
129

8Self-Compassion Across Cultures

Kohki Arimitsu

�Introduction

Compassion is a response to others’ suffering 
that involves attunement, empathy, and motiva-
tion to relieve that suffering and has been vari-
ously defined as an emotion, a virtue or value, 
and a motivation (Goetz et  al., 2010; Strauss 
et al., 2016). Self-compassion refers to directing 
these same qualities toward oneself and is char-
acterized by a balanced acceptance of emotions 
in times of failure or difficulty, recognizing that 
the experience is shared by others, and channel-
ing kind feelings toward oneself (Neff, 2003b). 
From an evolutionary perspective, compassion 
may be conceived as an emotion or motivation 
that serves an adaptive function across cultures 
(Goetz et  al., 2010). Studies have revealed that 
behavioral and physiological responses associ-
ated with both giving and receiving compassion 
are common among people from various regions 
(Gilbert, 2015; Goetz et al., 2010). For example, 
a gentle touch on the cheek or shoulder of a per-
son in need is a common way of conveying kind-
ness among people in many countries. Similarly, 
evidence documenting neurophysiological pro-
files of self-compassion suggests that there are 
biological systems that underpin this phenome-
non across cultures (Kim et  al., 2020). On the 

other hand, emotional experiences and their func-
tions are influenced by culture, as the values and 
social influences that are shared by people living 
in a certain region influence—among other 
things—how people relate to themselves and 
each other.

Neff (2003a) developed the Self-Compassion 
Scale (SCS), a measure comprising three sub-
scales that measure compassionate self-
responding (CS) (self-kindness, common 
humanity, and mindfulness) and three that mea-
sure uncompassionate self-responding (UCS) 
(self-criticism, isolation, and overidentification). 
Since their development, several translations of 
the SCS, its short form (Raes et al., 2011), and 
youth form have been validated, including trans-
lations in Arabic (Alabdulaziz et  al., 2020), 
Chinese, Farsi (Nazari et  al., 2022), French 
(Kotsou and Leys, 2016), German (Hupfeld & 
Ruffieux, 2011), Greek (Mantzios et  al., 2013), 
Indonesian (Darmawan et  al., 2020), Italian 
(Petrocchi et  al., 2014; Veneziani et  al., 2017), 
Japanese (Arimitsu, 2014),  Korean (김경의 
et  al., 2008), Malay (Khatib et  al., 2021), 
Sinhalese (deZoysa et  al., 2021), Slovak 
(Halamová et al., 2018), Slovenian (Uršič et al., 
2019), Spanish (Garcia-Campayo et  al., 2014), 
Taiwanese (Chen & Chen, 2019), and Turkish 
(Deniz et al., 2008, 2022).

An extensive body of research indicates that 
self-compassion is a modifiable trait and state 
variable that is reliably associated with adaptive 
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physical, psychological, and relational health 
outcomes (Ewert et  al., 2021; MacBeth & 
Gumley, 2012; Zessin et al., 2015). However, as 
with most psychological research, most of these 
studies have been conducted in the United States. 
This therefore raises the question of whether the 
construct of self-compassion is understood the 
same way across different cultures, whether the 
factor structure of the SCS is culturally influ-
enced, and whether mean scores on the SCS vary 
according to respondents’ cultural background. 
Studies have found cross-cultural differences in 
the factor structure of the SCS (Neff et al., 2019; 
Tóth-Király & Neff, 2020), suggesting that the 
construct may be experienced or perceived differ-
ently across cultures (Montero-Marin et  al., 
2018). This chapter examines whether cultural 
factors may impact not only the mean values and 
factor structure of the SCS but also the relation-
ship between self-compassion and various well-
being outcomes. Specifically, this chapter reviews 
cross-cultural studies to determine whether self-
compassion could be affected by the cultural 
view of the self.

