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Definition: Cross-cultural psychology evaluates how cultural factors influence people’s behaviour
and mental processes. Cross-cultural psychology aims to understand individual differences and
commonalities, and to develop an appreciation, respect, and knowledge of cultures distinct from
one’s own. Compassion refers to the emotional response of understanding, empathising with, and
desiring to alleviate or reduce the suffering or distress of others. Compassion involves noticing the
pain or difficulties another person is experiencing and being motivated to help, often characterised by
acts of kindness, support, and caring. This entry paper explores the intersection of these two concepts,
illustrating how insights from cross-cultural psychology can contribute to fostering compassion.

Keywords: cross-culture; cross-cultural understanding; cross-cultural psychology; compassion;
compassionate world

1. Introduction

This entry article introduces cross-cultural psychology and compassion, and explores
the link between the two. Cross-cultural psychology is a branch of psychology that evalu-
ates how cultural factors impact people’s behaviour and mental processes. Cross-cultural
psychology aims to foster our understanding about differences and commonalities across
cultural groups. Compassion, whose word origin is “to suffer together”, is commonly
understood as recognising the suffering and distress of others, with a commitment to
alleviate or reduce the suffering. Globally, the importance of both cross-cultural psychology
and compassion has been increasingly recognised as of late. Cross-cultural psychology
is important today for numerous reasons, some of which include that as societies are be-
coming increasingly multiculturally diverse, in order to better address individual needs
(e.g., mental health services) it is imperative to pay attention to and understand diverse
worldviews and behaviours. To better understand such worldviews, those in the helping
professions must be able to challenge assumptions that are common in a narrow focus on
Western, middle-class Caucasians, which has been the dominant view for some time (e.g.,
research fields) [1,2]. As compassion can lead someone to take action to alleviate suffer-
ing, it can also lead to a higher awareness of mental health, higher quality of healthcare,
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and increased professional ethics and social harmony [3-5]. We will discuss how these
two concepts of multiculturalism and compassion are linked, and inform each other.

2. What Is Cross-Cultural Psychology?

Cross-cultural psychology critically and comparatively examines how culture influ-
ences human psychology. Culture is commonly understood as “a set of attitudes, behavior,
and symbols shared by a group of people and usually communicated from one generation
to the next” [1]. Cross-cultural psychology involves studying and comparing different
cultures, drawing conclusions from at least two distinct groups. This comparative approach
requires specific critical skills, making cross-cultural psychology inherently linked to critical
thinking. Therefore, comparisons and critical thinking are two essential components of
cross-cultural psychology [1].

Cross-cultural psychology is different from cultural psychology, because of this com-
parison aspect. Cross-cultural psychology aims to understand universal behaviours, cul-
tural influences on behaviour, and psychological commonalities across two or more cultures
through comparisons [6]. On the other hand, cultural psychology believes that human
behaviour is meaningful when evaluated in the sociocultural context where the behaviour
occurs [7]. For example, cultural psychologists study how Buddhism impacts people’s
behaviours in Cambodia, where Buddhism is their official religion. Cultural psychology
focuses more on within-culture factors, whereas cross-cultural psychology focuses more on
between-culture factors.

The other component, critical thinking, is also helpful to understand what cross-
cultural psychology is. For example, currently psychology research is well-represented by
Western, educated, industrialised, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) countries [8]. More than
90% of research participants globally were based in WEIRD countries [8] and yet individuals
from WEIRD countries only account for 12% of the world’s population. Psychology
research has historically not adequately represented the global population, with researchers
primarily holding degrees from European, U.S., and Canadian institutions, which dominate
the field of psychological education and research [9]. Does that mean researchers in WEIRD
countries are more intelligent than those in non-WEIRD countries? Do more publications
mean greater intelligence? To answer these questions, critical thinking is needed. For
example, think about the language. In global science, English is the standard language used.
High quality journals in many fields, if not all, are written in English. Worldly renowned
conferences also use the English language. Non-native English speakers whose mother
tongue is very different from English—such as Japanese [10]—require greater reading time,
on average twice as long, to read English texts than native English speakers [11]. Many
scientific frameworks are based on Western values, and many researchers in non-WEIRD
countries may need more time to understand these frameworks: non-WEIRD researchers
need to play the game of research in the WEIRD way [12]. There are many other factors
to explain the WEIRD dominance in research such as financial, political, educational,
and religious differences [13]. Cross-cultural psychology attempts to shed light on these
differences by using critical thinking.

