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Abstract 

Increasing evidence suggests that people show moral concern for robots among other 

nonhuman entities. Further, people’s attitudes toward new automated technologies such as 

robots and AI are influenced by their social backgrounds, including religion. Two specific 

religion-related values, i.e., animism and anthropocentrism, have been recognized to 

influence preference for and familiarity with robots. However, how they affect moral care for 

robots under different religious traditions has not been studied. Here, we empirically 

examined how moral care for robots is influenced by religiosity (i.e., religious beliefs and 

religious attendance) and religion-related values (i.e., animism and anthropomorphism) in 

US and Japanese samples, cultures that are grounded in Abrahamic and Shinto-Buddhist 

traditions, respectively (N = 3781). Overall, moral care for robots was higher in Japan than in 

the US, matching previous findings. Moral care for robots was negatively associated with 

religiosity in the US and positively in Japan, although its variance was better explained by 

religion-related values than religiosity. Further, moral care for robots had a negative 

association with anthropocentrism in the US and a positive association with animism in 

Japan. The findings demonstrate how religious tradition may influence moral attitudes 

toward robots, highlighting the role of cultural traditions in the realm of moral considerations. 

Keywords: human-robot interaction, religion, moral foundation theory, care, cross-

cultural study 
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Influence of Religion-Related Values on Moral Care for Robots in the US and Japan 

 

In 2015, the robotics company Boston Dynamics published a video of a robotic dog, 

Spot, being kicked by the company's staff. The video was intended to demonstrate Spot’s 

ability to remain stable in response to external impacts. Instead, the video evoked a variety 

of moral and ethical concerns on social media; some sympathized with Spot and 

condemned the perceived violence against the robot, while others ridiculed this reaction 

(Parke, 2015). Similarly, when the hitchhiking humanoid hitchBOT failed to complete its 

journey after being broken by an unspecified person (or people), some reactions described 

those who broke the robot as morally wrong, while others did not (Fraser et al., 2019). 

Elsewhere, Bartneck and Keijsers (2020) reported that people viewed abuse toward robots 

and humans as similarly unacceptable. 

 The issue of whether robots deserve moral consideration or whether they can be 

“moral patients” (i.e., targets of moral consideration) is receiving increasing research 

attention (Shevlin, 2021). Furthermore, the extent to which rights should be granted to robots 

(“robot rights”; Gunkel, 2018) has been discussed, but quantitative knowledge of people's 

actual reactions is lacking. The importance of social and cultural background in this regard 

has also been suggested. For example, Coeckelbergh (2018) argued that to understand 

moral consideration toward robots (“moral care” hereafter), we should look beyond mere 

individual differences and attend to the relational and historical aspects of ethics, such as 

social and cultural background. However, the effect of cultural background on people’s views 

about moral attitudes toward robots has been little explored. This study seeks to address 

this gap by comparing Japanese and American moral attitudes toward robots. 

Religions are often an important source of moral attitudes toward other humans and 

may therefore affect moral attitudes toward robots (MacDorman et al., 2009; Halpern & Katz, 

2012; Shaw-Garlock, 2009). This speculation also aligns with the argument that religion has 
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influenced the relationship between humans and technology (Geraci, 2006). The current 

study examined this idea by focusing on a specific moral attitude, that harming robots is 

morally wrong (i.e., care foundation in the moral foundations theory; Graham et al., 2013), a 

view which was evidenced by some reactions to the cases of Spot and hitchBOT. We 

explored the role of religion-related values, with a specific focus on anthropocentrism and 

animism, since previous literature suggested that these two factors influence attitudes 

toward robots (Fortuna et al., 2023; Okanda et al., 2019). 

 

Anthropocentrism, Religion, and Moral Care for Robots 

Anthropocentrism is "a doctrine or theory which elevates man [sic] as the center of 

the world and sees the well-being of humanity as the ultimate purpose of things” (Reinhardt, 

1972, p. 62). Christianity—and indeed Abrahamic religions more broadly—are arguably 

anthropocentric religions. In both the book of Genesis (1.26-27), shared by Jews and 

Christians, and in the Muslim hadith, God is said to have made human beings in his own 

image (Melchert, 2011). The book of Genesis also mentions that human beings have been 

given dominion over all creatures, which is echoed in the Qu’ran (35.39), where human 

beings are called Allah’s vice-regents. This concept of “Imago Dei” (i.e., humans being 

God’s creation and made in His image) forms the foundation of perceptions that humans are 

superior to other beings; it has determined the nature of human relations with the 

environment and technology in Western cultures (Herzfeld, 2023). Previous psychology 

studies have confirmed this; for example, Chandler (1981) reported that US Catholic 

participants scored significantly higher on the anthropocentrism scale than nonreligious 

participants. Fortuna et al. (2023) used a different single-factor scale and found that 

anthropocentrism positively correlates with religiosity in predominantly Catholic Italy. 

 Anthropocentric thinking tends to take human beings as a reference point in 

determining the status and value of nonhumans (see Spatola et al., 2022). This tendency is 

linked to a phenomenon called dehumanization, i.e., holding negative attitudes or disregard 
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for an entity when it appears to lack human traits (Haslam, 2006). Studies have suggested 

that robots are related to dehumanization in two ways: 1) they are entities that transform 

human life into a dehumanized form (de Oliveira and Oliveira, 2019) and 2) they are entities 

devoid of human nature (Spatola, 2020). Anthropocentrism might strengthen negative views 

of dehumanized entities. Consistent with these ideas, Fortuna et al. (2023) found that 

anthropocentrism predicted negative attitudes toward robots. We further speculate that 

anthropocentrism postulates nonhumans as less worthy of moral concern and excludes 

them from the “moral circle” (Haslam et al., 2012). Thus, we expect that anthropocentrism 

suppresses moral care for robots. 