�Factor Structure of the SCS Across 
Cultures

In her original paper describing the factor struc-
ture of the SCS, Neff (2003a, b) found support 
for a higher-order one-factor model, which places 
one general “self-compassion” factor above the 
six subscales. This provided a basis for calculat-
ing a total self-compassion score (this is done by 
reverse scoring all self-judgment, isolation, and 
overidentification items and taking a grand mean 
of all six subscale means). In a follow-up with 
four distinct samples, Neff et  al. (2017) subse-
quently found that while the use of a total scale 
score was justified, this was better explained by a 
bifactor model, in which each item loads on to 
both a general factor (i.e., self-compassion) as 
well as a “group” factor (i.e., one of the six sub-
scales). Neff et al. (2019) then conducted a study 
of the SCS using 20 samples from 16 countries 
and 14 languages using both Confirmatory 

Factory Analysis (CFA) and Exploratory 
Structural Equation Modeling (ESEM). They 
tested five different models, including a single-
bifactor model, with one general self-compassion 
factor and six group factors, and a two-bifactor 
model. The two-bifactor model had two corre-
lated general factors, representing compassionate 
self-responding (CS) and uncompassionate self-
responding (UCS) each with three group factors. 
Fit statistics using ESEM were excellent for a 
six-factor correlated model and both bifactor 
models, although factor loadings indicated that 
the two general factors were not well specified. 
Accordingly, the authors recommended the use 
of the SCS to measure six subscale scores or a 
total score, but not the CS and UCS factors. 
Support for the six-factor and bifactor models has 
been found across countries including Argentina 
(Cababie & Etchezahar, 2022), France (Kotsou & 
Leys, 2016), Italy (Petrocchi et  al., 2014), and 
ethnic groups, including African Americans 
(Zhang et al., 2019).

�Measurement Invariance of the SCS

Insight into the generalizability of the SCS across 
cultures has been provided by Tóth-Király and 
Neff (2020), who used bifactor Exploratory 
Structural Equation Modeling (ESEM) to exam-
ine measurement invariance of the SCS across 
groups based on language, population type (stu-
dent, community, clinical, mixed), gender, and 
age. Measurement invariance refers to whether 
the same construct is being measured across 
groups. Tóth-Király and Neff (2020) tested six 
dimensions of measurement invariance, using a 
total of 18 samples collected from 15 countries, 
representing 12 language groups. They found 
support for strong invariance across these differ-
ent language groups, demonstrating that people 
from different linguistic backgrounds, such as 
English, Spanish, German, and Greek, conceptu-
alize self-compassion in a similar way. This also 
suggests that the SCS can be expected to function 
similarly across linguistic groups, i.e., that asso-
ciations between self-compassion and outcomes 
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such as depression and well-being will be similar. 
It should be noted, however, that the sample did 
not include Chinese and Japanese individuals.

Other studies have explored whether relation-
ships between self-compassion and health out-
comes may vary according to ethnicity or culture. 
Some evidence for cross-cultural differences in 
the strengths of the association between self-
compassion and health outcomes has been found. 
For example, Arimitsu et al. (2019) demonstrated 
that self-compassion was more likely to enhance 
hedonic well-being in individualistic cultures 
than in collectivistic cultures and that compas-
sion for others was associated with enhanced 
eudaemonic well-being in collectivistic cultures. 
In their study of college students, Boyraz et  al. 
(2020) reported that ethnicity moderated the link 
between self-criticism and perceived health, with 
negative associations observed between self-
criticism and perceived health among Hispanic/
Latinx and European American participants, but 
not among Asian American participants. 
Interestingly, they also found that after adjusting 
for self-criticism, self-compassion was positively 
associated with perceived health among Asian 
Americans and European Americans but not 
Hispanic/Latinx participants; further, this rela-
tionship was stronger for Asian Americans. 
However, in a meta-analysis of 168 studies across 
27 unique cultures—the largest synthesis of self-
compassion studies to date—Chio et  al. (2021) 
found that there were no cross-cultural differ-
ences in the strength of the relationships between 
self-compassion and well-being or psychological 
distress.

�Mean Differences in SCS Across 
Cultures

In an early study, Neff et  al. (2008) compared 
mean scores on the SCS among participants in 
Thailand, Taiwan, and the United States. They 
found significant differences in self-compassion 
scores: Thai participants had the highest scores, 
Taiwanese participants had the lowest scores, and 
Americans were somewhere in between. 
Additionally, as part of their 2020 study, Tóth-

Király and Neff (2020) examined mean differ-
ences in self-compassion across different 
linguistic groups within different populations 
(students, community members, and clinical 
samples). Among students, Koreans were found 
to have the highest self-compassion scores, fol-
lowed by Iranians, with lower scores found 
among the Canadian, American, and Norwegian 
groups. As for community members, Spanish, 
Italian, Hungarian, and Brazilian samples scored 
high, while Australian, American, and German 
samples scored lower and Greeks and British had 
the lowest scores. In contrast, other studies have 
found no statistically significant differences in 
total self-compassion scores across countries. 
For example, there was no difference between 
students in China and the United States (Birkett, 
2013) or between HIV patients in Canada, China, 
Namibia, Puerto Rico, and the United States 
(Kemppainen et  al., 2013). However, the afore-
mentioned samples comprised a small number of 
students and HIV patients, which may have 
resulted in sampling bias, reflecting an influence 
other than culture.

