CROSS-CULTURAL APPROACH TO EMPATHY 1

On the Status of Trait Empathy in American and Iranian population: a Cross-cultural

Comparison

In recent years, morality and empathy as two dominant topics in human social life have
captured researchers’ attention (e.g. Hoffman, 2001; Prinz, 2011). Morality frequently defined as
the individual’s understanding of cooperation and fairness, and empathy broadly defined as the
ability to understand and share the feelings of another and to anticipate their behavior (Iacoboni,
2009) are regarded as the most vital components of human social interaction and emotional life
(Decety & Cowell, 2014). Looking at the interconnection between morality and empathy, some

researchers have pointed to empathy as the main pillar of morality (de Wall, 2010).

Although empathy has been used as the essential component of human social life and
many definitions have been proposed for empathy all of which encompass emotion and
emotional state of understanding others, there is no consistency between proposed definitions (de
Vignemont & Singer, 2006). Hodges and Klein (2001) classify these definitions into “caring for
other people and having a desire to help them; experiencing emotions that match another
person's emotions; discerning what another person is thinking or feeling; and making less distinct
the differences between the self and the other” (p. 438). Despite the sharp contrast among
theories that have been proposed to explain the underlying sources of empathy from different
perspectives, all share a common feature of emotional understanding toward others (e.g.

Suzuki, Galli, Ikeda, Itakura, & Kitazaki, 2015). There are two major classifications on the
sources of empathy: biological and psychological. On the one hand, from the biological

perspective, one of the most compelling arguments is Mirror Neuron system (MNs). From this
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standpoint, empathy is an innate ability that can be acquired by the discharge of MNs in
cooperation with activity in the limbic system (Gallese, 2003; Iacoboni, 2006, 2009). On the
other hand, philosophers and psychologists, who mainly approach the topic of empathy from the
psychological perspective, believe that empathy is looking at others’ situation and feeling from

their own eyes (e.g. Cikara, Botvinick, & Fiske, 2010).

Affective empathy and Cognitive empathy

The psychological research literature on empathy attests two aspects of empathy namely
affective and cognitive components, which are claimed to be related (Davis, 1983). Affective or
emotional empathy has been defined as “shared emotional response between observer and
stimulus person” (Feshbach, 1975, p. 26), and cognitive is defined as "empathic role-taking
emotions or vicarious emotions, resulted from mentally placing oneself in another's position and

feeling what the other might feel in that situation" (Thoits, 1989, p. 328).

Although the cognitive component plays an essential role in understanding the other’s
emotional state and perspective taking, it has been claimed to be less important than the affective
component in the formation of altruistic behavior especially in reaction to antisocial behavior
such as physical bullying (Feshbach, 1975; Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006). From the description
provided for the two mentioned components it can be concluded that empathy is a flexible
concept; it could be an automatic response that can be generated as a result of shared emotions
(Ruby & Decety, 2001; Singer et al, 2004) and at the same time empathic behavior could be a
cognitive and thought-out response (Hodges & Klein, 2001). Therefore, in some conditions

empathy may be an automatic reaction, while in others the ability to empathize with others
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requires cognitive control and deliberate processing.

Purpose of study

Although there are many research traditions that explore within-culture conditions that
influence the expression of empathy, cross-cultural studies of self-reported empathy is limited to
few studies with contradictory results (Chopik, O’Brien, & Konrath, 2017). For example, in one
study comparing Japanese participants were found to have higher levels of self-reported empathy
than their U.S. peers. These researchers concluded that living in a collectivism-oriented society
like Japan accounts for the higher concern for others because collectivist cultures believe more
strongly that one’s own well-being is dependent on others (Dalsky, Gohm, Noguchi, &
Shiomura, 2008). In contrast, Cassels and his collaborators (2010) reported higher trait empathy
in a Canadian sample of high school and college students (mean age= 19.31 years) as compared
to Chinese participants. The researchers concluded that the difference between Eastern and
Western participants could originate in the degree of their dependence of the culture. As for
Eastern participants, they are culturally more interdependent to each other and their emotion is
close to each other. Therefore, Chinese participants failed to employ necessary psychological
process to distinguish between their own emotion and others’, which brought them higher level
of personal distress and lower level of empathic concern. This order was not observed among
Western participants because they were more independent from each other and were able to

differentiate between their own emotion and others’ (Cassels, Chan, Chung, and Birch, 2010).