 

 

Animism, Religion, and Moral Care for Robots 

Animism, like anthropocentrism, is a value system regarding the relationship 

between humans and nonhumans. Animism is a worldview in which everything is alive or 

has a soul; thus, animism does not clearly distinguish between humans and nonhumans, 

and treats them as sharing fundamental characteristics (Spatola et al., 2022). Animism has 

been considered to be closely associated with religion. For example, among earlier theories 

(e.g., Tylor, 1889), anthropologists hypothesized that religion has animistic roots or that 

animism itself is a religious phenomenon (Guthrie, 1995; Hunter & Whitten, 1976, p. 12). 

Furthermore, as with anthropocentrism, animism is associated with some religious and 

cultural traditions more than others. Christianity, Judaism, and Islam are not typically 

considered to be animistic religions. In contrast, the traditional Japanese religion, Shinto, 

has often been considered animistic (Abe, 1997; Hosaka, 2003; Allison, 2006). The principle 

of Shinto is a sense of awe evoked by nature; it is linked to the feeling that human beings 

are merely a part of nature, not its governor (Geraci, 2006). In other words, Shinto places a 

strong emphasis on the fundamental link between humans and nature, unlike the Judeo-

Christian tradition, which emphasizes the distinction between humans and nonhumans. In 
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this sense, it is clear that Shinto can be characterized as an animistic religion, following 

Spatola et al.'s (2022) definition. 

 Building on this assumption, Allison (2006) suggested that the high acceptance of 

robots in Japan stems from Japanese cultural animism. From an animistic viewpoint, robots 

are attributed life just like natural creatures, and hence are not alien to people (Gygi, 2018). 

Viewing humans and robots as sharing characteristics would imply that they have similar 

moral status and both fall within the “moral circle.” Supporting this view, a study in Japan 

showed that beliefs about friendship with and morality toward robots are positively 

associated with animism (Okanda et al., 2019). Based on these arguments, we believe that 

animism should promote moral care for robots. Finally, we note that in the US, the link 

between attitudes toward robots and animism has not been studied. 

 

The Current Study 

We conducted a questionnaire survey on whether people regard harming robots as 

morally wrong. Following MacDorman et al. (2009), we compared American and Japanese 

attitudes, adding Katz and Halpern’s (2013) interest in religiosity to this comparison. 

MacDorman et al. (2009) found that Japan has more affinity for robots, and Halpern and 

Katz (2012) identified that the Japanese (but not the Western) tradition is associated with 

positive attitudes toward robots; thus, we predicted that Japanese people would show higher 

moral care for robots than Americans (H1). We also examined the effect of religiosity (in 

terms of religious beliefs and religious attendance) and religion-related values 

(anthropocentrism and animism). In doing so, we predicted there would be cross-cultural 

differences in the way religiosity (associated with acceptance and nonacceptance of robots 

in Japan and the US, respectively) was associated with moral care for robots. We tested 

these ideas quantitatively by investigating correlations between moral care for robots and 

religiosity and religion-related values, and the extent to which these variables explain 

morality toward robots. We hypothesized that religiosity is positively and negatively 
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associated with moral care for robots in Japan and the US, respectively (H2). We also 

hypothesized that moral care for robots is negatively associated with anthropocentrism (H3) 

and positively associated with animism (H4). 

 

Method 

Preregistration and Ethical Approval 

The hypotheses, materials, and analytical strategy were preregistered at 

https://osf.io/3dvge/?view_only=3c05cfbe125d440e81cdb75d7834a1c4. Following 

preregistration, we made several changes to the treatments of variables and analysis based 

on further literature surveys (see Appendix A1). The current research was approved by 

Ethics Committee in the School of Psychology at the University of Nottingham (F1264). 

 

Participants 

As stipulated in the preregistration, we targeted 2000 participants in both Japan and the US 

with a variety of backgrounds, aiming to have as large a sample as possible to strengthen 

the validity of the results. Quality checks by Qualtrics (which involved excluding participants 

who filled in the questionnaire too fast and those who failed an attention check) resulted in 

2,024 US and 2,025 Japanese participants. Further, participants (1) with missing values, (2) 

whose country of citizenship and residency was neither the US or Japan, and (3) whose 

entries in any input field relating to country of citizenship, religion, or occupation were 

irrelevant (e.g., “11579,” “I like,” “Yes”) were excluded by the researchers (222 US and 46 

Japanese participants). Thus, the final sample size was N = 1,802 for the US participants 

(941 women [52.2%], 6 others [0.3%]) and N  = 1,979 for the Japanese participants (1015 

women [51.3%], 14 others [0.7%]). Mean ages in the US and Japanese samples were 37.8 

years (SD = 11.61) and 38.5 years (SD = 11.86), respectively. Demographic information is 

summarized in Table 1. 

