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Abstract
Objectives Compassion science has been informed and guided by Buddhist perspectives, but has yet to fully account for 
certain key Buddhist ideas about compassion. Skillful means and fierce compassion represent two such ideas, both of which 
pertain to compassionate actions that may not always appear compassionate to recipients or observers.
Methods To better account for the variety of compassionate behavior evident in the Buddhist traditions, including but not 
limited to skillful means and fierce compassion, this paper reviews relevant theory and findings from compassion science 
through the lens of the Big Two Framework. The Big Two Framework distinguishes between two core dimensions of social 
cognition, namely communion (i.e., warmth, morality, and expressiveness) and agency (i.e., dominance, competence, and 
instrumentality).
Results The Big Two Framework’s fundamental distinction between communion and agency appears useful for delineating 
forms of compassionate behavior. Additionally, the framework is helpful for considering behavior from actor versus recipi-
ent/observer perspectives, making it well-suited to account for compassionate actions that may not appear compassionate.
Conclusions Reflecting on compassion in relation to the Big Two maps a richer understanding of the social cognition under-
lying diverse forms of compassionate behavior and offers an empirically tractable framework and terminology for advancing 
research on understudied expressions of compassion.

Keywords Agency · Big Two · Compassion · Compassionate behavior · Communion

Scientific interest in compassion, both as an innate char-
acteristic and trainable capacity of mind, has grown sub-
stantially over the last decade (Seppälä et al. 2017). Much 
of this research has been informed by Buddhist views and 
perspectives on compassion, similar to the important role 
of Buddhist thinking in the science of mindfulness (Lavelle 
2017; Quaglia et al. 2020). However, as with mindfulness, 
certain key Buddhist ideas about compassion appear less 
represented in the scientific literature in ways that may limit 
the understanding, effectiveness, and applied benefits of 
compassion training. Examples from recent work include the 
need for a more relational approach within Western compas-
sion training (Condon and Makransky 2020), how an over-
emphasis on divided conceptualizations of compassion may 
result in gaps in understanding (Quaglia et al. 2020, 2021), 

and that the scientific construct of self-compassion may be 
incompatible with the overall goals of Mahayana Buddhist 
compassion training (Dunne and Manheim 2022). Here I 
draw on two ideas from Buddhism, namely skillful means 
and fierce compassion, as guiding concepts for advancing 
research on the role of compassion in certain kinds of chal-
lenging social situations—that is, situations in which the 
most effective compassionate action is unclear or for which 
perceptions of someone’s action may differ greatly depend-
ing on whose perspective we take.

To do so, I reflect on compassion through the lens of 
the Big Two Framework (Abele and Wojciszke 2007; Abele 
et al. 2021; Fiske et al. 2007; Paulhus and Trapnell 2008), 
a social cognitive framework for distinguishing two fun-
damental dimensions of content within social cognition, 
namely communal versus agentic content. The Big Two 
may offer a helpful lens for compassion given its usefulness 
for understanding a wide range of other social phenomena, 
such as impression formation (Asch 1946; Rosenberg et al. 
1968), leadership (Bass, 1990; Bertolotti et al. 2013), and 
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personality (Blackburn et al. 2004; Saucier 2009). Addition-
ally, the framework applies to distinguishing social behavior 
from both actor and observer/recipient perspectives (Abele 
and Wojciszke 2007, 2014), making it well-suited for con-
sidering compassionate behavior that may not appear com-
passionate to recipients or observers. Ultimately, a Big Two 
analysis of compassion may offer a tractable, empirically 
based framework and terminology for guiding more research 
on compassionate behavior that is not readily perceived to 
be nice, kind, or gentle.

From Compassion to Compassionate 
Behavior

How best to define compassion is an important and ongo-
ing area of inquiry for compassion science (e.g., Mascaro 
et al. 2020; Strauss et al. 2016). His Holiness the Dalai 
Lama (1995), who has long encouraged and helped to guide 
compassion science from a Buddhist view, has defined com-
passion as, “An openness to the suffering of others with a 
commitment to relieve it.” From an evolutionary perspec-
tive, Gilbert (2014) has similarly defined compassion as a 
“sensitivity to suffering in self and others with a commit-
ment to try to alleviate and prevent it.” Both perspectives 
emphasize awareness of, and motivation to alleviate, suffer-
ing—two components commonly found in scientific defini-
tions of compassion. Across definitions found in compassion 
science, it is common to consider separable components of 
compassion such as (1) acknowledging the presence of suf-
fering; (2) feeling empathic concern for the one suffering; 
and (3) embodying an intentional readiness to alleviate suf-
fering if possible (Gilbert 2015, 2020; Goetz et al. 2010; 
Jazaieri et al. 2013; Kanov et al. 2004; Strauss et al. 2016). 
While the exact number and type of components for compas-
sion differs between perspectives, most emphasize a com-
bination of cognitive, affective, and conative (motivational) 
processes, as well as a central focus on alleviating suffering.