�Cultivation of Self-Compassion 
Across Cultures

Another dimension of understanding self-
compassion across cultures relates to whether 
and how it can be cultivated with different cul-
tural or ethnic groups. Self-compassion interven-
tion studies have been conducted in several 
countries, including China (Huang et  al., 2021; 
Guo et  al., 2020), Slovakia (Halamova et  al., 
2020), Japan (Arimitsu, 2016), and Iran 
(Rezapour-Mirsaleh et al., 2021). While many of 
these studies use novel intervention protocols, 
studies of standardized self-compassion training 
protocols, such as the Mindful Self-Compassion 
(MSC) program, provide the opportunity to com-
pare outcomes across cultures. Pilot studies in 
China of both online (Yeung et  al., 2021) and 
face-to-face versions of MSC (Finlay-Jones 
et al., 2017) found comparable results to trial out-
comes reported in Western cultures (e.g., Neff & 
Germer, 2013). Furthermore, a meta-analysis of 
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studies aimed at improving mental health by 
increasing self-compassion has revealed moder-
ate effects on depression, anxiety, and well-being 
(Kirby et al., 2017). It includes findings not only 
from the United States and Western countries but 
also from East Asia, including Japan and China. 
These studies very clearly show that self-
compassion is amenable to cultivation across cul-
tures and that effective cultivation is associated 
with a range of health and social benefits.

�Cultural Differences and Their 
Influence on Self-Compassion

In sum, research to date suggests that while in 
many cases the factor structure of the SCS is sim-
ilar across cultures, and measurement invariance 
has been demonstrated, this is not a universal 
finding. Further various studies have shown that 
there are cultural differences in the SCS means, 
although self-compassion interventions appear 
feasible and acceptable across cultures and are 
associated with similar benefits in Eastern and 
Western countries. To gain further insight into 
these findings and consider why self-compassion 
may or may not vary across cultures, several 
dimensions of cultural influence must be 
explored. For example, a robust body of work has 
explored the ways in which Eastern and Western 
cultures differ along dimensions of affective 
expression, self-construal, and beliefs about the 
world, which are in turn influenced by several 
factors, including social norms, values, and reli-
gious beliefs. In the following section, these 
dimensions are discussed and research exploring 
how they intersect with self-compassion is 
explored.

�Self-Construal and Dialecticism

Self-construal theory posits that cultural differ-
ences in affect, cognitions, and behavior are 
influenced by the degree to which a person con-
siders themselves fundamentally connected to or 
separate from others (Markus & Kitayama, 
1991). According to this view, those in individu-

alistic cultures—those which focus on the indi-
vidual rights and needs of each person—are more 
likely to endorse an independent self-construal, 
in which oneself is perceived as relatively sepa-
rate from others. Typically, such self-construal is 
considered characteristic of Western countries. 
This is contrasted with collectivistic cultures, 
which emphasize the needs of the community, 
and in which the interdependent view of the self 
prevails. Interdependent self-construal empha-
sizes the inseparability of self and others and are 
considered characteristic of Asian countries. 
There is some evidence that those in collectivistic 
cultures might be more likely to endorse the 
“common humanity” facet of self-compassion 
(Akin and Eroglu, 2013). This has implications 
for self-compassion, in part because in Western 
cultures, one of the primary misgivings about 
self-compassion is that it will undermine motiva-
tion (Robinson et  al., 2016). In contrast, self-
criticism, on the other hand, is often considered 
necessary to maintain motivation and personal 
standards, despite self-criticism increasing vul-
nerability to mental health problems (Schanche, 
2013). In Eastern countries, self-criticism may 
also be viewed positively, but for different rea-
sons, namely, for its role in helping to promote 
social harmony and maintain positive relation-
ships (Yamaguchi et  al., 2014). Interestingly, 
research has suggested that stronger endorse-
ments of either independent or collectivist con-
struals are associated with greater self-criticism, 
depending on the dominant culture (Yamaguchi 
et al., 2014). Yamaguchi et al. (2014) found that 
US participants who reported higher levels of 
independent self-construal reported more self-
criticism, while in Japan, those who reported 
more interdependent self-construal were also 
more likely to criticize themselves.