The importance of incorporating a cross-cultural psychological point of view to better
understand the potentially unique needs of individuals is increasing. For example, the
awareness of mental health is increasing in many countries. However, how to adapt an
effective intervention in one context to another, i.e., cultural adaptation, remains under-
researched [14]. Culturally adapted interventions are markedly more effective than non-
adapted ones to the target group [15]. Cross-cultural psychology is essential in cultural
adaptation. Likewise, in education, culturally responsive teaching methods are increas-
ingly recognised [16,17]. Culturally responsive teaching integrates students” cultural back-
grounds into every aspect of education. It aims to foster an inclusive and supportive learn-
ing environment that honours and appreciates diversity, ultimately enhancing academic
outcomes for all students [18]. Cross-cultural psychology is a key enabler for culturally
responsive teaching.
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3. Evidence for Cross-Cultural Psychology

The development of cross-cultural psychology has been enriched by diverse stud-
ies and methodologies. For instance, a cross-cultural longitudinal study conducted by
Chopik and Kitayama explored how personality traits evolve over time in American and
Japanese populations [19]. They found that, while certain traits, such as agreeableness and
openness, remain consistent across cultures, others, such as extraversion, neuroticism, and
conscientiousness, exhibit significant cultural differences. Notably, Japanese people tend
to experience greater changes in their personality traits compared to Americans. Based
on a cross-sectional study to identify different types of shame associated with mental
health problems [20], Kotera et al. validated the Japanese version of a scale for mental
health shame, namely the Attitudes Towards Mental Health Problems Scale [21], which was
originally developed in the UK [22]. Ethnographic research, such as Unsworth’s study on
the role of cloud-based collaborative technologies in shaping teachers’ classroom practices,
offered a valuable framework for understanding how these tools are integrated into diverse
cultural contexts [23]. The insights from these and other studies can be used to improve
mental health and educational practices globally. Moreover, systematic reviews, like the one
by Martinez-Rives et al. comparing suicide interventions in Spain and Japan [24], and meta-
analyses, such as Salgado and Moscoso’s exploration of the relationship between subjective
well-being and job performance [25], provide a broader understanding of cross-cultural
phenomena. In well-being research, cross-cultural differences were reported indicating that
culture does indeed matter [26]. In neuroscience and psychiatry research, the importance
of cross-cultural comparison has been increasing [2]. Researchers have found that mental
health cannot be fully understood without considering the culture of the contexts [27], and
culture impacts how we think and feel and even impacts size differences in some parts of
the brain [28].

Evidence syntheses have been also reported. Hosseini et al.’s [29] systematic review on
interventions to improve mental health among Afghan refugees highlights the importance
of culturally adapting these interventions to enhance their effectiveness. This includes
considering language, cultural values, beliefs, and practices. In another example of a cross-
cultural meta-analysis, Hanke and Vauclair investigated forgiveness across 30 countries
and demonstrated how cultural context influences the importance of forgiveness and its
social consequences [30]. Their study offers practical recommendations for promoting
forgiveness to improve interpersonal relationships and mental health across different
cultures, potentially guiding global reconciliation efforts. Other significant studies include
Lee et al.’s [31] review of cross-cultural psychotherapy, which categorises findings by
topics such as therapist competence and therapy processes. Lee and colleagues found that,
particularly in Muslim regions of Eurasia and North Africa, compassion is highly valued,
often surpassing racial and ethnic considerations.

Over-emphasis on differences between cultures is one common criticism for cross-
cultural psychology research [32]. While cross-culture may imply that this approach solely
focuses on differences across cultures, reporting similarities across cultures is also an impor-
tant aspect of cross-cultural psychology. A notable example of this is a large-scale study led
by Schmitt [33]. This study recruited over 16,000 participants from 52 nations. They found
consistent sex differences in the desire for sexual variety, with men generally exhibiting a
stronger desire than women, supporting evolutionary theories of sexual selection.

