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Abstract 

Purpose. This paper introduces the concept of compassion to the field of international 

business studies. As international business activities continuously intensify and hence 

generate a work environment characterized by cultural heterogeneity and pluralism, the 

notion of compassion in a cross-cultural context can be regarded a key skill for employees in 

internationally operating firms to enable coping with potential cross-cultural conflicts. 

Design/methodology/approach. In our narrative-oriented type of review, we discuss 

compassion in a cross-cultural context by drawing on the literature in the management and 

international business studies. By connecting prior research on compassion with the typical 

research interests in the IB domain we identify and define potential future research foci for a 

research agenda centering on the role that cross-cultural compassion plays.    

Findings. We argue that the conventional approach to learning about other national cultures 

and their values and norm systems need to be complemented by compassion skills, since the 

high level of social complexity and diversity employees working in a culturally diverse 

environment face today is hardly manageable alone by developing expert knowledge of 

respective cultural contexts in order to prevent cross-cultural conflicts. 

Originality. By drawing on extant research on compassion conducted in neighboring 

disciplines of the social sciences, we conceptualize compassion in the context of international 

business research. Since compassion in a cross-cultural context is new to international 

business research, we suggest directions for future research consisting of four research 

streams to guide future research on compassion in a cross-cultural context in international 

business studies. 
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Introduction 

Compassion, especially its precursor empathy, has mainly been researched and practiced in 

the social work sector (Wagaman et al., 2015) but recently has increasingly been employed in 

the area of organizational behavior (Dutton and Workman, 2011; Worline and Dutton, 2017), 

including leadership studies (Venture, 2018). In multinational enterprises, cross-cultural 

tensions and conflicts are regarded as inevitable and represent a factor causing stress within a 

global workforce (Chua, 2013). Surprisingly, despite these facts, compassion research has not 

yet played a significant role in international business studies. To date, organizational and 

international business studies do not have a unifying concept that supersedes insight from 

comparative or indigenous studies on cultural differences (Boussebaa, 2020). In this paper we 

argue that by exploring compassion in the international business domain important insights 

can be generated helping to understand and solve cross-cultural tensions. We suggest that 

compassion and specifically compassion in a cross-cultural context should be regarded a key 

skill for the workforce as well as an important corporate governance value for a multinational 

organization to become a truly inclusive global organization. In a nutshell, compassion is 

generally defined as “an inter-personal process involving the noticing, feeling, sense making, 

and acting that alleviates the suffering of another person” (Dutton, Workman and Hardin, 

2014: 277). Compassion, understood as a universal human capability, thus has the power to 

reconcile potential conflict across diverse cultures thereby helping to develop inclusive 

strategies in international organizations thus making them operate more efficiently on a 

global scale. While globalization exposes managers to a variety of different cultures, it is an 

impossible task for a manager to understand all aspects of a given culture not to mention the 

attached normative systems to overcome potential cultural clashes in an international 

business context. As there is need for managers to be capable of constructively overcoming a 

variety of cultural issues in organizations, we argue that becoming a compassionate manager 

will help to navigate cross-cultural tensions successfully.   

 In what follows, we first discuss the main approaches to the construction of culture. 

Thereafter, we define compassion and outline its potential to alleviate cross-cultural issues. 

Next, examples are presented of what has been done so far in relation to research on 

compassion in the international business domain. Building on the latter, we develop research 

questions that may inspire and guide a future research agenda on compassion in the 

international business studies.  
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Culture, cultural constructions, and compassion in a cross-cultural context 

Perceiving compassion as an inherent element in what makes us humans is making it a basic 

component of social constructivism. Many anthropologists and organizational analysts prefer 

to regard culture as based on shared or partly shared patterns of meaning and interpretation. 

These are produced, reproduced, and continually changed by people identifying with and 

negotiating them during the course of social interaction. People's affiliation to a multiplicity 

of different perceptions of culture - for example national, ethnic, organizational, professional, 

gender and generation cultures - are thus subject to change, and boundaries between cultural 

communities become fluid and contingent (Hannerz, 1996; Søderberg and Holden, 2002). 

The social constructivist approach is the neo-classical anthropological approach 

towards defining culture. Clifford Geertz, who is one of the main proponent focusing on 

“thick” qualitative emic descriptions of culture, identifies the latter in the following way: 

“The concept of culture is essentially a semiotic one. Believing that man is an animal 

suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and 

the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of a law but an 

interpretive one in search of meaning’ (Geertz, 1973, p. 5). Social constructivists thus see 

culture as “constructed with a specific purpose in mind and is therefore constantly in the 

making” (Blasco et al, 2012). 

 Though rare yet in the IB domain, scholars have successfully employed a social 

constructivist approach. Fitzpatrick (2017, critical perspectives on international business), 

for instance, discusses how to analyze culture shock from a social constructivist approach. It 

shows that culture shock is not so much about culture as it is about the dynamics of context. 

