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Abstract

Climate change adaptation in vulnerable rural regions remains underexplored, particularly from the perspective of
social and religious dynamics. In the coastal rural communities of the Mekong Deltaof Vietnam, despite increasing
attention to climate adaptation, limited research has investigated how social capital and religious factors jointly shape
adaptive behaviors. This study examines the relationships among social capital, religious beliefs, religious practices,
and climate change adaptation using survey data from 335 coastal farming households. Structural equation modeling
(SEM) with AMOS 20 reveals that all hypothesized relationships are statistically significant: social capital (structural,
relational, and cognitive dimensions) positively influences religious beliefs, which in turn enhance religious practices
and climate change adaptation. The study contributes theoretically by extending the application of social capital theory
to the domain of faith and religion, while also offering practical implications: community development policies should
consider the role of religious networks and social capital as mechanisms for psychological support and collective
mobilization to enhance social cohesion and resilience in the face of ongoing socio-environmental challenges and
climate change.

1. Introduction

Social capital, a key concept in social science research, is defined as the aggregate of networks, norms, and trust that
facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit within a community. In the realm of religious belief and
practice, social capital not only serves as a foundation for strengthening faith but also acts as a catalyst for social
cohesion and sustainable community development. Prior studies have demonstrated that social capital is closely
linked to individual health outcomes, community attachment, and resilience to socio-economic challenges [1, 2].
Notably, within religious organizations, social capital fosters social relationships and provides essential support
systems that extend beyond the spiritual domain, contributing to the overall quality of life of community members [3].

The Mekong Delta of Vietnam provides a compelling setting to examine these dynamics. Its interconnected river
systems and fertile landscapes support intensive agriculture and aquaculture, underpinning rural livelihoods and
national food security [4-7]. These conditions have historically fostered strong communal interdependence and
collective action, strengthening social capital across diverse ethnic groups, including the Khmer community [8]. In
addition, dominant religious traditions in the Vietnamese Delta including Theravada Buddhism, Viethnamese Mahayana
Buddhism, local animist practices, and syncretic religions such as Hoa Hao and Cao Dai have a profound impact on
community interactions and social integration [9]. These social and religious structures become particularly important
under conditions of environmental stress. The Mekong Delta is increasingly affected by climate change, especially
salinity intrusion and hydrological variability, which threaten agricultural production and rural livelihoods [10]. In this
context, religiously grounded social networks can facilitate information exchange, mutual assistance, and collective
responses, thereby supporting community adaptation and resilience [11].

Despite the expanding literature on social capital, religion, and community resilience, critical conceptual and empirical
gaps persist. Current research frequently examines social capital in relation to developmental outcomes such as
health, livelihoods, and social cohesion, yet often overlooks how religious beliefs and practices actively shape the
formation, maintenance, and mobilization of these networks. Conversely, religious studies often emphasize spiritual
and cultural dimensions without integrating these findings into broader social capital frameworks. Furthermore, while
scholarship on climate change adaptation is growing, there is a very litle of research investigating how the intersection
of social capital and religious life influences adaptive behaviors, particularly in climate-vulnerable rural regions like
Vietnam's Mekong Delta. Consequently, the specific mechanisms by which religiously grounded social networks
facilitate equitable adaptation and community resilience remain insufficiently theorized and empirically under-explored.
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The Vietnamese Mekong Delta is characterized by pronounced religious and ethnic diversity, encompassing Kinh and
Khmer populations affiliated with Buddhism, Catholicism, Protestantism, Hoa Hao, Cao Dai, and other indigenous
religious traditions, alongside Cham Muslim and Chinese Vietnamese communities practicing syncretic forms of
Mahayana Buddhism and folk worship. Beyond their spiritual functions, these religious systems constitute dense social
infrastructures through which trust, norms, and collective identities are produced and reproduced [12]. In this context,
social capital is not merely embedded in interpersonal networks but is actively generated and reinforced through
shared religious practices, rituals, and institutions. This interaction has important implications for climate change
adaptation and community resilience. Religious institutions function as key nodes for mobilizing resources,
disseminating information, and coordinating collective action, particularly in rural areas where formal state support
remains limited. For instance, Khmer Buddhist temples provide not only spiritual guidance but also social services,
including education and welfare support, thereby strengthening bonding and bridging social capital [3]. Similarly, Hoa
Hao communities engage in extensive charitable and infrastructure-oriented activities such as constructing rural roads
and bridges, offering free meals to disadvantaged patients, and facilitating transportation to urban healthcare centers
which enhance local adaptive capacity and social protection mechanisms. These examples illustrate that religiously
embedded social capital plays a critical yet underexplored role in shaping adaptive behaviors and resilience outcomes.
By linking belief systems with collective action, religious networks contribute to both the distribution of resources and
the formation of trust-based cooperation, underscoring their theoretical and empirical relevance within climate change
adaptation discourse in the Mekong Delta.

In the context of increasing economic and environmental pressures particularly climate variability and agricultural price
instability religious organizations in the Mekong Delta play a critical role in mobilizing social capital to support
collective adaptation and community resilience [4, 5, 7]. For example, during the 2019 drought, Buddhist temples and
Catholic parishes coordinated the provision of free drinking water to communities affected by freshwater scarcity,
illustrating how religious networks enable rapid resource mobilization and collective action. Beyond these material
functions, the interaction between social capital and religious belief also shapes individual well-being and adaptive
capacity. Participation in religious communities is associated with stronger coping mechanisms, lower stress, and
higher levels of perceived well-being, largely due to the emotional and material support embedded in these networks
[13]. Moreover, shared norms and moral values cultivated within religious settings promote pro-social behavior,
reinforce mutual assistance, and enhance community cohesion [3]. Together, these dynamics highlight the dual role of
religiously embedded social capital in strengthening both collective resilience and individual adaptive capacity within
climate-vulnerable contexts.

Beyond individual-level benefits, religiously embedded social capital plays a crucial role in enabling collective
responses to social and environmental challenges. Religious organizations often serve as platforms for knowledge
exchange and grassroots mobilization, particularly in natural resource management and environmental conservation
[14]. For example, Hoa Hao farmers in provinces such as An Giang, Can Tho, Hau Giang, Dong Thap, Vinh Long, and
Tien Giang provinces have promoted chemical-free rice cultivation to protect both human health and ecological
systems, while Buddhist temples organize regular fish-release activities to support the regeneration of aquatic
resources. These practices illustrate how religious networks translate shared beliefs into coordinated environmental
action, thereby strengthening community-based adaptation. However, access to and benefits from religious social
capital are unevenly distributed. Socioeconomic inequalities, ethnic differences, and disparities in resource access can
constrain participation, particularly among marginalized or remote populations. This unevenness underscores the need
for more inclusive approaches to ensure that the adaptive potential of religious social capital contributes to equitable
resilience outcomes [15].

Given the Mekong Delta’s rich cultural and ecological diversity, this study investigates how social capital influences
religious beliefs, practices, and adaptation of climate change. It places particular emphasis on the role of religious
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organizations in fostering community cohesion, enhancing social welfare, and strengthening resilience amid ongoing
socio-environmental challenges and climate variability. This study aims to: Examine how different dimensions of social
capital influence religious belief among coastal households. Investigate the relationship between religious belief and
religious practices. Analyze how social capital and religious engagement contribute to community resilience in the
context of climate change. Finally, to contribute to theoretical advancement in the social sciences and to inform
practical strategies for sustainable community development through an improved understanding of the interplay
between social capital and religious life. The findings of this study provide a stronger basis for designing inclusive,
equitable, and context-specific development policies in the Mekong Delta and in regions with similar ecological and
cultural conditions. By clarifying the interconnections among religion, social capital, and climate adaptation, the study
strengthens the justification for integrating sociocultural dimensions into climate policy and contributes to building
more just, socially cohesive, and climate-resilient communities. The study makes a key theoretical contribution by
introducing and systematically conceptualizing “religious social capital under climate stress.” This concept captures
how religion-based social networks through trust, norms of reciprocity, shared identity, and moral values function as a
distinct form of capital that supports psychological well-being, reinforces social cohesion, and mobilizes both
collective and material resources in response to climate change. In doing so, the study extends conventional social
capital theory by explicitly incorporating religion and belief systems, which remain underexplored in climate adaptation
research in the Mekong Delta.

In addition, the study proposes a clear mediating mechanism linking the structural, relational, and cognitive dimensions
of social capital to adaptive outcomes. Specifically, social capital shapes religious beliefs, which in turn act as a critical
pathway through which social capital is translated into climate-responsive religious practices. This framework
advances existing theory by demonstrating that religion is not merely an outcome of social capital, but a central
mechanism through which its effects on adaptive behavior are transmitted and potentially amplified. By highlighting
this role, the study addresses a significant theoretical gap concerning the contribution of religion to community
resilience under climate change.

