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Background. Kindness and acts of kindness have the potential to cause tremen- Keywords:
dously positive effects on subjective well-being, reflected in improvements in  Acts of
mental and physical health, and interpersonal relationships. Fostering knowledge  kindness,

about kindness may help in self-development and psychotherapeutic interven- kind behavior,
tions aimed to improve an individual’s emotional well-being. However, existing  kindness,
research data and understanding of this phenomenon in Russia, as well as descrip- network of
tions of acts of kindness, are presently relatively limited. kindness,

Objective. To study the Russian understanding of kindness, its meaning in the ~ prosocial
Russian context; to categorize a variety of identified acts of kindness; and to define behavior,
kindness based on the data derived from a Russian sample. well-being

Design. There were 291 Russian participants, recruited using an online recruit-
ing platform, who filled out an online questionnaire that identified definitions
of kindness with corresponding examples. Also captured in the sample were the
participant’s age, gender, and religiosity. The data underwent qualitative analysis
through open, axial, and focused coding.

Results. As a result of qualitative analysis, four theme categories emerged to de-
fine kindness: a) personal states and qualities (one’s own states and self-perception,
moral values and qualities, self-regulation and emotional stability); b) openness to
others (attention to others, love and positive attitude); c) emotional and cognitive
understanding of others and tolerance, actions and behavior (altruistic sacrifice,
help, politeness and respect, forgiveness, generosity, pleasing actions). Concrete
examples of kind acts and behavior were categorized. A definition of kindness was
formulated based on the data.

Conclusion. The research results can be used in training, counselling, and
therapeutic sessions to increase subjective well-being. Directions for further re-
search have been defined.
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Introduction

Because kindness has the potential to cause such a positive effect on several impor-
tant dimensions of life, the topic of kindness has been considered since ancient times.
Kindness has been explored in different guises from Aristotle to Darwin (Price, 1989;
Seppild et al., 2017) and continues to be a concern to scholars. Recent studies have
demonstrated that kindness improves interpersonal communication and subjective
well-being (Algoe et al., 2008; Curry et al., 2018; Hui et al., 2020; Layous, et al., 2012;
Shin et al., 2020); acts of kindness performed on a regular basis are documented
to activate happiness-neurotransmitters or those parts of the brain associated with
well-being (Harbaugh et al., 2007); overall life satisfaction and optimism increase,
while anxiety and negative emotions fade (Kerr et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2016).
Moreover, the effect of kindness on longevity is widely established (Brown et al.,
2009; Nelson-Coftey et al., 2017), as regular acts of kindness decrease stress (Raposa
etal., 2016), pain (Emmons, 2007), and the speed of the aging processes (Hoge et al.,
2013; Kok et al., 2013) for the person who performs them. Finally, there is the posi-
tive effect experienced by the recipients of kind actions (Alvis et al., 2020).

Many researchers in psychology and related disciplines are inclined to consider
kindness as a separate phenomenon manifested in interpersonal communication
and interaction, to be developed for the sake of the individual and societal well-
being, as kindness and the desire to be kind to others become contagious within a
community (Chancellor et al., 2018).

Scientists have defined kindness as a quality reflected within the definitions of
altruism, compassion, courtesy, empathy, friendliness, generosity, love, mercy, pro-
sociality, responsiveness, tolerance, intentions to do good towards others, to help in
difficult situations, and to care for others (Brazhnikova & Zyuzya, 2011; Mordovina,
2014; Peterson and Seligman, 2004; Seppdld et al., 2017; Yagil, 2015). Kindness is
perceived to have moral, emotional, motivational, and behavioral components (Kerr
et al., 2015; Mordovina, 2014).

Knafo & Israel (2012) talk about a “network of kindness”, which includes interre-
lated phenomena: altruism, compassion, empathy, generosity, prosocial/helping be-
havior, and sympathy. Where altruism, despite significant variations in definitions,
is often described as actions intended to benefit others, sacrificing one’s own inter-
ests, or performed secretly for unselfish reasons (Binfet & Passmore, 2017; Kerr et
al., 2004; Yigit & Acar, 2020), compassion is an ability to sense others’ suffering and
a desire to relieve this suffering (Gilbert at al., 2019); empathy is an ability to feel and
understand others’ states and emotions in particular situations (Ermolova, 2016);
generosity is an ability to share material and moral resources with others (Park et al.,
2017); prosocial/helping behavior represents the entire spectrum of actions intended
to benefit others (Torstveit et al., 2016); sympathy is an ability to relate to another’s
emotions, needs, and suffering, an attempt to imagine how others feel in particular
situations based on one’s own experience (Baldner et al., 2020; Nichols, 2001).