Furthermore, how expatriates deal with life changes to navigate the challenges that they face 

in various contexts is considered important. Both theoretical and practical implications are 

discussed (Fitzpatrick, 2017). Another study by Boussebaa (2000, critical perspectives on 

international business) criticizes cross-cultural management research in the international 

business studies for only discussing cultural differences instead of focusing on cultural 

globalization that is particular appropriate in large multinational enterprises operating around 

the world and with cross-cultural teams both in headquarters and subsidiaries. Similar trends 

in globalization studies are seen in global professional service firms and business schools and 

even among cross-cultural researchers themselves. A global, post-colonial sensibility should 

be the main focus of future research within area studies (Boussebaa, 2000; Barmeyer et al 

2021; Bennett, 2017). Such trends have been identified within globalization and displacement 
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studies in a recent empirical study of a multinational enterprises by Jakobsen and Worm 

(2022).  

 As indicated, the social constructivist approach has a strong focus on behavior and the 

meaning of behavior in that it “assert that culture is public, that it is encoded in symbols and 

enacted in behavior (Abolafia et al., 2014: 348). This implies that culture is not observable 

but made up of relations in a process by which worldviews, social relations, and identities are 

continually constructed and reconstructed through discursive action. A social constructionist 

paradigm therefore emphasizes an actor’s inter-personal relations and patterns of 

communication. Hence, social constructivists have used the ‘ocean’ as a metaphor of 

openness as opposed to the more closed ‘onion’ metaphor used by essentialists (Fang, 2006). 

 

Compassion versus empathy 

The etymology of compassion is Latin, meaning co-suffering. Compassion involves ‘feeling 

for another’ and is therefore different to empathy (‘feeling as another’) (Spikins, 2018). 

Compassion involves the desire to alleviate another’s suffering by having the desire to help 

or, at the very least, to see what one can do to help. Suffering can include personal tragedies 

like death, illness or divorce or job stressors like layoffs and injuries (Dutton et al., 2006). 

Whereas empathy encompasses sharing both positive and negative feelings, compassion, 

though an intersubjective experience too, usually does not include making a cognitive leap to 

understand how the other’s beliefs and experiences might be different from our own. Worline 

and Dutton (2017) describe compassion as a process consisting of four parts: The first part of 

the process involves noticing pain—we have to direct attention toward suffering to respond 

with compassion. The second part involves interpreting suffering in ways that open our 

shared humanity and lead us to understand those who are suffering as in need of our 

compassion. The third part of the process involves feeling empathic concern. This is the 

emotional aspect of the process. Finally, the fourth part is acting to alleviate suffering in 

some way. It is in particular the latter part that distinguishes compassion from empathy, as 

compassion includes a genuine drive to act, a drive that is driven by feelings. Worline and 

Dutton (2017) emphasize that this action can be more or less skilled and can be coordinated 

with greater or lesser competence—so this aspect allows us to identify a variety of skill 



5 
 

involved in creating and practice compassion in workplaces (Eisler, 2017).1 Figure 1 

illustrates the similarities and differences of compassion and empathy.  

 

Figure 1. The subtle differences between compassion and empathy 

 

Both: intersubjective experience 

 

 

 

 

 

  

• “Feeling as another” • “Feeling for another” 

• To put oneself into 

the other persons 

situation 

• Drive to alleviate 

another one’s 

suffering 

 • Helpfulness 

 • Altruism 

  

In case compassion were to be integrated into a company’s corporate values, what impact 

might that have on the outcome of its performance? One is that the presence of compassion in 

work environments creates psychological synergies among employees, which are crucial to 

learning and innovation. This spills over into resilience in profitability during downturns in 

part because it is strongly related to both employee engagement and client engagement. 

Workplaces that are linked up in compassion relational networks are more likely to attract 

and retain talented employees, since compassion relates strongly to commitment and loyalty. 

Finally, compassion at work fuels service orientation because when people feel more 

supported by co-workers and thus act as one and each other’s role models at work, they are 

better able to handle customer or client demand and to customize their responses in ways that 

help customers feel that they have been treated to great hospitality. In other words, 

compassion motivates people to positively engaging in the physical, mental, or emotional 

pains of another (comp. Bejou, 2011; Simpson, e Cunha and Rego, 2015). 

 

Compassion in a cross-cultural context 

A key defining aspect of compassion is the ability to engage emotionally in another 

individual thus showing a drive and a wish to help someone in need. Altruism can be 

 
1 Similar, pointing out the importance of ‘action’, the Greater Good Science Center at UC Berkeley makes a 

distinction: “While empathy refers more generally to our ability to take the perspective of and feel the emotions 

of another person, compassion is when those feelings and thoughts include the desire to help” (The Greater 

Good Science Center, 2019). 

compassion empathy 
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understood as an integrated part of compassion as both concepts are based on positive 

qualities and intended not to be unidirectional but multilateral. Focusing specifically on 

compassion, it is impossible to perceive it as being unidirectional as another integrated part of 

compassion is reciprocity that guides the relationship between the engaged parties. In case 

reciprocity is not established between the parties then one of the parties would soon feel 

exploited, be at risk of taken advantage of and regarded naïve.2 

In international organizations, the risk of misunderstandings and misinterpretations of 

behavior between employees from different cultures is evident, since actors are socialized on 

different sets of values and social norms, hence behavior and decision making differ. Cross-

cultural issues thus constitute a core pillar in both organizational and international business 

studies (e.g. Hill and Hult, 2019, Brannen, 2004). 