 

https://osf.io/3dvge/?view_only=3c05cfbe125d440e81cdb75d7834a1c4
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Materials 

Moral Care for Robots 

Moral care for robots was measured by adapting the care foundation items of the 

Moral Foundation Vignette (Clifford et al., 2015), which consists of short vignettes where 

people hurt or defame others. By replacing the victim with a robot, we assembled 13 items 

(e.g., “A person continues to fire a pellet gun at a robot placed in the woods”). Participants 

were asked to rate the acceptability of these situations using a 7-point Likert-type scale from 

1 (completely acceptable) to 7 (completely unacceptable). Images of three humanoid robots 

(Appendix A2) were presented at the beginning of the section of the questionnaire; 

participants were asked to assume the robot in the questionnaire was similar to those shown 

in the picture. Cronbach's alpha values for US and Japanese participants in this study 

were .96 and .95, respectively. 

 

Religiosity 

As some measures of religiosity are tailored for very specific audiences (e.g., 

Christian Orthodoxy Scale; Fullerton & Hunsberger, 1982; Jong et al., 2013), they may 

threaten the validity of a cross-cultural study of religion. Specifically, Kavanaugh and Jong 

(2020) cautioned against focusing on religious identities in cross-cultural studies that include 

Japan, because their survey of Japanese people found that 1) while Japanese people 

undervalued the importance of religious beliefs in everyday life, their endorsement of 

supernatural beliefs was normally distributed, and 2) their religious identities and practices 

were not necessarily based on a shared motivation. To address this issue, we focused on 

the pan-cultural aspects of religion, not religious identities, as encouraged by Kavanaugh 

and Jong (2020); thus, we investigated beliefs in supernatural agents and events (religious 

beliefs) and participation in ritual or prayer (religious attendance; Jong et al., 2013). 

Accordingly, we adopted the following two scales to assess religiosity. 
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For religious beliefs, we used the Supernatural Belief Scale (Jong et al., 2013; e.g., 

“There exists an all-powerful, all-knowing spiritual being, whom we might call God”), which 

has both English and Japanese versions. We used the latest version of the Japanese 

translation (version 2; Kavanaugh & Jong, 2020). Participants responded to each item on a 

9-point Likert-type scale from -4 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha 

values were .91 and .92 for the US and Japanese samples, respectively. 

 For religious attendance, following Kavanaugh and Jong (2020), we asked 

participants how often they usually (i.e., before the COVID 19 pandemic) visited a religious 

place (temple, shrine, church etc.) per year. Participants responded using the following 

ordinal scale: from 1 (never), 2 (once), 3 (twice), etc. to 11 (10 times or more).   

 In the preregistration, we stated that the question of whether these two measures 

should be merged into one variable would be determined after data collection: if they 

showed high correlations, we would merge them. Ultimately, since the consistency of the 

two measures was relatively low in Japan (Spearman’s ρ = .15 vs. ρ = .43 in the US), they 

were left unmerged. 

 

Religion-Related Values 

Anthropocentrism. We used the first factor (Pure Anthropocentrism vs. 

Nonanthropocentrism, 11 items) of the 30-item Anthropocentrism Scale (Chandler, 1981; 

e.g., “The human species is without a doubt the most advanced form of life on earth”). 

Chandler (1981) reported that scores for this first factor strongly correlated with total scores 

(r = .83). Participants responded to each item on a 7-point Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha values were .85 for both samples. 

 Animistic Habits and Anthropomorphism. For animism, we used two subscales 

(Other self and Personification of nonhuman objects) of the Animism Scale for Adults 

(Ikeuchi, 2010; e.g., “I feel that hand-made objects acquire part of the soul of the one that 

made it”; “There are times when we feel attachment to things around us like we do to 
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people”). This scale was designed to measure the degree to which people attribute vitality to 

objects and interact with them as they do with living things (i.e., animistic habits). Since the 

Divinity in nature subscale was strongly attuned to Japanese Shinto religious beliefs (see 

Abe, 1997), we excluded it to avoid measuring specifically Shinto-based animistic beliefs. 

Participants responded to each item on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) 

to 5 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha values were .86 for both samples. 

For anthropomorphism, we used the Individual Differences in Anthropomorphism 

Quotient (IDAQ; Waytz et al., 2010; e.g., “To what extent does the ocean have 

consciousness?”). Participants responded to each item on an 11-point Likert-type scale from 

0 (not at all) to 10 (very much). Cronbach’s alpha values were .92 and .91 for the US and 

Japanese samples, respectively.  

 Note that animism is often compared with anthropomorphism, which refers to the 

cognitive inference that inanimate objects are human. Although attribution of life and 

attribution of human characteristics are conceptually distinct, they are often conflated 

(Karpinska-Krakowiak & Eisend, 2021) including among researchers in human-robot 

interaction (Beran et al., 2011). Accordingly, we determined whether to consider these as a 

single measure after data collection. Ultimately, we merged them into one explanatory 

variable because Cronbach’s α values for the aggregated scale were .92 and .90 for the US 

and Japanese participants, respectively. Since the quantification and number of items 

differed between the two scales, we added them after normalizing each scale, then 

renormalized the summed scale. 

 

Covariates 

The following variables were controlled in the regression analyses. First, the 

perspective taking and empathic concern factors of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI; 

Davis, 1980; Japanese version: Himichi et al., 2017). Here, we did not include the inverted 

items of perspective taking, since their inclusion decreased the reliability of the scale (α 
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= .69 in the US and α = .66 in Japan). After this manipulation, α = .83 in the US and = .81 in 

Japan for perspective taking, and α = .74 in the US and = .77 in Japan for empathic concern. 