The three components of compassion emphasized here 
are also clearly evident in how compassion is commonly 
trained in Western contexts, through meditation practices 
such as lovingkindness and tonglen (Quaglia et al. 2020). 
While lovingkindness is distinct from compassion in Bud-
dhism—with the former emphasizing wishes for happiness 
and the latter emphasizing the reduction of suffering—more 
secular approaches to compassion training often include lov-
ingkindness meditation as part of compassion training (Qua-
glia et al. 2020). During lovingkindness meditation, a trainee 
may be instructed to bring to mind someone who is going 
through a difficult time, cultivating greater awareness of 
suffering (cognitive component). Next, they are commonly 
instructed to focus on generating feelings of goodwill for 
the one who is suffering (affective component), alongside 

wishes for them to be free from suffering (conative compo-
nent). Similar practices may be used to cultivate self-com-
passion, with a focus on noticing, feeling for, and wishing 
to alleviate one’s own suffering (Neff 2003, 2012). Thus, 
depending on whose suffering is focal, these components 
appear central to cultivating self-compassion, compassion 
for others, or some combination of compassion orientations 
(Quaglia et al. 2020, 2021).

Of the three components of cognitive, affective, and 
conative, the one most pertinent to the topic of this paper is 
the conative, or motivational, component, since it connects 
the personal experience of compassion with its behavioral 
expressions (cf. Adie et al. 2021). As presented here, com-
passionate behavior is defined as goal-directed behavior 
that is compassion-based—that is, the behavior stems from 
noticing suffering, feeling for the one who is suffering, and 
desiring to alleviate that suffering. Thus, the ultimate goal of 
compassionate behavior is to reduce suffering. Depending on 
personal, social, and situational factors, this goal can apply 
to one’s own or others’ suffering, as well as to the allevia-
tion of suffering over the short- or long-term. Defined in this 
way, compassionate behavior represents a means to an end, 
and is distinguishable by qualities of the actor’s perspective 
(i.e., the one who is experiencing and acting from compas-
sion). This approach is also consistent with research on other 
sorts of goal-directed behavior such as emotion regulation 
(cf. Gross 2013, 2015). However, it does not account for 
the success or impact of compassionate behavior, making it 
important to consider the success of compassionate behav-
ior as a separate dimension. Alternatively, researchers could 
develop measures of compassionate behavior that not only 
assess the actor’s perspective, but also the impact on others 
in a variety of ways and at multiple timescales.

Skillful Means and Fierce Compassion

Buddhist thinking has been central in guiding much of the 
scientific study on compassion and its training (Lavelle 
2017). Despite many fruits of the dialogue between Bud-
dhism and compassion science, the field has yet to fully 
account for certain key concepts about compassion rep-
resented within Buddhism. Skillful means (upaya-kaush-
alya) is one such key concept from traditional Mahayana 
Buddhist teachings that pertains primarily to the variety 
of means a dedicated compassion practitioner may use to 
alleviate suffering (Cheng 2014; Federman 2009; McRae 
2004; Schroeder 2004). As with mindfulness (cf. Quaglia 
et al. 2015), definitions and interpretations of the term skill-
ful means can vary within Buddhism (Federman 2009; Mat-
sunaga and Matsunaga 1974; Simmer-Brown 1992). Yet, 
across various interpretations of the term, skillful means 
appears fundamentally connected to both the cultivation of 
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compassion and its diverse behavioral expressions (Simmer-
Brown 1992), and compassion is arguably what is most 
essential to skillful means (Schroeder 2004).

Applied to compassion, skillful means encompasses the 
development and use of diverse skills, strategies, and tactics 
needed to benefit others in ways that are context-sensitive, 
and can be flexibly employed according to the uniqueness of 
individuals and situational demands (Cheng 2014; McRae 
2004; Schroeder 2004). Skillful means also include actions 
that may not always appear compassion-based from the out-
side, due to a knowledge gap between compassionate actors 
and observers/recipients (Federman 2009). For example, the 
Lotus Sutra includes a parable wherein the Buddha describes 
the usefulness of “white lies” to lure children out from a 
burning building, lest they be killed in the fire (Federman 
2009). By centering on the compassionate goal for mislead-
ing the children (i.e., to save them from suffering a horren-
dous death), this parable highlights the central importance of 
both motivation and context for recognizing compassionate 
behaviors (Federman 2009), rather than limiting compassion 
to a prescribed, context-general set of actions.

A related concept of Tibetan Buddhist teachings is that 
of fierce compassion (Makransky 2016), which also has 
yet to receive ample attention in compassion science and 
training. While the word “fierce” may carry connotations 
of anger or aggression, the concept of fierce compassion is 
meant to encompass expressions of compassion that may 
be strong, forceful, confrontational, and protective (Gilbert 
2015; Makransky 2016; Neff 2018). Some fierce expressions 
of compassion have been previously explored and trained as 
part of the courage of compassion (Gilbert 2014, 2015), such 
as when resisting pressures to behave non-compassionately. 
Accordingly, courage is considered a key component of 
compassion in many training programs (Gilbert, 2009; 2015; 
Jinpa 2015). Since fierce or courageous forms of compas-
sionate behavior are rooted foremost in compassion, rather 
than anger or aggression, they are primarily motivated by 
the goal to alleviate suffering (Makransky 2016). Consider 
the following passage from renowned Buddhist teacher Jack 
Kornfield (2009):

Compassion is not foolish. It doesn’t just go along with 
what others want so they don’t feel bad. There is a yes 
in compassion, and there is also a no, said with the 
same courage of heart. No to abuse, no to violence, 
both personal and worldwide. The no is said not out 
of hate but out of unwavering care. Buddhists call this 
the fierce sword of compassion.