 In line with extant definitions, we view compassion as a pan-human and therefore 

generic capability to develop deep, authentic and genuine emotional bonds (in contrast to 

instrumental and task-only-oriented work relationships) across cultures. In cross-cultural 

situations in, for example, an organization it is important to understand and differentiate 

between different cultural specific manifestations of compassion. Compassion per se is a pan-

human more or less sub-conscious capability, whereas its manifestation in a cross-cultural 

context is cultural specific and thus more conscious. Taking such a distinction as a point of 

departure, it is important for the parties in a cross-cultural encounter to differentiate between 

the two (analytical) levels. Otherwise, a one-dimensional notion of compassion, cross-

cultural compassion, will be perceived as the point of departure for analysis thus blurring the 

distinction between underlying pan-human capabilities and surface level of concrete socio-

cultural manifestations. Building on this, the paper thus argues that compassion distinguishes 

itself from other mental constructs such as cultural intelligence or cross-cultural or 

intercultural competence due to being a generic human capability, whereas cultural 

intelligence or intercultural competences is more instrumentalized and thus action oriented. 

 For example, while the term cross-cultural and inter-cultural competences are often 

used interchangeably (Van Bakel et al., 2014; Kwantes & Glazer, 2017; Kecskes, 2017), the 

term ‘cross-cultural’ is generally used when different cultures are compared, whereas the 

term ‘inter-cultural’ is used when the focus is on the analysis of interactions among people 

from different cultures (Kecskes, 2017). Per definition, intercultural competence stresses an 

actor’s inter-cultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes, which are acquired in order to act in a 

 
2 For a further discussion of the bonding mechanism inherent in the notion of reciprocity, see Marcel Mauss 

(1925). 
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culturally appropriate way. In a similar way, cultural intelligence stresses the ability to adapt 

to a different cultural context. Knowledge about a different culture enables an actor to adapt 

and act effectively (Blasco et al., 2012). This paper’s definition of compassion, on the 

contrary, propels culturally neutral humanistic capabilities to the forefront (Mukherjee, 

2017). Specific knowledge about other cultures as implied by notions of cultural dimensions 

is not regarded as being crucial, at least not in the first place, to successfully navigate across 

cultures, but humanistic skills are.  

 

Table 1. Definitions: Compassion, cultural intelligence, and intercultural competence 

 

Compassion Cultural intelligence Intercultural competence 
Definition, this paper: 

 

▪ We view compassion as the 

ability to develop deep, 

authentic, and genuine 

emotional bonds (in 

contrast to superficial and 

task-only-oriented work-

related relationships) across 

cultures. In relation to 

intercultural contact 

situations, universal 

humanist ideals (e.g., 

benevolence, kindness, 

modesty) are the guiding 

principles of action for a 

compassionate actor. 

 

▪ “a system of interacting 

knowledge and skills, 

linked by cultural 

metacognition, that allows 

people to adapt to, select, 

and shape the cultural 

aspects of their 

environment” (Thomas et 

al., 2008: 127) 

 

▪ “a person’s capability to 

adapt effectively to new 

cultural contexts” (Earley 

& Ang, 2003: 59) 

 

▪ “the ability to interact 

effectively with people 

who are culturally 

different. It is the ability to 

generate appropriate 

behavior in a new cultural 

setting that makes CQ 

unique” (Thomas, 2006: 

80) 

▪ “the ability to think and act 

in interculturally 

appropriate ways” 

(Hammer, Bennett, & 

Wiseman (2003: 422). 

 

▪ “the ability to 

communicate effectively 

and appropriately in 

intercultural situations 

based on one’s intercultural 

knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes” (Deardorff 2006: 

247-248) 

 

 

 

 

State of research: Compassion in the International Business literature 

The idea that compassion can be an overarching force to dissolve cross-cultural conflict is not 

yet developed. However, in the international business field there are areas where compassion 

plays a role. Utilizing Google Scholar, Scopus and Web of Science, a literature search using 

the keywords “compassion”, “cross-cultural compassion” and “empathy” in combination with 

“international business” and “international management” was conducted to understand better 

the current status of compassion-research in IB studies. Applying the content analysis 



8 
 

technique to the data (Miles and Huberman, 1994), one author coded each article manually. 

To ensure coding reliability, a co-author double-checked the coding. Deviations we discussed 

and, where agreed on, corrected. Out of 43 articles found, 22 articles discussed compassion in 

some way, nine used the word empathy, six articles discussed both compassion and empathy, 

and six discussed neither, but were still deemed relevant for their information on culture in 

international business. Instead of using the word compassion, they employed themes like 

cultural sensitivity, emotional intelligence, a deep cultural understanding, - all themes that are 

close to the core elements of the notion of compassion. Because of this, the paper concludes 

that extant compassion related research relevant to the international business field can be 

distinguished according to different anchor-themes, the most popular of which are ethics and 

culture. The themes identified are summarized in Table 2 and presented in the following. 