In light of the mixed definitions and limited research on kindness in the Russian
context, our first research question is: What do Russians perceive kindness to mean?
And by extension: Is it possible to establish a definition of kindness based on Russian
respondents’ opinions?
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In some sources, kindness is considered a virtue (Malti, 2020), a moral qual-
ity (Brazhnikova & Zyuzya, 2011), a character trait (Lefevor & Fowers, 2016), or a
temperamental trait (Knafo & Israel, 2012). Hence, our second research question is:
What is kindness in terms of a range of personality characteristics?

Kindness is discussed within certain branches of psychology and psychological
theories, such as the following:

Personality psychology, where kindness is considered an aspect of agreeable-
ness (Thielmann & Hilbig, 2015). However, irrespective of the level of agreeableness,
it was found that people benefit from loving-kindness meditation and doing kind
things to others (Mongrain et al., 2018).

Social psychology is generally concerned about compassion and helping behav-
ior in diverse settings (Seppald et al., 2017).

Positive psychology defines kindness as one of the components of character
strength, “love and humanity” (Seligman, 2002), which includes the capacity for loyalty,
compassion, to care about others, and to simply do good things for others on one’s own
initiative (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). In particular, it is this branch of psychology that
is concerned with random acts of kindness and the impact on subjective well-being
(Passmore & Oades, 2015) and provides detailed recommendations for development
and application of kindness in diverse settings: daily life, school, workplace (Stroekel,
2019). However, this definition of kindness is formulated predominantly through ac-
tions and behaviors: to assist, to serve, to do good, to help, to be generous, to care, to
manifest compassion, altruistic love and “niceness” — where all of the above are con-
sidered as synonyms (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), which limits the definition, as it ig-
nores internal and hidden predispositions and processes that underlie kind behavior.

Social exchange theory states that from the benefactor’s point of view, kind acts
will lead to immediate or delayed positive consequences perceived as direct or vi-
carious reinforcement (Dufwenberg & Kirchsteiger, 2018; Honeycutt, 1981, Trivers,
1971), which can be defined under the general term, “reciprocity” (Isoni & Sugden,
2019) or “rewarding reciprocity”, which itself may have several forms (Melamed
et al., 2020), including: a) direct reciprocity — a desire to pay oft one’s kindness; b)
reputational giving — acting kindly while being observed by people who may rein-
force such behavior in various ways; ¢) generalized reciprocity — a kind action in
response to a third party’s kindness; d) rewarding reputation — a kind act directed
towards someone in recognition of their doing good to someone else. It was found
that the “pay-it-forward” style of kindness has a positive impact on the well-being of
both the doer and receiver (Pressman et al., 2015).

From the point of view of Poonamallee and Goltz (2014), kind actions are based
on mental models that are relatively stable internal representations comprised of
cognitive and emotional components based on values and attitudes. Mental models
describe a person’s interaction with the world according to each unique model. All
mental models involved in prosocial behavior may be divided into three categories:

1. egocentric, when kind behavior has beneficial consequences for the actor
and prompt reinforcement is expected;

2. tribal-centric, when kind actions are directed toward or beneficial for a close
circle of individuals or reference groups (family, friends, colleagues) and re-
inforcement is expected soon or in the near future;
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3. transcendental, when actions are directed towards strangers or society in
general, e.g., in cases of emergency (Douty, 1972). Possible benefits are ex-
pected in the remote future, if they are expected at all.

Social exchange theory often considers Kohlberg’s stages of moral development
(Comunian, 1998), where the emphasis is placed on prosocial development with age.

In spite of evolutionary considerations of prosociality highlighted by the theory,
internal predispositions and motivation for kind acts are viewed as rather self-serv-
ing, and kindness is considered only as helping behavior or generosity.