What remains unaddressed in these studies is how trait empathy in Iranians who are born and

raised in a collectivism society is similar or different from their peers raised in a country like



CROSS-CULTURAL APPROACH TO EMPATHY 4
USA with Western cultural norms. The importance of such a study lies in the point that people
living in these two different socio-cultural settings may have different perceptions toward their
own feelings as well as others’ feelings. Iranians are more conservative; they are ‘other oriented’
and emphasize on the importance of caring for family and society in their life, whereas in
Western cultures the emphasis is on the individual; they prioritize their own feelings and needs
over the others. Moreover, the often-noted gender difference in trait empathy is still unobserved
within an Iranian context. To address these questions and concerns, the current study explores
cultural differences in self-reported empathy score among Iranian people- who are living in
different regions all across the country- with American individuals and a group of biculturals
who were born and raised in Iran, but immigrated to another country and emerged in another
culture different from the country of their origin, while controlling for individual differences
including gender, age and education among participants. Of additional interest is the difference
between participants with different cultural backgrounds in both affective and cognitive

empathy.

Method

Participants

Sample 1 consists of 182 college students (31 males; M + SD age 19.93 + 2.70 years)
studying in a large southern university in the United States who participated in this study in
exchange for course credit. Prior to participating in the study, all students were provided with
online informed consent forms and individually briefed on the terms and conditions of the

study. Participants were from different ethnic background with White Americans/ Caucasians as
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the dominant ethnic group (67% White American, 23.6% African American, and 9.4% from
other nationalities). The majority of participants were single (N= 147) and undergraduate
students (N= 177). Only 3 participants were parents. Thirteen participants (8 males) were

excluded from analyses due to having nationalities different from the ones targeted in this study.

Sample 2 included 436 Iranian individuals (104 males) ranging in age from 16 to 66
years old (M £ SD age 30.55 £ 9.08 years) living either in Iran or outside the country, who
voluntarily participated in this study. Cities, in which participants lived, were grouped into three
categories based on the population and size of the city (large, medium and small). The majority
of participants lived in large cities (N= 234) whereas Medium and Small cities were associated
with 71 and 89 participants respectively. Forty-two of Iranian participants lived outside their
country of origin including USA (N=8), Europe (N= 28), Asia (N= 6). As a whole, participants
had at least a bachelor degree (N= 202) and were single (N= 237); 6 participants were medical
students. Twenty-Five percent of participants had children (N =110). Prior to attending in the

study, all participants were provided with online informed consent forms.

Given that living in another country may influence one’s views about social and
personality characteristics including trait empathy, we decided to divide Iranian samples into two
groups: one including participant who were exposed to a single culture and a second including
participants who were exposed to two different cultures. This third or bicultural sample consists
of participants of Iranians who lived outside their country of origin (N=43). Table 1 summarizes

the demographic information of participants.

Materials
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To assess the empathy score, participants were required to fill in two online surveys. The
surveys were generated using Qualtrics survey-hosting provider. The questionnaires used for this
purpose were either the original or translated versions of Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI;

Davis, 1983), and Empathy Quotient (EQ; Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004).

IRI is a multidimensional assessment of empathy measuring four 7-items scales namely
Fantasy Scale (e.g. I really get involved with feeling of the characters in the novel), Empathic
Concern (e.g. I'm often quite touched by things that I see happen), Perspective-taking (/
sometimes find it difficult to see things from the “other guy’s” point of view) and Personal
Distress (e.g. being in a tense emotional situation scares me). Theses subscales are scored on a
5-point Likert scale (1= “Not at all like me” and 5= “Just like me”’) with a final score range of 0
to 28. IRI is an instrument, which measures both affective (i.e. empathic concern), and cognitive
component (i.e. perspective taking) of empathy (Chlopan et al., 1985) and has been used with
non-English samples such as French participants (see Berthoz, Wessa, Kedia, Wicker, & Grezes,
2008). It has been shown to have a reliable internal consistency, with alpha coefficients ranging
from 0.68 to 0.79 (Christopher, Owens & Stecker, 1993; Shamay-Tsoory, Aharon-Peretz, &
Perry, 2009). Internal consistency reliability in the current study for English version and Farsi

version was 0.81 and 0.79 respectively.