Exposure to robots and robot-related media was adapted from MacDorman et al.’s (2009) 

study (α = .78 in the US and = .64 in Japan). Typical image of robots was measured by 

asking participants to choose one picture from a selection of humanoid robots and 

mechanical arms (see Appendix A2). Along with these items, demographic variables (age, 

gender, and education) were also controlled as covariates. A full list of questionnaire items is 

provided in Appendix A3. 

 

Analyses 

In accordance with the hypotheses, we conducted the following analyses. For H1 

(cultural difference in moral care for robots), we tested cultural differences in ratings of moral 

care for robots between the US and Japan using an unpaired t-test. As for H2-H4 (cross-

cultural differences in the link between religiosity [H2] and religion-related values [H3, H4] 

and moral care for robots), we used multiple regression analysis. The objective variable was 

moral care for robots; the explanatory variables comprised religiosity (H2, religious 

attendance and religious beliefs) and religion-related values (H3, anthropocentrism; H4, 

animism). Since we were uncertain of the relationship between religiosity and religion-

related values, we tested them separately by evaluating the magnitude and significance of 

the regression coefficients in two models: one with religiosity only (religiosity model) and one 

with religion-related values only (religion-related values model). 

The relative goodness of fit of the models was evaluated by the Akaike's information 

criterion (AIC) and proportion of explained variance (adjusted R2). The minimum models 

under AIC model selection by countries (best model) were identified to examine which set of 

variables have explanatory power after accounting for other variables. We additionally ran: 

1) country-wise regression to identify the effects of each variable by country, 2) models 

employing both religiosity and religion-related values, and 3) models accounting for culture-
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covariate interactions (shown in Appendices A4, A5, and A6, respectively). Further, we 

conducted supplementary path analyses using structural equation modeling (SEM; Appendix 

A7). Multicollinearity was sufficiently low in all regression models (VIFs [variance inflation 

factor] < 5). 

 

Results 

Cultural Differences in Moral Care for Robots (H1) and Other Measured Variables 

First, we tested whether cultural differences in moral care for robots could be found 

between the US and Japan (H1). Japanese participants demonstrated higher moral care for 

robots, t(3108.2) = -16.3, p < .001, supporting H1. The effect size was intermediate (d = 

0.54) and comparable to previous research reporting US-Japan differences in perceived 

warmth of robots (r = .39, with higher values among Japanese participants; MacDorman et 

al., 2009). Note that the moral care for robots scale comprises not only of vignettes 

describing robots being physically attacked (unlike a prior study by Okanda et al., 2019), but 

also included mistreatment of robots. This index’s high reliability (α = .96 in the US and .95 

in Japan) showed that participants’ attitudes toward abuse of robots are consistent 

regardless of whether such abuse is physical or social. 

Likewise, we also tested cultural differences in other measured variables (which were 

also used in the regression analysis as explanatory variables). Descriptive statistics of 

measured variables are shown in Table 2. No significant cultural differences were found in 

animistic habits, t(3306.0) = -0.49, p = .626; anthropomorphism, t(3327.9) = 0.84, p = .401; 

or exposure to robots and robot-related media, t(3320.9) = -0.16, p = .870. The US 

participants rated significantly higher on religious beliefs, t(3770.5) = -32.8, p < .001; 

anthropocentrism, t(3436.4) = -10.4,  p < .001; empathic concern, t(3514.7) = -28.4, p 

< .001; and perspective taking, t(3577.6) = -20.3, p < .001. Additionally, significant 

differences were found in religious attendance with US being higher, t(3154.5) = -22.9, p 

< .001, and typical image of robot: 75.7% of the US and 82.9% of the Japanese participants 
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chose “humanoid robot”; χ2(1) = 2.93, p < .001. Distributions of measured variables are 

provided in Appendix A8. Note that religiosity was positively correlated with 

anthropocentrism and animism in both countries (Appendix A9). Further, religiosity’s 

correlation with anthropocentrism was stronger in the US and its correlation with animism 

was much stronger in Japan, indicating a country-specific association between religion-

related values and religiosity. 

 

Cross-Cultural Differences in Religiosity (H2) and Religion-Related Values (H3 and H4) 

Next, we analyzed how religiosity and religion-related values affected moral core for 

robots. The results of regression analyses with culture as an interaction factor are shown in 

Table 3. The analyses, including the interaction of culture with various covariates (age, 

gender, education, empathic concern, perspective taking, typical image of robots, and robot-

related experience) did not show any remarkable differences (Appendix A6). Thus, we only 

report regressions with interaction terms for the hypothesis-related variables (religiosity and 

religion-related values). 

 

Religiosity Model 

In the religiosity model (adjusted R2 = .18), there was a significant interaction of 

culture and religious beliefs (β = .11, p < .001; Table 3). Country-wise regression found that 

the effect of religious beliefs was significantly negative in the US (β = -.07, p = .002; 

Appendix A4) and significantly positive in Japan (β = .08, p < .001; Appendix A4). These 

results support cultural differences in the link between religiosity and moral care for robots 

(H2), although the effect size was rather small. As for religious attendance, it did not show 

significant interaction (β = .02, p = .592). 

