfuming of the true Dharma

(Saddharma-vasand) and practice-based aspiration.

Key Words: The Non-Religious Population, Korean Buddhism, Trust Factors,
Acceptance of Buddhist Thought, Dharma Propagation
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