There is some suggestion in the literature that 
the different functions of self-criticism across 
Eastern and Western countries may have different 
implications for mental health. For example, 
there is evidence demonstrating that in collectiv-
ist contexts, interdependent self-construal 
reduces the detrimental impact of self-criticism 
on mental health problems (Aruta et  al., 2021). 
Aruta et  al. (2021) proposed that when self-
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criticism occurs in the context of interdependence, 
the benefits gained by fulfilling social norms and 
preserving relationships counter any negative 
impacts of self-criticism, thereby promoting bet-
ter mental health outcomes. In more independent 
countries, it might be assumed that criticizing 
oneself in order to maintain motivation to achieve 
personal goals does not serve this same affiliative 
purpose; moreover, self-criticism for competitive 
motives may increase separation from others and 
increase vulnerability to depression (Gilbert & 
Woodyatt, 2017). However, the adaptive function 
of self-criticism in Eastern cultures may depend 
on the degree to which an individual feels aligned 
with cultural values (Aruta et al., 2021). Further, 
when self-criticism is harsh, and when it co-
occurs with feelings of isolation and overidentifi-
cation, it is likely to be detrimental for mental 
health, regardless of one’s cultural background. 
Additionally, recent findings from Boyraz et al. 
(2020) suggest that the impact of culture and eth-
nicity on the relationships between self-
compassion, self-criticism, and health outcomes 
are more complex and cannot be explained by 
single measures of cultural value or beliefs.

Dialectical Thinking  Dialectical thinking refers 
to a technique of accepting and integrating two 
seemingly contradictory and opposing things to 
create a better idea. The tendency toward dialec-
tical thinking and feeling varies across cultures 
and may influence the experience of compassion 
(Chio et al., 2021). People in dialectical cultures 
tend to experience positive and negative emo-
tions simultaneously because they accept the 
ambivalence of things (Schimmack et al., 2002). 
For example, Japanese people are reported to 
have a dialectical emotional style in which they 
experience both positive and negative emotions 
with moderate frequency compared to Americans 
(Miyamoto & Ryff, 2011). Moreover, people 
with a moderate dialectical emotional style were 
found to experience fewer physical symptoms in 
Japan than in the United States (Miyamoto & 
Ryff, 2011). These results suggest that a balanced 
experience of emotions, rather than experiencing 
more positive and fewer negative emotions, may 
lead to better well-being among East Asians.

Applying the dialectical thinking to self-
compassion, East Asian cultures may tend to 
have ambivalent emotional experiences, resulting 
in experiencing equal amounts of self-kindness 
and self-criticism simultaneously, albeit at more 
moderate levels than Western cultures. This 
response pattern could be quite different from 
Western non-dialectical cultures. If the pattern is 
evident, it would also be necessary to consider 
that the factor structure of self-compassion and 
its relationship with well-being may differ 
depending on the differences in dialectical think-
ing among cultures. Chio et  al.’s (2021) meta-
analysis of data from 27 cultures examined 
whether dialectical thinking might impact the 
correlation between CS and UCS components of 
the SCS.  The results suggested that across cul-
tures, there were moderate associations between 
CS and UCS, but dialectical culture moderated 
the correlation. In other words, correlations 
between conflicting constructs, such as self-
kindness and self-criticism, were found to be 
lower in cultures that endorsed more dialectical 
thinking. However, as the SCS generalizes across 
different events, the extent to which it can pro-
vide insight into whether CS and UCS occur 
simultaneously is limited. Accordingly, it is 
important to test this hypothesis using the state 
rather than trait Self-Compassion Scale.