 

Ethics 

Compassion (and empathy) have been discussed in connection with managers’ beliefs and 

actions in a cross-cultural context (Abratt et al., 1992), in the development and facilitation of 

trust (Bews and Rossouw, 2002), in relation to Confucian ideals of Chinese firms (Ip, 2009), 

and in spirituality at large (Jackson, 1999). A representative and comparably recent study 

applying an integrative and cross-cultural approach to compassion research is the study by 

Opdebeeck and Habisch (2011). In their article, they compare compassionate leadership in 

Eastern and Western theory and practice. Compassion in this paper encompasses a multitude 

of characteristics, such as sympathy for others with a desire to help, to show kindness, 

mindfulness, and shu (in Chinese), and altruism. Spiritual and religious traditions are one 

means of comparing what compassion means for each culture: for example, Taoism and 

Confucianism emphasize respect and compassion for the other. In Western culture, the 

Golden Rule provides a similar sentiment: “Whatever you wish that men would do to you, do 

so to them” (Opdebeeck et al, 2011, p. 781). Though countries traditions, approaches, and 

business practices may differ, the authors contend that compassion expresses trust thus 

generating a trans-cultural source of wisdom. The “human capacity to show compassion is 

universal” (Opdebeeck et al. 2011, p. 785). Organizations and governments are called to use 

compassion when dealing with people, taking into consideration their personal concerns both 

inside and outside of an organization. Governments and companies that act humanely will be 

rewarded through trust in relationships. Compassionate leaders are able to display their own 

wisdom, and act as role models when initiating various kinds of partnerships. To develop 

these insight further Western managers could look towards Chinese traditions and how they 
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relate to Western traditions thus facilitating understanding and learning beyond more or less 

sophisticated stereotypes (Osland and Bird, 2000). 

 

Culture 

Studies that recognize different levels of compassion across countries have been conducted in 

relation to cooperation in alliances (Johnson et al., 1996), business networks (Jansson et al., 

2007), corporate governance systems (McCarthy and Puffer, 2002), and management values 

(Ralston et al., 1993). While studying success factors of international cooperative alliances, 

Johnson points out that one significant determinant of the success of international cooperative 

alliances is their cultural sensitivity (Johnson et al., 1996). Firms that are culturally sensitive 

recognize differences between the partners, understand the partner’s culture, and manage the 

differences. Cultural sensitivity improves communication between international cooperative 

alliances, creating a basis for trust (Abugre, 2018; Barmeyer et al.2021). In order to create 

trust, benevolence is regarded as pivotal. Benevolence is an inter-personal characteristic of 

cooperation that examines whether a business partner is acting in a mutually beneficial 

manner. However, how benevolence and trust are conceptualized differs, however, between, 

for example, Japan and Western cultures. In the Japanese context, giri-ninjo means that one 

should show compassion in return to those that show it, but this applies only to relationships 

between Japanese. In an international business setting, however, applying different standards 

of behavior between ethnicities can easily become a source of cross-cultural 

misunderstandings and animosity.  

 Studies of institutions and business networks (Jansson et al., 2007) have revealed the 

following differences between China and Europe, that whereas “…West European business 

networks are built on mutuality, the interpersonal Chinese networks are built on persons 

having some kind of common background” (Jansson et al., 2007). The latter is known as 

ganqing in Chinese, which carries the notion of similarities and a common understanding 

between partners, as the bases for exchange (favor, ideas, goodwill, etc.), hence as a bases for 

compassion. While this leads to efficiency in interpersonal transactions, it is often difficult to 

understand and develop for non-Chinese businesspeople.  

 As several studies tend to suggest compassion to be a central ingredient in 

interpersonal relations within ingroups in East Asia, other countries draw on different core 

values in a business context. In the past, authors suggested in very general terms that the 

United States values self-reliance, fair play, private property, ownership rights, and 

individualism, while France respects authority, egalitarianism, and hierarchy. Germany was 
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seen to value assertiveness and autonomy and ranks low on compassion, preferring to 

emphasize performance orientation. Russians were found to be distrustful of those outside of 

their personal relationships, hence compassion is not a central business ideal (McCarthy and 

Puffer, 2002). Different managerial values are also observed by Ralston et al. (1993) who 

regard Machiavellianism, dogmatism, locus of control, and tolerance of ambiguity typical for 

managerial values in the West, while Eastern managerial values are rather Confucian 

dynamism, human-heartedness, integration, and moral discipline, whereas human-

heartedness measures compassion towards others, and would contrast task-oriented and 

people-oriented management styles.  

 Moving away from such sophisticated stereotypes, the picture becomes more nuanced 

and contextually based when identifying compassion and loving kindness as a fundamental 

element of Buddhism (Dalai Lama, 1998; Gelek and David, 2016), expressed in countries 

such as Thailand and large parts of Southeast Asia (Awanis et al., 2017; Pace, 2013). While 

inter-personal networking (guanxi) in China has been comprehensively researched, the link 

between compassion and guanxi has been less explored (Gelek and David, 2016). A central 

mode of operation and cohesion of guanxi ties as well as network is enabled by 

compassionate virtues that are according to (Gelek and David, 2016) defined by generosity, 

discipline, patience, diligence, humility, and wisdom. (Keung Ip, 2011) as well as (Leung, 

2008) stress that compassion is also an important concept in Confucianism, as it stresses the 

need for compassion for fellow human beings as an important principle in social 

relationships. 

