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When Reality Meets Perception:
Well-Being Effects of Objective and
Subjective Person-Culture Matches
in Religiosity

Vera VogelI , Paul H. P. Hanel?(®, Alexandra Sarafoglou3,
and Suzanne Hoogeveen®

Abstract

Previous research found that religious individuals report higher well-being when they live in a religious country—that is, when
there is an objective match—or when they perceive their country as religious—that is, when there is a subjective match. Objective
and subjective person-culture matches are typically considered different operationalizations of the same phenomenon. The pres-
ent research, in contrast, suggests that objective and subjective matches are two conceptually distinct phenomena, each indepen-
dently contributing to higher well-being: Across 24 countries (N = 10,195), individuals tended to experience higher global,
psychological, and physical well-being when both objective and subjective matches were high. Notably, only objective (but not
subjective) matches were related to higher social well-being and life satisfaction, whereas only subjective matches were related
to positive affect. Thus, jointly investigating objective and subjective matches is crucial to avoid incomplete or even incorrect

conclusions about person-culture match effects on well-being.
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Individuals tend to experience higher well-being when their
characteristics match those of their culture, a phenomenon
known as the person-culture match effect (Fulmer et al.,
2010; Gebauer et al., 2020). This effect has been well-
documented for various match characteristics such as per-
sonality traits (Bleidorn et al., 2016; Fulmer et al., 2010),
political orientation (Ebert et al, 2023; Stavrova &
Luhmann, 2016), and human values (Du et al., 2023,
Hanel et al., 2020). One of the most robust and best-
documented findings in this area is that religious individu-
als report higher happiness and better health when they live
in religious countries compared to secular ones (Diener
et al., 2011; Stavrova, 2015).

Most research on person-culture match has focused on
the well-being benefits that arise when individuals’ charac-
teristics (e.g., personal religiosity) match with the average
characteristics in their culture (e.g., the average of individu-
als’ personal religiosity within a country)—what we refer
to as an objective match. Recently, however, two studies
(Hoogeveen et al., 2023; Wolf et al., 2021) provided initial
evidence that well-being also increases when individuals
subjectively perceive the average characteristics in their cul-
ture as similar to their own (e.g., perceived average religios-
ity within a country)—what we refer to as a subjective

match." To date, no research has simultaneously investi-
gated both objective and subjective person-culture match.
This gap may stem from the prevailing assumption among
person-culture match researchers that objective and subjec-
tive matches are equivalent and simply represent different
measures of the same underlying phenomenon.

In the present research, we challenge this prevailing per-
spective and propose that objective and subjective matches
are two conceptually distinct phenomena, each indepen-
dently contributing to higher well-being. To empirically
test our novel perspective, we are the first to examine the
effects of objective and subjective person-culture match on
well-being simultaneously. Moreover, we explore whether
objective and subjective matches interact with each other,
offering new insights into the complex dynamics of person-
culture match and its impact on well-being.
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Objective vs. Subjective Person-Culture
Match

Existing person-culture match research has not conceptually
differentiated between the effects of objective and subjective
matches on well-being. Typically, researchers explain (objec-
tive and subjective) match effects using the same two princi-
ples: social norms and self-validation. For example, an
objective match is seen as an indicator of norm conformity
(Gebauer et al., 2017; Stavrova et al., 2013) and as validation
of one’s own characteristics (Bleidorn et al., 2016; Ebert
et al., 2023), both of which enhance well-being. This suggests
that the positive effect of an objective match on well-being is
driven by individuals’ perception of matching cultural char-
acteristics. Accordingly, the effects of objective and subjec-
tive matches on well-being should be equivalent.

