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What is Compassion?

Converging Understanding of Compassion

The concept of compassion is neither owned by a single culture, religion, or
embedded within a singular academic framework, but rather emerges as a
collective understanding of something innate to what it is to be human; it may be
the very thing that defines our collective humanity. We foremost acknowledge the
rich and varied conceptualizations of compassion that have shaped various
religions, philosophies, and academic fields. These divergent understandings have
importantly contributed to our attempt to study its deeply profound effect on the
individual, communities, and societies. In contemporary psychological science,
compassion is most commonly defined as a multi-component process that involves
recognizing suffering, emotionally resonating with that suffering, and being
motivated to alleviate or prevent it (Goetz, Keltner, & Simon-Thomas, 2010). This
definition highlights that compassion is neither mere sentiment nor abstract moral
approval. Itis a dynamic process that begins with awareness and culminates in

care-oriented intention and action.

Compassion differs in important ways from related constructs, particularly
empathy. Empathy refers to the ability to understand another person’s internal
experience (cognitive empathy) or to share in their emotional state (affective
empathy). Empathy allows us to accurately perceive distress, but it does not

necessarily include the motivation to reduce that distress. In some cases, empathic



engagement may even become overwhelming, leading to what researchers describe
as empathic distress—an aversive, self-focused reaction that results in withdrawal
rather than helping. Compassion, by contrast, is characterized by warmth, concern,
and approach-oriented motivation. Neuroimaging studies suggest that compassion
activates affiliative and caregiving systems distinct from those associated with
empathic distress, supporting resilience and sustained prosocial engagement
(Singer & Klimecki, 2014).

A related construct is self-compassion, which applies the same fundamental
processes inward. According to the work of Kristin Neff (2003), self-compassion
involves responding to one’s own suffering with kindness rather than harsh
self-criticism, recognizing one’s struggles as part of common humanity, and
maintaining mindful awareness rather than over-identification with distress. While
compassion and self-compassion share common caregiving roots, they are
operationalized differently in research. Compassion toward others is often
measured through behavioral outcomes, physiological markers, or self-report scales
assessing motivation to help. Self-compassion is typically assessed through
validated self-report instruments that capture internal attitudes and self-relational
processes, such as mindfulness, kindness, and common humanity- the sense that
suffering is universal to the human experience.. Emerging research suggests that
although these constructs overlap, they are not identical; individuals may show

strong outward compassion yet struggle with self-directed care, or vice versa.

Across studies, variation in operational definitions reflects differing
emphases—some focus primarily on emotional resonance, others on moral
judgment, and others on observable helping behavior. The field continues to refine
its conceptual clarity, yet there is broad agreement that compassion uniquely

integrates awareness, emotional engagement, and prosocial motivation.



Cultural Differences and Similarities

Compassion is not solely a construct of modern psychology. It appears consistently
across major religious, philosophical, and cultural traditions, suggesting that it

reflects a deeply rooted human capacity.

In Buddhist traditions, compassion (karuna) is defined as the wish to alleviate
suffering and is systematically cultivated through contemplative practices. In
Christian theology, compassion is central to teachings of mercy, forgiveness, and
love of neighbor. Islamic traditions emphasize divine compassion (rahma) as
foundational to moral life. Jewish ethical teachings elevate compassion (rachamim)
as integral to justice and communal responsibility. Many Indigenous traditions
extend compassion beyond human beings to encompass land, ancestors, and future

generations, embedding care within relational worldviews.

These traditions resonate strongly with scientific definitions that emphasize
suffering recognition and alleviation. However, differences remain. Religious
traditions often situate compassion within metaphysical, spiritual, or sacred
frameworks that extend beyond empirical measurement. Scientific approaches
typically define compassion as a psychological and behavioral process,
operationalized for study through observable and measurable indicators. In some
cultural contexts, compassion is framed less as an individual emotional state and
more as a collective obligation embedded within social roles and communal
identity. Our understanding of compassion has also been extended to include
ecological frameworks that seek to understand the sensitive dynamic of our

relationship with the natural environment and our implicit stewardship of it.

This transformative potential extends to our relationship with the natural

environment. As climate change and ecological degradation disproportionately



affect the most vulnerable communities, ecological compassion offers a framework
for understanding environmental justice as inseparable from human justice. The
GCC recognizes that compassion directed towards both people and the planet is

essential for addressing the interconnected crises of our time.

These differences are not necessarily contradictions. Rather, they reflect distinct
lenses. Scientific frameworks aim for conceptual precision and empirical testability;
religious and cultural traditions often integrate compassion within broader moral
cosmologies. Together, they reveal compassion as both a measurable human

capacity and a central moral ideal across different societies across time.

Evolutionary Basis for Compassion

From an evolutionary perspective, compassion emerges from mammalian
caregiving systems. The survival of offspring required neural mechanisms capable of
detecting distress and motivating soothing responses. Over time, these caregiving

systems expanded beyond parent-infant bonds to support cooperative social life.

Human survival depended not solely on competition but on cooperation.
Anthropological evidence suggests that early human bands thrived through food
sharing, collaborative child-rearing, and coordinated protection. The
“caring-and-sharing” strategy appears to have been a defining feature of human
social evolution. Compassion, in this context, functioned as a regulatory system that

facilitated group cohesion, mutual aid, and long-term alliance formation.