 

International HRM 

In their review on expatriate selection criteria in international organizations, (Harris and 

Brewster, 1999) identify empathy as an important competency for a successful expatriate 

assignment. Though a complex construct, studies often operationalize empathy in rather 

simple terms defining it as active listening combined with a sense of humility. Froese and 

Peltokorpi (2012) investigate expatriate adjustment in Japan and the role, amongst other, 

empathy plays. Empathy is defined as the ability and sensitivity to read the feelings and 

thoughts of people regardless of whether they come from other cultural backgrounds than our 

own (Froese and Peltokorpi, 2012). The results of the study reveal that next to emotional 

stability, empathy plays an important role in the general adjustment (to climate, food, health 

care, housing conditions, shopping) of an expatriate. Further, the authors find that empathy 

has a positive impact on job satisfaction (Froese and Peltokorpi, 2011). 
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Leadership 

An important path not yet fully explored is the connection between compassion and global 

leadership. The global leadership development company Development Dimensions 

International, Inc., analyzed the behavior of leaders in eighteen countries, encompassing 

15,000 leaders in 300 companies. The company classifies empathy as the single most 

important leadership skill that a manager can possess (DDI, 2016). While emotional 

intelligence or sensitivity is regarded as a key skill for global leaders (Alon and Higgins, 

2005; Trong Tuan, 2013), how to develop compassion with people from different cultural 

backgrounds is currently a challenge. Similar to the integrative approach pursued by 

(Boyatzis et al., 2006), who draw on insights from affective neuroscience and biology to 

nurture compassion through coaching leaders, an integrative approach drawing on emotional 

intelligence, analytical intelligence, and cultural intelligence (Alon and Higgins, 2005) is 

needed to develop effective global leaders drawing on compassion as their preferred 

leadership principle. 

 

Insights and Challenges 

Given the eclectic use of compassion and related constructs across different themes, it is 

difficult to summarize the state of compassion research in the field of organizational and 

international business studies. However, the current lack of depth of research in this area and 

it at times contrary implications call for further research to understand its meaning for more 

inclusive management of and in international organizations. The ethics literature tends to 

imply that compassion can be regarded as a universal force, superseding national culture, 

which, once established, leads, it is presumed, to the development of trust. As the latter is 

central to the development of successful business relationships (Horak and Long, 2018; 

Weibel et al., 2016), a single force such as compassion that is a universal and facilitating 

character across cultures, could be employed to overcome cross-cultural issues. This would 

replace current thinking in terms of separated nation culture categories (cultural 

heterogeneity) that have often a more dividing and exclusive character in business. This 

thought is not entirely new. Martin and Nakayama (1999), for instance, draw the attention to 

context as well as material factors that play a role in intercultural encounters, which can be 

“characterized by both personal and contextual communication” (Martin and Nakayama, 

1999: 16). It is thus not culture per se that causes conflict in an organization, but also factors 

of influence such as leverage in negotiations, conflicting interests or power differentials 

between parties in a specific context. The role non-cultural factors such as compassion play 
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has often been disregarded but nonetheless represent important factors that should not be 

excluded when assessing cross-cultural conflicts or tensions (Vaiman and Holden, 2015). 

 Cultural heterogeneity is thus often seen to cause more negative than positive 

outcomes (Stahl and Tung, 2015). The question is how to develop global inclusive 

organizations based on compassion. A point of departure could be taken in societal values 

influencing interpersonal relations that are shaped by (quasi-) religious (or related) ideas. 

Whereas in many countries drawing on Christian values the idea of ‘love thy neighbor’ 

carries a certain weight, among Chinese people homogeneity is a basis for developing deep 

relationships (genqing). In many cultures, in particular in East Asia, the separation of people 

in in- and out-groups is deeply engrained in society. 

 How does this affect the appreciation for diversity and inclusion, concepts 

contemporary global organizations usually regard as some of their core values as well as 

sources of creativity and success? Again, this question represents an important area for future 

research challenging the stereotypical perception of compassion as a universal positive and 

uniting force. Here future studies should introduce analyses that are bases different level of 

analysis, when discussion compassion, understood as a pan-human capability, and, for 

example, diversity and inclusion that works on a more concrete level of analysis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 2. Subjects and domains of compassion-related research in the IB literature 

Area Author(s), year Methodology/ Domain Geographic 

focus 

Findings (compassion-related) 

Ethics Opdebeeck and 

Habisch (2011) 

Conceptual/ Philosophy, 

business ethics 

China, the 

West  

Compassion can be considered a central pillar of Chinese practical 

wisdom that plays an indirect role in Christian and Western 

philosophical traditions.  

 Gelek and David 

(2016) 

Conceptual/ Compassion, China 

versus the West 

China Compassionate virtues are essential pillars of Buddhism; the practice 

of guanxi reflects compassion in interpersonal interactions. 

 Keung Ip (2011)  Conceptual/ Practical wisdom 

in Confucianism, management 

development 

China Ren, a human capacity that stands for compassion, is identified a core 

element in Confucianism. Ren is a vital ingredient for ethical 

leadership.  

 Pace (2013) Quantitative/ Buddhist ethics 

and consumer materialism 

USA, 

Canada, 

Australia, 

UK, India 

Buddhists consider materialism as resulting from a lack of 

compassion and loving kindness. 

