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Buddhism: Compassion
as a Practice 
An ancient Buddhist practice, with roots over 2500 years old, focused on cultivating
profound well-being.

Metta (MET-tah): Loving-kindness - Active goodwill toward all beings, wishing
for their happiness and wellbeing.

Karuna (KAH-roo-nah): Compassion - The desire to alleviate suffering, moving
from recognizing pain to actively wishing to relieve it.

Mudita (moo-DEE-tah): Appreciative Joy - Delighting in others' happiness and
success, the antidote to envy.

Upekkha (oo-PEK-khah): Equanimity - Even-mindedness and balance,
accepting while maintaining an open heart.

The practice typically progresses from oneself, (self compassion) to loved ones, then
to neutral persons, difficult people, and ultimately to all beings without exception.



Modern Science Meets Buddhist Tradition
Collaboration  Made Scientific Validation Possible 

2004: Compassion Focused
Therapy

Paul Gilbert introduces
Compassion Focused Therapy,
using evolutionary psychology to
highlight compassion's role in the
soothing system.

 ~2500 years ago - Buddhist
Compassion Practices

Adapted from even earlier Indian
spiritual traditions. The Buddha

taught in  6th century BCE,
formalized in the 5th century BCE

2008: Positive Emotion
Cascade

Barbara Fredrickson's RCT
demonstrates loving-kindness

effects on positive emotion
cascades, applying the 'broaden-

and-build' theory.

1989: Science meets Belief

Dalai Lama and Western scientists
begin dialogue at Mind & Life
Institute, fostering neuroscience
research on compassion and
meditation.

2007: Neurological
Distinction

Tania Singer publishes fMRI study
distinguishing empathy from

compassion in trained meditators,
showing empirical neurological

differences.

Ongoing: ReSource Project

Singer's large-scale longitudinal
study continues to yield rigorous

findings on contemplative
practices, including compassion.

2003: Self-Compassion
Research Launch

Kristin Neff publishes foundational
paper and introduces Self-

Compassion Scale, initiating a wave
of research.

2010: Resilience Against
Burnout

Singer and Ricard's studies show
long-term meditators activate
compassion without empathic
distress, indicating resilience.



Empathy vs. Compassion

Mind and Body: What Happens Inside
Empathy

Threat response activates: body tenses, heart rate rises

Their distress lands in you: emotional contagion

Mind narrows: urge to withdraw, look away, go numb

Pain networks activate: anterior insula, anterior cingulate cortex

Compassion

Body softens: warmth, steadier breath

Oxytocin and dopamine release: the “tend and befriend” response

Mind opens: approach orientation, motivation to help

Reward networks activate: ventral striatum — the same networks involved in parental
love and social bonding

Practice Impact: Two weeks of daily practice reduces cortisol levels by up to 51%.



The Practical Impact of Empathy and Compassion
Understanding the Differences in Outcomes

Drawbacks of Empathic Distress

Benefits of Compassion

Wider Reach of Compassion

Can lead to less helping behavior, burnout, withdrawal, and
emotional numbness when overwhelmed by suffering.

Fosters positive emotions, reduces stress, enhances resilience,
and promotes altruistic behavior.

Less prone to bias than empathy, extending more readily
across group boundaries.

Scalability of Compassion

Measurable Brain Changes

Sustainable Action

Can be applied to large groups or millions, unlike empathy
which is individual.

As little as 7-14 hours of compassion practice can lead to
measurable changes in the brain.

Compassion, combined with reason, is a more reliable and
sustainable approach for positive action than empathy alone.



Cultivating Compassion: Exercise

Pair up, you will have two
roles: Speaker and Compassionate Listener

Rounds: 4 minutes each, then switch

Topic: "A moment this week when I
struggled — what happened, how I felt" 

(Speaker: share from your own experience,
choose your comfort level)

Listener: full presence, no words, no fixing —
just warm attentionIf your mind wanders to
advice or judgment, gently return to care

(Brief partner reflection after both rounds)



Cultivating Compassion
Mantras for Extending Compassion

May you be happy.

May you be healthy.

May you be safe.

May you live with ease.

May you be free from suffering.

May you know you are not alone.



Cultivating Compassion
Mantras for Self Compassion

May I be kind to myself.

May I hold myself with gentleness.

May I know that I am enough.

May I find rest.

If you are facing an issue:

This is a moment of suffering. Suffering is part of life. I am not alone
in this.