2. Theoretical approach and perspective review

2.1. Social capital practices

The concept of social capital was first introduced by Hanifan in 1916 and has since been interpreted and expanded
upon by scholars across various disciplines, including education and development economics [15-17]. Social capital
encompasses both the actual and potential resources embedded within the network of relationships possessed by an
individual or a social entity [18]. Nahapiet J and Ghoshal S [18] conceptualize social capital through a tripartite
framework comprising structural, relational, and cognitive dimensions, each contributing distinct functions to the
development and application of social capital. The structural dimension pertains to the pattern of connections among
individuals within a network, emphasizing the frequency of interaction and information exchange. This dimension
refers to how an individual or group’s social ties are arranged, including both direct and indirect relationships that
facilitate the flow of resources and information. It highlights the overarching architecture that governs social
interactions, particularly the presence, intensity, and patterns of relational links. Research in this domain has examined
how these structural features enable effective communication and coordination, with emphasis placed on the
frequency and quality of information exchange as key determinants [19-22].

In contrast, the relational dimension of social capital focuses on the personal ties formed through repeated social
interactions. It captures the emotional and normative elements of social capital, including trust, reciprocity, and mutual
recognition, which are essential for sustaining strong interpersonal relationships. This dimension highlights the role of
shared histories and ongoing interactions in building dependable social bonds that enhance social cohesion and
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cooperation within communities and organizations. Accordingly, the relational dimension has been widely examined in
networked and community contexts, where trust and reciprocity are fundamental to maintaining long-term social
relations [22, 23]. The cognitive dimension refers to the shared meanings, values, and goals that shape collective action
within a social network. It encompasses common norms, behavioral expectations, and interpretive frameworks that
guide acceptable conduct and align individual behavior with collective objectives. Elements such as shared language,
collective aspirations, and a unified sense of purpose foster belonging and facilitate coordination among members. By
providing a shared context of meaning, the cognitive dimension enables coherent social interaction and collective
decision-making [20-22]. Together, the structural, relational, and cognitive dimensions form a comprehensive model
for understanding social capital, highlighting the diverse mechanisms through which network interactions facilitate
resource access and collective action. This integrated perspective underscores the importance of analyzing both
interpersonal linkages and the embedded shared knowledge that underpins them, each being essential for the effective
functioning of social capital across a variety of contexts.

According to Nahapiet J and Ghoshal S [18], social capital comprises three dimensions: structural, relational, and
cognitive. (1) The structural dimension of social capital refers to the network of connections among members that is,
with whom and how frequently they share information. From this perspective, the structural aspect of social capital
encompasses patterns of social interaction [24, 25]. (2) The relational dimension describes the types of personal
relationships individuals develop with one another through a history of interactions. Trust, reciprocity, and identification
are considered key attributes of this dimension [23, 26, 27]. (3) The cognitive dimension of social capital is reflected in
elements such as a shared code or common paradigm that facilitates a collective understanding of goals and
appropriate behaviors within a social system. Several studies have regarded shared goals as a major construct of
cognitive capital [28, 29].

2.2. Theoretical foundations of religious practices

Religious practice is commonly understood as the way religious beliefs are expressed and reproduced through
everyday actions, rituals, and social interactions. In sociology, religion has long been viewed as a social phenomenon
that strengthens collective cohesion through shared rituals and moral norms (Longhofer W and Winchester D [30].
Weber M [31] further emphasized religion as meaningful social action, arguing that religious values and practices
shape individual behavior and social relationships. More recent approaches highlight the social and embodied nature
of religious practice. Bourdieu P [15], Bourdieu P [32], Ferrary M [33] conceptualized religious practice as shaped by
habitus and social capital, where participation in religious activities reinforces networks, norms, and symbolic
resources within communities. Studies on embodiment and material religion also suggest that practices such as
prayer, pilgrimage, and ritual participation not only reflect belief but actively sustain and reproduce it in daily life [34, 35].
Drawing from these perspectives, this study conceptualizes religious practice as a socially embedded activity through
which religious belief is maintained and social relationships are strengthened. This framework is particularly relevant
for examining how religious belief and practice interact with dimensions of social capital, including trust, social
networks, and community participation.

2.3. Religious and beliefs practices

Belief and religion are closely related concepts but differ in scope and organization. In the Vietnamese context, belief
(“Tin ngudng”) generally refers to spiritual faith expressed through traditional rituals and community customs, whereas
religion (“Ton gido”) refers to a more institutionalized system of doctrines, rituals, and organized communities stated by
Law on Belief and Religion, 2076. Both forms coexist within Vietnamese society and contribute to cultural identity and
social cohesion.
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Sociological perspectives emphasize that religious belief provides meaning, moral orientation, and a sense of
belonging, while shared rituals and values strengthen social relationships and collective identity [36]. Religious belief
also influences social attitudes and participation in community life, thereby shaping patterns of trust, interaction, and
civic engagement [37, 38]. In this study, religious belief is conceptualized as an individual's level of faith and
commitment to spiritual or religious values, while religious practice refers to participation in rituals and religious
activities. These dimensions are closely associated with social capital because religious communities often foster
social networks, reciprocity, trust, and collective participation. Accordingly, the relationship between religious belief,
religious practice, and social capital provides an appropriate framework for the SEM model used in this research.

Belief and religion are two closely related yet distinct socio-cultural phenomena. Semantically, the Vietnamese term
“Tin ngudng” originates from Sino-Vietnamese, meaning “faith and reverence,” reflecting a spiritual belief in
supernatural or sacred forces (Dao Duy Anh, 1950, cited in Discussion on the Concept of Religion and Belief). In contrast,
the concept of “Tén gido” (religion) refers to a broader, organized system of faith structured through doctrines, laws,
rituals, and a community of followers (Disseminating Legal Education, 2016). This distinction illustrates two cultural
approaches: while belief is linked to folk practices and local identity, religion tends to be more institutionalized and
universal in nature. According to the Law on Belief and Religion (2016), belief is defined as “a person’s faith expressed
through rituals linked to customs and traditional practices aimed at achieving spiritual peace for individuals and
communities,” whereas religion is described as “a person’s faith expressed through a system of concepts and practices
including objects of worship, doctrines, laws, rituals, and organizations.” This distinction institutionalizes a defining
feature of Vietnamese culture, where indigenous belief forms such as the worship of Mother Goddesses, village
tutelary deities, and ancestors serve as the spiritual foundation of the nation, coexisting alongside major organized
religions such as Buddhism, Catholicism, and Protestantism (Exploring the Concept of Belief from the Perspective of
Vietnamese Culture).

From anthropological and sociological perspectives, numerous scholars have sought to explain the origins and
functions of religion. Tylor EB [39] posited that religion arose from a “belief in spiritual beings,” emerging from human
attempts to explain dreams and death through the concept of the soul (Animism, Affect, Spiritual Beings). Frazer JG [40]
expanded on this idea, viewing religion as an intermediate stage in the evolution of human thought from magic to
religion, and then to science. In contrast, Bourdieu P [32], Herzfeld M [41] approached religion from a functionalist
standpoint, interpreting it as a sacred mechanism that sustains social cohesion and reinforces moral order (Religion
from a Sociological Perspective). Marx K [42] viewed religion as a product of socio-economic conditions “the opium of
the people” that both consoles and numbs the oppressed classes (Karl Marx’s Opium Theory). Conversely, Freud S [43]
explained religion as a psychological illusion, originating from unconscious human desires for protection and comfort
(Religion in Psychoanalytic Thought).

From these theoretical perspectives, it is evident that both belief and religion are products of human spiritual life,
reflecting the need for understanding, faith, and the search for meaning in the world. While religion manifests at a
systematic level with doctrines and institutions belief represents a more flexible form of faith, deeply embedded in
community life and folk culture. In the Vietnamese context, the two concepts coexist in an interwoven and
complementary relationship, together shaping the spiritual and cultural identity of the nation. Religious belief
constitutes a complex construct encompassing a system of convictions related to the nature of the divine, the purpose
of life, and the moral principles that guide behavior. These beliefs often serve as a framework through which individuals
interpret their experiences and understand their place in the world. According to Atran and Ginges, religion not only
provides a sense of meaning and belonging but also functions as a moral compass that shapes both individual and
collective behavior [44]. Furthermore, sociological perspectives on religious belief emphasize its role in fostering
community cohesion and social identity, as shared values and rituals often bind individuals together [36]. The
interaction between religious belief and broader social factors such as economic inequality and cultural context can
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significantly influence the strength and expression of religious convictions. Empirical evidence has shown that
variations in religiosity across societies pose challenges to traditional secularization theories [45]. In addition, religious
beliefs have been found to influence social behavior, including political participation and attitudes toward public issues,
underscoring their profound impact on both personal life and broader societal dynamics [37, 38]. Overall, theoretical
approaches to religious belief highlight its multifaceted nature, reflecting a synthesis of personal faith, cultural
transmission, and social interaction. This complexity necessitates a nuanced understanding of how religious belief
operates across different sociocultural and institutional contexts.