Culture Awanis, 

Schlegelmilch and 

Cui (2017)  

 

Quantitative/ Marketing, cross-

cultural consumerism 

US, China, 

India, 

Thailand 

Findings confirm that in collectivistic cultures, materialism is 

positively 

associated with collective-oriented values. Buddhism is assumed to 

advocate compassion. 

 Leung (2008) Conceptual/ Business in China, 

culture, values, beliefs 

China The Chinese indigenous concepts of renqin (compassion) is regarded 

an essential pillar of the Chinese culture to be found in the cultural 

dimensions of high collectivism and power distance. 

 Johnson, Cullen, 

Sakano and 

Takenouchi (1996)  

Quantitative/ Cross-cultural 

management 

Japan, US Compassion shown to others apply to Japanese-Japanese interactions 

but not to Japanese-foreigners interaction; compassion is only shown 

to ingroup members. 

 Jansson, Johanson 

and Ramstroem 

(2007) 

Conceptual/ Cross-cultural 

management 

China, 

Russia, 

Europe/West 

Different institutional settings explain business network behavior; 

homophily and a common background leads to empathy 

 Ralston, Gustafson, 

Cheung and 

Terpstra (1993) 

Quantitative/ Cross-cultural 

management 

China, US Human-heartedness (as a proxy for compassion) is seen a typical 

’Eastern’ (i.e., Chinese) ideal. Overall, values between Chinese and 

US testpersons crossverge. 
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Intern. 

HRM 

Peltokorpi and 

Froese (2012)  

Quantitative/ Cross-cultural 

adjustment, cultural empathy, 

expatriates  

Japan Emotional stability and cultural empathy positively influence the 

general adjustment of expatriates in Japan 

 Froese and 

Peltokorpi (2011) 

Quantitative/ Job satisfaction, 

cultural distance, expatriates 

Japan Cultural empathic and older expatriates are more satisfied with their 

jobs. The results imply that social skills can be a more 

important determinant than language proficiency in a work context. 

 Harris and Brewster 

(1999) 

Qualitative (interviews)/ 

expatriate management, 

competencies 

UK In selecting managers for international assignments companies pursue 

a variety of approaches. Cultural empathy is relevant in the selection 

process, but business-management capabilities dominate. 

Leader

ship 

Alon and Higgins 

(2005)  

Conceptual/ global leadership 

development, cultural and 

emotional intelligence  

- Cultural empathy, as a shade of emotional and cultural intelligence, is 

an important capacity of global leaders. 

 Boyatzis, Smith and 

Blaize (2006) 

Conceptual/ Leadership 

development 

- Leaders are suggested to coach the development of others as this 

experience causes a positive personal growth process that enhances a 

leader’s sustainability. 

 Trong Tuan (2013) Quantitative/ Emotional 

intelligence, trust, corporate 

social responsibility 

Vietnam Emotional intelligence at the group level can activate ethical behavior 

in a firm and active corporate empathy that is seen as an important 

antecedent of corporate governance. 
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Towards a future research agenda: Central research foci 

Leadership – Leader-member exchange (LMX) (RF1)        

From an intra-organizational perspective, the interaction between a management team and 

employees can turn into a cross-cultural issue when the team tries to establish a specific 

management system based on corporate values to influence employees in an attempt to 

establish a specific corporate collective ‘we’. This process can be challenged if diverging set 

of norms and values combined with different emotional modes of engagements due to 

different cultural roots between the management team and employees are not taken into 

account. 

 West-Burnham (2002) explains that leadership involves significant emotional 

processes that constitute a part of the social influence that the leader has on the members of 

his/her group of followers. These processes are based on the leader’s personality traits, such 

as honesty, trustworthiness or sensitivity. Because of these traits, the leader can motivate 

others to act. As the literature often do not acknowledge the subtle differences and 

intertwinements between empathy and compassion, many studies relied on using the term 

empathy in the past, as it has a longer history in the (predominately European-based) 

academic literature. Empathy was found to be the strongest predictor of ethical leadership 

behavior out of 22 competencies in this management model, and it was one of the three 

strongest predictors of senior executive effectiveness (Dowden, 2013). In leadership studies, 

empathy has a history. In 1969, Rogers discussed three essential conditions of leadership: 1) 

congruence, 2) acceptance, and 3) empathy understanding, here defined as the attempt to 

understand the other person’s worldview without prejudices. Rogers assumes that by 

understanding the other person, it is possible to change oneself. The person may change, and 

this change threatens the person’s identity, which can only effectively be dealt with by an 

empathic understanding (Rogers, 1969). Now bringing this earlier research on leadership and 

‘feeling as another’ into a contemporary context by stressing the notion of ‘feeling for 

another’ that includes helpfulness, altruism, and the drive to alleviate another person’s 

suffering is a way of introducing the notion of compassion. We suggest that the key question 

for a culturally diverse workforce within an international organization is the following: How 

can compassion at the intercultural level between leader and follower (and vice-versa) be 

established, developed, and maintained? 