Theory of reasoned actions (Caldwell, 2017; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010) defines
kindness mostly through kind actions that integrate cognition, attitudes, and inten-
tions resulting from beneficence, a character trait or virtue which is described though
altruism, compassion, generosity, mercy, humanity, and love. This theory, in the con-
text of kindness and its inherent nature, describes kindness from the standpoint of
several core beliefs, attitudes, intentions, and behaviors.

o Beliefs refer to: behavior (what is expected from oneself and others, under-
standing of others’ needs), normative (moral beliefs and judgments regard-
ing acceptable behavior), control (beliefs about own capability to behave in a
right way).

o Attitudes refer to: behavioral values (self-image and identity; perception of
one’s own compassion and empathy), perceived norms (behavior that would
be ethical and appropriate), perceived control (the degree of confidence that
one’s actions that will make a difference)

o Intentions refer to: benevolence that will allow beliefs and attitudes to be
manifested in kind actions; willingness to act upon an assessment of needed
efforts and expected results.

»  Behavior is simply the way a given kind act is actually carried out.

This theory, while useful in describing several internal predispositions and sourc-
es of kind actions, does not provide a clear definition of kindness, or illustrations and
categorization of kind behavior.

Activity theory. The main components of this theory are activity, consciousness,
and personality. Activity is a goal-oriented behavior which has several levels of con-
sideration: special activity, actions, operations, and psychophysiological functions
(Leontiev, 1981). Activity is comprised of actions that can be executed in various
ways—operations that depend on conditions and contexts. For example, the condi-
tions and context of a given situation will determine what type of kindness will be
extended. Goals and motives are at the basis of every activity (Leontiev, 1981). De-
rived from pedagogical kindness research, this theory provides an understanding of
kindness (Leybina et al., 2020). The following themes in the definition of kindness
have been identified by research conducted with Russian teachers:

o personal states and qualities: one’s own states, values, and moral characteris-
tics, self-regulation and emotional stability;
o openness to others: attention to others, love, and a positive attitude;
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« tolerance and cognitive and emotional understanding of others;

« external actions and behavior: help, courtesy and respect, kind and pleasant
actions;

« internal actions and behaviors: forgiveness, altruistic internal actions.

Activity theory can be applied here: kindness is not simply a reaction to the envi-
ronment (e.g., to others’ problems), but a well-intended process generated also from
within the individual.

It is possible to see some similarities here with the theory of reasoned actions.
Activity theory provides meaningful background to study goals and motives in terms
of what constitutes kind behavior, and to research the mechanics of corresponding
kind actions; these issues currently require further investigation.

Obviously, these theories serve diverse yet important purposes in kindness re-
search. In particular, social exchange theory may be used to study the rationale be-
hind kind behavior and to assess the benefits for those who act kindly. The theory
of reasoned actions will allow a study of internal predispositions (beliefs, attitudes)
and transformations of kind intentions into kind actions. Activity theory may allow
for an assessment of complex reasons, goals, and motives for kind actions, as well
as analysis of the operations driving kind actions of a particular type. Additionally,
activity theory contributes to investigation of kind acts: decision making, execution,
control, and correction. Also, the theory deals with both internal and external ac-
tions. All of the above speak in favor of an integrative approach that combines several
of these theories to study kindness phenomena in the context of the two central ques-
tions addressed herein.

It can be surmised at this stage that all the approaches and theories outlined above
indicate that the external manifestations of kindness are indicators of personal quali-
ties. The degree of kindness needs to be evaluated by the intended recipient (Binfet et
al., 2016), as a seemingly kind act may be considered unkind, in some cases, by the
person it is intended for. It is the way the intentions behind such acts are perceived
that is the salient point; for example, if the intentions are hypothesized to be kind, the
act itself will be considered kind, regardless of the results (Falk & Fischbacher, 2006).

The range of kind actions is extremely diverse and depends significantly on the
situational and cultural context (Layous 2013; Shin et al., 2020). Kind actions lead to
an increase in well-being (Curry et al., 2018; Stroekel, 2019). Kind behavior is widely
promoted across countries and societies; however the behaviors selected for promo-
tion are of particular relevance. Due to increases in well-being and mental health, a
diverse range of kind behaviors has been suggested by scientists, practitioners, and
foundations (e.g., Mental Health Foundation, 2020). Individuals choose and practice
acts that would be appropriate for their given situation.

It has been demonstrated that memories of kind actions may be as beneficial as
the kind acts themselves, both for the person who performs them and for the recipi-
ent (Exline et al., 2012; Ko et al., 2019). Hence, a precise classification of kind acts
would allow questionnaires for therapeutic intervention that may lead to positive
mental health and transformation effects.