1. Theoretical framework on the relationship between social capital, religion belief, and religious practice under
climate change

Social capital, religion—belief, and climate change are interrelated, multidimensional factors that interact in shaping
community resilience, adaptation, and development. According to Bourdieu P [15], Coleman JS [16], Putnam RD [46],
social capital refers to the aggregate of material and non-material resources formed through social networks,
sustained by trust, norms, and cooperation [18]. The three fundamental components, networks, trust, and norms
constitute the foundation for collective action, reducing social transaction costs and enhancing coordination within
communities. When these networks are disrupted, trust declines, or norms deteriorate, a community’s capacity to
withstand and adapt to environmental crises is significantly weakened [22, 47]. Religion and belief play a central role in
generating and sustaining social capital. At the sociological level, religion functions not only as a system of personal
belief but also as a social institution that creates dense networks of interaction, establishes behavioral norms, and
reinforces mutual trust [23, 46]. Through rituals, collective activities, and charitable work, religious communities serve
as “social schools” where individuals learn cooperation, management, and leadership skills [48]. Consequently, religious
institutions cultivate a strong form of bonding social capital, reinforcing internal solidarity, nurturing trust, and fostering
a sense of social security. Sociological surveys in Vietnam reveal that over 80% of religious adherents expand their
social relationships through religious participation and consider “building mutual trust” as its greatest outcome (Tran
Huu Quang, 2010, cited in Section 2). This underscores religion’s role as a sustainable social resource built upon
recurrent interactions, attachment, and shared values.

In the face of intensifying climate change, the components of social capital are increasingly strained by ecological and
socio-economic shocks. In the Mekong Delta, phenomena such as saltwater intrusion, sea-level rise, crop failure, and
labor migration have eroded traditional networks and weakened social cohesion [49, 50]. As younger members migrate,
local systems of reciprocity, trust, and mutual aid are disrupted, diminishing the community’s collective strength.
Nevertheless, new forms of social capital have emerged through faith-based groups, women'’s religious associations,
and “green cooperatives,” which rebuild adaptive support networks [51, 52]. These reflect bridging and linking social
capital, where religious communities establish connections with government agencies, NGOs, and private sectors to
enhance climate resilience.

Belief and religious practice also shape human interpretation and behavioral responses to climate change. Many
Southern Vietnamese religious communities perceive extreme natural events, storms, droughts, or saltwater intrusion
as manifestations of spiritual imbalance or karmic retribution [53, 54]. While such interpretations provide meaning and
psychological comfort, they may also foster fatalistic attitudes that hinder proactive adaptation [44]. Conversely, faith
traditions promoting simplicity, environmental respect, and communal sharing such as Hoa Hao Buddhism offer moral
frameworks that encourage sustainable behavior aligned with green development goals [53-55]. Hence, belief systems
not only guide individual conduct but also shape collective value orientations essential for social adaptation to climate
change.
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This interrelation is further evident in the growing role of Faith-Based Organizations (FBOs). With their cohesive
networks and high levels of trust, FBOs can swiftly mobilize local resources, providing material, emotional, and spiritual
aid during disasters [56]. In Vietnam, many pagodas, churches, and temples have functioned as relief centers supplying
food, clean water, temporary shelter, and medical care during floods and storms [57]. These examples illustrate how
religious social capital acts as a community’s “first shield” against climate shocks. Additionally, the emergence of eco-
theology movements is shifting perceptions from “fatalistic acceptance” to “proactive stewardship,” reframing
humanity as caretakers responsible for the planet [58]. However, religious social capital also has its “dark side.” When
internal bonding becomes overly strong and insular, communities risk becoming conservative, resistant to scientific
knowledge, or opposed to new adaptation policies [17]. Some groups interpret climate change as “divine will” or an
“apocalyptic sign,” which can impede innovation and interfaith cooperation. This reflects the downside of social capital,
where internal cohesion coincides with external exclusion and delays in transformative action [8, 59-61].

In summary, religion and belief serve as crucial mediating channels linking social capital to adaptive capacity under
climate change. Religion functions simultaneously as a generator of social capital and a cultural filter shaping
communal responses to environmental crises. When religious institutions leverage the positive dimensions of social
capital trust, solidarity, and moral action community resilience is strengthened. Conversely, when exclusivity, fatalism,
and anti-scientific attitudes prevail, social capital can become a barrier to sustainable development. Understanding this
dialectical relationship among social capital, religion belief, and climate change thus provides a theoretical foundation
for designing culturally grounded, community-based, and sustainable adaptation policies for the future. A conceptual
diagram illustrating the relationships among the dimensions of social capital, religious belief, religious practice, and the
climate change context has been provided (Fig. 1).

2.5. Climate change, social capital, and religious practices in the
Mekong Delta

The Mekong Delta, often referred to as Vietnam’s “rice bowl,” is among Southeast Asia’s most ecologically sensitive and
climate-vulnerable regions. Intensifying stressors including sea-level rise, saline intrusion, altered hydrological regimes,
and increasingly unpredictable weather pose serious threats to agricultural production, food security, and rural
livelihoods [60, 62-64]. Beyond its biophysical and economic impacts, climate change in the Mekong Delta is
increasingly recognized as a socially embedded process that reshapes local institutions, household relations, and
everyday practices [65, 66]. Two critical dimensions through which these transformations unfold are social capital and
religious practices.

Social capital is commonly understood as networks, trust, and shared norms that facilitate collective action [46, 47],
plays a central role in household and community responses to environmental risks. In the Mekong Delta, social capital
is traditionally rooted in kinship ties, neighborhood solidarity, informal labor exchange, and local associations, enabling
access to information, labor, and mutual support during climate-related shocks [54]. However, intensifying
environmental degradation, combined with youth out-migration and livelihood diversification, has strained these
traditional forms of social cohesion [67]. In response, new forms of adaptive social capital such as climate-oriented
cooperatives, self-help groups, and women's savings associations have emerged to support risk sharing and resource
mobilization [51, 52, 57]. Nonetheless, access to these networks remains uneven, raising concerns about equity and
inclusion in climate adaptation pathways.

Religious practices and spiritual worldviews constitute another important, yet often underexplored, dimension of
climate adaptation in the Mekong Delta. The region’s diverse religious landscape including Mahayana Buddhism, Hoa
Hao, Cao Dai, and ancestor worship deeply shapes cultural values, moral frameworks, and collective life [55, 68].
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Religious institutions frequently function as nodes of social support by providing material assistance, emotional care,
and a sense of belonging during periods of climatic stress [55, 56].

At the same time, religious cosmologies influence how environmental change is interpreted: while some beliefs frame
climate impacts as spiritually predetermined, potentially discouraging proactive adaptation, others promote ecological
ethics, stewardship, and collective responsibility. For instance, Hoa Hao Buddhism emphasizes frugality and harmony
with nature, principles that resonate strongly with sustainability and resilience [53]. Conversely, other religious
frameworks actively promote ecological stewardship, ethical living, and harmonious coexistence with nature. Hoa Hao
Buddhism, for example, emphasizes simplicity, frugality, and respect for natural resources principles that align closely
with sustainability and collective resilience [53]. Increasingly, religious actors are also engaging in environmental
initiatives, disaster response, and climate awareness, linking spiritual practice with practical adaptation.

Taken together, social capital and religious practice constitute interrelated, culturally embedded resources that shape
how households in the coastal rural communities of the Mekong Deltaperceive and respond to climate change. Yet
these resources are themselves subject to transformation and erosion under conditions of environmental stress and
socio-economic change. Further research is therefore needed to examine how social and religious institutions evolve
over time and how they can be supported in fostering more inclusive, culturally grounded, and resilient responses to
climate change.

3. Materials and methodology
3.1. Research hypothesis

Social interaction and religious belief: This study hypothesizes that social interaction, as a component of social capital,
significantly influences religious belief. This relationship can be understood through the lens of social capital theory,
which emphasizes the importance of social networks and community engagement in shaping individual attitudes and
behaviors. Dauner KN and Wilmot NA [69] suggest that social capital can enhance religious adherence by providing a
supportive environment that promotes communal relationships and shared values, thereby influencing individual belief
and practice. Similarly, Clark EM, Ma L, Williams BR, Ghosh D, Park CL, Schulz E, Woodard N and Knott CL [70] argue
that religious and spiritual capital contributes to both emotional and physical well-being, highlighting that the quality of
social interaction within religious communities strengthens personal well-being and reinforces belief systems. Maselko
J, Hughes C and Cheney R [71] further underscore the role of religious social capital in providing coping frameworks for
stressors, showing that individuals embedded in supportive religious networks are more likely to internalize and
practice their religious beliefs. Collectively, these studies suggest that the depth and quality of social interaction within
the framework of social capital play a critical role in shaping and sustaining religious belief, supporting the hypothesis
that social capital dynamics significantly influence individual religiosity. The hypothesis of social interaction and
religious belief is stated as follows: H1: Social interaction has a positive effect on religious belief.

