
C
ross-C

ultural Studies of A
ltruism

 
and E

m
pathy-B

ased G
uilt

In our first study, w
e exam

ined the relationship betw
een altru-

ism
, em

pathy-based guilt, and personality traits.  O
ur data

revealed that altruism
 to fam

ily w
as significantly correlated w

ith
S

eparation G
uilt, O

m
nipotent R

esponsibility G
uilt, and S

elf-hate
am

ong E
uropean A

m
ericans, but not the other cultures.  A

ltruism
to friends w

as significantly correlated w
ith O

m
nipotent

R
esponsibility G

uilt in E
uropean A

m
ericans and H

ispanic
A

m
ericans.  T

here w
as no correlation betw

een guilt and altruism
to strangers across all cultures.

A
second study w

as conducted to try to replicate these find-
ings. In this study, com

ponents of em
pathy w

ere also included.
C

onsistent w
ith the first study, altruism

 to fam
ily, friends, and

strangers failed to significantly correlate w
ith any of the guilt sub-

scales am
ong A

sian A
m

ericans.  E
uropean A

m
ericans once again

show
ed significant correlations betw

een altruism
 to fam

ily and
S

eparation and O
m

nipotent R
esponsibility G

uilt.  S
ignificant corre-

lations w
ere also found betw

een altruism
 to friends and S

urvivor
and O

m
nipotent R

esponsibility G
uilt.  T

his difference betw
een the

cultures w
as further em

phasized by the correlation betw
een

E
m

pathy C
oncern and altruism

 to fam
ily, friends, and strangers;

am
ong E

uropean A
m

ericans, the correlations w
ere highly signifi-

cant w
hile am

ong A
sian A

m
ericans there w

ere no correlations.  
T

hese results suggest that A
sian A

m
ericans’proneness to

altruistic acts tow
ards friends and fam

ily appear unrelated to guilt
or em

pathy, unlike altruism
 reported by E

uropean A
m

ericans.  O
ur

results point to the need for further investigation of altruism
 and its

relationship to guilt, em
pathy, and cultural norm

s.    
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A
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P
articipants and P

rocedures:
P

articipants of S
tudy 1 w

ere 661 students.  T
hese

included 484 fem
ales and 169 m

ales w
ith a m

ean
age of 29.13 (S

D
=

 11.347) ranging from
 17 to 83

years of age.  T
he sam

ple w
as ethnically diverse:

431 E
uropean A

m
ericans, 81 A

sian A
m

ericans, 54
H

ispanic A
m

ericans, 23 M
iddle E

astern A
m

ericans,
and 23 A

frican A
m

ericans.
P

articipants of S
tudy 2 w

ere 316 Internet volun-
teers, obtained by posting an advertisem

ent on
C

raigslist, a w
eb-based public forum

.  T
hese included

259 fem
ales and 48 m

ales, w
ith a m

ean age of 31.01
(S

D
=

11.424) ranging from
 18 to 72 years of age. T

he
sam

ple w
as ethnically diverse; how

ever, only the
E

uropean A
m

erican (n=
182) and A

sian A
m

erican
(n=

52) sam
ples had a significant num

ber of partici-
pants. 

Instrum
ents: 

In
terp

erso
n

al G
u

ilt Q
u

estio
n

n
aire-67 (IG

Q
-67:

O
’C

onnor, B
erry, W

eiss, B
ush &

 S
am

pson, 1997).
T

he IG
Q

-67 is a 67-item
 m

easure that uses Likert
scales to assess guilt.  It includes four subscales:  

Survivor G
uilt –

the belief that pursuing norm
al

goals w
ill harm

 others (e.g., "It m
akes m

e very
uncom

fortable to receive better treatm
ent than the

people I am
 w

ith").

Separation G
uilt – the belief that if a person sep-

arates, leads their ow
n life, or differs from

 their loved
ones in som

e w
ay, they w

ill cause their loved ones to
suffer (e.g., "I am

 reluctant to express an opinion that
is different from

 the opinions held by m
y fam

ily or
friends").

O
m

nipotent Responsibility G
uilt

– the belief that
one is responsible for the happiness and w

ell being
of others (e.g., "I often find m

yself doing w
hat som

e-
one else w

ants m
e to do rather than doing w

hat I
w

ould m
ost enjoy"). 

Self-hate
– the acceptance of extrem

e negative
self-view

s in order to m
aintain a connection to par-

ents and loved ones (e.g., "I do not deserve other
people’s respect or adm

iration").

B
rief B

ig
 F

ive In
ven

to
ry

(B
F

I: John, D
onahue &

K
entle, 1991).  T

he B
F

I-44 is a 44-item
 self-report

inventory for assessing five personality traits: open-

ness to new
 experiences, conscientiousness, extra-

version, agreeableness, and neuroticism
.  Item

s from
this questionnaire include statem

ents such as "I see
m

yself as som
eone w

ho is easily distracted."   

D
isp

o
sitio

n
al A

ltru
ism

 S
cale

(B
erry &

 O
’C

onnor,
2002).  T

he D
A

S
 is a 45-item

 adaptation of a m
eas-

ure of social support (V
aux, R

iedel, &
 S

tew
art, 1987).

