
In the 1990s, neurophysiological researchers discovered functionality in the human brain that suggested that we 
seem to be “deeply and necessarily interconnected with others.1” These findings supported what buddhists and 
meditation practitioners have understood for centuries: empathy and compassion are essential to mutual 
happiness and growth. 

In the original Sanskrit Buddhist texts, the concept of compassion is described by the words maitri and anukampa. Maitri 
indicates a sense of fellowship with others; anukampa describes a deep empathy that arises in the encounter with suffering 
and which gives rise to action.2 

But empathy is often misunderstood as compassion. The Greater Good Science Center at the University of 
California, Berkeley defines empathy as “the ability to sense other people’s emotions, coupled with the ability to 
imagine what someone else might be thinking or feeling.3” Soka Gakkai International4 defines compassion as 
“empowering others, helping them unlock strength and courage from within their lives in order to overcome their 
problems.” Empathy and compassion even rely on different biological systems and different brain networks5. 

Compassion (an ability to unlock strength) is an essential ability for leaders who are motivated to propel their teams 
to greatness. Yes, there are individual benefits to cultivating greater compassion. A compassionate attitude can 
greatly reduce the distress that leaders feel in difficult situations and can become a profound personal resource in 
times of stress6. But the greater benefits of compassion are team related. 

Having compassion for your team members can provoke your taking positive actions on their behalf, relieving their 
suffering when you notice it and fostering their resilience. Helping your teammates cultivate compassion will 
create a culture where your entire team is motivated to help one another, make one another better, unlock one 
another’s mutual strengths. A collection of compassionate individuals makes for tight-knit, continually 
strengthening and impossible to defeat teams. You see your teammates stumble and you not only rush to pick 
them up, but help them avoid stumbling again. Establishing a culture of compassion starts with you. 

Thankfully, learning how to cultivate compassion isn’t reserved for any one population of humans. Even though 
social pressures, personal and professional stress and life experiences can get in the way, we all7 have the potential 
to be more compassionate. And when we work on strengthening our compassion, the knock-on developmental 
benefits can be extraordinary. In pursuit of greater compassion - through the positive acts that result from 
heightened compassion - we inadvertently fortify our own inner-strength.   

Positive acts always bring us inner strength. With inner strength we have less fear and more self-confidence, and it becomes 
much easier to extend our sense of caring to others without any barriers, whether religious, cultural, or otherwise. It is thus very 
important to recognize our potential for both good and bad, and then to observe and analyze it carefully. This is what I call the 
promotion of human value. My main concern is always how to promote an understanding of deeper human value. This deeper 
human value is compassion, a sense of caring, and commitment. No matter what your religion, and whether you are a believer 
or a nonbeliever, without them you cannot be happy. 

Cultivating compassion will strengthen your connection with any team and help you propel them to greatness. 
These are the marks of a true leader.
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Cultivating Compassion

1. “In the 1990s, neurophysiological research led to the discovery of “mirror neurons” in the brain: cell assemblies that were active when an 
animal engaged in some voluntary action AND also when that animal watched in another engaging in the same action. This seemingly 
built-in simulation capacity was also observed in functional brain imaging studies of persons seeing images of another in pain. Those same 
brain regions active in the personal experience of pain, particularly the emotional aspects of pain, are active when seeing another’s 
suffering. Further, there is additional research evidence to suggest that such empathic responses are relatively automatic and do not 
require some sort of volitional intent.” 
 
"Empathy and Compassion in Buddhism and Neuroscience" (PBS)  

2. “Compassion: Solidarity of the Heart” Soka Gakkai International - Buddhism in Action of Peace  

3. “Empathy Quiz" (The Greater Good Science Center at the University of California, Berkeley)  

4. “Soka Gakkai International is a global movement of people connected by Buddhism and the shared commitment to realize a future where 
life’s inherent dignity blooms.” Soka Gakkai International  

5. “These findings suggest that the cultivation of compassion engages a neural network that is distinct from activations found in previous 
empathy studies focusing on sharing the pain of others …  On the neural level, compassion induced entirely different activations than did 
empathy. These activations occurred in medial orbitofrontal cortex, ventral striatum and pregenual anterior cingulate cortex, which 
together form a network related to positive emotions, affiliation and love, and reward.” 
 
“Empathy versus Compassion” (Compassion. Bridging Practice and Science) 

6. "About Compassion Cultivation Training (CCT)” (The Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education)  

7. “As human beings we all have the potential to be happy and compassionate people, and we also have the potential to be miserable and 
harmful to others. The potential for all these things is present within each of us.”  
 
“The Compassionate Life” (Tenzin Gyatso - The Fourteenth Dalai Lama)
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http://www.pbs.org/thebuddha/blog/2010/Mar/17/empathy-and-compassion-buddhism-and-neuroscience-a/
http://www.sgi.org/about-us/buddhism-in-daily-life/compassion-solidarity-of-the-heart.html
http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/quizzes/take_quiz/14
http://www.sgi.org/our-story.html
http://www.compassion-training.org/?lang=en&page=about
http://ccare.stanford.edu/education/about-compassion-cultivation-training-cct/