Trust and religious belief: This hypothesis posits that trust, as a core element of social capital, significantly impacts
religious belief. Trust within social networks fosters a sense of belonging and community cohesion, which can enhance
individual commitment to religious beliefs. Mencken FC, Bader C and Embry E [72] argue that religious affiliation is
strongly linked to levels of interpersonal trust, indicating that individuals with strong religious identities tend to exhibit
higher levels of trust toward both religious institutions and fellow believers. Loveland M, Capella A and Maisonet | [73]
expand on this by discussing the complex relationship between religious belief and social trust, noting that while some
forms of belief and practice correlate with increased social trust, others may reduce it. Beauchamp AL and Rios K [74]
also highlight that religiously affiliated individuals are more likely to perceive religious leaders as trustworthy, thereby
reinforcing belief systems and encouraging compliance with religious teachings. Furthermore, Benjamins MR [75] finds
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that religious individuals often extend their trust to healthcare providers, implying broader social trust that may also
reinforce religious belief. Together, these findings support the hypothesis that trust, as a dimension of social capital,
plays a critical role in shaping and maintaining religious belief and contributes to the broader understanding of the
social and spiritual interplay. The hypothesis of trust and religious belief is stated as follows: H2: Trust and religious
beliefs have a positive effect on religious belief.

Norms of reciprocity and religious belief: The hypothesis suggests that norms of reciprocity, a fundamental component
of social capital, significantly affect religious belief. Reciprocity, defined as the mutual exchange of support and
resources within a social network, fosters a sense of obligation and social connectedness, which may increase
religious engagement. Conley C, Gonzalez-Guarda R, Randolph S, Hardison-Moody A, Fisher EB and Lipkus | [76] argue
that religious social capital is characterized by relationships that facilitate mutual support among community
members, indicating that such reciprocal ties can strengthen individual commitment to religious beliefs and practices.
Similarly, Hussen SA, Tsegaye M, Argaw MG, Andes K, Gilliard D and del Rio C [77] emphasize that reciprocal
relationships within social networks enhance resilience and coping mechanisms, potentially reinforcing faith and
adherence to religious teachings. While Mellor JM and Freeborn BA [78] discuss the link between religious participation
and health behaviors, their focus does not directly address the role of reciprocal exchanges in religious contexts,
limiting the applicability of their findings to the present hypothesis. Nonetheless, the evidence points to the conclusion
that norms of reciprocity not only facilitate social cohesion in religious communities but also play a vital role in shaping
and maintaining personal belief systems. The hypothesis is stated as follows: H3: Norms of reciprocity and religious
belief have a positive effect on religious belief.

Identity and religious belief: This hypothesis asserts that identity, as a crucial component of social capital, significantly
influences religious belief. Identity encompasses shared characteristics and values that define individuals within a
social group and plays a pivotal role in shaping religious relationships and practices. Hopkins N [79] argues that
religious identity is not merely an individual attribute but a socially constructed framework that informs interpersonal
interactions and community attachment. Conley C, Gonzalez-Guarda R, Randolph S, Hardison-Moody A, Fisher EB and
Lipkus | [76] further support this view by defining religious social capital as the social resources available through
relationships within religious groups, asserting that strong religious identity enhances social cohesion and fortifies
belief systems. Igor Y, Vera B, Vladimir R, Tatyana G and Andrey V [80] highlight the role of social technologies and
pedagogy in cultivating religious identity, suggesting that structured social interactions can facilitate the internalization
of belief systems. Similarly, Foster MK and Meinhard AG [81] demonstrate that strong identity within religious settings
correlates with increased adherence to religious norms and active community participation. Collectively, these findings
affirm the hypothesis that identity, as a facet of social capital, plays a central role in shaping and maintaining religious
belief, influencing both individual and collective religious engagement. The hypothesis is stated as follows: H4: Identity
has a positive effect on religious belief.

Shared goals and religious belief: This hypothesis proposes that shared goals, as an essential aspect of social capital,
significantly impact religious belief. Common goals within religious communities foster solidarity and collective
purpose among members, which can strengthen personal commitment to religious faith. Conley C, Gonzalez-Guarda R,
Randolph S, Hardison-Moody A, Fisher EB and Lipkus | [76] argue that religious social capital is characterized by shared
values and objectives that facilitate cooperation and mutual support among believers, thereby reinforcing belief
systems. Shapiro E [2] adds that shared cultural values and aspirations among worshippers can create a protective
environment that not only supports personal belief but also promotes collective religious activity. Consequently, the
alignment between individual aspirations and the overarching goals of a religious community may deepen personal
religiosity, suggesting that the presence of shared goals within the structure of social capital plays a crucial role in
shaping and sustaining religious belief. The hypothesis is stated as follows: H5: Shared goals have a positive effect on
religious belief.
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The relationship between religious and belief practice

Religious belief and religious practice are mutually interdependent, forming a complex and reciprocal relationship that
significantly shapes the nature and expression of faith within diverse communities. It is hypothesized that religious
belief serves as a foundational framework that motivates and structures both individual and collective practices. For
instance, within Christianity, belief in the presence of the divine and the importance of communal worship drives church
attendance, thereby reinforcing spiritual identity and social cohesion Kusmanto H, Regif S, Ohorella N, Noorikhsan F
and Nasution L [82]. Similarly, in digital religious communities such as Anglican online congregations, deeply held
beliefs about God and the meaning of life are hypothesized to influence patterns of ritual participation, illustrating how
ideology informs practice [83].

A further hypothesis suggests that the belief-practice relationship extends to social behavior, wherein stronger religious
beliefs are linked to higher levels of cooperation and community involvement. Evidence indicates that participation in
religious practices is primarily driven by belief, rather than by mere institutional affiliation [84]. Moreover, conservative
theological views may strengthen social cohesion, as individuals who hold judgmental perceptions of God are more
likely to engage in communal worship, further reinforcing the link between belief and practice [85]. The dynamic nature
of this interaction is hypothesized to manifest in the adaptability of religious practices in response to external
challenges. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, changes in traditional rituals and patterns of participation
underscored how core beliefs adapt practices to contemporary contexts [86]. Additionally, it has been argued that
communal worship contributes significantly to human flourishing, including enhanced well-being and life satisfaction,
thereby highlighting the centrality of belief in shaping collective religious activities [87]. In conclussion, the proposed
hypothesis posits that religious belief not only guides religious practices but is also reinforced through communal
participation and shared experiences. This reciprocal and multidimensional relationship is essential to understanding
the lived experiences of both individual adherents and religious communities. The hypothesis is stated as follows: H6:
Religious belief has a positive effect on religious practice.

3.2. Research model

The authors have developed the above hypotheses into a theoretical research model. Figure 2 illustrates the proposed
model, in which we examine the structural dimension (social interaction ties), relational dimension (trust, reciprocity,
and identification), and cognitive dimension (shared goals) of social capital. These dimensions are hypothesized to
influence religious belief, which in turn is posited to affect religious practice. The model proposes that religious belief
functions as a mediating variable linking the dimensions of social capital to religious practice, and this mediating effect
is empirically tested using bootstrapping procedures.

3.3. The context of empirical study

The Vietnamese Mekong Delta is characterized by complex natural conditions, a dynamic socio-economic structure,
and significant vulnerability to climate change, shaping the lives of approximately 20 million residents. Geographically,
the Delta spans approximately 39,000 km? and serves as the country’s principal agricultural hub, primarily through rice
cultivation and aquaculture [88]. Its flat terrain and fertile alluvial soil make it particularly well-suited for agriculture,
supporting intensive two- and three-crop farming systems [88]. However, the region’s unique ecosystem is increasingly
threatened by climate-related phenomena such as intensified flooding, drought, and saltwater intrusion caused by sea-
level rise [89, 90]. These environmental stressors are further exacerbated by anthropogenic activities, particularly the
construction of upstream hydropower dams that disrupt sediment flows and contribute to delta erosion [12, 91].