As is evident in this quote, fierce compassion acknowl-
edges that, depending on the situation, one’s goal to alleviate 
suffering may require behaviors that are not experienced as 
compassionate on the receiving end, or may “feel bad” to the 
recipient person. It is also noteworthy that fierce compassion 

is thought to buffer against various forms of ineffective com-
passionate behavior, which have been described as “ena-
bling” (Khyentse 2003), “idiot compassion” (Trungpa 2008), 
or “sentimental compassion” (Thurman 2006). Accordingly, 
fierce and courageous forms of compassion may be espe-
cially important to the context of social justice, where allevi-
ating suffering often entails confronting the harmful actions 
of others (Gilbert 2015; Makransky 2016; Neff 2018).

Thus, both skillful means and fierce compassion represent 
understudied ideas about compassion from Buddhism that 
offer a helpful challenge to oversimplified views on com-
passionate behavior as synonymous with nice, gentle, or 
submissive behavior, a potential misconception about com-
passion previously recognized in compassion research (Cata-
rino et al. 2014; Gilbert et al. 2017; Gilbert 2020). Skill-
ful means and fierce compassion also share in common the 
likelihood of being perceived or evaluated differently from 
actor versus observer/recipient perspectives, highlighting 
the importance of perspective when aiming to study them 
scientifically. As will be explored next, in the language of 
the Big Two, these distinctions between compassion and 
niceness, gentleness, and so on pertain to relations between 
compassion, communion, and agency. Additionally, the Big 
Two Framework acknowledges the potential for divergence 
in how behaviors are perceived between actor and observer/
recipient perspectives.

The Big Two

Social scientists have long recognized that people navigate 
their social world by relying on two fundamental dimen-
sions of social cognitive content (Bakan, 1966; Abele and 
Wojciszke 2007, 2014; Fiske et al. 2007). The Big Two 
Framework (Abele et al. 2021; Paulhus and Trapnell 2008) 
is a metatheoretical perspective that aims to encompass 
and integrate research on these two dimensions, commonly 
using the terms communion and agency to distinguish 
between them. Generally speaking, communion concerns 
qualities and behaviors important for relationality and 
“getting along,” such as friendliness and care, whereas 
agency pertains to qualities and behaviors for goal pur-
suit and “getting ahead,” such as assertiveness and task 
accomplishment (Abele and Wojciszke 2014; Abele et al. 
2021). Yet across different areas of investigation, research-
ers have relied on a variety of terms to distinguish between 
these dimensions, including warmth-dominance, morality-
competence, expressiveness-instrumentality, femininity-
masculinity, social goodness-intellectual goodness, and 
horizontal-vertical (for reviews, see Abele et al. 2021; 
Abele and Wojciszke 2014). Depending on the domain to 
which they are applied, different aspects of the Big Two 
may be more salient. As examples, researchers studying 
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perceivers’ ratings of facial structure have identified two 
underlying factors to be trustworthiness-dominance (Wil-
lis and Todorov 2006), whereas the study of gender has 
commonly delineated the Big Two in terms of feminine-
masculine (Bem 1974). As applied to this paper, the Big 
Two may be understood as an inclusive and flexible frame-
work that helps to organize and integrate research on two 
core dimensions of social cognitive content found across 
a wide variety of social phenomena.

Most germane to the topic of compassion, it has been 
argued that communal and agentic behavior might be dis-
tinguished by tendencies toward other-profitability and self-
profitability, respectively (Abele and Wojciszke 2007, 2014; 
Peeters 2005). Specifically, since agentic behavior is evalu-
ated primarily by its adaptive potential for the acting indi-
vidual, it tends toward self-profitability, whereas communal 
behavior is rooted in its value to others, and therefore tends 
to be evaluated as other-profitable. However, this has been 
shown to be an oversimplification, with research demonstrat-
ing that agentic behavior may be instrumental to achieving 
an other-profitable goal (Abele and Wojciszke 2007; Frimer 
et al. 2011). For example, research on moral exceptionality 
has found that moral exemplars tend to integrate agency and 
communion, relying on agentic behavior in service of com-
munal pursuits (Frimer et al. 2011, 2012). This highlights 
an important caveat for a Big Two analysis of compassion, 
namely that complex social situations may require sequenc-
ing or blending communal and agentic behaviors (cf. Frimer 
et al. 2011, 2012). Indeed, research has shown that singular, 
unmitigated forms of either communal or agentic behavior 
can be detrimental (Helgeson and Fritz 1999).

Overall, the Big Two are considered vital dimensions of 
the social mind, essential to people’s capacities to under-
stand themselves and each other in the context of social 
interaction (Abele and Wojciszke 2014; Abele et al. 2021). 
Yet, as core aspects of social cognition, they are also primar-
ily subjective and perceiver-dependent (cf. Barrett 2012), 
whether in the subjective experience of how an individ-
ual actor perceives their own actions, or how a recipient/
observer perceives the actions of others. Consistent with 
this, research has found there to be a common divergence 
in how an action is perceived between actors (self-percep-
tion) and recipient/observers (perception of others). The 
Dual Perspective Model (DPM) holds that communion and 
agency are differentially linked to actor versus recipient/
observer perspectives (Abele and Wojciszke 2007, 2014). 
Specifically, the DPM states that communal content is pri-
mary when evaluating behavior from the recipient/observer 
perspective, whereas agentic content is primary from the 
actor perspective. This asymmetry in how actions may be 
perceived makes it important to consider multiple perspec-
tives—actor and recipient/observer—when applying the Big 
Two to the topic of compassion.