EQ consists of 20 filter items and 40 items measuring affective and cognitive empathy on a 4-
point scale vary between “Strongly agree” to “Strongly disagree” ranging from 0 to 80. The
original questionnaire has been used world widely due to acceptable internal consistency and
test-retest reliability (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004; Lawrence, Shaw, Baker, Baron-

Cohen, & David, 2004; Preti, Vellante, Baron-Cohen, Zucca, Petretto, & Masala, 2011; Berthoz
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et al., 2008). English version of this questionnaire answered by group 1 (i.e. Americans) had an

internal consistency of 0.86 and Farsi version taken by group 2 showed an internal consistency of

0.79. A demographic survey developed by researchers was also distributed among participants.

Both groups had taken the same demographic survey; for group 1 English version of

questionnaires were used and for the second group the translated versions were distributed.

Table 1. Demographic Descriptive of participants

Data Iranian American Bicultural
(N=394) (N=169) (N=43)
Gender Female Male Female Male Female Male
76.6% 23.4% 86.4% 13.6% 69.08% 30.02%
(n=1302) n=92) (n =146) (n=23) (n=30) (n=13)
Age 30.13+£9.22 29.91 £ 8.23 19.44 £2.24 20.36 +2.35 3443 £8091 36.23 + 8.64
Education Bachelor Bachelor Bachelor Bachelor Bachelor Bachelor
48.7% 47.8% 99.3% 95.7% 29.7% 38.5%
(n=147) (n=44) (n=145) (n=22) (n=20) (n=5)
Marital Single Single Single Single Single Single
status 53.6% 67.4% 98.6% 95.7% 30% 30.08%
(n=162) (n=262) (n=144) (n=22) (n=9) (n=4)
Child No No No No No No
75.2% 78.3% 98.6% 95.7% 63.3% 69.2%
n=27) (n=172) (n=144) (n=22) (n=19) (n=9)

Note. Education status,age and gender are independent variables

Procedure

American participants were recruited from students enrolled in university classes. After

introducing the study, participants were directed to the Qualtrics link in order to access the

questionnaires. The order of presentation was standardized beginning with the consent form,

demographic questions, and the empathy questionnaire (EQ, and IRI).
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Since the participants of the second group were meant to be selected from Iranians living in
Iran or outside Iran, the above-mentioned questionnaires (EQ and IRI) were translated from
English to Farsi by three expert translators. Three translated versions were compared and
collated to one coherent version. In order to assure the similarity between translated version and
original version of questionnaires a back-translation procedure was used. A second group of
translators (N= 3) retranslated the Farsi version of questionnaires to English. Differences found
in translation process (i.e. original and back translation) were addressed by group discussion.
Translated versions were finalized by the principal investigator to assure meaning and
understanding of the items were fully compatible. In order to recruit potential Iranian
participants, a flyer and description of study explaining the procedure and the purpose of study
were posted through social media (e.g. Facebook, Instagram) to be visible in Farsi speakers'
news feed. The link of translated versions of questionnaires and consent form were sent to
interested participants through the Qualtrics link that was different from the link distributed
among American participants due to language differences. For the sake of similarity between two

samples (Americans and Iranians) the order of questionnaires were the same

Result

In order to calculate the mean score in each empathy questionnaires, series of descriptive
statistics analysis were conducted for each group of participants. The mean score of the first
group (Iranian, N =394) on the empathy quotient test was 38.73, which was higher than
reported mean score for Chinese population (M = 31.86, 31.33 and 33.51; Gao et al., 2016), but
lower than mean score of participants living in a western culture (M = 42.1) reported by Baron-

Cohen and Wheelwright (2004). In IRI measurement, the lowest score was for personal distress
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(M =14.76, SD = 4.64) and the highest was in empathic concern subcomponent (M = 20.05, SD
= 3.65). Mean scores of IRI in these two dimensions were slightly higher than in a study with
French sample where personal distress and empathy quotient were reported as 12.4 and 19.7
respectively (Berthoz et al., 2008). Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics conducted on the

data obtained from Iranian participants for each questionnaire.