However, we propose that objective and subjective
matches are distinct phenomena, each contributing to
higher well-being. There are at least three key theoretical
reasons supporting this conceptual distinction. First, indi-
viduals® perceptions are often biased and do not necessarily
reflect reality (Hanel et al., 2018; Murray, 1938), which can
lead to discrepancies between objective and subjective
matches. Second, related (but conceptually distinct) research
in person-organization fit suggests that objective and subjec-
tive matches have different effects on job satisfaction, orga-
nizational commitment, and turnover intention (Kristof-
Brown et al., 2005; Verquer et al., 2003). Although this
research focuses on different outcomes and organizational
contexts, which are typically spatially and socially closer
than cultural units, it indirectly supports the idea that objec-
tive and subjective matches are distinct. Third, objective and
subjective matches may capture different phenomena:
Objective matches may rather capture environmental affor-
dances (Locke, 1976; Pervin, 1992), fewer social conflicts
(Getzels, 1969; Holland & Gottfredson, 1976), and greater
social support and reward (Diener et al., 2011; Gebauer
et al., 2012), while subjective matches may rather capture
positive feelings of being right and conform with perceived
cultural norms (Rosenberg, 1965; Zou et al., 2009), a shared
understanding of the world (Echterhoff et al., 2009; Hardin
& Higgins, 1996), and a sense of belonging (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995; Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2013)—all factors
known to enhance well-being (Diener & Seligman, 2002;
Haslam et al., 2009; Higgins, 2010). Accordingly, if our
novel perspective is correct, objective and subjective matches
should simultaneously contribute to well-being.

Morcover, we believe that objective and subjective
matches do not merely have additive effects on well-being
but also interact with each other. For example, subjective
matches might serve as an important boundary condition
for experiencing the well-being benefits of an objective
match. In other words, subjective matches may be neces-
sary for individuals to truly benefit from the social support
and rewards associated with an objective match (Diener
et al., 2011; Stavrova et al., 2013). Therefore, individuals

may need to perceive the shared characteristics with others
in their culture to reap the well-being benefits of an objec-
tive match.

Present Research

The present research is the first to test whether objective
and subjective person-culture matches capture the same
phenomenon, as assumed by existing person-culture match
research (e.g., Bleidorn et al., 2016; Fulmer et al., 2010), or
whether objective and subjective person-culture matches
are conceptually distinct, each contributing independently
to higher well-being. Furthermore, it offers a novel contri-
bution to the match research by examining the interaction
between objective and subjective matches (i.e., three-way
interaction between personal religiosity, objective cultural
religiosity, and perceived cultural religiosity). Building on
established person-culture match research, we used religios-
ity as a widely examined match domain (Diener et al., 2011;
Gebauer et al., 2017) and countries as typical cultural units
(Gebauer et al., 2020; Hanel et al., 2020).

In addition, existing person-culture match research has
mostly focused on a single measure of well-being, making
comparisons between different dimensions of well-being
difficult. Indeed, previous research has tentatively indicated
that objective and subjective match effects may vary across
different well-being dimensions (objective matches: Hanel
et al., 2020; subjective matches: Vogel et al., 2023). To
address this, we assessed well-being both globally and sepa-
rately across three dimensions: psychological, physical, and
social well-being (WHOQOL Group, 1998). We further
analyzed psychological well-being at the level of its three
most commonly used facets among person-culture match
researchers: life satisfaction, self-esteem, and positive affect
(Gebauer et al., 2020; Stavrova et al., 2013). This break-
down of well-being into different dimensions and facets
allowed us to investigate whether objective and/or subjec-
tive person-culture matches were more strongly related to
one dimension and facet of well-being than to another. If
this is the case, it further supports our novel perspective
that objective and subjective matches capture different phe-
nomena of a match. For example, objective matches might
mainly reflect reduced social conflict and increased social
support and reward (Diener et al., 2011; Gebauer et al.,
2012), which are closely linked to social well-being.
Conversely, subjective matches might be more closely tied
to current emotional experiences such as positive affect
(Diener et al., 2003; Larsen et al., 1985).

Method

Participants

We used data from the Many-Analysts Religion Project
(MARP; Hoogeveen et al., 2023). The final sample included
10,195 respondents from 24 countries (55.9% female; M4
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= 33.8 years, SDyge 0.14).> Online Supplement 1
includes the descriptive statistics of the demographics for
each country separately.

Measures

After participants provided informed consent, they com-
pleted measures of religiosity, well-being, and demo-
graphics in that order. Online Supplement 2 includes an
overview of all measures and descriptive statistics.