Other criticisms of cross-cultural psychology relate to theoretical and methodological
challenges, such as inadequate definitions and measurements of cultural factors and psy-
chological phenomena, as well as faulty data analysis and conclusions [34]. The definition
of “culture” is still being debated [32]. Additionally, some cross-cultural psychology studies
are criticised for their implicit assumptions and approaches, including issues related to epis-
temology, universality, and the individualism/collectivism dichotomy [35]. These critiques
highlight the need for critical approaches to cross-cultural psychological research [1].
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4. Compassion

Compassion is a complex and multifaceted concept with various definitions. The term
“compassion” originated in the 14th century from the Latin roots “com-" (together) and
“pati” (to bear or suffer), indicating a deep awareness and desire to alleviate or reduce
others’ suffering. The Oxford Dictionary defines it as “a sympathetic pity and concern for
the sufferings or misfortunes of others” [36]. However, this definition is limited as it does
not connect the feeling of sympathy to the intent to “take action”. A more comprehensive
definition may be the “sympathetic consciousness of others’ distress together with a desire
to alleviate it” described in the Merriam-Webster Dictionary [37]. This aligns with scientific
definitions, encompassing awareness of, and empathy towards, others’ suffering, along
with the motivation to help alleviate that suffering [38]. Lazarus defines compassion as
“being moved by another’s suffering and wanting to help” (p. 289) [39], while Goetz et al.
(2010) describe it as “the feeling that arises in witnessing another’s suffering and that
motivates a subsequent desire to help” (p. 351) [40]. Compassion for oneself is called
self-compassion. Self-compassion is frequently evaluated in compassion research [41],
defined as “being supportive toward oneself when experiencing suffering or pain—be it
caused by personal mistakes and inadequacies or external life challenges” [42].

Compassion is often used interchangeably with empathy, sympathy, caring, and al-
truism, but these terms do not fully capture the essence of compassion. Empathy and
sympathy involve understanding and sharing others’ feelings, while compassion specifi-
cally elicits a desire to alleviate or reduce suffering [43]. For example, a person can donate
money to a charity for a tax write-off, which is altruistic but not necessarily compassionate.
Schantz notes that only compassion compels people to act to remove another’s suffering or
pain [44]. Empathy, a more recent term coined in the 20th century as a translation of the
German word “Einfiihlung”, involves understanding and sharing another person’s feelings.

Compassion is central to the core teachings of most religions, particularly in Buddhist
philosophy. The Dalai Lama, defines compassion as “an openness to the suffering of
others with a commitment to relieve it.” [45]. Compassion is considered an evolutionary
trait necessary for survival [46,47], and it can be cultivated or blocked. The Dalai Lama
emphasises the need to develop genuine sympathy for others to instill the motivation and
will to help remove pain [43]. Genuine compassion combines wisdom and loving-kindness,
understanding the nature of suffering, and experiencing deep empathy [45]. Feldman
and Kuyken [48] describe compassion as recognising the universality of pain in human
experience and meeting that pain with kindness, empathy, equanimity, and patience.

From a scientific perspective, compassion involves: (1) awareness of another’s suffer-
ing (noticing), (2) a benevolent emotional response (feeling), and (3) a desire and motivation
to help alleviate or reduce this suffering (responding), which implies cognitive compo-
nents involving imagining and reasoning about a person’s experiences [49]. Jinpa et al.
define compassion as a multidimensional construct comprising four components: (1) an
awareness of suffering (cognitive), (2) sympathetic concern arising from emotionally being
moved by suffering (affective), (3) a wish/desire to relieve that suffering (motivational),
and (4) responsiveness to help alleviate or reduce suffering (intentional) [50]. Culture
can influence the way that compassion is viewed and understood. For example, in some
Latin cultures, compassion is understood as the recognition of suffering and the attempt
to alleviate it [51]. In South Asia, healthcare patients described compassion as helping,
kindness, consideration, understanding, and viewing the patient as a person [52]. In
Japanese, a commonly translated term for compassion is ‘Omoiyari’, which refers to an
active concern for others” well-being and a selfless desire to understand their needs and
perspectives [53].

Gilbert and Choden combine Eastern and Western traditions to define compassion as
“a sensitivity to suffering in self and others with a commitment to try to alleviate and prevent
it” (p. 94) [54]. This definition highlights two crucial elements: engaging with suffering and
the dedication to alleviate and prevent it [55]. Engaging with suffering requires motivation,
willingness, courage, and distress tolerance. Alleviation and prevention involve acquiring
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the skills to effectively relieve suffering. Unlike nonhuman caring, human compassion
involves discernment and reasoning, requiring thoughtful consideration and judgment to
determine the best course of action [55].

In summary, compassion involves awareness of suffering, being emotionally moved by
it, and acting to help. It requires tolerating uncomfortable feelings that arise in oneself and
recognising commonality with the sufferer. Compassion is a multidimensional response
that combines emotional, cognitive, and behavioural elements to effectively alleviate or
reduce suffering.

5. Evidence for Compassion

Global perspectives on compassion reveal both universal and culturally specific ele-
ments. Research and reviews highlight a shared understanding of compassion as an empa-
thetic response to others’ suffering with a desire to alleviate it [56]. This universal aspect
underscores the fundamental human connection and commonality across diverse cultures.