Focusing on the US sample, the current study also found self-reported empathy to be
different from previously reported scores. On the empathy quotient test, on average the
whole population scored 43.41. This score was higher than Iranians’ score reported above (M
= 38.73) and previously reported score for Chinese population in three different studies (M =
31.86, 31.33 and 33.51; Gao et al., 2016) as well as higher than French population (M =
39.6; Berthoz et al., 2008). Americans’ mean score on this test was similar to mean score of
Italian college students (M = 43.1; Preti et al., 2011). In IRI measurement, the lowest score
was for perspective taking (M = 14.73, SD = 4.76) and the highest was in empathic concern
subcomponent (M = 20.76, SD = 4.17). The mean score of perspective taking was lower than
previous studies in western culture (M = 17, SD = 3.8; Berthoz et al., 2008). The descriptive

statistics of American participants in each questionnaire is presented in Table 3.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of empathy trait for Iranian participants (N = 394)

Minimum Maximum M SD
Fantasy Scale 2 28 16.89 5.44
Empathic Concern 0 28 20.05 3.65
Personal Distress 0 26 14.76 4.64
Perspective Taking 5 27 16.21 3.89

Empathy Quotient 18 69 38.73 8.59
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics of empathy trait for American participants (N = 169)

Minimum Maximum M SD
Fantasy Scale 0 28 17.57 5.54
Empathic Concern 8 28 20.76 4.17
Personal Distress 5 27 15.22 4.10
Perspective Taking 3 25 14.73 4.76
Empathy Quotient 15 94 43.41 13.26

Bicultural participants’ empathy score (N = 43) on each questionnaire was also

calculated. Based on the results found in these studies, on the empathy quotient (EQ) test on

average the whole population scored 39 + 7.65. This score was between Americans’ and

Iranians’ score reported above (M = 43.41, M = 38.73 respectively). Like Iranian participants, the

biculturals had their lowest score on personal distress (M = 15.09, SD = 4.48) in, however it was

higher than Iranian population mean score on the same test. Similar to the other groups,

bicultural scored higher on empathic concern subcomponent (M = 19.70, SD = 3.92) than the

other subcomponents. Table 4 summarizes the result.

Table 4. Descriptive statistic of empathy trait for bicultural participants (N =43)

Minimum Maximum M SD
Fantasy Scale 6 27 15.74 5.02
Empathic Concern 13 28 20.74 3.79
Personal Distress 8 23 15.09 4.48
Perspective Taking 8 27 16.05 4.08
Empathy Quotient 25 60 39.00 7.65

Effect of culture and demographic characteristics on trait empathy
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Since the reviewed literature emphasized on the role of culture, gender, age and
educational level as primary factors influencing trait empathy in individuals, we decided to check
for the main effects of mentioned variables and their possible interactions. Moreover, since the
participants in groups two and three (i.e. Iranians and Bicultural) were more varied in terms of
their age range compared to the participants in group one (i.e., Americans) we decided to control
for age of participants. Therefore, a multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was used
to check whether culture, gender and educational level affect dependent variables (i.e. IR_FS,
IR _EC, IR-PD, IR-PT and EQ) while controlling for the age. Result of MANCOVA revealed
that age was a significant covariate, Wilks’ L =.942, F (5, 592) = 7.261, p <. 001, n?>= .06,
observed power =.999. The only dependent variable on which age did not have any significant
effect perspective taking, F (1, 605) = 0.39, p = .53, 1= 0.001. Moreover, all independent
variables (i.e. gender, education and culture) had a significant effect on trait empathy. Regarding
the interaction between the variables, the only significant interactions were found in gender and
nationality, and education and nationality. The three-way and other two-way interaction (gender

and education) were not statistically significant.
Empathy and Culture

The result of MANCOV A revealed a significant multivariate main effect for nationality (i.e.
Americans, Iranians and Bicultural), Wilks’ A = .928, F (10,1184) =4.513, p <.001, n*=.037,
observed power = .999 after controlling for age of participants. Therefore, the self-reported
empathy score was affected by the nationality of participants. Significant univariate main effects
for nationality were obtained for empathic concern, F (2, 605) =3.319, p = .037, 12 = .01, power

