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Abstract
Objectives Compassion for others is linked to positive outcomes ranging from stress reduction to prosocial behaviour. However,
the personality traits that contribute to compassion have not been well established. We sought to explore the individual differ-
ences most strongly related to dispositional compassion in Canada and Spain using the HEXACO model of personality.
Methods Canadian (N = 555; 75.8% women) and Spanish (N = 371; 60.8% women) adults aged 17 to 68 years completed the
HEXACO-60 personality inventory, a trait emotional intelligence (EI) scale, and a measure of compassion for others using online
survey software. The factor structure and cultural invariance of the compassion measure were assessed, and regression analyses
were calculated to determine the strongest predictors of compassion.
Results In both samples, emotionality was the strongest predictor of compassion, accounting for about 10% of the unique
variance in scores. Trait EI, honesty-humility, and openness also predicted compassion, while agreeableness was significant
only among Canadians, suggesting there is at least one cross-cultural difference in personality antecedents.
Conclusions Emotionality and emotional intelligence were strongly linked to compassionate individuals in two distinct cultures,
and honesty-humility and openness were weakly predictive as well. Agreeableness was only related among Canadians, suggest-
ing that while the degree to which agreeableness predicts compassion is dependent on the cultural context, the personality
antecedents of compassion are similar across cultures.

Keywords Compassion . Positive psychology . Personality . Cross-cultural psychology

Over the past two decades, compassion has emerged as a focus
of scientific inquiry (Kirby et al. 2017; Oman 2011). While most
compassion research is situated in medicine (e.g., Duarte et al.
2016; Sinclair et al. 2017), social work (e.g., Brill and Nahmani
2017; Collins and Garlington 2017), and clinical psychology
(e.g., Steindl et al. 2018) domains, what is known so far about
compassion in daily life is also promising. Dispositional compas-
sion increases resilience to trauma (Fredrickson et al. 2003) and
stress (Pace et al. 2008), and encourages prosocial behaviour
(Leiberg et al. 2011). Furthermore, compassion ‘interventions’
can increase positive emotions (Fredrickson et al. 2008;
Klimecki et al. 2012; Mongrain et al. 2011), enhance self-
esteem (Mongrain et al. 2011), and promote social connected-
ness (Hutcherson et al. 2008).

In philosophical and spiritual scholarship, there has been in-
terest in compassion for thousands of years. Compassion features
prominently in Buddhism, where it is considered the highest
virtue (Dalai Lama 1995; Kirby et al. 2017). The lack of com-
passion research in psychology has resulted partly from defini-
tional difficulties, as it is often used interchangeably with
strengths like kindness, empathy, sympathy, and altruism by both
laypeople and academics. However, researchers are beginning to
converge on a multidimensional definition that is characterized
by the ability to recognize emotional distress coupled with a
motivation to help (Neff 2003; Pommier 2011). Different models
have been suggested, but almost all include the capability to
recognize emotions, possessing concern for others who are suf-
fering, and having a desire to alleviate suffering (Dalai Lama
1995; Gilbert 2014; Gu et al. 2017; Kirby et al. 2017; Neff
2003; Pommier 2011; Strauss et al. 2016).

Empathy is defined as the ability to understand the emo-
tions of others and experience a congruent affect, and it is the
construct most frequently conflated with compassion. What
distinguishes compassion from empathy (and from sympathy
and pity) is its motivational caring component (Goetz et al.
2010). Previous research has found that compassion not only
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correlates with empathy (Klimecki et al. 2012; Sprecher and
Fehr 2005) but also provides explanatory power beyond it
(e.g. it is compassion that promotes prosocial behaviour,
owing to its motivational quality; Lim et al. 2015; Lim and
DeSteno 2016). A grounded theory study of palliative care
patients suggested that most people can distinguish compas-
sion from empathy, perceiving compassion as more altruistic
and loving (Sinclair et al. 2017).

An unresolved question is what predisposes someone to
experiencing compassion, or in other words, what comprises
the profile of a compassionate person. A second question is
how compassion might differ across cultures. Steindl et al.
(2019) observed that social roles can influence the expression
of compassion, finding differences between Australians and
Singaporeans on both compassionate actions and the fear of
receiving compassion. However, to our knowledge, little other
research has been conducted on the topic.