One End, Many Means

With this review, we can now conduct an initial analysis 
of compassionate behavior through the lens of the Big 
Two, and thereby reflect on the variety of compassionate 
behaviors one may use to pursue their goal of alleviating 
suffering, including those described in Buddhism as skill-
ful means and fierce compassion. To do so, I first consider 
compassionate behavior in relation to three adjective pairs 
that have been commonly relied on to distinguish quali-
ties of communal and agentic behavior in the Big Two 
literature. While none of these pairs fully encompass the 
communion-agency distinction, individually or in com-
bination, they can each help to organize relevant theory 
and findings from compassion science that may be useful 
for delineating communal and agentic forms of compas-
sionate behavior. Descriptions and representative findings 
for these communal and agentic qualities are presented in 
Table 1 and Table 2, respectively. After reviewing relevant 
theory and findings in relation to these adjective pairs, I 
then consider how the Big Two’s focus on distinguishing 
actor and recipient/observer perspectives may offer addi-
tional insights for compassion science. Importantly, this 
analysis will focus primarily on the individual and inter-
personal levels of analysis, and does not account for more 
systemic and cultural factors that may shape how com-
passion is experienced and expressed (cf. George 2014; 
Steindl et al. 2020).

Warmth Versus Dominance

In the context of the Big Two, warmth pertains to nur-
turance, cooperation, and “getting along” (Abele et al. 
2021; Abele and Wojciszke 2014; Wiggins 1979). Con-
sistent with this quality of communion, ample research 
has linked compassion and its behavioral expressions to 
warm, affiliative, and affectionate behaviors (Gilbert 2015, 
2019; Goetz et al. 2010). Evolutionary perspectives on this 
subject hold that compassion evolved as part of a distinct 
affective experience that promotes cooperation, protection 
of the weak and vulnerable, and care for those suffering 
(Goetz et al. 2010). This includes behavioral expressions 
such as soothing and touch that correspond with social 
approach motivation (Goetz et al. 2010). Research relying 
on word sorting has found that participants group compas-
sion together with words such as sympathy, kindness, ten-
derness, and warmth (Campos et al. 2009), and subjective 
experiences of induced compassion are likewise linked 
with sympathy, tenderness, and warmth (Condon and Bar-
rett 2013). Studies on compassion training also support the 
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link between the cultivation of compassion and warmth. 
In one example, Ashar et al. (2016) found that, compared 
with two active control conditions, compassion medita-
tion increased feelings of tenderness toward individuals 
facing hardship, together with increasing the amount of 
donations to them. Regarding neuroscientific research, 
Klimecki et al. (2013) studied the effects of compassion 
training in response to videos of others in distress, finding 
that compassion training increased activation in areas of 
the brain associated with love and affiliation. Considered 
together, prior theory and empirical research on com-
passion strongly supports the link between compassion 
and warmth, particularly for targets in distress or facing 
hardship.

As an agentic counterpart to warmth, dominance is asso-
ciated with power, assertiveness, and “getting ahead” (Abele 
et al. 2021; Abele and Wojciszke 2014; Wiggins 1979). Thus 
far, compassion research seems to have focused less on 
dominance per se, and more so on refuting the link between 
compassion and submissive behavior. This may be aimed at 
misconceptions outside the scientific community that com-
passion entails submissiveness, as revealed by research on 
the fears of compassion (Gilbert et al. 2011; Kirby et al. 
2019). For example, this research has found that people 
will endorse statements such as, “Being too compassionate 
makes people soft and easy to take advantage of,” “Peo-
ple will take advantage of you if you are too forgiving and 
compassionate,” and “I fear that being too compassionate 
will make me an easy target” (Gilbert et al. 2011). Running 
counter to such statements, research has examined “submis-
sive compassion,” a form of pseudo-compassionate behavior 
focused on appearing nice or wanting to be liked (Catarino 
et al. 2014). In two studies, researchers found that this sort of 
submissive behavior was linked with unfavorable outcomes, 
such as shame, self-criticism, and depression, whereas “gen-
uine” compassion was associated with more favorable out-
comes (Catarino et al. 2014; Gilbert et al. 2017). Similarly, 
research has found that genuine self-compassion is nega-
tively related to submissive behaviors (Akin 2009; Eraydın 
and Karagözoğlu 2017).

Overall, studying the relation between compassion and 
submissive behavior is important, but countering the ten-
dency to associate them may require more direct research 
on dominant behavioral expressions of compassion, includ-
ing fierce compassion. As Gilbert (2014) writes, “Compas-
sion is not about the avoidance of anger or being stuck in a 
weak submissive position. Compassion involves develop-
ing the courage to be open to our anger and rage” (p. 33). 
Additionally, further research on this topic seems poised to 
reveal a more complex and nuanced relationship between 
compassion and dominance, compared to that of compas-
sion and warmth. For example, Van Kleef et al. (2008) found 
that participants with more perceived power exhibited less 

compassionate behavior when engaging with others who 
were suffering. Thus, even if compassion is associated 
with dominant behavior in certain situations, it will remain 
important to consider how dominance might also interfere 
with compassion.