Well-Being. We measured respondents’ global well-being
with items from the shortened version of the Quality of Life
Scale (WHOQOL Group, 1998), covering the three dimen-
sions psychological, physical, and social well-being (a =
.89; for details, see Online Supplement 2). Psychological
well-being was assessed with four items (« = .79), captur-
ing the three facets: life satisfaction (2 items, « = .73; e.g.,
“How would you rate your quality of life?”), self-esteem (1
item, “How satisfied are you with yourself?”), and positive
affect (1 item, “How often do you have negative feelings
such as blue mood, despair, anxiety, depression?,”
recoded). Physical well-being encompassed respondents’
satisfaction with their health and their everyday vitality (6
items, o« = .83; e.g., “How satisfied are you with your
health?”). Social well-being encompassed respondents’
satisfaction with their personal relationships (2 items, a =
.73; e.g., “How satisfied are you with your personal rela-
tionships?”). All items were coded so that higher scores
indicated higher well-being.

Personal Religiosity. Building on previous research (Berkessel
et al., 2021; Gebauer & Maio, 2012), we measured personal
religiosity with four items taken from the World Values
Survey (Inglehart et al., 2022), covering the core aspects of
individuals’ global religiosity: self-concept of religiosity,
belief in God, church attendance, and private religious
practices (a« = .86).

Objective Cultural Religiosity. Following the standard way, we
operationalized objective cultural religiosity by averaging
participants’ personal religiosity scores within each country
(Diener et al., 2011; Gebauer et al., 2017).

Perceived Cultural Religiosity. We measured perceived cultural
religiosity with two items (Wan et al., 2007), covering parti-
cipants’ perception of how important a religious lifestyle
and the belief in God are to the average citizen in their
country (e = .85).

Statistical Modeling

In line with the standard approach in person-culture match
research, we conducted multilevel models in which respon-
dents were nested within countries (Fulmer et al., 2010;
Stavrova et al., 2013). We computed the multilevel models

using the software Julia vi.1.1 (Bezanson et al., 2017) and
its mixed-effects models package MixedModels v2.3.0
(Bates et al., 2020). Since the focus of our statistical analy-
ses was on match effects (e.g., objective match effects oper-
ationalized as the interaction between person-level
religiosity and culture-level religiosity), we followed estab-
lished recommendations and group-mean centered all
person-level predictors and grand-mean centered all
culture-level predictors to ensure unbiased cross-level inter-
action coefficients (Aiken & West, 1991; Enders & Tofighi,
2007). Next, we z-standardized all variables to interpret the
point estimates comparable to standardized regression
weights (Snijders & Bosker, 2012). In all multilevel models,
the intercepts and slopes of all person-level predicators
were treated as random effects (Barr et al., 2013).

To thoroughly compare objective and subjective match
effects on well-being, we conducted four statistical models
per well-being dimension and facet: The first two models
build on the common way to statistically model person-
culture match and investigate objective and subjective
person-culture match separately. The “Objective-Match Only
Model” statistically models only the objective person-culture
match (i.e., the cross-level interaction between personal religi-
osity and objective cultural religiosity). The “Subjective-
Match Only Model” statistically models only the subjective
person-culture match (i.e., the interaction between personal
religiosity and perceived cultural religiosity). The other two
statistical models go beyond those used in previous research
and examine objective and subjective match effects on well-
being jointly. The “Dual-Match Independent Model” statisti-
cally models objective and subjective match as independent
effects on well-being. The “Dual-Match Interaction Model”
statistically models the interaction between objective and
subjective match effects on well-being (i.e., a three-way inter-
action between personal religiosity, objective cultural religios-
ity, and perceived cultural religiosity).

The four-model approach of our statistical modeling
strategy allowed us to examine (1) whether objective and
subjective match effects on well-being diminish when ana-
lyzed together, compared to the two established models (as
assumed by existing person-culture match literature) and
(2) whether objective and subjective match effects in the
two novel models contribute independently to higher well-
being or even interact with each other (as proposed by our
novel perspective). We compared the power of matches by
using standardized point estimates (zPE) and their 95%
confidence intervals as well as simple slope analyses (Aiken
& West, 1991).

All R scripts are publicly available at https://osf.io/
yvbna/.