The evolution of the social brain further supported this expansion. Neural systems
enabling mental state attribution, emotion recognition, and behavioral coordination
allowed humans to respond flexibly to others’ needs. Contemporary neuroscience

links compassion to affiliative systems involving oxytocin pathways, vagal



regulation, and prefrontal modulation—networks associated with safety, bonding,
and prosocial approach. Thus, compassion is not a fragile moral overlay on an
otherwise competitive species. It is woven into the neurobiological architecture that

made large-scale cooperation possible.
Internal and Environmental Factors

Compassion does not arise automatically in all contexts. Both internal capacities
and environmental conditions shape its expression. Internally, secure attachment
experiences, emotional regulation skills, and a sense of psychological safety
increase the likelihood of compassionate responding. When individuals possess the
capacity to tolerate distress—both their own and others’—they are more able to
remain engaged rather than withdraw. Training in perspective-taking and

contemplative practices has been shown to strengthen these capacities.

Externally, environments characterized by fairness, trust, and cooperative norms
support compassionate action. Leadership modeling plays a particularly powerful
role; institutions that visibly reward compassionate decision-making foster cultures

of responsiveness, greater employee care, and contribute to greater social impact.

Conversely, chronic stress and societal tension inhibits compassion. High stress,
fear-based messaging, dehumanizing rhetoric, and extreme competition narrow the
aperture for social concern. Burnout and empathic overload can further suppress
compassionate engagement. At collective levels, ideological polarization and
structural inequality can erode the social conditions that allow compassion to
flourish. Compassion, therefore, is both an individual capacity and a valuable
systemic outcome. Social scientists and policy makers are aware of the
transformative nature that compassionate action has toward contributing to

societal health and wellness.



Benefits of Compassion

A growing body of research links compassion and self-compassion to improved
mental health outcomes, including reduced anxiety and depression, increased
resilience, and greater emotional regulation. Self-compassion in particular has been
associated with lower shame and self-criticism, fostering adaptive coping in the face

of failure.

At the relational level, compassion strengthens trust, facilitates conflict repair, and
enhances cooperative problem-solving. In close relationships, compassionate
responses promote emotional safety and long-term stability. A perspective taken
from the group and societal level, compassion can reduce dehumanization and
intergroup hostility. Interventions that cultivate shared humanity and
perspective-taking have shown promise in deeply divided contexts, including
protracted geopolitical conflicts in regions such as the Middle East. While
compassion alone does not resolve structural or political disputes, it can create the

foundational relational conditions necessary for dialogue and reconciliation.

Applications extend across most sectors of the human experience. In healthcare,
compassionate care is associated with improved patient satisfaction and clinician
well-being. In business, compassionate leadership correlates with higher morale,
reduced turnover, and enhanced collaboration. In education, compassion-based
programs improve classroom climate and student emotional regulation. These
findings suggest that compassion is not merely an interpersonal virtue, but a

functional driver of performance, resilience, and social cohesion.



Areas Needing Further Research

Despite substantial advances, important questions remain. Greater clarity is needed
regarding definitional consistency and measurement across cultures. Longitudinal
studies are required to determine the durability of compassion training effects.
Scholars have emphasized the importance of examining how compassion can scale
beyond individuals to influence systems and institutions. Educators are equally
interested in understanding the benefits of developing compassion as a core feature

of learning both in the classroom and in educational systems around the world.

Emerging technological advancements in artificial intelligence also require
investigation. Recent scholarship in Al ethics has begun exploring whether artificial
systems can meaningfully support compassionate processes or whether
engagement seeking care reduces authentic human and moral engagement (e.g.,
Transformative Al and compassion discourse, 2025). Questions of agency,
authenticity, and moral responsibility remain open, urgent, and ever changing.
Understanding how compassion interacts with structural injustice, power dynamics,
and policy frameworks represents a crucial frontier for compassion researchers and

society alike.
The Transformative Nature of Compassion

Compassion becomes transformative when it extends beyond individual acts of
kindness into coordinated collective action. It enables shared recognition of
suffering and mobilizes collaborative responses to reduce it. Crucially, compassion

can orient attention upstream—toward the systemic sources of suffering.

When deliberate compassion philosophies and practices are embedded within

institutions, compassion can reshape policies, redistribute resources, and reframe



adversarial dynamics into shared problem-solving. It creates conditions in which
moral courage becomes possible and collective responsibility becomes actionable.
In this sense, compassion is not passive. It is generative. It fosters social bonds while
motivating enduring and meaningful structural changes. The challenge will be to
understand how compassion can effect change across intrapersonal, interpersonal,
and societal levels- and importantly whether these changes are simultaneously

reciprocating across the various domains of the human experience.
Vision, Mission, and Role of the Global Compassion Coalition

Grounded in scientific research and informed by global wisdom traditions, the
Global Compassion Coalition advances compassion as a foundational human

capacity with transformative potential.

Its vision is a world in which compassion guides relationships, institutions, and
collective decision-making. Its mission is to advance interdisciplinary research,
cultivate compassion across cultures, and translate scientific insight into practical
applications that address suffering at both interpersonal and systemic levels. Its role
is to convene scholars, practitioners, and leaders in collaborative efforts that

integrate evidence, ethics, and collective action.

Compassion, when understood rigorously and applied wisely, offers not only

personal healing, but pathways toward sustainable social transformation.
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