R
espondents indicate how

 frequently they perform
acts of altruism

 for fam
ily m

em
bers, friends, and

strangers in a variety of social situations.  Item
s from

this questionnaire include how
 often the participant

"gave m
oney for an indefinite am

ount of tim
e" and

"helped them
 think about a problem

." 

In
terp

erso
n

al R
eactivity In

ven
to

ry (IR
I; D

avis;
1983).  T

he IR
I is a 28-item

 self-report instrum
ent

m
easuring four aspects of em

pathy: perspective tak-
ing, em

pathic concern, personal distress, and
em

pathic fantasy.  Item
s from

 the IR
I include state-

m
ents such as "I am

 often touched by things that I
see happen" and "I som

etim
es find it difficult to see

things from
 the ‘other guy’s’point of view

."  O
ur study

did not use the subscale of em
pathic fantasy.      

O
ur findings suggest that there are cultural variations in the

m
otivations for altruism

.  W
e found that E

uropean A
m

ericans
reported acts of altruism

 tow
ards fam

ily, friends, and strangers
corresponded w

ith their levels of guilt and em
pathy.  T

his is in
contrast to the findings regarding the sam

e constructs am
ong

A
sian A

m
ericans.  T

hese results em
phasize the im

portance of
taking culture into consideration.  

O
nly the differences betw

een E
uropean A

m
ericans and A

sian
A

m
ericans w

ere considered in our analyses due to the lim
ited

sam
ple size of the other ethnic groups.  W

e intend to continue
w

ith our online data collection in order to com
plete our analyses

of the five cultures.   In future studies, w
e w

ould like to exam
ine

the im
plications that other factors (i.e., religion, gender, and age)

m
ay have on the relationship betw

een altruism
, em

pathy, and
guilt. 

Introduction

D
iscussion

M
ethods

A
ltruism

 has been hypothesized to
be a pro-social, fundam

ental m
otiva-

tion for hum
an behavior (H

offm
an,

2000; Lew
is, A

m
ini, &

 Lannon, 2000;
O

’C
onnor, 1996, 2000; P

reston &
 de

W
aal, 2002).  B

oth clinical and experi-
m

ental studies have since posited a
m

ore highly adaptive nonconscious
m

ind than the field’s em
phasis on an

individual’s self-centered, com
petitive,

and aggressive drives.  
In prior research, w

e have investi-
gated altruism

 through the lens of
guilt.  A

series of em
pirical studies

conducted have dem
onstrated a sig-

nificant association betw
een exces-

sive guilt and psychological problem
s

including depression and anxiety
(O

’C
onnor, B

erry &
 W

eiss, 1999).
W

hile inhibitory in excess, guilt can
also m

otivate altruistic behavior as a
m

eans of narrow
ing the discrepancy

betw
een one’s ow

n w
ell-being and

that of others.   
T

he connections betw
een guilt

and altruism
 suggested that these

m
otivations m

ight be a universal con-
struct w

orthy of broader attention in a
non-clinical population.  T

hus, w
e

have extended our investigation of
guilt to ordinary life.  O

ur findings sug-
gest significant differences across cul-
tures. 

Tab
le 1a presents a com

parison betw
een

correlations of altruism
 w

ith guilt and personali-
ty subscales am

ong A
sian A

m
ericans and

E
uropean A

m
ericans found in S

tudy 1.  A
m

ong
E

uropean A
m

ericans, O
m

nipotent
R

esponsibility G
uilt is positively correlated w

ith
altruism

 tow
ards both fam

ily and friends w
hile

S
elf-hate is negatively correlated w

ith altruism
tow

ards both fam
ily and friends.  S

eparation
G

uilt is also positively correlated w
ith altruism

tow
ards fam

ily in E
uropean A

m
ericans. N

o sig-
nificant correlations w

ere found betw
een guilt

and altruism
 in A

sian A
m

ericans.  A
ltruism

 to
fam

ily and friends are highly correlated w
ith all

personality subscales except N
euroticism

 in
E

uropean A
m

ericans.  A
m

ong A
sian

A
m

ericans, only C
onscientiousness and

E
xtraversion is correlated to altruism

 to friends.
A

s can be expected, both A
sian A

m
erican and

E
uropean A

m
ericans are positively correlated

betw
een O

penness and altruism
 to strangers.

H
ow

ever, w
hereas A

sian A
m

ericans’altruism
 to

strangers is highly correlated to
C

onscientiousness, E
uropean A

m
erican’s altru-

ism
 to strangers is highly correlated w

ith
E

xtraversion and A
greeableness.

Tab
le 1b

 presents a com
parison betw

een
correlations of altruism

 w
ith guilt, em

pathy, and
personality subscales am

ong A
sian A

m
ericans

and E
uropean A

m
ericans found in S

tudy 2.
O

nce again, R
esponsibility G

uilt is positively
correlated w

ith altruism
 tow

ards both fam
ily

am
ong E

uropean A
m

ericans, how
ever, S

elf-
hate failed to have significant correlations w

ith
altruism

 tow
ards both fam

ily and friends.  In
this study, S

eparation G
uilt is positively corre-

lated w
ith altruism

 to fam
ily and S

urvivor G
uilt

is positively correlated w
ith altruism

 to friends
and strangers am

ong E
uropean A

m
ericans.