Morality Versus Competence

Morality pertains to behavior that is sensitive to the needs 
and goals of others, as well as to moral norms such as fair-
ness and loyalty (Abele and Wojciszke 2014; Reeder and 
Brewer 1979). From an evolutionary perspective, it has 
been argued that compassion is central to the development 
of moral judgment and behavior, perhaps even serving as a 
“moral barometer” (Gilbert 2019; Goetz et al. 2010). Con-
sistent with this perspective, research has found that down-
regulating feelings associated with compassion can create 
a sense of dissonance with one’s moral self-concept (Cam-
eron and Payne 2012). Specifically, participants instructed 
to regulate feelings related to compassion in response to 
human distress subsequently devalued morality or relaxed 
their beliefs in moral norms (Cameron and Payne 2012). 
Regarding compassion’s role in enacting moral behavior, 
compassion training can increase prosocial behavior in 
games designed to assess helping behavior (Leiberg et al. 
2011; Weng et al. 2013). Additionally, two studies examined 
the effects of compassion training in the context of an eco-
nomic game task that entailed fairness violations (McCall 
et al. 2014; Weng et al. 2015), finding that compassion train-
ing increased altruistic redistribution to victims of unfair-
ness. These studies also found that compassion training did 
not decrease the amount of norm-reinforcing punishment of 
fairness violators, indicating that compassion may give rise 
to distinct patterns of moral responding to both victims and 
transgressors of social norm violations.

Competence is an agentic quality associated with skill-
fulness, efficiency, task performance, and goal achievement 
(Abele and Wojciszke 2014; Wojciszke 2005). There appear 
to be two ways the connection between compassion and 
competence has been explored to date. First, compassion can 
be assessed in terms of how competently one can enact effec-
tive compassionate behavior. This is consistent with an evo-
lutionary perspective, which considers effective compassion 
to depend on a variety of socially intelligent competencies 
that are important for taking actions to reduce suffering (Gil-
bert et al. 2017). Indeed, research has shown those higher in 
cognitive empathy tend to enact more beneficial empathy-
driven behaviors compared with those lower in cognitive 
empathy (Gilbert et al. 2017). Extending this understanding 
into an applied context, the Compassion Competence Scale 
(Lee and Seomun 2016) is a measure for studying the role of 
different compassion-related competencies among medical 
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professionals. The scale assesses compassion competence 
according to three subfactors: (1) communication (e.g., “I 
am aware of how to communicate with patients to encourage 
them”); (2) sensitivity (e.g., “I am well aware of changes 
in patients’ emotional condition”); and (3) insight (e.g., “I 
am intuitive about patients because of my diverse clinical 
experience”).

Second, competence can be viewed as an outcome of 
compassion or compassion training. For example, research 
has demonstrated links between compassion and job per-
formance among teachers (Aboul-Ela 2017), nurses (Chu 
2017), and employees of private companies (Ko and Choi 
2019). Being on the receiving end of compassion has like-
wise been found to improve job performance (Chu 2016; 
Eldor 2018), suggesting possible mutual benefits for the 
competence of both extending and receiving compassion in 
the workplace. Another broad area of competency that has 
been emphasized in compassion research is emotion regu-
lation, which pertains to how successful individuals are in 
modulating emotions according to their goals (Gross 2015). 
As examples, research has found that compassion meditation 
improves social emotion regulation (Engen and Singer 2015; 
Klimecki et al. 2013), self-compassion can increase the 
efficacy of key emotion regulation strategies (Diedrich et al 
2016), and compassion training can enhance one’s capability 
to achieve emotion regulatory goals (Jazaieri et al. 2018). In 
addition to questions about whether compassion promotes 
competence, research is needed to understand the underlying 
mechanisms driving compassion’s effects, such mechanisms 
may include greater motivation or enhanced cognitive con-
trol. This research gap is especially evident when compar-
ing studies on training in compassion with mindfulness, for 
which cognitive task performance has been a key research 
focus (Chiesa et al. 2011; Grossenbacher & Quaglia, 2017). 
As one notable exception, researchers examined the effects 
of lovingkindness meditation on Stroop Task performance, 
and found that lovingkindness resulted in improvements in 
cognitive control (Hunsinger et al. 2013).

Expressiveness Versus Instrumentality

In a Big Two Framework, expressive behavior is associated 
with group harmony, affection, and eagerness to soothe hurt 
feelings (Abele and Wojciszke 2014; Colley et al. 2009).

If compassion is associated with expressiveness, then it 
should heighten the scope and scale of affective and behav-
ioral responsiveness to those who are suffering. A growing 
body of findings, using diverse methods, supports this con-
nection. First, regarding the scope of such responsiveness, 
a study examined the effects of lovingkindness meditation 
on implicit bias toward stigmatized outgroups (Kang et al. 
2014), finding lower implicit bias toward both homeless 

and black individuals following lovingkindness meditation. 
Regarding the degree of sensitivity to suffering, compas-
sion training has been shown to heighten neural response 
(Lutz et al. 2008), as well as facial action displays of sym-
pathetic concern (Rosenberg et al. 2015) to sounds or videos 
of others in distress, respectively. This heightened sensitivity 
to suffering also appears to translate into more expressive 
behavior, such as was found in studies linking compassion 
training with greater altruistic redistribution to victims of 
unfairness (McCall et al. 2014; Weng et al. 2015), as well as 
to strangers in need (Ashar et al. 2016). In a more ecologi-
cally valid test of compassion’s effects on expressive behav-
ior, Condon et al. (2013) examined the effects of meditation 
training (including compassion) on whether one would give 
up their seat to someone on crutches, who was visibly winc-
ing in pain. Findings confirmed that meditation increased 
the likelihood of offering one’s seat to the person in pain.