There are several personality traits that should, theoretical-
ly, predict compassion. Here, we opted to employ the
HEXACO model of personality rather than the widely used
five-factor model (FFM; McCrae and Costa 1987). While
several HEXACO domains resemble the FFM, HEXACO
has numerous advantages (for a detailed review, see Ashton
and Lee 2007). Most pertinent is that its six factors—honesty-
humility, emotionality, extraversion, agreeableness, conscien-
tiousness, and openness—have emerged organically in lexical
studies across at least 12 diverse cultures (Ashton and Lee
2001; Ashton et al. 2004; Ashton and Lee 2007). This is an
important benefit, as some psychologists have questioned
whether personality inventories are applicable across different
cultural contexts (e.g. Poortinga and Van Hemert 2001).
Additionally, HEXACO is demonstrably superior in
explaining prosocial characteristics like altruism (Ashton and
Lee 2007), making it more relevant to compassion research.
Much of the literature on human strengths in social and per-
sonality psychology has used the FFM; fortunately, however,
HEXACO and the FFM have demonstrated strong conver-
gence between analogous domains (Ashton et al. 2008;
Gaughan et al. 2012) suggesting that the FFM can inform
predictions about HEXACO.

First, honesty-humility is characterized by sincerity, lack of
manipulative tendencies, and modesty, versus egocentrism
and selfishness (Ashton et al. 2004; Lee and Ashton 2004).
Honesty-humility represents a good-natured, considerate out-
look that should be a prerequisite for compassion. Common
humanity—a non-judgmental recognition of the human
condition—is a component of Pommier’s (2011) and Neff’s
(2003) compassion construct, and this interconnectedness
seems unlikely to manifest with low honesty-humility.

Second, emotionality is characterized by sensitivity, per-
ceived interconnectedness, and sentimentality (Lee and
Ashton 2004). It is one of the domains that, across cultures,
best captures altruism (along with honesty-humility and

agreeableness; Ashton and Lee 2007). However, it should be
noted that mindfulness (the tendency to engage with others
without becoming overwhelmed) is an aspect of Pommier’s
(2011) Compassion Scale, and that emotionality contains
some content (specifically fearfulness and anxiety) that could
relate negatively with mindfulness.

Third, like emotionality, extraversion has an affective com-
ponent and relates to prosocial variables. The literature on
empathy can partly inform predictions about compassion,
and extraversion has demonstrated positive relationships with
scores on Baron-Cohen and Wheelwright’s (2004) Empathy
Quotient (EQ) in Japan (Wakabayashi and Kawashima 2015)
and the USA (Nettle 2007).

Fourth, agreeableness has shown to relate to empathy in
American, Spanish, Chinese, German, and Japanese samples
(Del Barrio et al. 2004; Melchers et al. 2016; Nettle 2007;
Wakabayashi and Kawashima 2015). Agreeableness also pre-
dicts prosocial behaviour (Graziano and Eisenberg 1997) and
forgivingness (Shepherd and Belicki 2008). Additionally, be-
cause many extraversion and agreeableness HEXACO items
refer to adaptive interpersonal functioning (Lee and Ashton
2004), it is likely that compassion would correlate with both.
In short, there are possible links between honesty-humility,
emotionality, agreeableness, and extraversion with compas-
sion, owing both to the theoretical content of these domains
and to previous research involving other prosocial variables.