 

Religion-Related Values Model 
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In the religion-related values model (adjusted R2 = .22), there was a significant 

interaction of culture and anthropocentrism (β = .17, p < .001; Table 3). Country-wise 

regression found that the effect of anthropocentrism was significantly negative both in the 

US (β = -.22, p = .000; Appendix A4) and in Japan (β = .06, p = .003; Appendix A4). These 

results supported the negative impact of anthropocentrism (H3). There was also a significant 

interaction of culture and animism (β = .29, p < .001). Country-wise regression found that the 

effect of animism was significantly negative in the US (β = -.06, p = .003; Appendix A4) and 

significantly positive in Japan (β = .19, p = .000; Appendix A4); thus, H4 (predicting a 

positive role of animism) was only supported in Japan. 

 

Model Selection and Relative Contribution of Explanatory Variables  

We identified the model with the lowest AIC (best model) using the dredge function of 

MuMln package (Bartoń, 2020) in R (here we included the covariates as targets of the 

variable choices; see Appendix A10). In the best model, any effects of religiosity were not 

significant, while effects of religion-related values remained significant (Table 2). The 

nonsignificance of religiosity (Table 2) in the best model suggested that the relationship 

between moral care for robots and religion was mediated by religion-related values (path 

analysis using SEM suggested such mediation effects; see Appendix A7). 

The religion-related values model was better in terms of both AIC and adjusted R2. 

This means that religion-related values rather than religiosity are associated with moral care 

for robots. However, the proportion of explained variance (adjusted R2) showed a difference 

between countries (US, .29; Japan, .17 in the country-wise best models; Appendix A4). 

These results, combined with the significant interaction of culture with both anthropocentrism 

and animism, suggest that the way in which anthropocentrism and animism are associated 

with moral care for robots is culturally specific (see also the path analyses in Appendix A7, 

which showed consistent results). 
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Discussion 

The current study found distinct moral attitudes toward robots between the US and 

Japan with a large diverse sample. As hypothesized, moral care for robots was higher in 

Japan. This result is in line with Halpern and Katz (2012), who found that Judeo-Christian 

religions are associated with less positive social attitudes to robots than Eastern religions. 

Further analyses revealed the culturally specific nature of associations between religion-

related values and moral care for robots. Overall, religion-related values (i.e., 

anthropocentrism and animism), better explained moral care for robots than religiosity itself 

(i.e., religious beliefs and religious attendance). Anthropocentrism, which is significantly 

higher in the US, was the main driver of cultural differences in moral care for robots (details 

are discussed below).  

The current study added to the literature by shedding light on a newly recognized 

phenomenon, moral care for robots, and quantitatively described how religiosity and religion-

related values are associated with this phenomenon. Previously, Nomura et al. (2019) 

studied how personal traits (such as altruism) and attitudes toward robots are related to 

moral concern for robots. Our study also examined some of these relations, but extended 

the research by finding cross-cultural differences in the way that religion influences moral 

attitudes toward robots, empirically supporting the background influence of religion on 

attitudes toward robotic technology (Geraci, 2006). None of the existing cross-cultural 

studies of human-robot interaction (as reviewed by Papadopoulos & Koulouglioti, 2018) 

have referred to religions or religion-related values. Previously, morality in the context of 

human-robot interactions has been investigated within the scope of human perceptions of 

moral judgments made by robots or robots' capacity as moral agents (Malle et al., 2015; 

Malle et al., 2016; Komatsu, 2016). In this line of studies, Komatsu (2016) reported that 

Japanese individuals do not favor robots that adopt a "sacrifice few to save many" strategy 

in the trolley problem, a departure from the preferences of Westerners as reported by Malle 

et al. (2015, 2016). Our findings extend this literature by demonstrating that such cultural 
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differences manifest not only in the "robot as a moral agent" situation, but also in the context 

of the "robot as a moral patient."  

By addressing this area, our study contributes to the debate around moral 

responsibility toward robots, which is a prominent current ethical debate. The importance of 

this issue is due to the fact that treating robots without moral constraints may lead to the 

violation of human rights (e.g., Sparrow, 2017). However, although several theoretical 

solutions have been proposed (Whitby, 2008; Coeckelbergh, 2018), no concrete framework 

such as internationally agreed guidelines have been produced. By empirically comparing the 

magnitude of moral consideration for robots across cultures, this study contributes to 

developing more effective arguments by ensuring that theoretical proposals correspond with 

people's actual responses. 

 Cultural differences in the association between moral care for robots and religion-

related values might reflect how robots are represented in each county, especially in terms 

of the boundary between humans and robots. If robots are perceived as sharply distinct from 

humans, anthropocentrism (prioritizing human wellness) could more strongly deprioritize 

moral care for robots. This idea builds on the negative association found by Fortuna et al. 

(2023) between anthropocentrism and attitude toward robots in a cross-cultural context. 

Spatola et al. (2022), echoing Fisher (1991), posited that whether people a priori believe that 

robot have a soul affect the nuance of mind attribution toward robots. For Japanese 

participants, animism and anthropomorphism might be related to the degree to which they 

think robots "can think and have emotions." For US participants, on the other hand (who are 

subject to a stronger cultural influence from anthropocentrism), the question of whether a 

robot “is like a human” is more prominent. As such, it is natural that animism was positively 

related to moral care for robots in Japan. Contrary, under anthropocentric culture like in the 

US where sharp discrimination between human and robots are perceived comfortable, 

robots might be rejected by people if they look close to humans, as proposed by the 

uncanny valley theory (Mori et al., 2012). This view matches negative association between 
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animism and moral care for robots in the US, although further study focusing this point is 

needed. Future studies of moral attitudes toward robots should consider the interplay of 

animistic representations of nonhumans and a priori perceptions of robot-human similarity, 

which were identified as being higher in Japan than in Western cultures (Gygi, 2018). 