Expatriate-HCN exchange (RF2) 

A further intra-organizational issue relating to cross-cultural challenges relates to the 

interactions between expatriates and host country nationals (Lai‐Wan Cheung, 2008). There 
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has been substantial research conducted in this area and most studies believe that traits, 

personality or a cosmopolitan attitude help an expatriate to engage better with the 

environment and achieve tasks more effectively (Javidan and Teagarden, 2011). However, 

taking the external dimension of expatriate inclusion into account, the issue of environmental 

receptiveness, i.e. how far an expatriate is able to establish deep and effective ties to host 

country nationals, has been largely neglected to date (Horak and Yang, 2016). 

 Most studies focus solely on the expatriate and ignore important features of the social 

environment the expatriate is embedded in. Research on the inclusion of the expatriate into a 

new environment, i.e. by mutual affection, the depth of social ties, and the genuine 

acceptance of the expatriate by host country nationals and their environments, is currently 

underdeveloped (Horak and Yang, 2016; Osman-Gani and Rockstuhl, 2008). While, for 

instance, conventional network theory assumes that in principle everybody can develop 

network ties, research in the international business field found that some informal network 

types are nearly impossible for business expatriates to establish, as they are largely culturally 

predefined. Besides that, the ones available can face trust issues through mutual suspicion, as 

both sides are not sure whether the value-base of the relationship is the same. In more detail, 

research reports that expatriates have ethical concerns that host country nationals trust their 

informal networks more and are more loyal to them compared to the company in which they 

are employed. As an expatriate explains, “Loyalty and commitment to those ties are much 

higher than ties to colleagues in one’s company. Because of those ties, you can hardly keep 

information confidential. I was quite shocked in the beginning. You cannot keep anything 

confidential and that’s what makes it difficult to establish a relationship with your 

colleagues” (Horak and Yang, 2016). Nevertheless, several studies have indicated that the 

inclusion of an expatriate in informal networks is critical to expatriate success and wellbeing 

(Au and Fukuda, 2002). 

 In particular, the ability as well as the sensitivity to understanding the feeling and 

thoughts of host country nationals who have a different cultural background has been found a 

key characteristic of successful expatriates. Expatriates who possess this ability understand 

and accept cultural differences more and refrain from categorizing them as right or wrong, 

good or bad (Peltokorpi and Froese, 2014; van der Zee and van Oudenhoven, 2000). 

However, establishing lasting relationships is not a one-way street where the expatriate is 

solely in charge. This paper argues that compassion can be a force that has the potential to 

dissolve cross-cultural conflict. It is furthermore suggested that regarding compassion as a 

two-way street that both the expatriate and the host country nationals need to develop 
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together is important for their future mode of interacting. Currently, expatriates report that 

informal social ties and network relations abroad, which are crucial for business success, are 

exclusive thus giving expatriates major difficulties gaining access to compared to locals. 

Hence, a new research stream on expatriate - host country nationals exchange would focus on 

how can compassion in expatriate - host country nationals interactions be developed and 

maintained as a two-way street to enable a better access to informal ties and networks.     

 

Host Country Nationals HCN-HCN (in-outgroup) interactions (RF3) 

Viewed from an intra-organizational angle, a so far largely overlooked intra-cultural 

challenge can be seen in the way ingroups and outgroups behave towards each other. 

Alternative expressions for in and outgroups is the ‘us-and-them’ terminology, whereas more 

formally ingroups are defined as “bounded communities of mutual trust and obligation that 

delimit mutual interdependence and cooperation” (Brewer, 1999). Psychological research 

into the behavior of individuals and groups has found that groups act more competitively than 

individuals and compete against outgroup members for relative gains (Halevy et al., 2008). 

Whereas within the ingroup there is trust, benevolence, and cooperation, “outside the 

boundary people are treated as ‘non-persons’, potentially discriminated against and even 

subject to hostility” (Kim, 2000). While this quote describes well the ideals of individual and 

group behavior in East Asian countries, at the same time it leads to questions about whether 

conventional theories on social networks are universally valid or follow ideals prevalent in 

Western countries (Horak et al., 2019; Sato, 2010, 2013). Whereas it is well established that 

there are benefits when bridging structural gaps (Burt, 2000), i.e. to connect two groups or 

networks, this may not work in China (Xiao and Tsui, 2007) and is generally not attempted in 

East Asia as it goes against the logic of how social ties should be organized (Horak et al., 

2019).     

 Research on guanxi ties in China or yongo in Korea (Horak and Taube, 2016) points 

towards the risk and potential damage that come with ingroup-outgroup animosities within an 

organization. Employees can strengthen their ingroups in an organization simply by hiring 

informally, i.e. by using reference-based hiring (Horak, 2017). Thereby, new recruits stay 

loyal most often to the senior recommender hence increasing his or her power and influence. 

It is common in Korea that university alumni ties, so called hakyon-ties, are pervasive and 

span large networks. People behave more loyally towards others with whom they share 

hakyon than towards a corporate code of conduct, for instance. It is a form of pseudo-

familism with a Confucian (i.e. hierarchical) connotation. There are reports of animosities, 
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even outright hostility, and competition between different hakyon camps. Within a firm, this 

can undermine formal leadership structures, it can impede the efficiency of work processes, 

and there is a potential risk of intergroup sabotage. Hence, a central research question is how 

to dissolve potential ingroup-outgroup animosities, conflict, and segregation by establishing 

a culture of compassion.  