There are individual differences that cannot be subsumed
under HEXACO, an important one being trait emotional in-
telligence (EI; Petrides and Furnham 2001). Trait EI is a col-
lection of perceptions about one’s abilities to manage emo-
tions, socialize, and demonstrate self-control (Petrides et al.
2007). Unlike ability EI, which is assessed with performance
measures, trait EI is assessed with self-report measures
(Petrides et al. 2016; Siegling et al. 2015). Because it is dis-
tinct from HEXACO, it could contribute uniquely to compas-
sion. Generally, those with high trait EI see themselves as
flexible, optimistic, and empathetic (Petrides and Furnham
2001). In addition, trait EI has been linked to accurate emotion
perception and other-reported prosocial behaviour (Mavroveli
et al. 2009), suggesting a link with compassion.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relations
between compassion for others with personality traits and how
these might vary in different cultural contexts—specifically,
Canada and Spain. These contexts are distinct in key aspects;
for example, Canada is more individualistic (versus collectiv-
istic) than Spain, indicating that relationships are less tight-
knit, and individuals are expected to take care of themselves
(Hofstede et al. 2010). Spanish culture has a higher power
distance (the importance of social hierarchies) and much
higher uncertainty avoidance (how well a culture tolerates
unknowns; Hofstede et al. 2010). However, we opted not to
make specific hypotheses about compassion cross-culturally,
as broad cultural values are not necessarily deterministic of
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individual traits. Importantly, Canada and Spain also possess
similarities that make them ideal for cross-cultural compari-
son. Most notably, they are similarly heterogeneous, with
about 21% and 13% of Canada and Spain’s populations, re-
spectively, being foreign-born nationals (Statistics Canada
2017; United Nations 2017).

Method

Participants

We obtained data from Canadian and Spanish adults. In Canada,
590 undergraduate students at a large Ontario university were
recruited. These participants were compensated with academic
course credit. Of these students, 139 (25.0%) were male, 415
(74.8%) were female, and one participant identified as transgen-
der. Participants ranged in age from 17 to 37 years, with a mean
age of 18.34 (SD = 1.48). Thirty-five participants were excluded
due to missing data. Spanish participants were 372 adults recruit-
ed from the personal networks of students attending the
Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia (National
Distance Education University; UNED). Students were compen-
sated with course credits for recruiting these participants. A total
of 226 (60.8%) participants were women, and 144 (38.7%) were
men. The age rangewas 17 to 68 years, with amean age of 38.92
(SD = 11.97). Two participants were removed for missing data.
Both studies received ethical approval from the respective uni-
versities. Participationwas fully voluntary, and participants could
withdraw from the study at any time.

Procedure

All materials were administered online. Participants read the
letter of information and provided their consent to participate.
Canadian participants accessed the study via a university re-
cruitment database and completed all questionnaires on the
Qualtrics survey platform, while Spanish participants were
emailed a link to the survey and completed it on the Google
Questionnaire platform. Measures were presented in a ran-
domized series to control for order effects. Upon completion,
participants read a debriefing letter.

Measures

The Compassion Scale (Pommier 2011)

We employed a relatively new measure of compassion,
Pommier’s (2011) Compassion Scale, which is based on the
six-factor structure of Neff’s (2003) Self-Compassion mea-
sure. Pommier found evidence for this structure in a sample
of American students, which has more recently been replicat-
ed in a community sample of adults (Sousa et al. 2017). It has

been suggested that a two-general factor solution (compassion
and disconnectedness, or pro- and con-trait compassion) is
ideal for the Self-Compassion and Compassion scales
(Brenner et al. 2017; Coroiu et al. 2018; Sousa et al. 2017),
rather than a unidimensional score.

Pommier’s (2011) Compassion Scale is a 24-item measure
composed of kindness, mindfulness, and the recognition of
common humanity factors in addition to their opposites indif-
ference, disengagement, and separation, which are represent-
ed by two higher-order factors of compassion and disconnect-
edness (Sousa et al. 2017). The scale has demonstrated good
psychometric validity as well as test-retest and internal con-
sistency reliabilities (Pommier 2011; Sousa et al. 2017). Items
(e.g. “I tend to listen patiently when people tell me their prob-
lems”) are responded to on a 5-point Likert scale. For this
study, excellent internal consistency was found for two factors
of compassion, α = 0.84, and disconnectedness, α = 0.89.

Because the Compassion Scale is relatively new, we did not
locate an adapted or translated version in the published literature,
which is required to expand research in a wider context.
Following the guidelines proposed by the International Test
Commission (2017) and extensively described elsewhere (e.g.
Hambleton and Lee 2013), the scale was translated into
Spanish by a fully bilingual collaborator. To ensure construct
equivalencewith the English version, it was then back-translated,
reviewed, and items were adjusted for meaning where necessary.
Compassion and disconnectedness demonstrated internal reli-
abilities of α = 0.81 and α = 0.88, respectively.