Within Western psychology, compassion is bolstered through diverse interventions
designed to enhance mental well-being. Compassion is conceptualised as influenced by
evaluations of costs and benefits, including assessments of responsibility for the origins of
suffering [57]. In Eastern traditions, compassion is integral to religious and philosophical
doctrines. In Buddhism, the philosophical doctrine of Theravada emphasises practices
such as metta (loving-kindness) and karuna (compassion); other philosophical doctrines
of Mahayana emphasise interconnected compassion; and Vajrayana sees compassion as
innate, realised through rituals and meditation. In Hinduism and Jainism, compassion
(karuna) is central, advocating non-violence (ahimsa) and empathy towards all living
beings [58]. In South Asian organisations, compassion was essential to bolster work
commitment [59]. Among Iranian mental health professionals, compassion was associated
with higher tolerance to job stress [60,61].

Recent systematic reviews and meta-analyses have investigated compassion across var-
ious cultures, emphasising both commonalities and differences across cultures. However,
a significant meta-analysis of 79 studies involving 16,416 participants demonstrated that
self-compassion is beneficial universally and significantly associated with well-being [62].
This aligns with research suggesting that emotion regulation is pivotal in understanding
this link, highlighting the value of self-compassion in managing emotional difficulties [63].

Increased self-compassion is associated with reduced symptoms of mental health
disorders, consistently enhancing mental well-being and resilience across various age
groups and genders, emphasizing its broad relevance [3]. Another study proposed that
emphasizing self-compassion could be pivotal in interventions targeting psychological
distress and enhancing well-being among young individuals [64].

In healthcare, a systematic review underscored both shared characteristics and cultural
divergences in the expression of compassion across varied communities. It underscored
the necessity for culturally attuned interventions to enhance compassionate caregiving,
addressing barriers such as language and cultural norms [65]. Ongoing research into self-
compassion among diverse populations aims to catalyse a further empirical exploration of
this nurturing mindset. Acquiring self-compassion through tailored interventions presents
a promising strategy for navigating life’s challenges and fostering inner well-being [66].

In summary, these reviews underscore the universal acknowledgment of compassion’s
fundamental principles. However, they also emphasise the critical importance of tailor-
ing interventions to accommodate the diverse cultural contexts in which compassion is
expressed. This adaptation is essential for effectively promoting compassion on a global
scale, ensuring that interventions resonate authentically and meaningfully across different
societies and communities.



Encyclopedia 2024, 4

1514

6. Compassion in Cross-Cultural Psychology

Though compassion’s positive impact on mental health is consistent across cul-
tures, how cultures impact compassion is reported to differ across cultures. In a cross-
cultural study, involving 4124 participants from 11 purposively sampled datasets, the
self-compassion scale [67] and normative scores on the cultural values of these countries
based on Hofstede’s cultural dimension theory [68], were evaluated [69]. The results
indicate that cultural values significantly influence the structure and expression of self-
compassion. Specifically, variations in cultural contexts, such as Individualism and Success-
Drivenness [70] (a dimension originally called “Masculinity”), were found to be associated
with differences in self-compassion components, including the balance of positive (i.e.,
self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness) and negative (i.e., selfjudgment, iso-
lation, and over-identification) items in self-compassion assessments. The positive items
were more significant in capturing the traits that comprise self-compassion when a culture
values Long-Term Orientation (emphasising traditions and future rewards) highly. In
contrast, negative items did not significantly contribute to defining self-compassion when
Individualism was high, though there were moderate effects observed. Furthermore, the
commonalities in self-compassion traits decreased as Indulgence increased. That is, people
in Individualistic cultures may experience and express self-compassion in more diverse
ways than those in Collectivistic cultures. These findings indicate that the contribution of
positive and negative items to self-compassion, and how different facets of self-compassion
are perceived as part of a broader construct, varies across different cultural contexts.

Goetz et al. [40] and Strauss et al. [71] posit that cultural variations in compassion
are largely influenced by three major factors: cultural values, religious beliefs, and social
norms [4,5]. Research has shown that the capacity for humans to show compassion is
universal and deeply rooted in cultural contexts [40]. However, the norms governing the
expression of compassion vary significantly across diverse cultures, e.g., in collectivist
cultures such as in many Asian countries [72,73]. In East Asia, for example, compassion is
often expressed through actions, reinforcing group harmony and interdependence [40]. In
Individualistic cultures like those in the West, e.g., the United States, compassion is often
expressed through individualistic acts of kindness and emotional support [74].