 

Corporate culture (RF4) 

At the (global) organizational level of a firm, compassion can contribute if it can become a 

part of the corporate culture that is shared among all its employees and stakeholders as an 

interaction principle. This means that an international organization should develop a code of 

conduct defining what compassionate behavior means to the whole organization, i.e. what 

compassionate values and norms are and why this helps employees to be better global as well 

as corporate citizens at the same time. As this needs to be thought of for every organization 

individually, especially how to bring such a culture alive, it shall including outlawing cultural 

ignorance, personal opportunism and purely profit-oriented decision making. It should 

support a culture of dialog, mutual help and understanding that may also penetrate the private 

lives of employees if mutually desired. As socioeconomic differences and social class, being 

“increasingly recognized as a powerful force in people’s lives” (Kish-Gephart and Campbell, 

2015: 1614), they still represent a glass ceiling for underprivileged groups to thrive in 

business. A culture of compassion may contribute towards more fairness and mutual 

understanding.  

However, from an international perspective, different values and norms cannot be 

ignored and likely intersect with the desire to establish a universal or global atmosphere of 

compassion. The basic elements on which compassion is based are to become internalized 

leadership skills with the potential of carrying an organization towards being global 

organization based on compassion. It has been shown, for instance, that a compassionate 

leader will strengthening the sense for organizational belonging among employees. 

Furthermore, the leader is likely helped by compassion in creating transformational 

leadership meaning that the employees work hard for a goal that deviates from their personal 

interest and search for solutions to higher needs. Goleman (2008), in his book ‘Emotional 

Intelligence’, explains the importance of first, social intelligence, which is composed of 

social awareness and attention; and second, social skills, including the ability to hold 

interactions even without the verbal element, that is, the ability to present ourselves in the 

best way, and the ability to demonstrate true concern for the needs of others and to act 
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accordingly. The innovation in this approach is that emotional intelligence can be learned and 

practiced through emphasizing the importance of the improvement of social skills. This can 

help ensuring the existence of a more tolerant and better environment. 

 Whereas leadership skills like the ones mentioned need to be nurtured to enable the 

creation of a globally inclusive organization through a culture of compassion, other 

accompanying measures can be helpful, such as the mandatory mixing of the corporate board 

following inclusion ideals by applying quotas for adequate representation. Furthermore, as 

indicated above, firms may also develop an inclusive and universally valid global code of 

conduct centering around inclusiveness and compassion and introduce mandatory 

compassion and inclusiveness trainings. Finally, international organizations should hold 

global team building events that result in employee exchanges and the promotion of mutual 

understanding. More research is needed to shed light on the question of how to build inclusive 

and compassionate international organizations where the conflict potential caused by the 

natural heterogeneity of different values and norms in daily interactions can be superseded 

by a culture of compassion? We believe that an approach is needed that regards compassion 

as the ultimate corporate orientation principle in which differences in country-specific values 

and behavioral norms are rather insignificant or secondary. 

 

Figure 2. Potential research streams for compassion-centered research in international 

business studies 
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Limitations 

Finally, we need to critically point out some barriers for the implementation of compassion in 

a cross-cultural organizational context. Our narrative-oriented type of review (Paul and 

Criado, 2020) tried to draw in both literatures, the one on compassion as popular in the 

management and organization studies and well as the one on culture as popular in 

international business studies. We strongly belief that the combination of both works best to 

introduce compassion in a cross-cultural context. However, so far, compassion has no 

substantial publication footprint in neither of both disciplines, hence there is hardly a base for 

reviews but at this point rather a narrative-oriented literature synthesis.  

 

Conclusion and outlook 

This paper has suggested that compassion, as a behavioral ideal on the individual level as 

well as on the organizational level, is a central guiding principle for a firm in its global 

business operations. Today, it has become important for international organizations to 

integrate deeper into their respective business environment, especially in a societal context to 

show a genuine interest in solving the problems of their employees, stakeholders and the 

respective community in which they do business. Corporate behavior that reflect altruism, 

kindness, understanding and patience are highly valued ideals today. However, due to 

differences in the institutional environment (e.g. culture, ethics, values, norms) managers and 

employees may not be aware of or lack an interest in the notion of compassion, hence 

impeding the development of a socio-cultural integrated global organization honoring 

principles of compassion. While international organizations still rely greatly on cross-cultural 

trainings to create awareness of cultural differences in international business, this paper argue 

that this approach alone is not enough and does not provide much guidance for individuals 

facing cross-cultural conflict situations. It has been suggested to develop compassion skills 

among the workforce as a problem solver by sharpening our understanding of our shared 

humanity in relationships. This can complement conventional cross-cultural trainings by 

focusing on knowledge creation on cultural specificities of a given country. The paper argues 

that understanding the barriers towards introducing compassion in a cross-cultural context 

thus developing measurements to deal with cross-cultural issues will become key soft skills 

for successful global operations. Based on insights presented in this paper it is suggest that 

skills in exercising compassion in organizations can be learned and improved through 

training and coaching, as the concept in not a result of cultural specific processes of 

socialization but rather an engrained generic aspect of what it takes to be a human being. 
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