HEXACO-60 (Lee and Ashton 2004)

The HEXACO-60 is a 60-item short version of the HEXACO
inventory. Each domain (honesty-humility, emotionality,
extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to
experience) contains ten items and can be divided into four
facets. Items are assessed with a five-point Likert scale. In the
Canadian sample, the subscales of the HEXACO revealed good
internal consistency: honesty-humility (α = 0.77), emotionality
(α = 0.78), extraversion (α = 0.81), agreeableness (α = 0.78),
conscientiousness (α = 0.79), and openness (α= 0.75). For the
Spanish sample, the Spanish version of the HEXACO-60 was
administered. In the Spanish sample, the subscales of the
HEXACO revealed good internal consistency: honesty-
humility (α= 0.79), emotionality (α= 0.75), extraversion (α=
0.77), agreeableness (α = 0.69), conscientiousness (α = 0.74),
and openness (α = 0.74). All versions and translations of the
HEXACO can be found at http://hexaco.org/hexaco-inventory.

Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire, Short Form
(TEIQue-SF; Petrides 2009a)

The TEIQue-SF is a 30-item short-form version of the trait
emotional intelligence questionnaire (TEIQue-SF; Petrides
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2009a). The TEIQue has demonstrated good reliability
(Petrides 2009b), factor structure (Perera 2015), construct va-
lidity (Laborde et al. 2016), and predictive validity for adap-
tive outcomes (Mikolajczak et al. 2009; Petrides et al. 2007;
Saklofske et al. 2007), and it is effective at capturing
the distinct nature of trait (versus ability) EI (Petrides
and Furnham 2001).

The TEIQue-SF assesses self-perceptions of emotional
competencies and adaptive dispositions. Example items in-
clude “I’m usually able to influence the way other people feel”
and “I often pause and think about my feelings”. Responses
are assessed on a seven-point Likert scale and items are
summed to create a total trait EI score. In the Canadian sam-
ple, the TEIQue-SF demonstrated good internal reliability,
α = 0.88. The Spanish version of the TEIQue-sf (Petrides
et al. 2017) also demonstrated good internal consistency
(α = 0.88).

Data Analyses

All variables were screened for skewness and kurtosis and no
problematic deviations were observed. We then conducted
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for the Compassion
Scale on the Canadian and Spanish data separately to establish
support for its factor structure in both samples. Recent evi-
dence has suggested the Compassion Scale should be divided
into two factors—compassion and disconnectedness—with its
subscales representing six sub-factors (Brenner et al. 2017;
Sousa et al. 2017). The CFA suggested that in the Canadian
sample, a two-factor model (χ2

(245) = 687.826, p < .001;
RMSEA= .057 [.052, .062]; CFI = .908; SRMR= .054) dem-
onstrated better fit than a one-factor model (χ2

(246) = 929.429,
p < .001; RMSEA = .071 [.066, .076]; CFI = .858;
SRMR = .072), χ2

diff (1) = 241.603. This was also found for
the Spanish sample, χ2

diff (1) = 75.613, such that a two-factor
solution (χ2

(245) = 616.717, p < .001; RMSEA= .064 [.058,
.070]; CFI = .874; SRMR= .057) demonstrated better fit than
one factor (χ2

(246) = 692.330, p < .001; RMSEA = .070 [.064,
.076]; CFI = .849; SRMR= .066).

To investigate the cross-cultural invariance of the
Compassion Scale, we also conducted multigroup CFAs for
configural, metric, and scalar invariance with the two-factor
model of the Compassion Scale. Three multigroup CFAswere
conducted with different parameter restrictions using the
lavaan package for R (see Table 1 for fit indices). A maximum
likelihood estimation was used for all CFAs. Results sug-
gested that participants’ patterns of responding to the
Compassion Scale differ between Canada and Spain, thus
limiting the ability to directly compare group means between
Canadian and Spanish participants.

We conducted a two-by-two ANOVA to investigate
whether compassion and disconnectedness differed by gender
and culture. The samples were then examined separately using

bivariate correlation analyses to reveal the zero-order correla-
tions between age and personality variables with compassion
and disconnectedness. Stepwise multiple regressions were
then conducted with both compassion and disconnectedness
as outcomes in the Canadian and Spanish samples separately.
Listwise deletion was used to account for missing data. In
each case, gender was controlled by entering it at step 1,
followed by the HEXACO factors and trait EI in step 2 in
order to ascertain which personality variables were the most
meaningful predictors of compassion.

