
 

 

 

Read excerpts from the Compassionate Mind, 
Healthy Body article by Emma Seppala. Answer 
questions at the end of the article. 

Compassionate	Mind,	Healthy	Body	
Compassion	research	is	at	a	tipping	point:	Overwhelming	evidence	
suggests	compassion	is	good	for	our	health	and	good	for	the	world.	
 
BY EMMA SEPPALA | JULY 24, 2013 
Decades of clinical research has explored the psychology of human 
suffering. Yet that suffering, as unpleasant as it is, often has a 
bright side: compassion. 

Human suffering often inspires beautiful acts of compassion by 
people wishing to help relieve that suffering…What propels 
someone to serve food at a homeless shelter, pull over on the 
highway in the rain to help someone with a broken down vehicle, or 
feed a stray cat? 

Compassion’s	health	benefits	

Why is compassion so important to our survival? Part of the answer 
may lie in its tremendous benefits for both physical and mental 
health and our overall well-being. 
 
Research by Ed Diener and Martin Seligman, leading researchers 
in positive psychology, suggests that connecting with others in a 
meaningful way helps us enjoy better mental and physical 
health and speeds up recovery from disease; furthermore, research 
by Stephanie Brown, at Stony Brook University, and Sara Konrath, 



 

 

 

at the University of Michigan, has shown that it may even lengthen 
our lifespan. 
 
 
Giving to others even increases well-being above and beyond what 
we experience when we spend money on ourselves. In a revealing 
experiment by Elizabeth Dunn, a professor of psychology at the 
University of British Columbia, participants received a sum of 
money; half of them were instructed to spend the money on 
themselves, the other half to spend the money on others. At the 
end of the study, which was published in the academic 
journal Science, participants who had spent money on others felt 
significantly happier than those who had spent money on 
themselves. 
 
Perhaps even more surprisingly, the fact that giving makes us 
happier than receiving is true across the world, regardless of 
whether countries are rich or poor. A new study led by Aknin, now 
at Simon Fraser University, shows that, across 136 countries, the 
amount of money people spend on others (rather than for personal 
benefit) is highly correlated with personal well-being, regardless of 
their levels of income, social support, perceived freedom, and 
perceived national corruption. 
	

Why	is	compassion	good	for	us?	

Why might compassion bring these health benefits? A clue to the 
answer can be found in fascinating new research by UCLA medical 
researcher Steve Cole and Barbara Fredrickson at the University of 
North Carolina, Chapel Hill. 
Cole and Fredrickson evaluated the levels of cellular inflammation 
in people who describe themselves as “very happy.” Inflammation is 



 

 

 

at the root of cancer and other diseases and is generally high in 
people who live under a lot of stress. We might expect that 
inflammation would be lower for people with higher levels of 
happiness….. 

 
Another reason compassion may boost our well-being is that it can 
help broaden our perspective beyond ourselves. Research shows 
that depression and anxiety are linked to a state of self-focus, a 
preoccupation with “me, myself, and I.” When you do something for 
someone else, however, that state of self-focus shifts to a state of 
other-focus. If you’re feeling down and suddenly a close friend or 
relative calls you for urgent help with a problem, your mood is likely 
to lift as your attention shifts to helping them. Rather than feeling 
blue, you may feel energized to help; before you know it, you may 
even have gained some perspective on your own situation as well. 
 
Finally, one additional way in which compassion may boost our 
well-being is by increasing our sense of connection to others. 
One telling study showed that lack of social connection is a greater 
detriment to health than obesity, smoking, and high blood pressure. 
On the flip side, strong social connection leads to a 50 percent 
increased chance of longevity. Social connection strengthens our 
immune system (research by Cole shows that genes impacted by 
social connection are also involved in immune function and 
inflammation), helps us recover from disease faster, and may even 
lengthen our life. 
 
People who feel more connected to others have lower rates of 
anxiety and depression; studies show that they also have higher 
self-esteem, are more empathic to others, are more trusting and 



 

 

 

cooperative and, as a consequence, others are more open to 
trusting and cooperating with them. 
 

Cultivating	compassion	

Although compassion appears to be a naturally evolved instinct, it 
sometimes helps to receive some training. A number of studies 
have now shown that a variety of compassion and “loving-kindness” 
meditation practices, mostly derived out of traditional Buddhist 
practices, may help cultivate compassion. 

…when Barbara Fredrickson tested a nine-week loving-kindness 
meditation intervention, she found that the participants who went 
through the intervention experienced increased daily positive 
emotions, reduced depressive symptoms, and greater life 
satisfaction. A study led by Sheethal Reddy at Emory University 
showed that a compassion training for foster children increased 
hopefulness in the children.	

  



 

 

 

List three health benefits of compassion: 
 
1. 
 
2. 
 
3. 
 
The article makes reference to several studies. Which study 
did you find the most interesting? Why? 
 
 
 
What are the benefits of social connectedness? 
 
 
 
How can you grow compassion? 
 
 
 
Do you think your school could be a more compassionate 
place?  If so, how? If no, what does it do already that you 
think is enough? 
 