From a socio-economic perspective, the Mekong Delta remains one of the most impoverished regions in Vietnam.
Many communities rely on subsistence agriculture and face considerable challenges related to water quality, access,
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and infrastructure [92]. The convergence of these factors results in precarious living conditions, compelling local
populations to adopt adaptive agricultural practices and engage in community-based resilience initiatives [93]. As such,
the intersection of environmental conditions, socio-economic realities, and climate change poses significant risks and
calls for urgent adaptive strategies in the Mekong Delta.

3.4. Study area and sampling

A convenience sampling method was employed in this study, with structured survey questionnaires distributed to
coastal households in selected provinces of the Mekong Delta. Specifically, the provinces of Ca Mau, Bac Lieu, Ben Tre,
and Tra Vinh provinces were selected as the study sites. This selection was based on a combination of geographic-
socioeconomic characteristics and the region's distinctive cultural and religious features. These provinces are
particularly exposed to the impacts of climate change, including salinization and livelihood disruptions, which
underscores the importance of understanding the role of social capital and religious values in maintaining community
cohesion, mutual support, and adaptive capacity.

These provinces are also characterized by a high degree of religious and ethnic diversity, with the presence of
Theravada Khmer Buddhism, Roman Catholicism, Hoa Hao Buddhism, and Protestantism. The coexistence of multiple
forms of religious practice in a socially specific context such as the coastal zone provides a valuable setting for in-
depth exploration of the relationships among religious belief, religious practice, and social capital at the household
level. Moreover, these areas have been pilot sites for various rural development, adaptive livelihood, and new rural
construction programs, where informal social organizations, trust, and community ties play pivotal roles. The selection
of these locations ensures both representativeness of the Mekong Delta’s coastal regions and the richness of
qualitative and quantitative data necessary for comparative and generalizable analysis. Participation was entirely
voluntary. Before data collection, the study objectives, procedures, confidentiality safeguards, and the participants’ right
to decline participation or withdraw were explained to all respondents, and verbal informed consent was obtained from
each participant.

3.5. Data collection and sample size

Data were collected through in-person distribution of structured paper-based questionnaires. The minimum sample
size was determined based on structural equation modeling (SEM) requirements, which suggest a ratio of at least five
observations per observed variable [94, 95]. Given that the research model includes seven latent variables and 26
observed indicators, the minimum required sample size was set at 200. To ensure adequacy, the research team
distributed 433 survey forms during two rounds of fieldwork conducted in October 2024 and February 2025. A total of
347 completed questionnaires were returned, of which 12 were deemed invalid, resulting in a final sample size of 335
valid responses. A total of 335 households (respondents) were surveyed, with an uneven distribution across provinces.
Ca Mau accounts for 101 households (30.15%), and Ben Tre has 103 households (30.75%). Tra Vinh comprises 76
households (22.69%), while Bac Liéu has 55 households (16.42%). Ca Mau and Ben Tre provinces represent the largest
share of the sample. Respondents were screened using predefined criteria, including residence in coastal communes,
primary engagement in agricultural or aquaculture activities, and a minimum period of local residency (at least 3 years).
The sampling frame was constructed from local administrative records, and eligibility was further verified through
cross-checking with community leaders to ensure that all participants met the definition of coastal agricultural
households. The coastal households participating in this study did so entirely voluntarily, without coercion or
interference from local officials or researchers. Participants were clearly informed by the research team that the survey
was conducted solely for scientific purposes.

The survey data were subsequently coded and analyzed using SPSS and AMOS version 20.0. Descriptive statistics
were used to profile the demographic characteristics of the surveyed households, and structural equation modeling
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was employed to test the proposed research model. Prior to SEM analysis, data screening procedures were conducted
using SPSS 20.0 to ensure data quality and suitability for multivariate analysis. Missing values were minimal and
handled using listwise deletion. The final analytical dataset supplied in Supplementary Data 1 contains 335 complete
records with no missing values across the 26 item-level indicators. Outliers were assessed through standardized
scores and Mahalanobis distance, with no severe violations detected. The SEM analysis was performed using AMOS
20.0 with the Maximum Likelihood (ML) estimation method, which is widely recommended for theory testing and
confirmatory analysis. The assumptions of multivariate normality were assessed through skewness and kurtosis
statistics, all of which fell within acceptable ranges ([skewness] < 2 and [kurtosis] < 7), indicating that the data were
approximately normally distributed and suitable for ML estimation.

3.6. Describe the scale of the variables

The study employed a 5-point Likert scale to measure the observed variables, with “1” indicating “strongly disagree”
and “5” indicating “strongly agree.” The measurement instruments were adapted from established scales in previous
studies [23, 26, 96, 97]. The social capital construct was operationalized through several dimensions: Social Interaction
Ties (SI), Trust (TR), Reciprocity Norms (RE), and Identification (ID), each measured using three observed variables. In
addition, Shared Goals (SG), Religious Beliefs (RB), and Religious Practices (RP) were measured using four, six, and four
observed variables, respectively. Following the development of the preliminary measurement scale, the research team
conducted expert consultations with nine specialists in the fields of social capital and religion in Vietnam. These expert
interviews aimed to refine the observed variables and ensure the contextual relevance and cultural appropriateness of
the questionnaire for communities in the coastal areas of the Mekong Delta. The findings from the expert validation
indicated unanimous agreement (9 out of 9 experts) to retain all observed variables without modification.

Subsequently, the research team conducted a pilot survey with 110 samples to validate the measurement scales. The
target population consisted of farming households with established religious or belief affiliations living in coastal areas
of the Mekong Delta. A total of 102 valid responses were collected. The study employed Cronbach’s Alpha reliability
testing and Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) using SPSS 20.0. The Cronbach’s Alpha test for each latent variable
indicated satisfactory internal consistency, with no observed variable having an item total correlation below 0.3. The
reliability coefficients were as follows: Social interaction ties (SlI) 0.824; Trust (TR) = 0.795; Reciprocity norms (RE) =
0.786; Identification (ID) = 0.801; Shared goals (SG) = 0.823; Religious beliefs (RB) = 0.764; and Religious practices (RP)
=0.802, all exceeding the 0.6 threshold for reliability (Table 1).
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Table 1
Measurement model results and reliability of constructs.

Construct

Social
interaction
ties (SI)

Trust (TR)

Reciprocit
norms (RE

Identification

(D)

Item

SI1

SI2

SI3

TR1

TR2

TR3

RE1

RE2

RE3

ID1

ID2

ID3

Measurement item

My family maintains close
social ties with the
surrounding community.

My family spends a lot of
time interacting with the
surrounding community.

My family regularly contacts
the surrounding
communities.

My family's surrounding
community will always keep
its promise to support each
Io;cher in work as well as in
ife.

My family's surrounding
community is very honest
when exchanging work as
well as necessary
information with each other.

If my family encounters
difficulties in life as well as in
work, | believe that the
people in the surrounding
community will always help.

My family believes that it is
only fair to help people in the
surrounding community
when they are in need.

My family knows that people
in the surrounding
community will help us, so it
is only fair for us to help
them.

My family believes that
people in the surrounding
community will help us when
we are in need.

My family feels a sense of
belonging to our community

My family has a strong
positive feeling towards our
community.

My family is proud to be a
member of the community in
which we live.

Standardized
loading

0.833

0.866

0.756

0.736

0.698

0.887

0.681

0.754

0.869

0.812

0.834

0.769

S.E.

0.041

0.038

0.045

0.047

0.049

0.036

0.052

0.046

0.039

0.042

0.040

0.044

p_
value

*k*

*k*%

*k%

*k*

*k*

*k*

*k%

*k*%

*k*k

k%%

*k*

*k%

R2
(SMcC)

0.648

0.504

0.632

0.511

0.467

0.574

0.418

0.566

0.501

0.507

0.545

0.489

Cronbach’s
a

0.824

0.795

0.786

0.801

Note: SI: Social interaction ties; TR: Trust; RE: Reciprocity norms; ID: Identification; SG: Shared goals; RB: Religious
beliefs; RP: Religious practices. *** p < 0.001. S.E. = standard error; R? (SMC) = squared multiple correlation. Cronbach’s
alpha is reported at the construct level.
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Construct

Shared goals
(SG)

Religious
beliefs (RB)

Religious
practices
(RP)

Item

SG1

SG2

SG3

SG4

RB1

RB2

RB3

RB4

RBS

RB6

RP1

RP2

RP3

Measurement item

My family's surrounding
community shares the same
aspirations and beliefs in life.

My family's surrounding
community is always
concerned about the risks
and uncertainties in other
communities.

My family's surrounding
community spends its
resources (money, time...) to
help each other.

My family's surrounding
community always creates
opportunities for people to
mingle with each other.

Religion influences my
family's daily life.

My family believes that
everything that happens in
life has a spiritual cause.

My family participates in
religious activities mainly out
of a sense of responsibility to
the community/collective.