= .628; personal distress, F' (2, 605) =6.191, p = .002, n* = .020, power = .892; and perspective
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taking, F (2, 605) =8.838, p <.001, n*> = .029, power = .971. The other two subscales of trait
empathy (i.e. fantasy scale and empathy quotient) did not differ significantly among participants
with different cultural backgrounds; fantasy scale, F (2, 605) =1.695, p = .184, n* = .006, power
= .357; and empathy quotient, F (2, 605) =1.624, p = .198, n? = .005, power = .344. Among three
groups of participants, Americans had the highest mean score in empathic concern (M = 23.01,
SD = 1.32), which was significantly different from Iranians’ (M = 19.63, SD = 0.26) but not
biculturals’ (M =20.11, SD = 0.63). The difference between Iranians and biculturals was not
statistically significant in this subcomponent. The same pattern of difference was found in
personal distress; while American participants scored significantly higher (M = 20.03, SD =

1.65) than both Iranians (M = 14.29, SD = 0.32) and biculturals (M = 15.13, SD =.79), the score
of personal distress did not significantly differ among Iranian and bicultural participants. Last but
not least, perspective taking was significantly higher in Iranians (M = 16.21, SD = 0.28) than
Americans (M = 9.94, SD = 1.46). Although Iranians had higher mean score in this subscale than
the bicultural group, this difference was not statistically significant. Although American
participants scored higher in fantasy scale and empathy quotient compared to Iranian and
bicultural participants, the difference was not statistically significant. This result suggested that
regardless of age, Americans had significantly lower mean score in perspective taking and higher
score in personal distress, whereas Iranian participants had the least score on empathic concern

compared to other cultures. Cultural differences in each subscale are given in Table 5.

Gender and Empathy

After controlling for the age of participants, a significant multivariate main effect for

gender was found, Wilks’ A = .955, F (5, 592) = 5.522, p <. 001, n’= .045, observed power =
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.991. Thus trait empathy was affected by gender. Given the significance of the overall test, the
univariate main effects were examined. Significant univariate main effects for gender were
obtained for empathic concern, F (1, 605) = 15.018, p <. 001, n* = .025, power = .972; personal
distress, F (1, 605) =10.242, p = .001, n?> = .017, power = .892; and empathy quotient, F (1, 605)
= 8.565, p = .004, n?> = .014, power = .832. In line with previous studies (e.g. Lafferty, 2004) the
only non-significant gender difference was found in perspective taking, F' (1, 605) =3.211, p =
074, n* = .005, power = .432. Women had a higher score in empathic concern, personal distress

and empathy quotient (Table 6).
Educational level and Empathy

Regardless of age, a significant multivariate main effect for educational level (i.e.
undergraduate versus graduate) was found, Wilks” A = .964, F (5, 592) = 4.363, p = .001, n’>=
.036, observed power =.967. Given the significance of the overall test, the univariate main
effects were examined. Only personal distress, F (1, 605) =10.554, p = .001, n?> = .017, power =
.900; and perspective taking, F (1, 605) =4.758, p = .030, n* = .008, power = .586, significantly
differed among participants with different levels of education. Graduate students scored
significantly higher in personal distress (M = 18.45, SD = 1.15) and lower in perspective taking
(M=12.92, SD = 1.03), compared to participants with a bachelor degree or studying in an
undergraduate level (M = 14.51, SD = 0.40 and M = 15.27, SD = 0.36 respectively). Although,
participants with at least a masters’ degree or studying in a graduate level scored higher in
empathic concern, fantasy scale and empathy quotient, the differences were not significant;

empathic concern, F (1, 605) =3.008, p = .083, 1> = .005, power = .410; fantasy scale, F (1,605)
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=2.385, p=0.123, 12> = .004, power = .338; and empathy quotient, F (1, 605) =2.212, p = .137,