 As for the influence of religiosity, the religiosity model showed an effect of religious 

belief but not religious attendance, inconsistent with our hypothesis. We included religious 

attendance because a previous study showed Japanese participants can still be highly 

involved in religion through religious practices even if they have lower religious beliefs or 

identify as nonreligious (Kavanaugh & Jong, 2022). In fact, Kavanaugh and Jong (2022) 

suggested that Japanese religion is more oriented to practice than beliefs; thus, it is possible 

that one’s religious attendance could influence one’s religion-oriented values: animism and 

anthropomorphism. However, our result for Japanese participants showed religious 

attendance was not clearly correlated with either anthropocentrism (r = -.029) or animism (r 

= .129). Thus, given that religious attendance can be reinforced by social norms (Van Ingen 

& Moor, 2015), sightseeing, and prayer for family and friends (Kavanaugh & Jong, 2022), 

attendance at religious sites may not imply consistent beliefs or values. 

 

Robots and Sociocultural Background in Japan 

The present study examined the impact of exposure to robots and robot-related 

media on moral care for robots and found no discernible cross-cultural disparities in either 

the frequency or the effects of such contact on moral care for robots. This outcome, given 

the findings by MacDorman et al. (2009) that Japanese higher robot related experience 

correlated with a preference and less threatening impression of robots, was unanticipated. 

Notably, our study differed from that of MacDorman et al. (2009) in that our sample included 

participants with diverse educational backgrounds, ranging from 20 to 60 years of age; 

MacDorman et al.’s (2009) sample comprised only college students. Thus, our results are 

likely to more accurately reflect the underlying trends in the population of interest. It is 
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possible that these cross-cultural differences have been reduced in the last decade due to 

the increasing presence of robots in both US and Japanese societies. Another possibility is 

that though there is a great deal of popular literature in Japan featuring nonhuman animated 

characters (e.g., Doraemon), they may not be recognized as robots since they behave 

emotionally and intentionally in the same way as humans (i.e., our Japanese respondents 

may have underestimated their exposure to robots).  

In terms of explaining cultural differences in attitude toward robots between Japan 

and the West, Hornyak (2006) pointed out that typical depictions of robots tend to differ in 

these culture. Another explanation is provided by Šabanović et al. (2014), who argued that 

Japan’s identity as a “robot nation” might be a product of deliberate policy and 

communication strategies. It may also account for our result showing higher moral care for 

robots in Japan, though the negative association between anthropocentrism and moral care 

for robots in the US cannot be explained in this way. This line of argumentation is interesting 

because it suggests that identity/communication strategies regarding robots are influenced 

by religions. Although it would be difficult to conduct a scientific investigation of this 

sociohistorical context, more could be learned through field surveys focusing on researchers 

and engineers involved in robotics technology looking at religious influences on the 

development of science and technology, whose importance was echoed by Geraci (2006). 

Scholars have discussed how Japanese society generally reacts positively to robots 

and new technologies in general (e.g., Schodt, 1988; Geraci, 2006; Hornyak, 2006). This is 

reflected in the fact that the use of robots as labor resources and caregivers in tackling the 

country’s aging population and low birth rate is widely expected (Barry, 2005). Such a view 

may be criticized as comprising “misperceptions of Western journalists” (MacDorman et al., 

2009), but nonetheless these characteristics of Japanese society may partially explain the 

present results. Interestingly, Western scholars, drawing on their own religious backgrounds, 

have raised the issue of how the encounter with humanoid robots demonstrating human-like 

behavior challenges our “self-understanding” that we are special, by making us see 
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ourselves as mere machines; they have developed theological arguments for overcoming 

this problem (Foerst, 1998). To the best of the authors' knowledge, such a "threat" has never 

been recognized by Japanese scholars, who are rooted in the animistic tradition. It appears 

more that Japan has incorporated humanoid robots into their own religious system (see 

Geraci, 2006). 

 

General Implications for Moral and Cultural Psychology 

Finally, we discuss this study’s general implications for moral and cultural psychology. 

Previous cross-cultural studies revealed cultural differences in moral judgment strategies 

(e.g., Henrich et al., 2015; Gold et al., 2014) and moral development (Blake et al., 2015), as 

well as culturally stable patterns (Blake et al., 2015; Curry et al., 2019; Hauser et al., 2007; 

Graham et al., 2013). However, in previous cross-cultural studies, the characteristics of 

moral patients have not been considered specifically. For example, in questionnaire studies, 

moral patients are often described abstractly or vaguely (e.g., “someone” in the Moral 

Foundation Questionnaires; Graham et al., 2013). Our results showed that, in seeking to 

understand the role of cultural or social background in moral psychology, the moral patient’s 

type might also be important to consider. In the present study, we focused on robots as 

moral patients, and took animism and anthropomorphism into account. This approach has 

relevance in the case of other nonhuman moral patients (e.g., animals or the environment), 

where specific religion-related values are also likely to influence one’s moral attitude (e.g., 

animism might also influence moral care toward trees). Further cross-cultural studies are 

encouraged to map the relationship between specific types of moral patient and socio-

religiously oriented values. 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