In Big Two research, instrumentality has been considered 
an agentic counterpart to expressiveness, pertaining to goal-
oriented behaviors that serve as a means to an end (Abele 
and Wojciszke 2014; Frimer et al. 2012). In the context 
of compassion, instrumentality pertains to any short-term 
behavior that serves as a means toward a compassionate goal 
over a longer timeframe. A few studies within compassion 
science, alongside some noteworthy parallel findings from 
Big Two research, have found evidence for instrumental 
forms of compassionate behavior. Regarding findings on 
compassion per se, the aforementioned studies relying on 
economic games provide what may be the strongest evidence 
for instrumental compassionate behavior. Specifically, both 
McCall et al. (2014) and Weng et al. (2015) found that com-
passion training increased recompensating victims of unfair-
ness, but was not associated with decreased punishment of 
norm violators, supporting the view that compassion does 
not reduce instrumental punishment behavior. Most relevant 
to instrumentality, McCall et al. (2014) found that such pun-
ishment behavior among compassion practitioners occurred 
in the relative absence of anger, a finding they attribute to a 
shift from “sanctioning as a function of vengeful and retribu-
tive motives (i.e., punishment to punish the transgressor) 
to sanctioning in order to restore justice and equity (i.e., to 
solve the problem)” (p. 9).

Overall, these findings are consistent with research on the 
Big Two suggesting that agentic behavior (e.g., punishment 
of perpetrators) can be instrumental to long-term, prosocial 
goals (e.g., to restore social harmony; Abele and Wojciszke 
2007). A noteworthy parallel finding comes from studies 
on what distinguishes moral exemplars from a similarly 
influential, but morally lacking, comparison group (Frimer 
et al. 2011, 2012). Rather than prosociality on its own dis-
tinguishing moral exemplars, it was found that influential 
moral figures—such as Rosa Parks, His Holiness the Dalai 
Lama, and Mother Teresa—consistently leveraged agentic 
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behavior in an instrumental fashion to achieve prosocial 
goals (Frimer et al. 2011, 2012). For example, Frimer et al. 
(2012) cite British suffragette Emmeline Pankhurst’s “fight-
ing” (instrumental agency) for “the betterment of the human 
race” (prosocial goal). Together, these studies from com-
passion science and the Big Two literature provide initial 
evidence that agentic behavior can be instrumental to the 
achievement of compassionate goals, similar to how com-
munal behavior can be used to achieve self-interested goals 
(Catarino et al. 2014; Gilbert et al. 2017).

Compassion from Two Perspectives

When one person behaves compassionately toward another, 
there are commonly at least two subjective perceptions and 
evaluations of that action. First, there is the individual’s own 
self-perception of the behavior (actor perspective), which 
holds unique insight and information regarding the thoughts, 
feelings, and goals that motivate their behavior (e.g., the goal 
to alleviate suffering). Second, there is the perspective of the 
target or recipient of that compassionate behavior—that is, 
the individual whose suffering is focal for the actor. Beyond 
these two, there is potential for other observers of compas-
sionate behavior, who are neither the actor nor recipient, but 
who may have unique knowledge or relation to the actor or 
recipient. As mentioned earlier, the DPM (Abele and Woj-
ciszke 2007, 2014) holds that these different perspectives 
matter for how a given behavior will be evaluated in relation 
to communion and agency. Specifically, communal content 
will receive more weight when evaluating behavior from the 
recipient/observer perspective because recipient/observers 
are more likely to benefit from communal traits and behav-
iors. Conversely, agentic content is given more weight when 
evaluating from the actors’ perspective, since actors tend to 
be more concerned with their own goal pursuit (Abele and 
Wojciszke 2014; Peeters 2005).

There are two broad implications of the DPM for under-
standing compassionate behavior through the lens of the 
Big Two. First, as noted earlier, both communal and agentic 
behaviors may be useful for achieving one’s compassionate 
goal of alleviating suffering. Therefore, as the DPM applies 
to compassion, there is less truth to the default evaluations 
of how much communion and agency benefit others ver-
sus oneself, respectively. Yet since these weightings of the 
Big Two are central to how social behaviors are perceived 
and evaluated (Abele and Wojciszke 2007, 2014), tenden-
cies to associate communion with other-profitability and 
agency with self-profitability may persist in how compas-
sionate behaviors are evaluated. Accordingly, all other things 
equal, we would expect recipients/observers to deem com-
munal forms of compassionate behavior as more favorable, 
whereas the actor perspective would deem agentic forms of 

compassionate behavior more favorably. Second and relat-
edly, there is likely a larger divergence, between actor and 
recipient/observer perspectives for agentic forms of com-
passionate behavior when compared with communal forms. 
This is partially due to a real knowledge gap between actors 
and recipients/observers—the actor is aware their agentic 
behavior is motivated by prosocial goals, whereas the recipi-
ent/observer can only be aware of this through communica-
tion or inference. According to the DPM, this bigger gap 
in perceptions for agentic compassionate behavior will also 
be driven by the differential weightings of communion and 
agency between perspectives.