Results
Global Well-Being

Table 1 depicts the model results of the four statistical mod-
els for global well-being. In each model, higher personal
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Table |. Objective and Subjective Match Effects on Global Well-Being

Objective-Match Only

Subjective-Match Only

Dual-Match Independent Dual-Match Interaction

Model Model Model Model
zPE 95% ClI zPE 95% ClI zPE 95% ClI zPE 95% ClI

(Intercept) -.032 [-.142,.078] -.036 [-.148, .077] -.038 [-.148,.073] -.039 [-.148, .071]

297%%* [.097, .162] 3 [.084, .142] 3 [.088, .138] 4 [.089, .138]

OCR .061 [-.046, .168] .086 [-.020, .192] .053 [-.054, .160]

PCR .050%*** [.019,.081] 049+ [.019, .080] .050#** [.024, .075]

PR x OCR 053%** [.019, .086] .025 [-.001, .051] .036%* [.009, .062]
[objective match]

PR x PCR .023* [.005, .040] .022* [.005, .040] .020* [.003, .038]
[subjective match]

OCR x PCR .046%** [.020, .072]

PR x OCR x PCR .020* [.002, .038]

[dual match interaction]

Note. PR = personal religiosity. OCR = objective cultural religiosity. PCR = perceived cultural religiosity. zPE = standardized point estimates. ***p < .001. **p

< .0l. *p < .05.

religiosity was associated with higher global well-being. In
addition, perceived cultural religiosity was also linked to
higher global well-being. Objective cultural religiosity, in
contrast, was not associated with higher global well-being.

Most importantly, in the Objective-Match Only Model,
there was a significant interaction between personal religi-
osity and objective cultural religiosity, indicating an objec-
tive person-culture match effect on global well-being, zPE
= .053, 95% CI [.019, .086]. To decompose this interac-
tion, we conducted simple slope analyses, which showed
that the relationship between personal religiosity and glo-
bal well-being was significantly more positive in more reli-
gious countries ( + 1 SD) than in less religious countries (—
1 SD), AzPE = .105, 95% CI [.013, .197]. Thus, in line with
previous research, religious individuals living in a more reli-
gious country experienced higher well-being than those in a
less religious country (see Figure 1A).

Furthermore, in the Subjective-Match Only Model,
there was a significant interaction between personal religi-
osity and perceived cultural religiosity, indicating a subjec-
tive person-culture match effect on global well-being, zPE
= .023, 95% CI [.005, .040]. Thus, in line with recent
research, religious individuals experienced higher well-
being the more they perceived their country to be religious.
However, the comparison of the standardized point esti-
mates of objective and subjective match effects suggests
that the subjective match effect tends to be smaller than
the objective match effect. This notion is supported by
results from the simple slope analyses, which showed that
the positive relationship between personal religiosity and
global well-being did not differ significantly when per-
ceived cultural religiosity was high ( + 1 SD) vs. low (-1
SD), AzPE = .045, 95% CI [—.022, .113] (see Figure 1B).

In the next step, we examined whether objective and
subjective match effects on well-being suppress or even can-
cel each other out when they are simultaneously included

in a statistical model. To do this, we jointly included objec-
tive and subjective matches as independent predictors in
the dual-match-independent model: while the subjective
match effect remained significant, the objective match
effect decreased and became only marginally significant,
zPE = .025, 90% CI[.004, .047].

To test whether objective and subjective matches possi-
bly interact with each other, we additionally included the
three-way interaction between personal religiosity, objec-
tive cultural religiosity, and perceived cultural religiosity in
the Dual-Match Interaction Model. Indeed, there was a sig-
nificant positive objective match effect, zPE = .036, 95%
CI [.009, .062], a significant positive subjective match effect,
zPE = .020, 95% CI [.003, .038], and a significant positive
three-way interaction effect between personal religiosity,
objective cultural religiosity, and perceived cultural religios-
ity, zPE = .020, 95% CI [.002, .038].

The decomposition of the three-way interaction with
simple slope analyses showed that the relationship
between personal religiosity and global well-being only
significantly differed between those who lived in high-
religiosity versus low-religiosity countries (thus showing
the objective match effect) when perceived cultural religi-
osity was high, AzPE = .112, 95% CI [.025, .121], but
not when perceived cultural religiosity was low, AzPE =
.031, 95% CI[—.058, .121]. This indicates that living in a
religious country is particularly beneficial for the well-
being of religious individuals only when they perceive
their country as religious (see Figure 1C), thereby, sup-
porting our alternative perspective that objective and
subjective matches are not equivalent.