Results

Demographic Differences

Table 2 presents mean scores and standard deviations for
the study variables in the two samples. A 2 × 2 (culture by
gender) ANOVA of compassion scores revealed signifi-
cant main effects of gender, F (1, 920) = 51.34, p < .001,
η2 = .05, and culture, F (1, 920) = 23.21, p < .001, η2 = .02,
but no interaction effect, F (1, 920) = .04, p = .85, η2 = .00.
Men reported lower compassion than women, and
Canadian participants reported lower compassion than
their Spanish counterparts. This was the case for discon-
nectedness as well, with significant main effects of gen-
der, F (1, 920) = 47.70, p < .001, η2 = .05, and culture, F
(1, 920) = 33.80, p < .001, η2 = .03, but no interaction ef-
fect, F (1, 920) = .20, p = .66, η2 = .00. Men reported
higher disconnectedness than women, and Canadian par-
ticipants reported higher disconnectedness than Spanish
participants. However, the findings on cross-cultural dif-
ferences in compassion scores must be interpreted cau-
tiously due to the lack of measurement invariance found
for the Compassion Scale. Age was unrelated to compas-
sion and disconnectedness in the Canadian sample
(r = .01, p = .885 and r = − .01, p = .891, respectively) as
well as in the Spanish sample (r = − .02, p = .717 and
r = .01, p = .877).

Bivariate Correlations

Correlational analyses (see Table 3) indicated that HEXACO
factors and trait EI were related to compassion (positively)
and disconnectedness (negatively). Most of these relations
were medium in size (Cohen 1988). Agreeableness and
openness had the weakest relations with compassion, while
emotionality and trait EI had the strongest relations.
Agreeableness and openness also had the weakest relations
with disconnectedness, while honesty-humility, emotionality,
and trait EI were most strongly related.
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Canadian Sample

Honesty-humility, emotionality, agreeableness, and trait EI
were significant, positive predictors of compassion. As well,
conscientiousness and openness demonstrated an unanticipated
relation with compassion. Extraversion had no relation.
Emotionality was the strongest predictor of compassion among
Canadians, accounting for 9% of variance. In the second mod-
el, honesty-humility, emotionality, extraversion, agreeableness,
trait EI—and again, unexpectedly, openness—were signifi-
cantly related to disconnectedness. However, extraversion
and openness’s contributions were negligible, accounting for
less than 1% of variance each. Emotionality was again the
strongest predictor, contributing 15% of unique variance.
Tables 4 and 5 depict the results of the regression analyses.

Spanish Sample

The results of the analyses in the Spanish sample diverged
somewhat from the Canadian sample. Emotionality and trait
EI again predicted compassion, accounting for 10% and 6% of
the variance in compassion scores respectively. Openness was
also unexpectedly related to compassion. However, no rela-
tions were found with honesty-humility, extraversion, or
agreeableness. Disconnectedness was significantly related to
honesty-humility, emotionality, and trait EI, but not to

agreeableness or extraversion. Its strongest relations were with
emotionality and trait EI, with each explaining 7% of the
variance. Tables 6 and 7 depict the results of the regression
analyses.

Discussion

The present research sought to identify the personality vari-
ables linked to compassion and explore how they might differ
between Canadian and Spanish cultures. Compassion is char-
acterized by the ability to recognize, feel concern for, and be
motivated to alleviate suffering in others, and it is a personal
strength predicting a range of positive outcomes. Given the
prosocial nature of compassion, we expected trait EI and the
HEXACO domains of honesty-humility, emotionality, extra-
version, and agreeableness would be positively correlated
with compassion scores.

We found gender effects consistent with previous literature
(Pommier 2011; Sinclair and Saklofske 2018; Sousa et al.
2017) such that Canadian and Spanish women reported higher
compassion and lower disconnectedness than their male coun-
terparts. In fact, the size of this difference was almost identi-
cal; Canadian and Spanish women, respectively, scored on
average 0.25 and 0.26 points higher on compassion, and
0.31 and 0.34 points lower on disconnectedness.