Overall, these two implications of the DPM converge 
to generate a number of interesting predictions about how 
different forms of compassionate behavior are perceived 
and evaluated. First, due to more divergence in perception 
between actors and recipients/observers, agentic compas-
sionate behaviors may result in less social consensus than 
communal compassionate behaviors. Indeed, when rating 
how compassionate behaviors are, we might expect actors 
to rate agentic forms of compassion higher and recipients/
observers to rate communal forms as higher. Second, based 
on these divergent perceptions, agentic forms of compassion 
may be associated with more controversy and conflict (Abele 
and Wojciszke 2014). This could manifest behaviorally in 
a greater need for actors to communicate their compassion-
ate intentions before, during, and after agentic compassion-
ate behavior. Third, agentic compassionate behavior seems 
likely to entail more social risk than communal forms, since 
recipients/observers may mislabel these agentic actions as 
less compassionate or even as self-interested. Compassionate 
actors may therefore be disincentivized to engage in agentic 
compassionate behavior in social contexts for which they 
anticipate social costs. On the other hand, agentic compas-
sionate behavior may be more likely when actors are trusted 
or hold positions of power.

Additional Implications for Compassion 
Science

To date, compassion science has made progress in develop-
ing a more robust understanding of compassion as an innate 
yet trainable aspect of the human mind. This work has been 
greatly facilitated by the perspectives of Buddhist traditions, 
for which compassion and its training have long been central 
to the soteriological goal of ending suffering. This estab-
lished research offers a supportive foundation for exploring 
the greater diversity of behavioral expressions of compas-
sion found within Buddhist traditions. Accordingly, this 
paper has presented a Big Two analysis of compassion in 
order to see what insights could be gleaned about particular 
expressions of compassion that have received less empirical 
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attention, including but not limited to skillful means and 
fierce compassion. Examining compassion through this lens 
reveals that compassion can be expressed behaviorally in 
both communal and agentic forms, with existing theory and 
incipient data overall consistent with traditional views on the 
potential for compassion to manifest in a variety of behav-
ioral expressions. This Big Two analysis also highlights the 
importance of considering compassionate behavior with 
respect to one’s perspective, since the same behavior can 
be evaluated in different ways depending on whether one is 
an actor, recipient, or observer of compassionate behavior. 
What follows is an exploration of additional insights offered 
by analyzing compassionate behavior in relation to the Big 
Two Framework.

Is Compassion Science Biased Toward 
Communion?

This Big Two analysis of compassionate behavior raises a 
number of new and interesting questions for future research, 
and perhaps especially with regard to agentic expressions of 
compassion. Foremost, it seems important to consider the 
relative emphasis of compassion science on communion ver-
sus agency. Prior research on the Big Two has demonstrated 
that communal behavior tends toward other-profitability, 
whereas agentic behavior tends toward self-profitability, an 
ingrained association that appears central to how perceiv-
ers cognize their social world (Abele and Wojciszke 2007, 
2014). Compassion’s intrinsic link with other-profitability 
may therefore bias thinking about compassion toward com-
munion because communal behaviors more readily come to 
mind when reflecting on compassion. Additionally, the affec-
tive component of compassion has been shown to include 
feelings of tenderness and warmth, which are commonly 
perceived as part of communion. Therefore, compassion 
may be associated with communion more than agency when 
appraised from an affective perspective, and this may shape 
people’s views of compassionate behavior. Agentic expres-
sions of compassion are also often instrumental—meaning 
that the achievement of one’s compassionate goals (to reduce 
suffering) may not be immediate nor obvious. This instru-
mentality adds another layer of complexity for assessing the 
effectiveness of compassionate behavior. Finally, an exami-
nation of compassion through DPM theory reveals a greater 
mismatch between actor and recipient/observer perspectives 
when compassionate behavior is agentic. This larger actor-
observer gap may make it more challenging to study agentic 
forms of compassion in ways that account for how these 
behaviors are perceived from multiple perspectives.

Despite a number of reasons for why compassion may be 
more readily associated with communion than agency, this 
Big Two analysis has revealed how the connection between 

compassion and communion is far from comprehensive. By 
considering theory and findings from compassion science 
that express agency—namely dominance, competence, and 
instrumentality—we see evidence for agentic compassion-
ate behavior that is consistent with scientific and traditional 
Buddhist perspectives. Without more attention to such agen-
tic compassionate behavior, there could be a risk of reinforc-
ing a simplified understanding of compassionate behavior as 
synonymous with communal behavior. This may be espe-
cially detrimental when the association between compas-
sion and communion serves as a barrier for certain audi-
ences or domains of society that may strongly benefit from 
compassion training. For example, Kirby and Kirby (2017) 
examined compassion through an evolutionary perspective 
and found that teenage boys may be reluctant to develop 
compassionate identities due to misconceptions about the 
links between compassion and masculinity (an agentic qual-
ity). Similarly, Ramon et al. (2020) examined relationships 
between self-compassion and masculinity among veterans, 
finding that masculine norms may function as a psychologi-
cal barrier to self-compassion.