O
nce again, significant correlations are not

found betw
een guilt and altruism

 for A
sian

A
m

ericans.  In S
tudy 2, w

e added an em
pathy

m
easure, w

hich w
e did not use in S

tudy 1.  T
he

results of the m
easure appear to support our

findings of differences am
ong A

sian A
m

ericans
and E

uropean A
m

ericans.  E
m

pathic C
oncern

is positively correlated in a significant w
ay w

ith
altruism

 to fam
ily, friends, and strangers and

E
m

pathic P
erspective Taking is positively corre-

lated w
ith altruism

 to friends am
ong E

uropean
A

m
ericans.  N

o significant correlations are
found betw

een em
pathy and altruism

 am
ong

A
sian A

m
ericans.  A

ltruism
 to fam

ily and friends
are positively correlated w

ith E
xtraversion and

A
greeableness am

ong E
uropean A

m
ericans.

A
ltruism

 to fam
ily is positively correlated w

ith
C

onscientiousness for both A
sian A

m
ericans

and E
uropean A

m
ericans. U

nlike the previous
study, only altruism

 to strangers is positively
correlated to O

penness am
ong E

uropean
A

m
ericans and altruism

 to friends rather than to
strangers is positively correlated to O

penness
am

ong A
sian A

m
ericans. O

nce again,
E

xtraversion is positively correlated w
ith altru-

ism
 to friends am

ong both A
sian A

m
ericans

and E
uropean A

m
ericans.

R
esults

 T
ab

le 1a
C

orrelations of A
ltru

ism
 w

ith
 P

erson
ality

in
 S

tu
d

y 1

A
ltru

ism
T

ow
ard

s

F
am

ily
r

A
ltruism

T
ow

ards

F
riends

r

A
ltruism

T
ow

ards

S
tran

gers
r

A
sian

A
m

erican

E
u

ropean

A
m

erican

A
sian

A
m

erica
n

E
uro

pean

A
m

erican

A
sian

A
m

erican

E
uro

pean

A
m

erican

S
urv

ivor
G

u
ilt

-.40
-.06

.07
-.05

.19
-.03

S
ep

aration G
u

ilt
.17

.17**
.02

.06
.07

-.07
O

m
n

ip
otent R

espon
sib

ility
G

u
ilt

.11
.18**

.16
.20**

-.13
.00

S
elf-h

ate
-.11

-.17**
-.08

-.14**
.01

-.07

O
p

en
ness

-.01
.14**

.21
.24**

.28*
.25**

C
onscientiou

sn
ess

.12
.20**

.29*
.25**

.23*
.08

E
xtraversion

.07
.32**

.31**
.39**

.16
.26**

A
greeab

len
ess

.01
.29**

.20
.31**

.04
.15**

N
eu

roticism
.06

-.01
-.07

-.01
-.04

-.00

**C
orrelation is

significant at the 0.01 level(2-tailed)
*C

orrelation is
significant at the 0.05 level(2-tailed)

T
ab

le 1b
C

orrelations of A
ltru

ism
 w

ith
 E

m
p

athy an
d P

erson
ality

in
 S

tu
dy 2

A
ltru

ism
T

ow
ard

s

F
am

ily
r

A
ltruism

T
ow

ards

F
riends

r

A
ltruism

T
ow

ards

S
tran

gers
r

A
sian

A
m

erican

E
u

ropean

A
m

erican

A
sian

A
m

erica
n

E
uro

pean

A
m

erican

A
sian

A
m

erican

E
uro

pean

A
m

erican

S
urv

ivor
G

u
ilt

-.27
.06

-.11
.25**

.04
.18*

S
ep

aration G
u

ilt
.18

.24**
.13

.13
.05

.02
O

m
n

ip
otent R

espon
sib

ility
G

u
ilt

-.09
.20**

-.02
.28**

.03
.06

S
elf-h

ate
-.14

-.14
-.08

.05
-.10

.14

E
m

p
ath

ic P
ersp

ective T
ak

in
g

.09
.14

.17
.18*

.03
.14

E
m

p
ath

ic C
oncern

-.07
.27**

.16
.35**

-.01
.29**

E
m

p
ath

ic D
istress

-.20
-.15

-.22
-.09

-.08
-.03

O
p

en
ness

.08
.00

.33*
.08

.21
.22**

C
onscientiou

sn
ess

.32*
.16*

.09
.12

-.02
-.05

E
xtraversion

.23
.23**

.38**
.22**

.19
.10

A
greeab

len
ess

-.23
.26**

-.28
.22**

-.04
.02

N
eu

roticism
-.05

-.05
-.06

.07
-.11

-.03

**C
orrelation is

significant at the 0.01 level(2-tailed)
*C

orrelation is
significant at the 0.05 level(2-tailed)
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