Table 1 Multi-group confirmatory factor analyses for the two-factor model of compassion: fit indices

χ2 df Δ χ2 (df) CFI RMSEA (90% CI) SRMR

Configural invariance 1629.133*** 502 .854 .070 (.066, .074) .060

Metric invariance 1686.508*** 524 57.375 (22)*** .850 .069 (.066, .073) .069

Scalar invariance 2174.183*** 546 487.67 (22)*** .789 .081 (.077, .084) .081

***p < .001

Table 2 Compassion, disconnectedness, trait EI, and HEXACO means and standard deviations in Canada and Spain

Canada (N = 554) Spain (N = 370)

Total Men Women Total Men Women

Variables M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Compassion 4.10 .53 3.90 .55 4.16 .50 4.23 .47 4.08 .49 4.33 .42

Disconnectedness 2.21 .68 2.44 .61 2.13 .68 1.98 .64 2.19 .61 1.85 .62

Honesty-humility 3.13 .64 2.97 .66 3.19 .63 3.71 .72 3.59 .76 3.78 .68

Emotionality 3.50 .64 3.06 .51 3.64 .61 3.40 .64 3.03 .55 3.63 .59

Extraversion 3.26 .64 3.28 .62 3.26 .65 3.53 .59 3.54 .59 3.52 .59

Agreeableness 3.14 .62 3.16 .59 3.14 .63 3.27 .57 3.30 .55 3.24 .58

Conscientiousness 3.56 .59 3.39 .56 3.61 .60 3.81 .60 3.73 .57 3.86 .61

Openness 3.22 .65 3.12 .57 3.25 .67 3.47 .69 3.42 .72 3.51 .67

Trait EI 140.26 20.90 141.15 20.75 139.97 20.94 151.56 20.96 151.77 20.86 151.43 21.06
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To summarize the personality effects, we found evidence
for the influence of emotionality, trait emotional intelligence,
honesty-humility, and to a lesser extent, agreeableness, con-
scientiousness, and openness. Extraversion demonstrated no
relation with compassion or disconnectedness in the Spanish
sample and a negligible effect on compassion (but not discon-
nectedness) in the Canadian sample. Emotionality and trait EI
were strong predictors of compassion (positively) and discon-
nectedness (negatively) in both cultures. However, in the
Canadian sample, honesty-humility and agreeableness were
significant contributors to both compassion and disconnected-
ness as well, whereas in the Spanish sample, honesty-humility
correlated negatively only with disconnectedness, and agree-
ableness had no effect on either. The differential findings for

compassion and disconnectedness underscore the need to
measure these dimensions separately.

While there were some cultural differences, the most pow-
erful predictors overwhelmingly were emotionality and trait
EI; importantly, they accounted for a significant amount of
variance in both the compassion and disconnectedness factors.
Individuals high in emotionality can be described as vulnera-
ble and sensitive (Ashton et al. 2014). As the Compassion
Scale contains items like “My heart goes out to people who
are unhappy” (Pommier 2011), sensitivity to others’ distress
seems to produce higher compassion. Additionally, emotion-
ality contains sentimentality, representing the tendency to feel
emotionally attached to others, implying a capacity for other-
directed concern. It does not appear that emotionality’s

Table 3 Correlations between compassion, disconnectedness, and personality variables in the Spanish sample (above diagonal) and Canadian sample
(below diagonal)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Compassion - − .60*** .22*** .37*** .25*** .16** .29*** .30*** .39***

2. Disconnectedness − .57*** - − .31*** − .33*** − .30*** − .15** − .32*** − .26*** − .44***
3. Honesty-humility .28*** − .42*** - .12* .07 .35*** .21*** .08 .17**

4. Emotionality .40*** − .48*** .18*** - − .02 − .05 .10 .02 − .12*
5. Extraversion .28*** − .24*** − .06 − .01 - .30*** .21*** .25*** .68***

6. Agreeableness .22*** − .27*** .37*** − .04 .11** - .07 .02 .31***

7.Conscientiousness .38*** − .30*** .27*** .28*** .16*** .05 - .23*** .44***

8. Openness .20*** − .18*** .19*** .02 .14** .10* .09* - .36***

9. Trait EI .37*** − .35*** .12** − .02 .68*** .24*** .35*** .15*** -

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

Spanish sample (N = 370); Canadian sample (N = 554)