The current study has several limitations. One is that moral care for robots was less 

explained by our explanatory variables for Japanese people across all models. Other 
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variables not considered in this study, such as perceived cuteness of presented robots, may 

have more explanatory power in Japan. Note that before participants filled in the 

questionnaire, we presented three robots (Armar, HRP-2, and Nao; Appendix A1) whose 

emotional valence (positive/negative impressions of robots’ appearance) measured by the 

Self-Assessment Manikin (SAM; Lang, 1980, a language-independent method) and 

perceived human-likeness, showed little differences between Japanese and Western 

participants (Ikari et al. 2021). This process should have minimized the influence of any 

cultural differences in moral care for robots created by the difference in impression of the 

word “robot.” However, it is still possible that emotional impressions of robots differently 

affected moral care for robots between countries; thus, future studies could be conducted to 

investigate this. 

Another limitation stems from the fact that we treated moral care for robots 

independently from moral care for humans; thus, the current study is unable to address 

moral care for robots relative to moral care for humans (which could share the same 

cognitive underpinnings; Haidt & Joseph, 2004). We did not include items to ask about moral 

care for humans since our design—as a cross-cultural study—was already complex, and 

thus adding another focus (i.e., moral care for humans vs. robots) would have further 

complicated the survey and reduced the interpretability of the results. Instead, we assessed 

the ability to feel others’ pain (empathic concern factor of IRI; Davis, 1980; strongly 

associated with moral care for humans, Dawson et al., 2021) and controlled this factor in our 

analyses. Thus, we consider it unlikely that this problem undermined our results. 

 Nonetheless, comparing moral considerations toward humans with those toward 

robots is an interesting topic for future research. One possible experimental method to 

approach this issue is the moral circle approach (e.g., Waytz et al., 2019). In this method, 

participants were asked to rank or rate various types of moral targets, typically including 

several types of humans (e.g., family, in-group members, villains) and nonhumans 

(environment, plants, animals). This approach could assess individual differences in moral 
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circle expansion (i.e., the scope of moral consideration from morally caring only for one’s 

family to everything on the earth) and its determinant factors such as ideology (Waytz et al., 

2019) or religious and cultural background, per the present research. Future research in this 

direction is encouraged. 

 

 

Conclusion 

The current study is the first to empirically examine moral attitudes toward robots 

with a large-scale cross-cultural sample (n = 3781). We found that Japanese adults valued 

moral care for robots more highly than American adults, and that religion-related values 

played a role in these attitudes. Thus, our study demonstrates the importance of considering 

religion in psychological human-robot interaction research, while providing a framework for 

future empirical work regarding morality attributions toward nonhuman agents. 
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Table 1. Participant demographics 

  US Japan 

Age     

    Minimum (years) 20 19 

    Maximum (years) 60 60 

    Mean (years) 38.8 38.5 

    SD 11.6 11.9 

Gender     

    Male (%) 47.5 48.0 

    Female (%) 52.2 51.3 

    Others (%) 0.3 0.7 

Religious affiliation     

    Christian (%) 62.0 2.2 

    Buddhist (%) 1.0 19.1 

    Muslim (%) 5.2 0.0 

    Jewish (%) 1.2 0.0 

    Shinto 0.0 2.0 

    Spiritual but not religious (%) 2.3 0.1 

    Multiple religions* 0.1 1.1 

    Other religious (%) 6.5 1.0 

    Not religious (%) 18.1 74.5 

    No answer 3.6 0.0 

Region     

US     

    South (%) 37.5   

    Northeast (%) 18.5   

    Midwest (%) 21.1   

    West (%) 22.9   

Japan     

    Hokkaido/Tohoku (%)   10.7 

    Kanto (%)   43.3 

    Chubu/Hokuriku (%)   13.7 

    Kansai   17.4 

    Chugoku/Sikoku (%)   6.9 

    Kyushu/Okinawa   8.0 

Education     

US     

  Elementary school 12   

  Junior high school  182   

  Vocational school or technical/communication college 396   
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  University or college  553   

  Graduate university or professional school 482   

  Others 117   

Japan     

  Elementary school   2 

  Junior high school   60 

  High school   526 

  Technical or short college   354 

  University or college   901 

  Graduate university or professional school   125 

  Others   11 

 

Note: *For the Japanese sample, 20 participants had multiple religions: Buddhist and Shinto 

(15/20), Christian and Buddhist (4/20), Christian, Buddhist, and Shinto (1/20). For the US 

sample, 2 respondents were Jewish and Christian. 
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Table 2. Descriptive results 

Measure 
US sample   

Japanese 

sample 
  t-test 

Mea

n 
SD   Mean SD   df t p   

Cohen's 

d 
95CI 

Moral care for robots -0.27 
1.1

4 
  0.25 

0.7

7 
  

3108.2

1 

-

16.30 

<.00

1 
  -0.54 

(-0.61,-

0.48) 

Religious attendance 0.37 
1.1

0 
  -0.34 

0.7

6 
  

3154.5

4 
22.94 

<.00

1 
  0.76 (0.69,0.83) 