A cross-cultural study examined the effects of 
the CS and UCS on well-being and psychological 
distress among students in Hong Kong and the 
United States (Fung et  al., 2021). The results 
revealed that both were associated with well-
being and psychological distress only among stu-
dents in Hong Kong. For American students, 
UCS were related to well-being, depression, and 
anxiety, while CS were not related to depression 
and anxiety. This result is consistent with research 
on American students and adults (Brenner et al., 
2018). Fung et al. (2021) discussed that these cul-
tural differences were found because of the ten-
dency for individuals from collectivist cultures 
toward dialectical thinking. They proposed that a 
greater ability and experience to possess seem-
ingly contradictory statements and emotions at 
the same time led to both UCS and CS uniquely 
affecting well-being as well as depression and 

8  Self-Compassion Across Cultures



134

anxiety. They also argued that self-compassion 
might mitigate the impact of negative traits, such 
as self-criticism, on mental health issues because 
of the correlation between CS and UCS. Self-
compassion is, however, characterized by an 
increase in CS and a decrease in UCS, such as 
being kind to oneself instead of being self-
critical. Again, this line of inquiry requires the 
use of the state Self-Compassion Scale (Neff 
et al., 2021) to determine profiles of state CS and 
UCS across cultures and investigate their rela-
tionships with health outcomes. Further, it should 
be noted that even in cultures like Japan, who 
tend to report higher levels of dialectical think-
ing, experimental studies have found that CS and 
UCS of the SCS changed in tandem as a unitary 
construct following self-compassion intervention 
(Arimitsu, 2016).

�Affective Expression

Another way that culture may influence self-
compassion is via the socialization of emotion. 
For example, each culture has a variety of valued 
daily-life emotions (Mesquita, 2003), ideal emo-
tions (Tsai, 2007), and behaviors. In a study com-
paring ideal emotions between the United States 
and China (Tsai, 2007), it was found that people 
in the United States tended to idealize high-
arousal, positive emotional states (e.g., excite-
ment, enthusiasm) while people in China tended 
to idealize low-arousal, positive emotional states 
(e.g., calmness, serenity). These differences in 
self-views indicate that in collectivistic cultures, 
other-focused emotions such as friendliness and 
guilt are likely to be more salient. Conversely, in 
individualistic cultures, affective responses that 
emphasize separateness from others—such as 
pride and anger—may be more salient (Kitayama 
et  al., 2006). This suggests that adaptive emo-
tions themselves differ due to differences in cul-
tural views of the self and relationship with 
others. Accordingly, the expression of self-
compassion, and its intensity and relationship 
with well-being, might differ between indepen-
dent and interdependent cultures.

The cultural value or emphasis placed on 
affective and motivational states such as compas-
sion likely influences their linguistic and behav-
ioral expression in that culture. For example, if a 
culture emphasizes compassion, it should be rela-
tively easier for helping behaviors to take root in 
that culture (Koopmann-Holm & Tsai, 2017). 
Furthermore, the vocabulary related to compas-
sion should be more extensive and more distinct 
from other words related to emotion. Shaver et al. 
(1992) found differences in the English, Italian, 
and Chinese emotion lexicon for compassion 
(Shaver et al., 1992), suggesting that the way in 
which compassion is understood and expressed 
may differ depending on cultural background. 
Qualitative research to understand the lexicon 
associated with self-compassion across cultures 
is an important direction for future research.

There are two types of psychological well-
being—hedonic and eudaemonic—which have 
been shown to vary in degree and relationship to 
compassion across cultures. High levels of life 
satisfaction and positive emotions and the 
absence of negative emotions are referred to as 
hedonic well-being, which is experienced when 
one has achieved pleasure and avoided pain. 
Arimitsu et  al. (2019) conducted a comparative 
study of the relationship between compassion for 
self and others and hedonic and eudaemonic 
well-being and psychopathology between the 
United States, which has an independent view of 
the self, and Japan, with an interdependent view 
of the self. They hypothesized that self-
compassion, which motivates people to move 
forward despite failures and difficulties, would 
maintain and improve hedonic well-being, such 
as positive emotions and life satisfaction, in inde-
pendent cultures more than in interdependent 
cultures. The study revealed that self-compassion 
was a factor in improving positive affect and life 
satisfaction in both countries, but the explained 
variance for positive affect was higher in the 
United States than in Japan.