Kariyawasam et al.’s study found that Sri Lankans reported higher self-compassion
but also a greater fear of compassion and external shame compared to UK participants [72].
Similarly, Singaporeans showed higher self-compassion but lower compassion towards
others compared with Australians [73]. Cultural norms influence compassion expression,
with Collectivistic cultures potentially hindering compassion towards others while facilitat-
ing self-compassion [73]. The desire to avoid negative emotions partly explains cultural
differences in compassion expression [75]. Researchers who conducted a meta-analysis
investigated associations between self-compassion and life satisfaction and identified that
although self-compassion was associated with life satisfaction, the association was stronger
in Individualistic cultures than Collectivistic cultures [76]. Another meta-analytic review
reported that Dialectic cultures (embracing and tolerating contradictions, change, and
ambiguity) influenced the relationship between the positive and negative aspects of self-
compassion, with dialectical cultures displaying weaker connections between these two
contrasting components [77]. Another study showed the importance of ways that compas-
sion may manifest in different ways when individuals from Canada and Spain were found
to have similar associations between personality traits and compassion, and yet they found
that agreeableness predicted a compassionate response only among Canadians. Thus,
we can see that culture does indeed matter when we work to understand cross-cultural
perceptions of compassion [78]. Beyond mental health work, another study has shown the
importance that compassion plays for individuals from both Bangladesh and Saudi Arabia
in starting a social venture [79]. As compassion is a complex construct, more cross-cultural
research on compassion is needed.
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7. How Cross-Cultural Psychology Can Help Compassion

As described above, cross-cultural psychology aims to understand people in differ-
ent cultures by critically comparing psychological issues. Cross-cultural psychologists
generally value understanding, which is essential in compassion. When one is able to
better understand others” suffering, it is more likely that they will be moved to alleviate or
reduce the suffering they see. Greater understanding helps reduce the stigma and prejudice
that is often present in stereotypes and quick judgments [80]. Thus, cross-cultural psy-
chology (which focuses on comparisons across cultures) enhances our perspective-taking,
deepens our understanding, and helps us see things from different vantage points and
perspectives. Policy-makers can benefit from such attitudes of understanding, enabling
them to make decisions that serve people in need [81]. In organisations, cross-cultural
psychology helps compassionate leadership [82,83]. In families, cross-cultural psychology
helps compassionate parenting [84]. These potential benefits help us understand why
cross-cultural psychology is used in more recently created branches of psychologies such
as green psychology and peace psychology. Green psychology investigates the relationship
between human psychology and the natural environment, in order to promote an ecological
worldview and sustainable behaviours to benefit both the environment and individuals.
Green psychology aims to understand how environmental factors influence our mental
health, and how psychological principles can facilitate environmental conservation and
sustainable behaviours [85]. Peace psychology focuses on understanding, preventing, and
mitigating violence while promoting peace and social justice. Peace psychology was devel-
oped during the Cold War (a geopolitical tension between the United States and the Soviet
Union from 1947-1991) with an initial focus on preventing nuclear war. Peace psychology
has been expanded to address various forms of violence and peacebuilding efforts [86].
These newly developed psychologies aim to save people and the environment. We believe
the underlying component to these movements is compassion.

8. Future Studies

Though this is an entry paper (not an empirical one), we suggest future studies that
focus on compassion across cultures. We first suggest that specific components associ-
ated with interventions in compassion training be better defined and identified. This is
particularly important for people in low-resources settings who may not have adequate
resources to deliver extensive trainings [14]. By identifying which underlying components
in compassion training are most important, we can then begin to assess how to best provide
such training. Moreover, once we know which components of compassion training are the
most important and effective in helping individuals, we will be better able to research how
to implement and measure the success of such components. The mechanisms of action in
compassion interventions need to be established [87]. Lastly, while compassion research
has been done in many countries involving diverse populations, there are still many areas
where compassion interventions have not been used. More different populations need to
be approached using practical compassion interventions.

9. Conclusions

This entry paper has explored the concepts of cross-cultural psychology and com-
passion, highlighting the connection between the two. Cross-cultural psychology aims to
understand the behaviours and mental processes of people from different cultures, and
understanding is essential to compassion. While evidence has been established in both
fields, more research can be done in the intersection between them—mnamely, the cross-
cultural psychology of compassion. We hope that readers are inspired to engage in research
and practice within these domains, contributing to the advancement of knowledge and
interventions that can assist those in need globally.
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