n? =.004, power = 318.
Interaction between Nationality and Gender

There was a significant multivariate interaction effect of nationality and gender on trait
empathy, Wilks’ A =.958, F (10,1184) = 2.563, p = .005, n’>= .021, observed power = .959 after
controlling for age of participants. The univariate interaction of nationality and gender was
obtained for fantasy scale, F (2, 605) = 3.099, p = .046, n?> = .010, power = .597; empathic
concern, F' (2, 605) =5.032, p = .007, 1> = .017, power = .816; perspective taking, F (2, 605)
=9.283, p <.001, n?* = .030, power = .978; and empathy quotient, F (2, 605) =5.132, p = .006, 1>
=.017, power = .824. The interaction of nationality and gender was not significant in personal
distress subscale, F (2, 605) =. 322, p = .725, 1> = .001, power = .101. Result of pairwise
comparison indicates that the divergence between female participants with different nationality is
larger than the observed divergence among male participants in fantasy scale, empathic concern
and empathy quotient. In all these subscales, American female participants had the highest score
compared to other participants. Bicultural female participants had the lowest score on fantasy
scale and bicultural male participants scored lower than other participants on empathy quotient.
In empathic concern subscale, Iranian male participants had the least score compared to other
participants. American male participants were responsible for the lowest score on perspective
taking, whereas Iranian male participants had the highest score on this subscale. Although
American female reported higher personal distress than other participants, the difference was not
statistically significant. Figure 1 demonstrates the interaction of nationality and gender on trait

empathy.
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Table 5. Cultural differences in each subscale of empathy traits

15

Americans Iranians Biculturals
Empathy M SD M SD M SD P-value
Subcomponents
Fantasy Scale 20.26 1.92 16.72 37 16.48 .92 .184
Empathic Concern 23.01 1.32 19.63 26 20.11 .63 037"
Personal Distress 20.03 1.65 14.29 32 15.13 .79 02720
Perspective Taking 9.94 1.46 16.21 28 16.14 .70 .000"b
Empathy Quotient 44.86 3.54 38.59 .69 37.88 1.69 .198

Note: *a = significant between Iranian group and American group. *b = significant between American group and

bicultural group.

Table 6.Descriptive Statistic of Empathy traits in Male and Female

Male Female
Empathy Subcomponents M SD M SD P-value
Fantasy Scale 17.28 .88 18.36 14 159
Empathic Concern 19.90 .61 21.93 Sl .000**
Personal Distress 15.44 75 17.53 .63 001 %*
Perspective Taking 13.58 .67 14.62 .56 074
Empathy Quotient 38.39 1.62 42.50 1.37 .004**

Note. ** The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.
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Figure 1. Scores on each empathy subscales by Male and Female participants with different nationality

Interaction between Nationality and Education

Result of four-way MANCOVA revealed a significant multivariate interaction effect of

nationality and educational level on self-reported empathy score, Wilks’ A = .950, F'(10,1184) =

3.094, p = .001, n>=.025, observed power = .986 after controlling for age of participants. The

univariate interaction of nationality and educational level was established for fantasy scale, F' (2,

605) =4.051, p = .018, n?> = .013, power = .721; empathic concern, F (2, 605) =4.680, p = .010,

n? = .015, power = .786; and personal distress, F (2, 605) =6.894, p = .001, n? = .023, power =
.923. The interaction of nationality and gender was not significant in perspective taking and

empathy quotient subscales, F (2, 605) =2.809, p = .061, n? = .009, power = .552; F (2, 605) =

366, p=.693, 1> = .001, power = .109 respectively. Result of pairwise comparison indicates that

the gap between undergraduate and graduate American participants is larger than other

participants in fantasy scale, empathic concern and personal distress. In fantasy scale, American

undergraduates had the lowest score compared to other participants, whereas American graduate
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participants had the highest score. Bicultural and Iranian undergraduate participants had higher
score than graduate biculturals and Iranians on this subscale. In empathic concern, bicultural
graduate participants had the lowest score followed by American and Iranian undergraduates.
American graduate participants’ score on personal distress was significantly higher than the rest
of participants. The next highest score on this subscale belongs to graduate bicultural
participants. Although American graduate participants reported lower score on perspective
taking and bicultural undergrads had the lowest score on empathy quotient than other
participants, the difference was not statistically significant. The differences between

undergraduate and graduate participants with different nationality can be seen in Figure 2.

60
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m USA Grad

M Iranian Undergrad

M Iranian Grad

M Bicultural Undergrad

M Bicultural Grad

Fantasy Scale  Empathic Personal Perspective  Emotional
Concern Distress Taking Quotient

Figure 2. Scores on each empathy subscales by undergraduate and graduate participants with different
nationality

Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, this study was the first study that comparatively investigated
the cultural differences in self-reported empathy of individuals living in Iran and USA. One of

the major concerns in psychological research has been characteristics of the population. In most
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of the studies, the results were from a specific group that was “western, educated, industrialized
and democratic (WEIRD)” population (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010.p. 61) or from
highly academic and above average socioeconomic American societies (Amett, 2008). Although
the first group (i.e. Americans) participated in this study was mostly from undergraduate students
living in a southern city, in the second group (i.e. Iranians), due to the nature of the
announcement of study that targeted a variety of people with different academic backgrounds,
age, gender, marital status and geographic location, our sample has a noticeable variation and

can represent the whole Iranian population.