My family feels more
comfortable working/playing
with people of the same
religion.

My family respects the
freedom of belief of others.

My family participates in
volunteer activities of
religious organizations.

My family regularly watches
religious programs on
TV/Facebook/Zalo or radio.

My family regularly shares
religious sayings/quotes on
Facebook/Zalo.

Participating in religion helps
my family have better
relationships in the
community.

Standardized
loading

0.801

0.799

0.837

0.825

0.721

0.812

0.706

0.800

0.787

0.809

0.855

0.722

0.737

0.043

0.044

0.041

0.042

0.048

0.043

0.049

0.044

0.045

0.043

0.039

0.047

0.046

p-
value

*k*%

*k*k

*k%

kK%

*k*

*k*%

kK%

*k*%

*k*%

*k%k

*k*

*k*%

*k%

R2 Cronbach'’s
(SMC) a

0.545 0.823

0.408

0.540

0.526

0.400 0.764

0.498

0.451

0.587

0.468

0.556

0.500 0.802

0.447

0.411

Note: SI: Social interaction ties; TR: Trust; RE: Reciprocity norms; ID: Identification; SG: Shared goals; RB: Religious
beliefs; RP: Religious practices. *** p < 0.001. S.E. = standard error; R? (SMC) = squared multiple correlation. Cronbach’s
alpha is reported at the construct level.
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Construct ltem Measurement item Standardized S.E. p- R? Cronbach'’s

loading value (SMC) a
RP4 My family avoids doing 0.810 0.043  *= 0.568
things that religion considers
wrong.

Note: SI: Social interaction ties; TR: Trust; RE: Reciprocity norms; ID: Identification; SG: Shared goals; RB: Religious
beliefs; RP: Religious practices. *** p < 0.001. S.E. = standard error; R? (SMC) = squared multiple correlation. Cronbach’s
alpha is reported at the construct level.

The EFA was conducted using the Principal axis factoring method with Promax rotation and an Eigenvalue = 1 criterion
for all constructs. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure was 0.917 (> 0.5) and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was
significant (Sig. = 0.000 < 0.05), confirming the adequacy of the data for factor analysis. The results revealed seven
factors extracted from 26 observed variables at the Eigenvalue = 1 threshold, consistent with the recommendations of
Hair et al. (2010). The final measurement scales, along with their corresponding factor loadings, squared multiple
correlations (SMC), and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, are presented in Table 1.

To ensure a rigorous analytical procedure, the study followed a sequential approach. First, reliability testing was
conducted using Cronbach’s Alpha to assess the internal consistency of the measurement scales. Second, Exploratory
Factor Analysis (EFA) was performed to identify the underlying factor structure and confirm the dimensionality of the
constructs. Third, Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was applied to evaluate the measurement model, including
convergent and discriminant validity through Composite Reliability (CR) and Average Variance Extracted (AVE). Finally,
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was employed to test the hypothesized relationships among constructs and to
assess the overall structural model fit.

4. Results

4.1. Characteristics of farming households in the coastal areas of
the Mekong Delta

The survey sample comprised 335 households residing in coastal areas of the Mekong Delta (Table 2). The sample
represents a demographically diverse yet broadly reflective profile of rural coastal communities in the region. In terms
of gender distribution, male respondents accounted for a substantial majority at 78.81% (n = 264), while female
respondents constituted only 21.19% (n = 71). This imbalance likely reflects prevailing gender norms and traditional
labor divisions, wherein men are more commonly designated as household representatives in public engagements,
including survey participation. Regarding age, the largest proportion of respondents fell within the 31-40 age group
(40.90%), followed by those aged 41-50 (27.16%) and under 30 (21.19%). Only 10.75% of respondents were over the
age of 50. This age distribution suggests that the study population is predominantly composed of middle-aged
individuals, who are typically the most engaged in household decision-making and active in religious and community
affairs. With respect to educational attainment, the majority of respondents (73.43%) had completed secondary
education or lower, while 23.58% held a university degree. Only a small proportion (2.99%) had attained postgraduate
qualifications (i.e., a master’s or doctoral degree). These figures point to relatively low overall educational levels in the
study area, which may have implications for the formation and maintenance of social capital, as well as for the
interpretation and expression of religious beliefs and practices.
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Table 2
Socio-demographic profile of respondents in coastal areas of the Mekong Delta, Vietnam.

Farmer household characteristics Quantity Percentage (%)
Gender of interviewee Male 264 78.81
Female 71 21.19
Age Under 30 years old 71 21.19
31 to 40 years old 137 40.90
41 to 50 years old 91 27.16
Over 50 years old 36 10.75
Education level Secondary and below 246 73.43
Bachelor's 79 23.58
Master's 9 2.69
Doctorate and above 1 0.30
Marriage Single 69 20.60
Married 266 79.40
Current job Farming/self-employed 219 65.37
Housewife 23 6.87
Private/public enterprise 93 27.76
Number of years lived locally  Less than 5 years 16 478
5to 10 years 49 14.63
11 to 15 years 27 8.06
Over 15 years 243 72.54
Average household income Under 7 million/month 183 54.63
From 7-20 million/month 118 35.22
Over 20 million/month 34 10.15
Source: Summary of survey data processing results

In terms of marital status, the majority of respondents were married (79.40%), while 20.60% were single. This
distribution supports the assumption that most participants were household heads or key decision-makers within their
families, positioned to influence household values, traditions, and religious practices. With regard to occupational
status, the largest segment of respondents comprised farmers and informal laborers (65.37%), followed by individuals
employed in public or private sector enterprises (27.76%). Homemakers represented a smaller share, accounting for
just 6.87% of the sample. This occupational structure reflects the economic profile of coastal communities in the
Mekong Delta, where livelihoods are predominantly reliant on agriculture, fisheries, and informal labor markets. In terms
of length of residence, a significant majority (72.54%) had lived in their current locality for more than 15 years,
suggesting strong community ties and well-established social networks key dimensions of social capital. Conversely,
only 4.78% had resided in the area for less than five years, indicating a relatively high level of residential stability across
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the sample. Regarding household income, more than half of the respondents (54.63%) reported monthly earnings of
less than VND 7 million, while 35.22% earned between VND 7 million and VND 20 million. Only 10.15% of households
reported a monthly income exceeding VND 20 million. These figures indicate a generally low-income profile, which may
shape both the extent of religious participation and the capacity for broader engagement in community and social
activities.

4.2. Results of measurement model analysis

The SEM analysis was conducted using AMOS 20.0 with the Maximum Likelihood (ML) estimation method. Data
screening procedures were performed prior to analysis, including checks for missing values and outliers. Multivariate
normality was assessed using skewness and kurtosis statistics, which were within acceptable ranges, supporting the
use of ML estimation. To enhance transparency and replicability, detailed item-level statistics from the CFA are reported
in Table 2. All standardized factor loadings exceed the recommended threshold of 0.60 and are statistically significant
(p<0.001). The squared multiple correlations (R?) indicate satisfactory item reliability across all constructs.

The measurement model was estimated using Maximum Likelihood estimation. The research team conducted
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) to evaluate the overall measurement model. The convergent and discriminant
validity of the latent constructs was assessed using Composite Reliability (CR), Average Variance Extracted (AVE), and
Maximum Shared Variance (MSV). The results indicated that all constructs demonstrated adequate reliability, with CR
values ranging from 0.841 (Identification: ID) to 0.936 (Social Interaction — Sl), exceeding the recommended threshold
of 0.70. Additionally, all AVE values were above the benchmark of 0.50 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981), ranging from 0.547
(Reciprocity: RE and Shared Goals: SG) to 0.668 (Trust: TR), confirming the presence of convergent validity.

Discriminant validity was evaluated using the Fornell-Larcker criterion, whereby the square root of the AVE for each
construct (Table 3) must be greater than its correlations with other constructs. Examination of Table 4 confirms that
this condition was satisfied across all constructs. For example, the square root of AVE for Sl was 0.735, which is higher
than its correlations with TR (0.711), RE (0.563), and SG (0.446). Similarly, the square root of AVE for Religious Practice
(RP) was 0.773, exceeding its correlations with Religious Belief (RB) (0.480) and ID (0.484). These results validate the
discriminant validity between all construct pairs. Furthermore, all inter-construct correlations were statistically
significant at p < 0.001, indicating that the relationships among the constructs were robust and meaningful. Therefore,
the measurement model meets the criteria for construct reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity, and is
deemed suitable for further structural model analysis. In addition to the Fornell-Larcker criterion, the study further
assessed discriminant validity using the Heterotrait—Monotrait (HTMT) ratio, as recommended in recent SEM literature
(Henseler et al., 2015). The HTMT values for all construct pairs were below the recommended threshold of 0.90,
indicating that discriminant validity is well established across all constructs. These results provide additional evidence
supporting the robustness of the measurement model and address potential limitations associated with relying solely
on the Fornell-Larcker criterion.
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Table 3
Reliability and validity of the Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) model.