On the other hand, in interdependent cultures, 
it is adaptive to be able to meet the wishes and 
expectations of those around oneself to the great-
est extent possible, and it is necessary to acquire 
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the flexibility to change one’s thoughts and 
actions appropriately depending on others. 
Therefore, eudemonic well-being is more likely 
to be enhanced when people have a high level of 
compassion for others. Among the measures of 
eudemonic well-being, interpersonal happiness is 
one that may be enhanced by compassion for oth-
ers in interdependent cultures. Hitokoto and 
Uchida (2015) developed a scale that measures 
interdependent happiness, which serves as a 
comprehensive assessment of whether one has 
harmonious relationships with others, makes oth-
ers happy, is on par with others, and is in a peace-
ful emotional state. The study found that in Japan, 
being in harmony with others, rather than one’s 
own superiority over others, leads to life satisfac-
tion and positive emotions. The moderation effect 
of culture on interdependent happiness was 
found, with higher compassion associated with 
higher interdependent happiness only in Japan, 
an interdependent culture.

Culture and self-construals may also impact 
the relationship between compassion for others 
and negative emotions related to others (Arimitsu 
et  al., 2019). Previous cross-cultural studies 
showed that social anxiety disorder (SAD) is 
characterized by self-focused attention that 
increases not only the belief that one is behaving 
in a socially inappropriate manner but also nega-
tive thoughts and feelings about oneself. 
However, Taijin-Kyofu-Sho (TKS) features the 
other-focused cognition of fearing that one’s 
inappropriate behavior will make others uncom-
fortable. Patients with TKS fear offending others 
by emitting offensive odors, blushing, staring 
inappropriately, and presenting an improper 
facial expression or physical deformity (Hofmann 
& Hinton, 2014). TKS symptoms tend to be more 
prevalent in interdependent cultures than in inde-
pendent cultures because the former tends to be 
more attentive to the feelings of others 
(Norasakkunkit et al., 2012). Since people with 
SAD and TKS focus their attention on the self 
and others, Arimitsu et al. (2019) proposed that 
their relationship with compassion for self and 
others may differ, and the relationship might also 
differ depending on the cultural view of self. In 
other words, it was predicted that in a self-

focused, independent culture, self-compassion 
would be more robustly associated with lower 
SAD symptoms than in an interdependent cul-
ture, while in an interdependent, other-focused 
culture, compassion for others would be more 
likely to be associated with lower TKS symptoms 
than in an independent culture. The results 
revealed no evidence of the predicted culture 
moderation effects. Self-compassion was associ-
ated with lower SAD symptoms, while compas-
sion for others was associated with lower TKS 
symptoms across cultures, but there was no effect 
of cultural self-construals on the relationship 
between self-compassion and psychiatric symp-
toms. It should be noted, however, that the study 
included only two different cultural groups—
Japan and the United States—and had limited 
indicators for well-being and psychopathological 
symptoms.

�Values and Social Norms

Hofstede et  al.’s (2001, 2010) Cultural 
Dimensions Theory proposes six dimensions of 
cultural values that are thought to influence 
behavior. In addition to individualism-
collectivism, these dimensions are masculinity-
femininity (i.e., the extent to which one is focused 
on tasks and competitive achievements versus 
people and relationships), power distance (the 
degree to which unequal power distribution in a 
society is accepted by the less powerful), long-
term orientation (the extent to which individuals 
prepare for the future), uncertainty avoidance 
(the degree of comfort that society members have 
with ambiguity), and indulgence-restraint (the 
extent to which individuals endorse hedonism 
and impulsive behavior). Montero-Marin et  al. 
(2018) examined the relationship between the six 
dimensions of Hofstede’s cultural values and CS 
and UCS of the SCS in 11 countries and found 
that the higher the cultural value of long-term ori-
entation, the higher the CS scores. This may be 
because both self-compassion and long-term ori-
entation reflect a higher level of self-regulation 
(Biber & Ellis, 2019). Similarly, indulgence—the 
opposite of self-control—was also associated 
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with lower CS scores. Furthermore, the higher 
the cultural value of individualism, the higher the 
UCS scores. Furthermore, in the Korean and 
Japanese samples, where long-term orientation, 
uncertainty avoidance, and self-control were 
high, the correlation between CS and UCS of the 
SCS was low, the factor loadings of CS items 
were high, and the factor loadings of the UCS 
items were low.