Baston et al. (2005) suggested nurturance as a possible indicator of empathic behavior.
Empathic concern and emotional empathy have been categorized as affective empathy (e.g.
Chlopan et al., 1985; Gao et al., 2015) and is a tendency to alleviate others’ distress and suffering
(Eisenberg & Miller, 1987), whereas perspective taking is categorized as cognitive empathy.
Considering the nature of empathy as a whole encompassing cognitive and affective components
as Batson et al. (2005) claimed, it seems very plausible that empathy development is very
sensitive to cultural differences, since in every culture people have unique environment,
parenting style and moral values in their social behavior. For instance, in an Eastern culture
group-membership plays more important role compared to a Western culture; Easterners are
more collectivists and Westerners are more individualistic (Hong et al., 2000). Findings of
previous research investigating the associating between culture and trait empathy had provided
conflicting results. One the one hand, individuals from collectivist societies has been shown to be
more empathic (e.g., Dalsky et al., 2010, Chopik et al., 2017), one the other hand, other studies

showed that people with an individualistic culture have higher trait empathy (e.g. Cassels et al.,
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2010). Results of the current study have yielded that individuals from both cultures are different
in trait empathy. Iranian participants scored significantly higher in perspective taking, whereas
Americans felt more empathic concern and personal distress and were less able to take others’
perspective. The lower mean score in perspective taking among Americans might be due to
living in an industrialized and individualistic culture that promotes individualism in people. The
result may suggest that each culture values one type of empathy; while a collectivist culture
fosters cognitive empathy, industrialized culture will foster affective empathy. Both of these two
components of empathy are influenced by culture. In other words, nurturance might be an

influential source of empathy.

In this study, the status of trait empathy was also investigated in bicultural participants with
the so-called Eastern cultural background living in a Western society. These groups of
participants’ self-reported empathy scores were between Iranians and Americans. Result of
current study was supported by a cross-cultural study targeted Chinese biculturals living in
Canada whose mean scores on personal distress and empathic concern was between Western and
Asian participants (Cassels et al., 2010), however they had lower score in these two subscales
compared to biculturals participated in this study. The contradiction of the results between
current study and earlier studies with bicultural participants could be due to inadequate sample
size of biculturals participated in current study. Future studies might investigate cultural
differences on bicultural individuals, since people have been more immigrating to other countries
and are exposed to an entirely different culture. Therefore, the knowledge gained through the

studies targeting biculturals, may help them to become aware of cultural differences.
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The results of the current study revealed that trait empathy is sensitive to age, gender and
educational level. In line with previous studies, gender difference was found in all subscales of
empathy except perspective taking in favor of female participants (for review of gender
differences in empathy trait see Endresen & Olweus, 2001). One possible explanation for higher
empathy in women might be divergent rearing style in boys and girls; while girls are raised with
great emphasis on social skills oriented toward warmth and caring, boys are thought to be more

logical and control their emotion (e.g. Damon & Lerner, 2008; Garaigordobil, 2009).

The other influential factor was the educational level of participants. With respect to
distinguishing between two components of empathy, affective and cognitive component, result
of current study showed that education was a significant indicator of only cognitive empathy.
Perspective taking has been reported as a cognitive skill that needs to be developed (Epley,
Morewedge, & Keysar, 2004), which means education could bring maturation for people and as
a result more understanding for others’ perspective. Regarding the affective component, the only
difference was in personal distress between participants with different academic background in
favor of more-educated population. Personal distress is known as a type of affective empathy
(Davis, 1980) that will cause a negative emotion in individuals and hinder them to focus on the
others’ emotions and alleviate others distress (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987; Cassels et al., 2010).
Higher personal distress in graduate participants might explain lower cognitive empathy;
personal distress could cause them to be more self-oriented and think about their own thoughts

and perspective as the only important viewpoint and ignore others’ perspective.
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