Sl CR AVE MSV SI TR RE ID SG RB RP
0936 0.611 0.397 0.735

TR 0.867 0.668 0.564 0.711***  0.846

RE 0899 0.549  0.551 0.563**  0.647***  0.891

ID 0.841 0.634 0.332  0.514**  0.582***  0.678**  0.784

SG  0.901 0.547 0.499  0.446***  (0.473**  (0.534**  (0.533***  (.871

RB 0.884 0.587 0.561 0.398***  0.677***  0.435***  (0.519***  0.632***  0.728

RP 0.862 0.654 0.454  0.723**  0.704**  0.671**  0.484***  0.455**  (0.480*** 0.773

Note: SI: Social interaction ties; TR: Trust; RE: Reciprocity norms; ID: Identification; SG: Shared goals; RB: Religious
beliefs; RP: Religious practices. (***: p < 0.001, diagonal values are square roots of AVE).

Table 4

Structural model results.
Path B SE p-value 95% ClI
S| — RB 0.471 0.058 <0.001 [0.357,0.585]
TR — RB 0.733 0.052 <0.050 [0.631, 0.835]
RE — RB 0.454 0.061 <0.001 [0.334, 0.574]
ID— RB 0.398 0.064 <0.050 [0.273, 0.523]
SG — RB 0.158 0.070 <0.050 [0.021, 0.295]
RB — RP 0.598 0.057 <0.005 [0.486, 0.710]
Note: SI: Social interaction ties; TR: Trust; RE: Reciprocity norms; ID: Identification; SG: Shared goals; RB: Religious
beliefs; RP: Religious practices.

Model fit indices also indicated a good fit: Chi-square (x?) = 475.306 (df = 199, p = 0.000); CMIN/df = 2.388, which is
below the threshold of 3; SRMR =0.0392, below 0.08; CFl = 0.944 and TLI = 0.936, both exceeding the recommended
cutoff of 0.92; and RMSEA = 0.060, which is below the acceptable limit of 0.07 [94]. These indices confirm that the
model provides a good fit to the data and is appropriate for testing the proposed research hypotheses.

4.3. Structural model analysis

Standard errors, confidence intervals (95%), and exact p-values were calculated to provide a more comprehensive
interpretation of the structural model results (Table 4). The structural model fit indices suggest that the proposed
model demonstrates an acceptable and statistically adequate fit to the data. The chi-square value was ¥ = 608.793
with 203 degrees of freedom, yielding a CMIN/df ratio of 2.999, which is below the commonly accepted threshold of 3.
The model’s p-value was 0.000 (=< 0.05), indicating statistical significance. Additional goodness-of-fit indices further
support the adequacy of the model: the Comparative Fit Index (CFl) = 0.918 and the Tucker—Lewis Index (TLI) = 0.907,
both exceeding the recommended minimum threshold of 0.90. The Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) =
0.0825 and the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = 0.072, both falling below the conventional cutoff
value of 0.08. Collectively, these indices align with the model fit criteria proposed by Hair et al. (2019) and Hu and
Bentler (1999), indicating that the structural model exhibits good fit with the empirical data.
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Path analysis results (Table 4, 5) reveal that all hypothesized relationships are positive and statistically significant.
Specifically, Social Interaction Ties (SI) have a significant positive effect on Religious Belief (RB) (B =0.471, SE =0.058,
p<0.001,95% CI[0.357, 0.585]), supporting hypothesis H1. Trust (TR) demonstrates the strongest influence on
Religious Belief (RB) (B = 0.733, SE=0.052, p<0.001, 95% CI [0.631, 0.835]), providing strong support for hypothesis
H2. Reciprocity Norms (RE) also exert a significant positive effect (8 = 0.454, SE =0.061, p<0.001, 95% CI [0.334,
0.574]), confirming hypothesis H3. Similarly, Identification (ID) has a positive and statistically significant effect on
Religious Belief (RB) (B = 0.398, SE =0.064, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.273, 0.523]), supporting hypothesis H4. Shared Goals
(SG) exhibit a weaker but still statistically significant effect (3 =0.158, SE = 0.070, p = 0.024, 95% CI [0.021, 0.295]),
thereby supporting hypothesis H5. To further examine the mediating role of religious belief (RB), a bootstrapping
procedure with 2,000 resamples was conducted to estimate the indirect effects. The results indicate that the indirect
effects of social capital dimensions (social interaction ties, trust, reciprocity norms, identification, and shared goals) on
religious practice (RP) through religious belief (RB) are all statistically significant, as the 95% confidence intervals do
not include zero. These findings confirm that religious belief serves as a significant mediating variable in the
relationship between social capital and religious practice. This suggests that the influence of social capital on religious
behavior operates primarily through its impact on individuals’ belief systems rather than through direct effects alone.

Standardized path coefficients and hypothesi-ls—atzlsetiig results from the structural equation model.
Hypothesis Relationship Relationship Standardized weight  P-value Conclusion
H1 SI 0 RB + 0.471 0.000 accepted
(p<0.001)

H2 TRORB + 0.733 0.002 accepted
(p<0.05)

H3 RE ¢ RB + 0.454 0.000 accepted
(p<0.001)

H4 IDORB + 0.398 0.006 accepted
(p<0.05)

HS SGORB + 0.158 0.003 accepted
(p<0.05)

H6 RB ¢ RP + 0.598 0.007 accepted
(p<0.05)

Note: H1: Social interaction has a positive effect on religious belief; H2: Trust has a positive effect on religious belief;

H3: Norms of reciprocity have a positive effect on religious belief; H4: Identity has a positive effect on religious belief;

H5: Shared goals have a positive effect on religious belief; H6: Religious belief has a positive effect on religious

practice. (Source: Calculation results on Amos 20 software).

Additionally, Religious Belief (RB) was found to have a significant positive effect on Religious Practice (RP) (8 = 0.598,
SE=0.057,p<0.001,95% CI [0.486, 0.710]), supporting hypothesis H6. Overall, these findings confirm that all proposed
hypotheses are empirically supported. The magnitude and precision of the estimated effects, as reflected in the
standardized coefficients, standard errors, and confidence intervals, further strengthen the robustness and reliability of
the structural model. An overview of the hypothesized relationships and their standardized path coefficients is visually
presented in Figure. 3 and Figure. 4.
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5. Discussion

The findings indicate that the structural, relational, and cognitive dimensions of social capital are positively associated
with religious belief among coastal rural households in Vietnam’'s Mekong Delta. Trust (TR) has the strongest
relationship with religious belief (RB) (B, = 0.733, p < 0.001), followed by social interaction ties (SI) (8, = 0.471, p <
0.001), reciprocity norms (RE) (B, = 0.454, p < 0.001), identification (ID) (B, = 0.398, p < 0.05), and shared goals (SG) (Bs
=0.158, p < 0.05). Religious belief is also positively associated with religious practice (RP) (B¢ = 0.598, p < 0.05). These
results support the view that religious belief is not solely a private or cognitive phenomenon but is embedded in
networks of interaction, interpersonal relationships, collective identities, and shared systems of meaning.

Structural social capital, represented by social interaction ties, has a moderate-to-strong association with religious
belief. The standardized coefficient indicates that a one-standard-deviation increase in social interaction is associated
with a 0.471-standard-deviation increase in religious belief, holding the other relationships specified in the model
constant. Community networks, religious gatherings, ceremonies, and institutional activities provide regular
opportunities for communication and collective participation. Through repeated interaction, individuals are exposed to
shared religious narratives, moral expectations, and ritual practices. These processes may reinforce religious
commitment through social learning, normative encouragement, and accountability [98-102].

The importance of social interaction may be particularly relevant in the coastal Mekong Delta, where rural livelihoods
depend heavily on cooperation and information exchange. Agricultural and aquaculture households frequently
cooperate in managing water, exchanging labor, responding to production risks, and coping with environmental
disruption. Religious organizations may consequently function both as spiritual institutions and as spaces for social
exchange. They enable community members to interpret hardship, moral responsibility, and collective assistance
through shared religious frameworks. Nevertheless, because the model does not directly test the moderating role of
climate exposure, climate-related uncertainty should be regarded as an important contextual explanation rather than an
empirically established mechanism.

Relational social capital plays an especially prominent role in explaining religious belief. Trust, reciprocity, and
identification represent the quality and affective depth of interpersonal relationships rather than merely the existence of
social connections. These relational resources embed individual faith within supportive and emotionally meaningful
social environments [4, 98]. Religious organizations may therefore operate not only as places of worship but also as
settings in which individuals establish dependable relationships, exchange assistance, affirm collective identities, and
interpret uncertainty through shared moral frameworks. Such relationships strengthen belonging and enhance the
perceived legitimacy of religious teachings and institutions [1].