A cross-cultural study examined self-
compassion with work engagement and mental 
health problems among Dutch and Japanese 
workers (Kotera et al., 2020). The results revealed 
that mental health problems were significantly 
inversely associated with self-compassion among 
Japanese workers and with work engagement 
among Dutch workers. With reference to 
Hofstede’s cultural value dimensions, Japan has a 
higher tendency toward power inequality, mascu-
linity, and uncertainty avoidance than does the 
Netherlands, while the Netherlands has a higher 
tendency toward individualism and indulgence 
than does Japan. Although the comparison 
between these two countries is minimal, it sug-
gests that self-compassion has no effect on men-
tal health problems among Dutch people. Other 
studies, however, revealed contrary findings of 
work engagement predicting the onset of depres-
sion in Japan (Imamura et  al., 2016) and self-
compassion being associated with lower 
depression in the Netherlands (Kreemers et  al., 
2020). Further studies are needed to determine 
whether these cultural differences are consis-
tently observed not only in such cross-sectional 
studies but also experimental ones.

�Other Factors

Most of the cultural differences reviewed in this 
chapter were related to individualism-collectivism 
and cultural self-view. There are, however, other 
factors and psychological indicators that may 
impact self-compassion. One such cultural factor 
is simpatia or the tendency to avoid conflict and 
outright negativity in favor of warm, positive 
social interactions. This is most prevalent in Latin 
countries, in which individuals are more likely to 

help strangers than they are in countries without 
such traditions of simpatia (Levine et al., 2001). 
The results of a field experiment in 23 major cit-
ies around the world revealed large cross-cultural 
differences in helping behaviors toward strang-
ers, ranging from 93% in Rio de Janeiro to 40% 
in Kuala Lumpur. A potential direction for future 
work is to determine whether simpatia’s charac-
teristics of warmth and positive relationship 
building would have a positive impact on self-
compassion and whether this varies across 
cultures.

�Limitations and Future Prospects

As the current chapter demonstrates, cultural dif-
ferences have been examined in the mean and 
factor structure of SCS, and in the relationship 
between SCS, well-being, and psychopathology. 
One of the limitations of this research is the lack 
of experimental studies. Although several studies 
have shown that self-compassion could reduce 
experimentally induced distress, few have inves-
tigated this phenomenon cross-culturally using 
the same protocol in equivalent samples. Large-
scale studies and collaborative efforts across 
countries can support standardization of trial pro-
tocols to generate more robust insights into the 
process and outcomes of self-compassion train-
ing across cultures.

In the literature reviewed in this chapter, there 
is suggestion that the effects of self-criticism and 
self-compassion on emotions and motivation 
may vary across collectivist and individualistic 
countries. An experiment might clarify whether 
individualism increases the effect of CS on moti-
vation and well-being because of the desire for 
self-actualization and individual uniqueness or 
whether collectivism weakens the effect of CS 
because of their belief of self-improvement effect 
of self-criticism. It may also be interesting to test 
whether the effects of self-compassion training 
are impacted by “priming” participants with a 
stimulus that reinforces the role of self-
compassion within their cultural value system 
(e.g., priming participants from individualist 
cultures by telling them that self-compassion will 
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increase their motivation for personal goals or 
telling participants from collectivist countries 
that self-compassion will increase group har-
mony and interpersonal relationships).

Future intervention studies and qualitative 
work could also focus on whether resistance to 
self-compassion is influenced by culture and the 
implications of this for intervention engagement. 
For example, depending on the religious back-
ground of the participants, it may be offensive to 
emphasize that self-compassion and its medita-
tion techniques are derived from Buddhism. 
Since compassion is an important part of the doc-
trines of not only Buddhism but also Christianity, 
Hinduism, and many other religions, it may not 
be necessary to inform participants about 
Buddhist doctrines. Moreover, participants from 
Buddhist countries who are well versed with 
Buddhism may feel uncomfortable practicing 
something slightly different from what they are 
familiar with in their own culture. For example, 
one of the practices of Zen Buddhism in Japan is 
zazen, which is different from mindfulness medi-
tation in both doctrine and method. In contrast to 
some “mental training” meditation approaches, 
Zazen focuses on “simply” sitting with aware-
ness of body and mind, without the explicit goal 
of improving mental health or concentration. For 
participants who are familiar with such tradi-
tional religious practices, being told that a medi-
tation method or program has been scientifically 
proven to be effective may seem awkward. Such 
instances of knowledge getting in the way of 
practice are likely to occur in all countries, cul-
tures, and religions as the concepts of mindful-
ness and compassion and their meditation 
methods spread.