Different Well-Being Dimensions and Facets

Our global well-being measure could be decomposed into
the following three dimensions: psychological, physical,
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Figure 1. lllustration of Objective and Subjective Match Effects on Global Well-Being
Note. OCR = objective cultural religiosity. PCR = perceived cultural religiosity. Numbers in squared brackets represent 95% confidence

intervals.

and social well-being (WHOQOL Group, 1998). To com-
pare the effects of objective and subjective matches across
these dimensions, we repeated all analyses described so far
separately for each dimension. Furthermore, most prior
research has treated psychological well-being as a global
construct and examined only one psychological facet at a
time (e.g., happiness: Ugur & Aydin, 2023; self-esteem:
Gebauer et al., 2017). To compare the different facets, we
also repeated our analyses separately for the three most
commonly used facets of psychological well-being: life satis-
faction, self-esteem, and positive affect (Gebauer et al.,
2020; Stavrova et al., 2013). Since we were primarily inter-
ested in whether objective and/or subjective match effects
exerted stronger effects on one dimension and facet of well-
being than on another, Table 2 depicts the standardized
coefficients of the corresponding interaction effects. Figure
2 displays the same results graphically (for detailed results,
see Online Supplement 3).

Psychological Well-Being and Its Facets. Across all four models,
both objective and subjective matches were consistently
related to higher psychological well-being (see Figure 2).
Furthermore, there was also a significant positive three-
way interaction between personal religiosity, objective cul-
tural religiosity, and perceived cultural religiosity for psy-
chological well-being and the facet of life satisfaction (see

Table 2). Thus, the result pattern aligns with our novel pre-
diction that objective and subjective matches are not
equivalent.

Moreover, across the three facets, the result pattern dif-
fered regarding the relative importance of objective and sub-
jective matches (see Figure 2). Across the four statistical
models, only objective (but not subjective) person-culture
matches were consistently related to higher life satisfaction.
In contrast, only subjective (but not objective) person-culture
matches were consistently related to higher positive affect.
These differences in the presence of match effects further
support our alternative perspective that objective and subjec-
tive matches capture distinct phenomena of a match.

Notably, however, for self-esteem, the classic objective-
match effect appeared only in the Objective-Match Only
Model. When subjective match was added to the model,
the typically found objective match effect on self-esteem
disappeared and only the subjective match effect remained
significant. Thus, it seems that objective person-culture
match effects on self-esteem are fully suppressed by subjec-
tive person-culture match effects.

Physical Well-Being. Consistent with psychological well-being,
there were significant objective and subjective match effects
on physical well-being, indicating that religious individuals
benefit from living in religious countries and/or perceiving
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Table 2. Objective and Subjective Match Effects Across Different Well-Being Dimensions and Facets

Objective-Match Subjective-Match Dual-Match Dual-Match
Only Model Only Model Independent Model Interaction Model
zPE 95% ClI zPE 95% ClI zPE 95% ClI zPE 95% ClI
Psychological well-being
PR x OCR .046** [.015,.077] .039%* [.O11, .067] .035% [.007, .063]
PR x PCR ol8* [.000, .035] .019* [.001, .036] 016 [-.002, .034]
PR x OCR x PCR .021* [.003,.039]
Facet: life satisfaction
PR x OCR .050%* [.015,.084] .035%* [.005, .064] .036* [.007, .066]
PR x PCR .007 [-.009, .024] .008 [-.009, .025] .004 [-.014, .021]
PR x OCR x PCR .026%* [.009, .044]
Facet: self-esteem
PR x OCR .039* [.007, .070] .022 [-.003, .047] .024 [.000, .049]
PR x PCR .0l19* [.002, .036] .019* [.002, .036] .018 [.000, .035]
PR x OCR x PCR .015 [-.003, .033]
Facet: positive affect
PR x OCR .021 [-.008, .050] .023 [-.005, .051] .023 [-.005, .051]
PR x PCR 021* [.003, .038] 021* [.004, .039] .022* [.004, .040]
PR x OCR x PCR .002 [-.016, .020]
Physical well-being
PR x OCR .050%* [.018,.083] .022 [-.005, .048] .032* [.006, .058]
PR x PCR 026%* [.009, .043] .026** [.009, .043] .024%* [.007,.042]
PR x OCR x PCR 017 [-.001, .035]
Social well-being
PR x OCR .040* [.010,.070] .027* [.002, .051] .028* [.003, .053]
PR x PCR .007 [-.011,.024] .008 [-.010, .025] .006 [-.012, .024]
PR x OCR x PCR 016 [-.002, .034]