Compassion and Social Justice

Social justice is another key area of application for com-
passion training that risks being underserved when commu-
nal expressions of compassion are centered. As mentioned 
earlier, fierce compassion seems particularly relevant in the 
context of social justice (Makransky 2016), and a Big Two 
analysis can help us better frame the relationships between 
compassion and social justice within an existing, empirically 
derived framework. By conceptualizing diverse kinds of 
strong, forceful, confrontational, or protective compassion-
ate behaviors as agentic compassionate behaviors (instead 
of the Buddhist term, fierce compassion), we can better dis-
tinguish them from similar behaviors that may be rooted in 
anger or aggression (Makransky 2016). This is because the 
goal of alleviating suffering often entails confronting the 
harmful actions of others (Gilbert 2015; Makransky 2016; 
Neff 2018), which depends critically on the capacity to lev-
erage agentic behavior in service of a compassionate goal. 
As reviewed earlier, research on compassionate responses 
to social injustice has demonstrated the reliance of agen-
tic behavior alongside a relative absence of anger (McCall 
et al. 2014), and moral exemplars appear distinguishable 
from others by their capacity to wield agentic behaviors to 
combat social injustice of various kinds (Frimer et al. 2011, 
2012). Reflecting on the links between compassion and 
social justice also underscores the need for more research on 
how systemic and cultural factors may shape compassionate 
behavior (cf. George 2014; Steindl et al. 2020).
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Agentic Self‑Compassion

Although the primary focus for this Big Two analysis has 
been other-oriented compassion, a similar analysis could 
be done for self-compassion. For example, regarding the 
agentic quality of dominance, two studies on self-compas-
sion have revealed negative correlations with submissive 
behavior (Akin 2009; Eraydın and Karagözoğlu 2017), 
suggesting higher self-worth with self-compassion may 
support and maintain dominant behavioral expressions 
(e.g., assertiveness) when such actions align with reduc-
ing one’s own suffering. Research also suggests that self-
compassion may engender competence by promoting a 
more accepting and positive attitude toward oneself and 
one’s mistakes, rather than more self-critical and evalua-
tive responses (Mosewich et al. 2019). Consistent with this 
perspective, a study on self-improvement motivation found 
that self-compassion can increase one’s engagement with 
self-improvement when confronted with one’s mistakes 
(Breines and Chen 2012). This finding also highlights 
links between instrumentality and self-compassion, which 
may be important for differentiating self-compassionate 
behaviors from self-gratification. It has been said that self-
compassion is “less about doing what feels good all the 
time, and more about doing that which is good for me, 
even if it is difficult” (Adie et al. 2021, p. 1748; Breines 
and Chen 2012).

Revisiting Skillful Means and Fierce 
Compassion

Equipped with related concepts and theory from the Big 
Two literature, we can now revisit the topics of skillful 
means and fierce compassion. As presented in this paper, 
what appears most essential to compassion is not a pre-
scribed set of behaviors, but rather a distinct cognitive 
and emotional experience paired with a goal to alleviate 
suffering. This understanding of compassion leaves room 
for it to be expressed in a wide variety of behaviors that 
can support the achievement of compassionate goals. 
As Gilbert and Mascaro (2017) write, “Thinking about 
compassion as a form of courage can help set against the 
view that compassion is about kindness, softness, and 
gentleness. Those are ways of being compassionate but 
are not compassion itself” (p. 414). This statement echoes 
the sentiment that the inner experience of compassion is 
distinct from its outward behavioral expressions or “ways 
of being” that derive from compassion. Viewed through 
the Big Two, the diverse set of compassionate behaviors 
includes agentic behaviors, which may not be as readily 

perceived as compassionate to recipients/observers. It is 
this concept of agentic compassionate behavior that seems 
especially helpful for understanding skillful means and 
fierce compassion.

Both skillful means and fierce compassion represent 
forms of compassionate behavior from Buddhist thinking 
that do not fit neatly with the idea that compassion is always 
characterized by niceness, gentleness, or softness, a poten-
tial myth about compassion recognized previously (Catarino 
et al. 2014; Gilbert et al. 2017; Gilbert 2020). Addition-
ally, as understood in Buddhist teachings, skillful means 
and fierce compassion are likely to be perceived differently 
depending on one’s perspective, since the compassionate 
actor may hold unique knowledge about the motivation for 
their actions. Considered together, these features appear 
strongly aligned with insights from the Big Two literature. 
Specifically, both skillful means and fierce compassion may 
be framed as concepts or categories from Buddhism that are 
primarily about agentic compassionate behavior. Connect-
ing skillful means and fierce compassion to the construct of 
agency helps us to understand what distinguishes them from 
communal expressions of compassion, namely through their 
association with qualities such as dominance, competence, 
and instrumentality. Additionally, because agentic behaviors 
may be less likely to be deemed compassionate by recipi-
ents/observers, this framing provides explanatory power 
regarding the potential for agentic compassionate behaviors 
to be misinterpreted, controversial, or socially risky. Ulti-
mately, this Big Two analysis may inform the next steps for 
research on topics such as skillful means and fierce com-
passion, both of which may be better construed as forms of 
agentic compassionate behavior within compassion science 
and perhaps also compassion training.

The purpose of this paper was to bring the literature 
of compassion and the Big Two together to provide novel 
insights about compassionate behavior. I was especially 
interested in research and findings relevant to understudied 
expressions of compassion evident in the Buddhist tradi-
tions, such as skillful means and fierce compassion. A Big 
Two analysis of compassionate behavior offers a useful con-
ceptual division between communion and agency, which 
invites a more complete consideration of the wide variety 
of possible compassionate behaviors. This analysis offers a 
foundation for understanding how compassion may give rise 
to both communal and agentic behaviors, depending on what 
can best serve one’s goal to reduce suffering. Moreover, the 
Big Two helps to account for skillful means and fierce com-
passion within compassion science, providing new termi-
nology and an empirical framework for advancing research 
on such agentic expressions of compassion. Considering 
the relevance of agentic compassionate behavior for coun-
tering myths about compassion that may preclude certain 
audiences from engaging in compassion and its training, 
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further research on agentic compassionate behavior would 
be helpful.
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