However, despite several attempts, precise categorization of kind acts has still
not been achieved. Canter et al. (2017b) provided classification for different modes
of kindness:
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o psychologically passive kindness, which does not require any active behavior
(e.g., to let a person who is in a hurry cut into a queue);

o principled proaction, which assumes active help (e.g., volunteering, dona-
tions);

o affective-psychologically passive kindness, which is grounded in social
norms (e.g., to help when asked; to help some one pick up dropped belong-
ings), which also includes an emotional component (e.g., to allow a person to
talk about their problems, to listen);

o affective-proactive kindness (e.g., to secretly search for a gift that can make
another person happy; to cancel a trip to stay with a friend or relative who is
in need).

Research on this classification is still in progress. Moreover, the data was gathered
predominantly from British or English-speaking samples. Although this concept has
been found somewhat relevant for Russian teachers (Leybina et al., 2020), the data for
Russians may differ to a meaningful degree.

Another aspect of significance is the range of kind behavior, which narrows down
a limited number of activities. This focused set of activities can be used in well-being
development programs based on kindness. Hence, the third research question is as
follows: Is it possible to provide a clear classification of kind actions based on a Rus-
sian sample?

Considering the three research questions, the aim of the current research was
to study how Russians understand kindness, to categorize acts of kindness, and to
define kindness based on data from a Russian sample.

Methods

Participants

There were 291 Russian participants, who currently reside in Russia. Several studies
provide evidence that kindness and kindness perception are influenced by socio-de-
mographic characteristics: age and gender (Canter et al., 2017a; Hui et al., 2020), and
religiosity (Arslantiirk & Harupt, 2020; Bekkers et al., 2020); hence these were used
to describe the current sample. The sample comprised 152 (52.23%) females and 139
(47.76%) males. Table 1 contains the information on socio-demographic characteris-
tics of the participants depending on gender.

Table 1

Socio-demographic characteristics based on gender

Variable Male Female
Age M =38.52(SD=9.11) M =37.63 (SD=10.47)
Religiosity
Yes 59 (20.27%) 55 (18.90%)

No 80 (27.49%) 97 (33.33%)
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Measures

The web-based questionnaire was placed on participants’ recruiting platforms. The
participants were asked to specify their age, gender, and religiosity, to define kindness
from their point of view, and to provide examples of kind acts.

Procedure

Data analysis was performed using Intellectus Statistics (2020) for quantitative analy-
sis; qualitative analysis was executed via QDA Miner Lite v 2.0.8. (Provalis Research,
2020) in the form of standard content analysis.

An open coding procedure was used to analyze participant responses based on
definitions and examples of kindness (Charmaz, 2014), which resulted in theme clas-
sification (Ryan & Bernard, 2003); codes were assigned to these themes for categori-
zation. Subsequently, axial coding was executed (Charmaz, 2014) to group the gen-
erated themes into their respective categories. In cases where a response contained
more than one theme, these themes were assigned different codes and considered
separately. Similar theme categories were grouped into larger categories. Focused
coding was used to divide a set of exemplary kind actions in accordance with previ-
ously identified themes of kind actions and behaviors (Charmaz, 2014). All the data
were collected and processed in the Russian language. English translations of partici-
pants’ responses are provided in the present article.

Results

What is kindness from a Russian point of view?

When asked to define kindness 96.91% of respondents provided specific “codable”
answers (n = 621). From these answers, 14 themes emerged, which are possible to
group into four categories (Table 2).

Table 2

Coding manual for kindness definition themes

Answers .
Theme (%) Example descriptions
0
Personal states 12.88  General internal predispositions related to attitudes towards oneself
and qualities and the world, values and moral characteristics, and ability for self-
regulation
1. One’s own 6.12  “To be honest with oneself”, “to see the world from bigger perspec-
inner states tive’, “to concentrate on good things”, “positive thinking”, “internal
light”, “self-respect”, “love yourself”, “happiness”, “positivity”, “to live
in harmony with the world”, “internal harmony”, “internal warmth’,
“internal strength”
2. Values and 5.31 “Justice”, “sincerity”, “honesty”, “responsiveness”, “peacefulness”, “gold-
moral charac- en rule: to do to others what you want for yourself”, “reliability”, “con-
teristics scientiousness’, “trust”, “mercy”
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Theme An(so;v)ers Example descriptions
0