Religious beliefs 0.49 
0.8

6 
  -0.45 

0.9

0 
  

3770.5

0 
32.82 

<.00

1 
  1.07 (1,1.13) 

Anthropocentrism 0.18 
1.1

0 
  -0.16 

0.8

7 
  

3436.3

7 
10.36 

<.00

1 
  0.34 (0.28,0.41) 

Animism -0.01 
1.1

4 
  0.01 

0.8

5 
  

3306.0

4 
-0.49 0.626   -0.02 (-0.08,0.05) 

Empathic concern 0.33 
1.0

2 
  -0.30 

0.8

8 
  

3577.5

7 
20.29 

<.00

1 
  0.67 (0.6,0.73) 

Perspective taking 0.46 
0.9

5 
  -0.42 

0.8

5 
  

3616.7

3 
29.90 

<.00

1 
  0.98 (0.91,1.05) 

Exposure to robot-

related experiences 
0.00 

1.1

4 
  0.00 

0.8

5 
  

3320.9

0 
0.16 0.870   0.01 (-0.06,0.07) 

 

Note: *Values were calculated after normalization using mean and SD for all participants. US 

and Japanese participants' SD differed because the overall SD for a variable does not 

necessarily match that for individual countries. 
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Table 3. Regression analysis 

 Religiosity model  Religion-related values model  Best model 

 β   SE 
CI 

lower 

CI 

upper 
t p   β   SE 

CI 

lower 

CI 

upper 
t p   β   SE 

CI 

lower 

CI 

upper 
t p 

Intercept -0.11 * 0.04 -0.19 -0.03 -2.55 .011   -0.14 ** 0.04 -0.22 -0.06 -3.28 .001   -0.14 ** 0.04 -0.22 -0.05 -3.22 .001 

Culture -0.01   0.03 -0.06 0.05 -0.18 .856   -0.01   0.03 -0.07 0.05 -0.34 .737   -0.01   0.03 -0.07 0.05 -0.31 .758 

Religiosity                                                

Religious attendance -0.03   0.02 -0.08 0.02 -1.24 .214                                 

Religious beliefs -0.08 *** 0.02 -0.13 -0.04 -3.49 >.001                                 

Culture*Religious 

Attendance 
0.02   0.03 -0.05 0.08 0.54 .592                                 

Culture*Religious Beliefs 0.17 *** 0.03 0.11 0.23 5.54 >.001                                 

Religion-related values                                               

Anthropocentrism                 -0.22 *** 0.02 -0.27 -0.18 
-

10.17 
>.001   -0.23 *** 0.02 -0.27 -0.18 

-
10.24 

>.001 

Animism                 -0.09 *** 0.02 -0.13 -0.04 -3.89 >.001   -0.09 *** 0.02 -0.13 -0.04 -3.87 >.001 

Culture*Anthropocentris

m 
                0.17 *** 0.03 0.11 0.22 5.62 >.001   0.17 *** 0.03 0.11 0.22 5.63 >.001 

Culture*Merged Animism                 0.29 *** 0.03 0.23 0.34 9.60 >.001   0.29 *** 0.03 0.23 0.34 9.61 >.001 

Covariates                                               

Empathic concern 0.32 *** 0.02 0.29 0.36 18.42 >.001   0.29 *** 0.02 0.25 0.32 16.73 >.001   0.29 *** 0.02 0.25 0.32 16.76 >.001 

Perspective taking -0.08 *** 0.02 -0.11 -0.04 -4.36 >.001   -0.08 *** 0.02 -0.11 -0.04 -4.28 >.001   -0.08 *** 0.02 -0.11 -0.04 -4.28 >.001 

Typical image of robots 0.00   0.04 -0.07 0.07 0.05 .956   0.07   0.04 0.00 0.14 1.94 .052   0.07   0.04 0.00 0.14 1.94 .053 

Robot-related experiences -0.12 *** 0.02 -0.15 -0.09 -7.19 >.001   -0.10 *** 0.02 -0.14 -0.07 -6.45 >.001   -0.11 *** 0.02 -0.14 -0.07 -6.47 .000 

Age 0.03   0.02 0.00 0.06 1.86 .063   0.03   0.02 0.00 0.06 1.85 .065   0.03   0.02 0.00 0.06 1.79 .074 

Gender1 0.35 *** 0.03 0.28 0.41 10.69 >.001   0.29 *** 0.03 0.23 0.35 9.08 >.001   0.28 *** 0.03 0.22 0.35 9.01 >.001 

Gender2 0.36   0.20 -0.04 0.76 1.75 .081   0.23   0.20 -0.16 0.62 1.15 .251                

Education -0.13 *** 0.03 -0.19 -0.07 -4.08 >.001   -0.12 *** 0.03 -0.17 -0.06 -3.85 >.001   -0.12 *** 0.03 -0.17 -0.06 -3.85 >.001 

                                                

R.squared 0.18               0.22               0.22        

AIC 9977.77               9787.75               9787.07        

 

Note: All values (except categorical variables) were standardized using mean and SD. 

Categorical variables were operationalized as dummy variables: culture (US: 0, JP: 1), 

gender (male: Gender1 = 0, Gender2 = 0; female: Gender1 = 1, Gender2 = 0; and others: 

Gender1 = 0, Gender2 = 1), education (college graduate or higher: 1, others: 0); *p < .05. **p 

< .01, ***p < .001. 
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