Table 4 Stepwise multiple regression for compassion in the Canadian
sample

β t sr2 R R2 ΔR2

Step 1 .-
21 .05 .05

Gender .21 5.04*** .05

Step 2 .-
61 .37 .36

Gender .04 1.17 .00

Honesty-humility .08 2.05* .01

Emotionality .33 8.57*** .09

Extraversion .09 1.96 .01

Agreeableness .13 3.42** .01

Conscientiousness .16 3.95*** .02

Openness .11 3.03** .01

Trait EI .20 3.84*** .02

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

N = 547

Table 5 Stepwise multiple regression for disconnectedness in the
Canadian sample

β t sr2 R R2 ΔR2

Step 1 .-
20 .04 .04

Gender − .20 − 4.80 .04

Step 2 .-
68 .47 .42

Gender .01 .189 .00

Honesty-humility − .25 − 6.89*** .05

Emotionality − .44 − 12.31*** .15

Extraversion − .09 − 1.98* .00

Agreeableness − .13 − 3.75*** .01

Conscientiousness .00 − .04 .00

Openness − .07 − 2.06* .00

Trait EI − .23 − 4.79*** .02

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

N = 547
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reactivity content—specifically the fearfulness and anxiety
facets—precludes emotionality from facilitating compassion.

Trait EI was the second most powerful unique predictor,
particularly in the Spanish sample, where it accounted for 6%
of the unique variance in compassion and 7% in disconnect-
edness (compared with 2% of each among Canadians). Trait
EI represents a collection of self-perceptions regarding intra-
and interpersonal skills, and several aspects of trait EI likely
contribute to compassion, including emotional perception and
trait empathy (necessary for recognizing and understanding

others’ distress), emotion regulation and stress management
(likely precursors to mindfulness, described as the ability to
feel concern without detachment or personal distress), and
relationships (the ability to bond with others and have
fulfilling connections; Petrides and Furnham 2001). Future
research could explore which unique aspects of trait EI
most strongly influence compassion by employing the long-
form TEIQue or other EI measures.

Extraversion has been linked with empathy in past re-
search, but this was not the case with compassion in the cur-
rent study. One explanation for this might be discrepancies
between HEXACO’s extraversion versus the five-factor
NEO-PI-R (Costa and McCrae 1992). NEO-PI-R’s extraver-
sion contains facets of interpersonal warmth, while HEXACO
measures extraversion as a combination of boldness, sociabil-
ity, liveliness, and self-esteem (Ashton et al. 2004; Ashton
et al. 2014). Warmth could be the primary driver of the five-
factor model extraversion’s relation with prosocial variables
(Nettle 2007; Wakabayashi and Kawashima 2015).
Additionally, it is unclear why the relations with agreeable-
ness were relatively weak, given the variable’s prosocial con-
notations and its links with empathy. One possibility is that
agreeableness is also characterized by conflict avoidance or
even obedience (e.g. Bègue et al. 2015), traits which are the-
oretically unrelated to compassion.

The small relation with openness was unexpected and, in-
terestingly, manifested only with compassion (not disconnect-
edness). Openness is characterized by aesthetic appreciation,
inquisitiveness, creativity, and unconventionality (Lee and
Ashton 2004). At a glance, these qualities do not seem relevant
to compassion. However, given that artistic endeavours are
often a process of emotional expression, having a degree of
sensitivity might go together with high openness. It could also
be argued that the unconventionality facet, which contains
items such as “I like people who have unconventional views,”
implies non-judgmental acceptance and interconnectedness.