Note. PR = personal religiosity. OCR = objective cultural religiosity. PCR = perceived cultural religiosity. PR x OCR = objective match. PR x PCR = subjective
match. PR x OCR x PCR = dual match interaction. zPE = standardized point estimates. ***p < .001. **p < .0l. *p < .05.

their country to be religious (see Table 2). The three-way
interaction in the Dual-Match Interaction Model just
missed significance; nonetheless, both objective and subjec-
tive matches simultaneously contributed to higher physical
well-being (see Figure 2).

Social Well-Being. For social well-being, the result pattern
was similar to that of life satisfaction (see Figure 2). Across
the four statistical models, only objective (but not subjec-
tive) person-culture matches contributed to higher social
well-being (see Table 2). This indicates that religious indi-
viduals are especially satisfied with their personal relation-
ships when they live in religious countries (but not when
they perceive their country to be religious).

To test the robustness of our results, we repeated all analy-
ses by controlling for gender, age, socioeconomic status, and a
country’s GDP (see Online Supplement 4). The correlations of
the interaction coefficients without and with covariates ranged
between .90 <r=< .98 across all dimensions and facets of
well-being, suggesting that our findings are robust.

Additional Analyses

We conducted three additional analyses to further test the
robustness of our findings. First, we compared the four

statistical models for each well-being dimension and facet
based on the amount of explained variance of the fixed
effects (Nakagawa & Schielzeth, 2013) and by Akaike
weights (Burnham & Anderson, 2002). Overall, both model
fit indices suggest that the dual-match models capture the
match effects best (see Online Supplement 6), underscoring
the importance of jointly considering objective and subjec-
tive match effects in future research.

Second, we used an additional approach to establish
match effects by calculating multilevel polynomial regres-
sion analyses that included the quadratic terms of personal
religiosity, objective cultural religiosity, and/or perceived
cultural religiosity (Edwards, 2002). Altogether, the results
remained conceptually identical to those from the linear
multilevel analyses (see Online Supplement 7), further sup-
porting the robustness of our results.

Third, we conducted multilevel-mediated moderation
analyses to illuminate the extent to which objective match
effects were mediated by subjective match effects. Overall,
the results indicated that objective match effects on well-
being were only partially mediated by subjective match
effects (see Online Supplement 8). This further strengthens
the interpretation of our results that objective and subjec-
tive matches are not equivalent but capture different
aspects of a match.
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Figure 2. Match Effects Across Well-Being Dimensions

Note. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. *40cr = significant difference in the relationship between personal religiosity and well-
being when objective cultural religiosity was high vs. low (= | SD; p < .05). *;pcr = significant difference in the relationship between
personal religiosity and well-being when perceived cultural religiosity was high vs. low (= | SD; p < .05). *A0cr when pcr high = significant
difference in the relationship between personal religiosity and well-being in high vs. low religious countries when perceived cultural

religiosity was high ( + | SD; p < .05).

Discussion

The present research challenges the prevailing view in
person-culture match research, which suggests that objec-
tive and subjective matches are merely two ways of measur-
ing the same phenomenon. Instead, we propose the
alternative perspective that objective and subjective
matches are distinct phenomena, each playing a unique
role in enhancing well-being, and potentially even interact-
ing with one another. Our findings support this novel per-
spective. We found that both objective and subjective
matches simultaneously contributed to higher global well-
being. Moreover, our results also indicate that the benefits
of an objective match are realized only when individuals
perceive their country as religious. Accordingly, subjective
matches appear to be necessary for individuals to reap the
global well-being benefits of an objective match.