3. Self-regulation/ 1.45  “Emotional adequacy’, “to be calm and to demonstrate positive emo-

emotional stabi- tions”, “ability for emotional self-regulation”, “calmness”, “mental forti-

lity tude’, “equilibrium”, “patience”

Openness to 19.32  Attention to others and general positive attitudes towards others

others

4. Attention to 9.50 “Responsiveness”, “open heartedness”, “disposition to people”, “atten-

others tion to people”, “hospitality”, “involvement”, “to think about others”,
“sensitivity”

5.Loveand a 9.82 “To love people”, “to see good in people”, “liking”, “humanity”, “care-

good attitude ful attitude towards others’, “positive attitudes for people in general’,
“good opinion about everyone”

Understanding 21.09  “To place oneself in others’ shoes”

others

6. Understanding 4.83 “To understand people”, “try to understand others”

others with the

mind

7. Understanding 10.95  “To understand others’ feelings and emotions”, “empathy”, “compas-

the emotions of sion’, “sympathy”, “mercy”

others

8. Tolerance 5.31 “To accept others’ peculiarities”, “to accept others’ opinions, different
from yours”, “to accept people the way they are with all their flaws’,
“not to judge others”, “loyalty”, “tolerance’, “leniency”, “acceptance of
others’ weaknesses”

Actions and 46.71  Observed or hidden actions and behaviors intended to cause positive

behaviors influence on others and others’ lives

9. Help 23.18  “To assist in difficult situations”, “support’, “care’, “mutual help’, “to
listen when needed”

10. Politeness/ 4.34 “Respect”, “smile”, “niceness’, “gratitude’, ‘tenderness’, “to say some-

respect thing good about somebody”

11. Pleasing 5.15  “Participation in others’ happiness”, “to make others happy”, “to do

action useful things”, “nice gestures”, “positive actions towards others”, “to
make others feel comfortable”, “to create friendly atmosphere”

12. Generosity 1.93 “To share happiness and positivity”, “to share resources”, “material
support’, “charity”

13. Forgiveness 1.93 “To forgive an enemy’, “not to hold grudges”, “to forgive mistakes”

14. Altruistic 10.18 “Concessions’, “self-sacrifice”, “dedication”, “unselfishness”, “not to ex-

self-sacrifice

pect anything in return’, “to sacrifice a resource for the sake of others”,
“to give to others more than to yourself”, “to do good despite inner
obstacles”

Note: respondents’ words were used (translated from Russian)
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It is clear that most of the definitions are related to actions and behaviors
(46.71%), which falls in line with the positions of the above-mentioned theories and
approaches, and includes all the components of the “network of kindness” (empathy,
compassion, sympathy), as well as understanding others (21.09%). However, 32.2%
of the definitions refer to inner aspects or external manifestations of internal states.
Hence, it is reasonable to say that a narrow concentration only on kind behavior, or
the “network of kindness”, may limit a fuller insight into the study of kindness phe-
nomena.

Examples of kind actions

When asked to provide examples of kind acts, 97.60% of respondents gave specific
“codable” answers (n = 558). These were categorized in accordance with the themes
identified above (Table 3). In accordance with previously discussed theories, it is hy-
pothesized that the defined states and qualities, such as openness to others and an
ability to understand others, will be manifest through internal or external actions.
All participants who provided examples referred to the set of kind acts and behaviors
identified earlier (themes 9-14) and not to themes 1-8, which suggests that the later
themes refer to internal predispositions toward kind behavior.

Table 3
Examples of kind acts
Answers
Them Examples
eme (%) p

9. Help 54.65  “To listen to a person if he/she feels bad”, “to help”, “to assist the elderly
in crossing the street”, “to do some work in the garden for parents”, “to
relieve suffering’, “to join someone in their work so the person finishes
it faster”, “to look after an ill person’, “to help carry heavy groceries’,
“volunteering”, “to help in spatial orientation and navigation”, “to help in
something you are good at’, “to save an animal’, “rescue”

10. Politeness/ 4.66  “To hold the door for a stranger”, “to give up your seat in a public trans-

respect port”, “to calm down a rude person”, “to try to understand and acknowl-
edge the position of another person”, “to stay polite despite rudeness’,
“to show respect and a good attitude”, “to withhold your opinion’, “to
restrain one’s own words and emotions”