Personality accounted for a slightly higher percentage of
variance in the Canadian sample. The predictors explained
37% and 47% of variance in compassion and disconnected-
ness in Canada, but 35% and 40% of variance, respectively, in
Spain. One explanation for this discrepancy might be found in
cultural value dimensions. Geert Hofstede’s (2011)
individualism-collectivism axis is likely most pertinent for
compassion research; for example, Bengtsson et al. (2016)
found that the relation between compassion for others and
for the self is stronger in more collectivistic societies, suggest-
ing that cultural collectivism plays a role in determining how
compassionmanifests. This linkmakes theoretical sense given
the collectivistic emphasis on interpersonal harmony; notably,
Canada is much less collectivistic than Spain (Hofstede 2001;
Hofstede et al. 2010). In an individualistic culture, the devel-
opment of compassion might rely more on individual differ-
ences, while in a collectivist culture, it might be driven by

Table 6 Stepwise multiple regression for compassion in the Spanish
sample

β t sr2 R R2 ΔR2

Step 1 .-
26 .07 .07

Gender .26 5.15*** .07

Step 2 .08 1.66 .01 .-
60 .35 .29

Gender

Honesty-humility .06 1.17 .00

Emotionality .36 7.38*** .10

Extraversion − .06 − 1.04 .00

Agreeableness .07 1.51 .00

Conscientiousness .05 1.02 .00

Openness .15 3.25** .02

Trait EI .37 5.43*** .06

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

N = 370

Table 7 Stepwise multiple regression for disconnectedness in the
Spanish sample

β t sr2 R R2 ΔR2

Step 1 .-
26 .07 .07

Gender .26 − 5.22*** .07

Step 2 .-
63 .40 .33

Gender − .09 − 1.99* .01

Honesty-humility − .18 − 3.95*** .03

Emotionality − .31 − 6.46*** .07

Extraversion .00 .05 .00

Agreeableness .01 .25 .00

Conscientiousness − .05 − 1.02 .00

Openness − .07 − 1.56 .00

Trait EI − .41 − 6.25*** .07

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001

N = 370
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shared cultural values. In fact, some researchers have gone as
far as arguing that personality itself is “less apparent in collec-
tivistic cultures... because the situation is such a powerful
determinant of social behaviour” (Triandis 1995, p.74).
Future research should endeavour to expand on this possibility
regarding compassion by recruiting samples from highly col-
lectivistic cultures (e.g. South Korea, China,Mexico, or Chile;
Hofstede et al. 2010).

Limitations and Future Directions

While women reported higher compassion scores in both cul-
tures, it should be noted that with personality accounted for,
gender’s influence on compassion was small. Additionally,
while we found that Spanish participants reported higher com-
passion than Canadians, the lack of measurement invariance
between groups makes this difficult to interpret. Spanish and
Canadian adults may respond to the Compassion Scale differ-
ently as a result of unique cultural norms, or simply differ-
ences in interpretation resulting from the translation process.
This research reveals a need to modify or develop a novel
scale for compassion that is comparable across distinct cul-
tures. Alternatively, compassion as a construct could simply
mean different things in different cultures—perhaps indicat-
ing a need for culture-specific measures of compassion.

The Spanish sample contained a much wider age range
than our Canadian sample, due to differences in recruitment
strategy. While it is conceivable that compassion increases
with age, given that some evidence has suggested empathy
and prosocial tendencies are higher in older populations
(Beadle et al. 2015; O’Brien et al. 2013; Richter and
Kunzmann 2011), others have found that older adults have a
diminished capacity for empathy (Bailey et al. 2008; Chen
et al. 2014). Here, a correlational analysis found that age had
no relation with compassion. We did not collect data on par-
ticipants’ occupation or socioeconomic status, but these could
be other characteristics that influence the presentation of com-
passion. Possible research directions are thus how compassion
develops across the lifespan, how it might manifest in differ-
ent professions, or how it varies across socioeconomic groups.

The study’s use of self-report measures means that the study
suffers from common method bias—that is the presence of var-
iance that is due to measurement error in the instrument, rather
than actual variations among the participants (Podsakoff et al.
2003). Additionally, some researchers have discussed how suc-
cessfully questionnaires can be compared across cultures. For
example,Melchers et al. (2016) questionedwhether there are real
cross-cultural differences in personality, or whether these are
driven mostly by response biases; furthermore, it is unclear
whether differences are products of cultural influence (as some
traits are valued differently across cultures; Melchers et al. 2016)
or have a genetic component. Another limitation is this study’s
focus on compassion for others. Compassion can also be directed

at the self and received from others, and these motivations may
have distinct origins as well as cross-cultural manifestations.
Future studies could investigate these motivations and their as-
sociations with personality.
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