When examining different dimensions of well-being sep-
arately, we found that psychological well-being and its

facet life satisfaction had the same result pattern: subjective
matches again appeared essential for experiencing the well-
being benefits of an objective match. Furthermore, both
objective and subjective matches provided incremental ben-
efits for physical well-being. Specifically, religious individu-
als reported the highest physical well-being when they lived
in religious countries (objective match) and simultaneously
perceived their country as religious (subjective match). This
co-occurrence of objective and subjective match effects
may indicate that both types of match capture different
aspects of a match. For example, objective matches might
rather capture increased social support (Diener et al., 2011;
Stavrova et al., 2013), while subjective matches might
rather capture seclf-validation processes and a sense of
shared reality (Higgins, 2010; Rosenberg, 1965). Variations
in the existence of objective and subjective match effects on
social well-being and positive affect further support this
notion. Our findings show that only objective (but not
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subjective) matches were related to social well-being, indi-
cating a strong relationship between objective matches and
social interactions. In contrast, only subjective (but not
objective) matches were related to positive affect, possibly
suggesting that subjective matches may offer emotional
comfort through personal affirmation.

In summary, our findings underline the importance of
examining both objective and subjective matches together.
The current standard in person-culture match research,
which often focuses on just one type of match, can lead to
incomplete or even misleading conclusions about their
impact on well-being. Investigating only objective or sub-
jective matches in isolation might lead to (a) an underesti-
mation of match effects (e.g., especially for psychological
and physical well-being, where both simultaneously con-
tribute to higher well-being), (b) illusory match effects (e.g.,
in our analyses, the objective match effect on self-esteem,
which is well-documented by previous research [Gebauer
et al., 2017; Stavrova et al., 2013], disappeared when the
subjective match effect was additionally included in the
model, which remained significant), and (c) incorrect con-
clusions about the existence of person-culture match effects
(e.g., in our analyses, only objective matches were related
to higher social well-being).

Our dual match approach provides a clearer picture and
may help to illuminate inconsistencies in previous research
on person-culture match and well-being (Bleidorn et al.,
2016; Hoogeveen et al., 2023). Considering both objective
and subjective matches, along with the multidimensional
nature of well-being, contribute to a deeper understanding
of person-culture match effects on well-being. Thus, the
present research can be seen as a blueprint that points
toward a new avenue for future research and contributes
to the advancement of the person-culture match literature
beyond the context of religiosity. We speculate that our
findings could apply to other substantial matching charac-
teristics, such as political orientation (Ebert et al., 2023;
Stavrova & Luhmann, 2016) and human values (Hanel
et al., 2020; Wolf et al., 2021).

The Perception of Culture

The consistent link between objective matches and higher
well-being across various dimensions, even when account-
ing for subjective matches, suggests that both types of
matches are distinct phenomena. To address the possibility
that objective and subjective matches differ because indi-
viduals under- or overestimate the level of religiosity in
their country, we repeated our main analyses and re-
centered perceived cultural religiosity at the group mean of
objective cultural religiosity, with positive PCR scores rep-
resenting an overestimation and negative PCR scores repre-
senting an underestimation of objective cultural religiosity
(see Online Supplement 9). Nevertheless, the result pattern
of the standardized interaction coefficients remained largely
the same (r = .97, p < .001), supporting the robustness of

our interpretation that objective and subjective matches
might capture different aspects of match phenomena.

This interpretation also aligns with cross-cultural
research emphasizing the need to unpack cultural influ-
ences at both the person and culture levels (Fischer, 2009;
Na et al., 2010). For example, culture can be understood as
objective culture (i.e., objective cultural characteristics at
the culture level) or as subjective culture (i.e., perceived cul-
tural characteristics at the person level; Zou et al., 2009).
By demonstrating that both levels of culture jointly con-
tribute to higher well-being, our research has substantial
potential for broader areas of cross-cultural research.
Future studies could explore how different combinations
of objective and perceived cultural characteristics impact
individuals’ feelings, thoughts, and behaviors.

Limitations

Although we used a large-scale sample and advanced ana-
lytical methods, several limitations should be noted. First,
because of the correlational nature of our data, we cannot
make causal inferences. Future research should employ
experimental designs to explore the causal link between
person-culture match and well-being by manipulating
objective and/or subjective matches.

