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A recent article in the Journal of
Positive  Psychology = noted  that
individuals in a positive mood were more
compassionate and  sympathetic in
scenarios representing differing cultural
norms. Donna Nelson, the author of the
study, modified participant mood and
then  showed participants  several
vignettes. One vignette depicted a similar
culture condition whereas the other
vignette depicted a dissimilar culture
condition. In the similar culture condition
participants read a story about an
individual who worked very hard but
didn't receive any recognition and was
upset. In the dissimilar culture condition
the individual worked very hard and was
recognized, but was upset because not
everyone in the department was
recognized.

Cross—cultural

Empathy

Josh Fuller josh.aurenk@gmail.com

The similar  culture  condition
represents individualistic cultures most
often seen in Western societies. In this
type of situation in individual works very
hard and wants to be praised for their
hard work, and even being singled out or
awarded is often very appreciated.
However, the dissimilar culture condition
is more depictive of a collectivistic
culture. The individual in this type of
situation works very hard but sees
himself as a part of the group. Therefore,
being singled out and praised while the
members of the group are ignored might
lead to the individual feeling confused
and depressed.

Participants that were in a positive
mood  showed considerably  more
perspective taking and empathy when



Cross—cultural

Empathy

Josh Fuller josh.aurenk@gmail.com

they read vignettes that highlighted
dissimilar cultural norms. Actually, it
should be noted that individuals in the
positive affect condition showed the same
level of perspective taking when reading
similar and dissimilar cultural conditions.
This shows that individuals that are
currently experiencing a positive mood
are just as likely to take the perspective of
someone in their own culture, as they are
a dissimilar culture.

Lastly, Nelson also found that people
in a negative or neutral mood were much
less likely to exhibit sympathy or

compassion  for dissimilar  cultural
conditions. While these participants
showed  empathic ~ concern  and

perspective taking for similar culture
conditions, they were less likely to do so
for dissimilar culture conditions. Trying

to take the perspective of or feel
compassion for a person with a dissimilar
or unfamiliar culture requires cognitive
flexibility and open-mindedness.

This research shows yet another
benefit of positive mood and highlights
the importance in respect to cross cultural
communication. The next time our heads
of state need to meet over a tenuous issue,
they might do well to partake in a
pleasurable activity just prior to that
meeting.

Nelson, D. W. (2009). Feeling good
and open-minded: The impact of positive
affect on cross cultural empathic
responding. The Journal of Positive
Psychology, 4 (1), 53-63.
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