11. Pleasing 8.60  “To ask about another’s state”, “to call and talk about how things are go-

actions ing”, “to surprise someone with a present’, “to give sweets just to make
another person happy”, “to compliment a stranger to make them smile”,
“to cheer someone up’, “to find a client for somebody’s business”, “to
invite a retired person to talk with young people to make him/her feel
needed”, “to recommend a good job vacancy to a friend”, “to draw a pic-
ture or to create another piece of art to make others happy”

12. Generosity 20.07  “To give something away”, “to buy things needed for others”, “to feed a

homeless person’, “to share surplus harvest from your garden”, “to share
internal warmth’, “to donate money”, “to provide financial help’, “to
» «

spend time with someone”, “to give away old things’, “to bake a cake and
to share it with a neighbor”, “to be a donor”
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Answers
Theme (%) Examples

13. Forgiveness 3.94  “One person let another person down, and the later did not get offended
but asked if he/she can be of any help”, “to forgive and let go”, “not to
respond to aggression with aggression’, “to forgive a person who abused
onestrust”

14. Altruistic 8.08  “To listen to another person when not interested”, “to give your ice

self-sacrifice cream to a child if he/she dropped theirs”, “to assist a stranger even if it

means being late to an important meeting’, “to secretly help”

Note: respondents’ words were used (translated from Russian)

Based on the sample results, it is possible to define several tendencies:

1.

Help (54.65%) and generosity (20.07%) received the most examples, consis-
tent with social exchange theory. Other themes also received corresponding
examples from the sample, which indicates the need for more precise cat-
egorization of kind acts. There were no examples that could not be catego-
rized.

Among behaviors that were categorized as “help”, a special group of examples
identified as “rescue” gathered 9% of the examples, mostly referring to ani-
mals.

Some actions may be both internal and external. For example, it is possible to
forgive internally, or to openly demonstrate forgiveness.

Some categories of kind actions are interrelated, so it is impossible to identify
them as a single type (e.g., “material assistance” may be considered as help,
and as generosity).

Withholding negativity is also considered as an act of kindness: “to keep one’s
opinion for oneself”, “to restrain one’s own words and emotions”, “not to re-
spond to aggression with aggression”.

The examples provided by Russian respondents reflect kindness behaviors
identified by Canter et al. (2017b) including: psychologically passive kind-
ness — “to demonstrate respect”, principled proaction — “volunteering”,
“donation”, affective-psychologically passive kindness — “to assist in spatial
orientation’, “to listen to others when needed”, and affective-proactive kind-
ness — “to help while keeping it a secret”. There were, however, actions that
are impossible to categorize based on the perspectives of Canter and col-
leagues, especially those that refer to pleasing actions, politeness, respect, and
forgiveness.

There were no specific examples relating to sympathy, empathy, or compas-
sion, which may suggest that these characteristics should be regarded as in-
ternal predispositions of kind acts, even though they can be expressed and
observed.
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Discussion

This discussion aims to answer the four research questions formulated in the Intro-
duction.

How kindness is understood by Russians
Based on the qualitative analysis of the respondents and their answers, the following
themes and theme categories have been identified:

Theme category 1. Personal states and qualities: one’s own inner state, values and
moral characteristics, self-regulation and emotional stability. This theme category re-
fers to the set of inner qualities mentioned by respondents as kindness. It is assumed
that these characteristics can be considered as separate psychological phenomena,
e.g., values or self-regulation, and their exact connection with kindness is yet to be
explored.

Theme category 2. Openness to others: attention to others, love and a good at-
titude. This theme category refers to orientation towards others, and, again, can be
considered as a set of well-known psychological phenomena.

Theme category 3. Understanding others: understanding with the mind, under-
standing the emotions of others, tolerance. This theme category essentially refers to
characteristics usually attributed to empathy and sympathy as essential components
of kindness.

Theme category 4. Actions and behaviors: help, courtesy and respect, pleasing
actions, generosity, forgiveness, altruistic self-sacrifice. All of the sub-categories have
been considered by various of the abovementioned authors as kind.