Second, the dataset we used is the only one encompass-
ing the information to jointly investigate objective and sub-
jective match effects on well-being (i.e., personal
characteristics, objective cultural characteristics, and per-
ceived cultural characteristics across many countries).
However, the sample is a convenience sample that was
selected to cover five continents and to include different
ethnic and religious majorities. Nevertheless, we do not
expect our results to be systematically distorted as (a) the
objective cultural religiosity scores in our dataset substan-
tially correlate with those from nationally representative
samples, such as the World Values Survey and the Gallup
World Poll (r;~ .70) and (b) our results replicated previ-
ous findings on objective person-country matches (Diener
et al., 2011; Stavrova et al., 2013).

Third, similar to existing person-culture match research
in religiosity, our study focused on the match regarding the
overall level of religiosity rather than on specific religious
denominations (Gebauer et al.,, 2017; Hoogeveen et al.,
2023). For example, religious Christians living in a predo-
minantly Muslim country may match regarding their level
of religiosity but mismatch regarding their religious
denomination. This suggests that individuals from minority
religious groups could experience different effects. Our
sample predominantly consisted of respondents from
majority religious groups, limiting our ability to explore
how person-culture match effects might vary by religious
denomination or minority status. Future research with
larger samples that include a diverse range of religious
denominations within countries is needed to address these
questions.
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Fourth, the dataset does not include measures of social
support, self-validation, or shared reality. Although our
findings offer initial insights into the nature of match
effects, we could not investigate the underlying aspects
directly. Thus, it is up to future research to empirically
examine the mechanisms through which objective and sub-
jective matches affect well-being.

Last, the reported match effects might appear small but
are consistent with previous research on person-culture
match effects and in social-personality psychology in gen-
eral. Thus, we consider zPEs =~ .05 as small but not negli-
gible (Entringer et al., 2021; Schonbrodt, 2016). We believe
that match effects and their relevance for individuals” well-
being might even increase when specific conditions are met.
For example, match effects may increase (a) for allocentric
individuals, who tend to be more sensitive to cultural norms
(Triandis et al., 1985, cf. Gebauer et al., 2020), (b) in cul-
tures with strong cultural norms and low tolerance for
deviations (Gelfand et al., 2011), and (c) in psychologically
closer sociocultural environments, such as neighborhoods,
friends, and family (Montoya et al., 2008).

Conclusion

In summary, our findings suggest that objective and sub-
jective matches represent conceptually distinct phenomena,
contributing simultaneously to higher well-being. The var-
iation of objective and subjective match effects across dif-
ferent dimensions of well-being provides initial, but
promising insights into their distinct roles in individuals’
global well-being. The persistence of match effects across
all dimensions of well-being underscores the importance of
matching with one’s culture for both mental and physical
well-being.
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Notes

1. In the literature, the distinction between “objective vs. sub-
jective” match is also referred to as “actual vs. perceived”
match (Humberg et al., 2023; Montoya et al., 2008). In the
present research, we followed the person-organization fit
framework (French et al., 1974; Kristof-Brown et al., 2005)
and adopted the well-established terms “objective vs. sub-
jective” match to clarify our proposed distinction between
the two types of matches.

2. We derived the final sample by applying three a priori
selection criteria. First, we excluded respondents who did
not pass an attention check (n = 340). Second, we excluded
respondents with missing data on the focal variables (n =
0). Third, to ensure measurement precision, Bryk and
Raudenbush (1992) suggested at least 300 respondents per
cluster. Since the minimal cluster size of n = 291 is just
below the threshold, we decided to include all countries in
our analyses.

3. In our data, perceived cultural religiosity was assessed with a
different item set than personal and objective cultural religios-
ity. To ensure comparability, we repeated our main analyses
with equivalent measures for all three variables. Compared to
our main analyses, the result pattern of the match effects
remained conceptually similar (r = .71, see Online
Supplement 5). We decided not to use this alternative item set
for our main analyses since it deviates from the established lit-
erature, is less relevant to the self-concept, and does not cap-
ture the level of connectedness by religious activities.
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