Cross-Cultural Studies of Altruism
and Empathy-Base

Abstract

In our first study, we examined the relationship between altru-
ism, empathy-based guilt, and personality traits. Our data
revealed that altruism to family was significantly correlated with
Separation Guilt, Omnipotent Responsibility Guilt, and Self-hate
among European Americans, but not the other cultures. Altruism
to friends was significantly correlated with Omnipotent
Responsibility Guilt in European Americans and Hispanic
Americans. There was no correlation between guilt and altruism

to strangers across all cultures.

A second study was conducted to try to replicate these find-
ings. In this study, components of empathy were also included.
Consistent with the first study, altruism to family, friends, and

strangers failed to significantly correlate with any of the guilt sub-

scales among Asian Americans. European Americans once again
showed significant correlations between altruism to family and
Separation and Omnipotent Responsibility Guilt. Significant corre-
lations were also found between altruism to friends and Survivor
and Omnipotent Responsibility Guilt. This difference between the
cultures was further emphasized by the correlation between
Empathy Concern and altruism to family, friends, and strangers;
among European Americans, the correlations were highly signifi-
cant while among Asian Americans there were no correlations.

d Guilt

Altruism has been hypothesized to
be a pro-social, fundamental motiva-
tion for human behavior (Hoffman,
2000; Lewis, Amini, & Lannon, 2000:;
O’Connor, 1996, 2000; Preston & de
Waal, 2002). Both clinical and experi-
mental studies have since posited a
more highly adaptive nonconscious
mind than the field’s emphasis on an
individual’s self-centered, competitive,

Introduction

Including depression and anxiety
(O’Connor, Berry & Weiss, 1999).
While inhibitory in excess, guilt can
also motivate altruistic behavior as a
means of narrowing the discrepancy
between one’s own well-being and
that of others.

The connections between guilt
and altruism suggested that these
motivations might be a universal con-

FEunice Y1
Wright Institute
Berkeley, CA

Patrice S. Crisostomo
University of California

Berkeley, CA

Lynn E. O Connor
Wright Institute
Berkeley, CA

Mary Tsai

Berkeley, CA

Western Psychological Association —2005

Table 1a presents a comparison between
correlations of altruism with guilt and personali-
ty subscales among Asian Americans and
European Americans found in Study 1. Among
European Americans, Omnipotent
Responsibility Guilt is positively correlated with
altruism towards both family and friends while
Self-hate is negatively correlated with altruism
towards both family and friends. Separation
Guilt is also positively correlated with altruism
towards family in European Americans. No sig-
nificant correlations were found between guilt
and altruism in Asian Americans. Altruism to
family and friends are highly correlated with all
personality subscales except Neuroticism in
European Americans. Among Asian
Americans, only Conscientiousness and
Extraversion is correlated to altruism to friends.
As can be expected, both Asian American and
European Americans are positively correlated
between Openness and altruism to strangers.
However, whereas Asian Americans’ altruism to

Results

strangers is highly correlated to
Conscientiousness, European American’s altru-
ism to strangers is highly correlated with
Extraversion and Agreeableness.

Table 1b presents a comparison between
correlations of altruism with guilt, empathy, and
personality subscales among Asian Americans
and European Americans found in Study 2.
Once again, Responsibility Guilt is positively
correlated with altruism towards both family
among European Americans, however, Self-
hate failed to have significant correlations with
altruism towards both family and friends. In
this study, Separation Guilt is positively corre-
lated with altruism to family and Survivor Guilt
IS positively correlated with altruism to friends
and strangers among European Americans.
Once again, significant correlations are not
found between guilt and altruism for Asian
Americans. In Study 2, we added an empathy
measure, which we did not use in Study 1. The
results of the measure appear to support our
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findings of differences among Asian Americans
and European Americans. Empathic Concern
IS positively correlated in a significant way with
altruism to family, friends, and strangers and
Empathic Perspective Taking is positively corre-
lated with altruism to friends among European
Americans. No significant correlations are
found between empathy and altruism among
Asian Americans. Altruism to family and friends
are positively correlated with Extraversion and
Agreeableness among European Americans.
Altruism to family is positively correlated with
Conscientiousness for both Asian Americans
and European Americans. Unlike the previous
study, only altruism to strangers is positively
correlated to Openness among European
Americans and altruism to friends rather than to
strangers is positively correlated to Openness
among Asian Americans. Once again,
Extraversion is positively correlated with altru-
iIsm to friends among both Asian Americans
and European Americans.
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people | am with"). this questionnaire include statements such as "l see

myself as someone who is easily distracted."

included 484 females and 169 males with a mean
age of 29.13 (SD= 11.347) ranging from 17 to 83
years of age. The sample was ethnically diverse:
431 European Americans, 81 Asian Americans, 54
Hispanic Americans, 23 Middle Eastern Americans,
and 23 African Americans.

Participants of Study 2 were 316 Internet volun-
teers, obtained by posting an advertisement on
Craigslist, a web-based public forum. These included
259 females and 48 males, with a mean age of 31.01

Separation Guilt— the belief that if a person sep-
arates, leads their own life, or differs from their loved
ones in some way, they will cause their loved ones to
suffer (e.g., "l am reluctant to express an opinion that
is different from the opinions held by my family or
friends").

Dispositional Altruism Scale (Berry & O’Connor,
2002). The DAS is a 45-item adaptation of a meas-
ure of social support (Vaux, Riedel, & Stewart, 1987).
Respondents indicate how frequently they perform
acts of altruism for family members, friends, and
strangers in a variety of social situations. Items from
this questionnaire include how often the participant

Theoretical Constructs Under Investigation

Discussion

External to Individual
-Situational characteristics

Our findings suggest that there are cultural variations in the
motivations for altruism. We found that European Americans
reported acts of altruism towards family, friends, and strangers

Interpersonal Guilt

Omnipotent Responsibility Guilt — the belief that

-Omnipotent Guilt
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measuring four aspects of empathy: perspective tak- Perspective Taking Only the differences between European Americans and Asian

Instruments: Self-hate — the acceptance of extreme negative  ing, empathic concern, personal distress, and Disiress e >3m:owsm were considered in our m:m_ﬁ_w\mmm due to the limited

Interpersonal Guilt Questionnaire-67 (IGQ-67:  SSI-views in order to maintain a connection to par- empathic fantasy. ltems from the IRl include state- sample size of the other ethnic groups. We intend to continue

ents and loved ones (e.g., "l do not deserve other
people’s respect or admiration").

ments such as "l am often touched by things that |
see happen" and "I sometimes find it difficult to see
things from the ‘other guy’s’ point of view." Our study
did not use the subscale of empathic fantasy.

with our online data collection in order to complete our analyses
of the five cultures. In future studies, we would like to examine
the implications that other factors (i.e., religion, gender, and age)
may have on the relationship between altruism, empathy, and
guilt.

O’Connor, Berry, Weiss, Bush & Sampson, 1997).
The 1GQ-67 is a 67-item measure that uses Likert
scales to assess guilt. It includes four subscales:

Culture

Gender Roles

Brief Big Five Inventory (BFI. John, Donahue &
Kentle, 1991). The BFI-44 is a 44-item self-report
iInventory for assessing five personality traits: open-

Survivor Guilt — the belief that pursuing normal

Religion