Among all the predictors, trust has the strongest association with religious belief. This finding suggests that confidence
in community members, religious leaders, and local institutions is particularly important for sustaining faith. Trust
creates conditions in which individuals are more willing to seek spiritual guidance, accept religious narratives,
participate in collective activities, and rely on faith-based networks during periods of difficulty. In climate-vulnerable
communities, trusted relationships may also stabilize expectations and provide emotional security in the face of
environmental and livelihood uncertainty. This interpretation is consistent with previous studies emphasizing the
central role of trust in religious social capital [4, 98]. However, the coefficient should not be interpreted as evidence of a
unidirectional causal relationship. Religious belief may also promote trust by encouraging shared moral expectations,
prosocial behaviour, and community participation.

Reciprocity norms also have a substantial positive relationship with religious belief. In rural communities, reciprocity is
expressed through practices such as labor exchange, water sharing, livelihood assistance, collective contributions, and
support during illness or environmental disruption. When these practices are informed by religious values such as
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compassion, generosity, and communal responsibility, reciprocal action translates abstract belief into lived moral
experience. Religious principles are therefore reinforced through repeated exchanges of practical and emotional
support. Identification similarly contributes to religious belief by strengthening individuals’ sense of belonging to a
religious or community group. Shared rituals, histories, symbols, and experiences allow individuals to incorporate
collective religious identity into their understanding of themselves, thereby providing continuity during periods of social
and environmental change.

Cognitive social capital, represented by shared goals, has a weaker but statistically significant association with
religious belief. Shared goals connect individual convictions to broader moral and spiritual objectives, including
community welfare, mutual assistance, environmental responsibility, and cultural continuity. Common values and
interpretive frameworks facilitate mutual understanding and coordinated action within religious communities [102,
103]. The relatively small coefficient does not imply that shared goals are unimportant. Rather, it suggests that
common objectives may have limited influence unless they are supported by regular interaction, interpersonal trust,
reciprocity, and collective identification.

The three dimensions of social capital are therefore conceptually distinct but complementary. Structural social capital
provides opportunities for communication and participation; relational social capital supplies trust, mutual obligation,
and belonging; and cognitive social capital offers shared frameworks through which religious ideas acquire collective
meaning. Structural networks allow religious narratives to circulate, while relational ties give these narratives credibility
and emotional significance. Shared goals, in turn, provide a common orientation for translating religious values into
collective action. Religious belief is thus sustained through the combined influence of institutional participation,
interpersonal relationships, and shared meaning-making.

The positive relationship between religious belief and religious practice further supports the proposition that belief
provides an interpretive and motivational foundation for religious action. Individuals with stronger religious convictions
may be more likely to participate in prayer, worship, ritual observance, charitable activities, and other expressions of
faith. Belief may become particularly salient during iliness, economic hardship, or environmental disruption, when
people turn to religious practices for meaning and emotional reassurance [104, 105]. This relationship may
nevertheless be reciprocal: religious practices translate abstract convictions into concrete experiences and reinforce
belief through collective participation and shared narratives [106—-108].

The findings have practical implications for community resilience and climate adaptation in the Mekong Delta.
Initiatives involving religious and community organizations should recognize that effective collective action depends
particularly on trust. Transparent decision-making, accountable leadership, inclusive participation, and credible
communication may strengthen confidence in local institutions. Programs may also build on existing reciprocity norms
through mutual-aid groups, cooperative livelihood support, and collective responses to environmental shocks. Shared
social and ecological goals can be incorporated into community and religious activities, provided that such initiatives
respect doctrinal diversity and the autonomy of religious institutions.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. Although the sample includes 335 households across four coastal
provinces, the greater representation of Ca Mau and Ben Tre may cause the findings to reflect conditions in these
provinces more strongly than those in Tra Vinh and Bac Lieu provinces. The use of eligibility criteria, administrative
records, and local verification may also have excluded highly mobile, less formally registered, or marginalized
households. Consequently, more stable and socially connected households may be overrepresented, potentially
inflating reported levels of social capital and religious engagement. Furthermore, the cross-sectional design does not
permit firm conclusions regarding causality or temporal order, while self-reported measures may be affected by
common-method and social-desirability biases.
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Overall, the results show that religious belief among coastal rural households in the Mekong Delta is deeply embedded
in social relationships. Relational social capital, particularly trust, has the strongest association with belief, while social
interaction, reciprocity, identification, and shared goals also make meaningful contributions. Religious belief is, in turn,
closely related to religious practice. Future longitudinal and comparative research should examine whether these
relationships vary across provinces, religious traditions, livelihood systems, and levels of climate exposure.

6. Conclusions, policy implications and recommendations

This study highlights the important role of social capital, including its structural, relational, and cognitive dimensions, in
shaping religious belief and religious practice among farming households in the coastal regions of the Mekong Delta,
Vietnam. The empirical findings confirm that social interaction ties, trust, reciprocity norms, community identification,
and shared goals significantly strengthen religious belief and subsequently encourage religious engagement. The SEM
results demonstrate a strong model fit, with all hypothesized relationships supported at statistically significant levels
(p<0.05). The findings indicate that religious belief functions as a key mediating mechanism through which social
capital influences religious practice. In this context, religion operates not only as a spiritual or cultural institution but
also as a socially embedded mechanism that reinforces trust, solidarity, and shared meaning within rural communities.
The study also suggests that faith-based social networks may indirectly contribute to community cohesion and mutual
support in environmentally vulnerable coastal areas. However, while the study was conducted within the broader
context of climate change in the Mekong Delta, the empirical model does not directly measure climate adaptation
outcomes or resilience indicators. Therefore, the findings should be interpreted primarily within the scope of social
capital, religious belief, and religious practice among coastal rural communities. These findings are consistent with
previous studies conducted in different cultural and geographical settings [4, 76, 109], further supporting the
relationship between social capital and religion.

Based on the findings, several policy implications and practical recommendations can be proposed for coastal
communities in the Mekong Delta. First, policymakers should recognize religious organizations as important partners
in local governance and community-based development initiatives. Religious institutions possess strong social
credibility and extensive community networks that can support information dissemination, volunteer mobilization, and
local coordination during environmental or socio-economic challenges. Strengthening cooperation mechanisms
between local authorities and religious organizations may improve community participation and policy implementation.
Second, capacity-building programs should strengthen the positive social functions of religious networks through
training in disaster preparedness, environmental awareness, livelihood diversification, and community support
activities. Religious leaders and local faith representatives can serve as trusted intermediaries who communicate
scientific and social information in culturally appropriate ways that are accessible to local communities. Third, policies
should promote more inclusive access to religion-based social capital. Vulnerable groups, including ethnic minorities,
poor households, and migrant workers, may face barriers to participation in religious and community activities.
Encouraging inclusive engagement and participatory planning can strengthen social equity, social cohesion, and
collective action within coastal rural communities. More broadly, sustainable development programs may benefit from
incorporating the social and moral influence of religious networks to encourage environmental responsibility,
community solidarity, and mutual assistance. However, these recommendations should be interpreted cautiously, as
the study does not directly evaluate climate adaptation effectiveness or resilience outcomes.

7. Limitations and future research

Several limitations of this study should be acknowledged. First, the analysis is primarily conceptual and does not

directly measure climate change adaptation or resilience indicators. In addition, the empirical focus on rural coastal

households in the Mekong Delta may limit the generalizability of the findings to other ecological, cultural, or socio-
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religious contexts. Second, future studies should test the proposed theoretical framework across broader regions and
populations. Expanding the sample size and improving gender balance would enhance representativeness and better
capture diversity in household decision-making processes. Third, the cross-sectional design limits the ability to
examine temporal dynamics and causal relationships. Longitudinal studies are therefore needed to better understand
how social capital and religious adaptation evolve over time under environmental and socio-economic pressures.
Finally, future research should employ more diverse data sources, methodological approaches, and analytical
perspectives, particularly by directly incorporating resilience indicators, adaptive behaviors, and climate-related
livelihood outcomes in the Mekong Delta context.
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Figures

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: INTERRELATIONSHIP AMONG
ASPECTS OF SOCIAL CAPITAL — RELIGIOUS BELIEFS — RELIGIOUS PRACTICES - CLIMATE CHANGE CONTEXT
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Figure 1

A conceptual diagram illustrating the relationships among social capital dimensions, religious belief, religious practice,
climate change context in the Mekong Delta, Vietnam.
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Proposed research model.
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Figure 3
SEM results of the research model.
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Figure 4

SEM results of the research model.
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