In order to account for the cultural background 
of the participants, it should be common practice 
to match the cultural background of the facilitator 
as well as the language used or to adapt the 
method to the culture. Mindfulness-based inter-
ventions applied to Hispanic populations have 
demonstrated that cultural adaptation can be used 
to improve engagement and implementation 
without compromising the quality of the research 
(Castellanos et  al., 2020). Programs to improve 
self-compassion are currently becoming wide-

spread globally. It will be necessary to gather 
extensive practical knowledge to apply the vari-
ous findings across cultures and to clarify what 
kind of innovations are needed in self-compassion 
interventions.

The second limitation is that most cross-
cultural comparisons are based on the self-
construal dimensions of 
collectivism-individualism. Further, cross-
cultural studies tend to make comparisons 
between cultures at the extremes of only one 
dimension, without accounting for the impact of 
other dimensions. Given that cultural dimensions 
are multifaceted and complex, larger samples are 
required to enable multivariate analyses. Such 
studies could test whether the influence of self-
compassion on emotions and motivation across 
cultures depends on situational factors, such as 
whether success or failure is experienced in an 
in-group or in interactions with an out-group.

The third limitation is the translated version of 
the SCS; although the one bifactor plus six-factor 
model of the SCS has a good fit across cultures, it 
inevitably has exceptions. The results of a meta-
analysis (Chio et al., 2021) revealed that cultural 
differences in the correlations between CS and 
UCS of the SCS are influenced by dialectical 
thinking tendency, which allows for the coexis-
tence of each aspect in dialectical cultures. To 
test this hypothesis, researchers should measure 
the dialectical tendency across cultures and test 
the fit of the model.

The fourth limitation is the lack of studies that 
use behavioral indicators. Although this is related 
to the lack of experimental studies, it is better to 
examine how behavior in certain situations dif-
fers among cultures to avoid verbal bias. For 
example, a cultural difference in the form of more 
sharing behaviors among Asian children has been 
reported (e.g., Stewart & McBride-Chang, 2000). 
While individualistic cultures seek self-
actualization and individual uniqueness, in col-
lectivistic cultures, parents train their children 
from an early age to view shared behavior as part 
of family approval and identity and to be seen as 
“givers” by others. For self-compassionate 
behaviors, Gilbert et al. (2017) developed a scale 
consisting of items such as “Pay attention to what 
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might be helpful to you” and “Create a state of 
mind that is supportive, helpful, and encouraging 
to you.” If individualistic cultures are more prone 
to self-actualization and self-enhancement, then 
the propensity for these behaviors may also be 
higher in these cultures compared to collectivis-
tic cultures.

The fifth limitation is that the measures of 
well-being used in previous studies are few. Self-
compassion has been examined in relation to psy-
chological well-being, life purpose, and 
self-acceptance, in addition to hedonic well-
being, such as positive emotions and life satisfac-
tion (Zessin et  al., 2015). However, few 
cross-cultural studies have included eudaemonic 
well-being (e.g., Arimitsu et al., 2019), and fur-
ther investigation is warranted. In addition, 
because collectivistic cultures aim to promote 
interpersonal harmony, interpersonal satisfaction 
between parents and children or couples might be 
appropriate indicators. Self-compassion has also 
been found to lead to maintenance of romantic 
relationships (Jacobson et al., 2018), and future 
examination of how self-compassion supports 
interpersonal functioning across cultures is 
needed.

�Conclusion

In this chapter, cultural differences in self-
compassion were reviewed, focusing on differ-
ences in the mean values, factor structure, and 
well-being. The factor structure of self-
compassion was found to fit a one bifactor plus 
six-factor model across cultures. The associa-
tions between self-compassion and both well-
being and psychological distress are also evident 
across cultures. However, cross-cultural studies 
suggest that cultural self-construals and values 
might impact the correlation between CS and 
UCS of the SCS in interdependent and dialectical 
cultures. Some studies have also identified the 
moderating effects of culture, such as the stron-
ger ability of self-compassion to improve well-
being in independent cultures. However, a 
research question remains as to whether the cul-
tural factors might impact the beneficial effects 
of self-compassion on motivation and well-being. 

More experimental studies using the state SCS 
should be conducted across more cultures in the 
future.
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