Evidence from the sample indicates that from the Russian point of view, kindness
can not only be described in terms of activity and behavior, but also includes internal
attitudes and predispositions. It is also evident that the Russian perspective is not
limited to the phenomena included in the “network of kindness”, because it is not re-
stricted to definitions of altruism, compassion, empathy, generosity, prosociality, and
sympathy, but rather also includes other characteristics. Responses from this Rus-
sian population in general is not significantly different from that of Russian educa-
tors (Leybina et al., 2020), which is reasonable, since Russian teachers also represent
the Russian population. There are, however, several differences. Generosity was not
mentioned by the Russian teachers, but was highlighted by 1.93% of the participants
in the current research, which goes in line with other studies. Altruistic sacrifice has
been defined as a more precise category (vs. altruistic behavior for educators), where
the accent has been made on self-sacrificing behaviors to benefit others. Also, for the
Russian population in general, unlike for educators, it was not possible to provide a
clear differentiation for internal and external kind actions, as respondents’ defini-
tions of kindness referred to actions and behaviors that can equally be hidden and
observed. The reasons for such differences are yet to be explored.

Kindness as a personality characteristic

Based on participant responses, kindness is understood as a set of internal predis-
positions, characteristics, and abilities that are reflected in actions and behaviors
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considered as kind. Values and moral characteristics are considered as the ingredi-
ents of kindness, but do not provide a full explanation of this phenomenon; rather
they describe internal sources of kind behavior. Despite convincing arguments pro-
vided by Knafo and Israel (2012) regarding kindness being a temperamental trait,
their conclusion is based on narrow research relating to the separate elements that
comprise a “network of kindness”. Temperamental traits may contribute to the abil-
ity to self-regulate and be open to others (Strelau, 2020; Trofimova et al., 2018), but
given the current findings, kindness cannot simply be called a temperamental trait.
However, considering the evident connection between character and temperament
(Asmolov, 2001), as well as definitions of character (Borozdina, 2015; Gippenreiter,
2020) as one of the personality’s substructures, which comprises definitions of the
“stable individual” (i.e., traits and predispositions), what emerges through the analy-
sis of individuals in the context of social interactions isa definition of kindness as a
set of character traits which are closely aligned with the definitions of agreeableness
outlined by scholars of personality psychology (Mongrain et al., 2018).

Therefore, kindness in the Russian context can be defined as a character trait gen-
erated by personal states and qualities, openness to and ability to understand others,
which is manifested in external and internal positive actions and behaviors towards
others.

Classification of kind actions

Six categories of kind behavior have been revealed: help (including rescue), polite/
respectful actions, pleasing actions, generous actions, acts of forgiveness, and altru-
istic sacrifice. Some actions, however, cannot be unequivocally categorized and may
overlap with more than one category of kind acts and behaviors. Canter and col-
leagues’ classification can be considered, and yet, some examples provided by the
respondents do not fit into this classification. Itis clear that more detailed categoriza-
tion for prosocial/helping behavior is required; for example there are several forms of
volunteering (Kelemen et al., 2017).

Conclusion

The results of current research can already be used for various purposes: to create
and log “a personal acts diary” (Kerr et al., 2015); to enhance kindness for well-be-
ing purposes by accessing memories of kind acts conducted or experienced in the
past (Exline et al., 2012); to develop the ability and inclination to compliment oth-
ers (Boothby & Bohns, 2020); to develop detailed questionnaires designed to assess
kindness levels for purposes of providing directions for personal development; and
to construct thematic training programs in order to achieve positive psychological
transformation. For future research, it is recommended to analyze goals and motives
that elicit kind behavior; to define the mechanics of kind behavior (actions and op-
erations); and to study the ingredients that lead to kind behaviors: decision making,
execution, control, and correction. It may also be possible to consider kindness as a
resource quality. Quantitative measures to explore the current construct can also be
suggested.
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Limitations

First, given the limitations of sampling method, we are unable to assess the response
rate and drop-out rate. Therefore, a significant limitation of our work lies in the pos-
sibility that the results reflect self-selection along dimensions relevant to kindness—
put simply, more altruistic individuals may have been more likely to participate,
distorting perception of kindness and biasing our results in the direction of greater
prosociality than is actually prevalent in the general Russian population.

Second, given that participants knew that the survey was about kindness, their
responses might have been affected by social desirability bias (Paulhus, 1984).

Third, because this was a cross-sectional design, recent experiences, transient af-
fective states, and other variable factors may have influenced participants’ responses.

Despite the above limitations, our study benefited from a sample that was sub-
stantial in both size and diversity along the measured demographic variables, al-
lowing us to present a preliminary portrait of kindness as it is perceived by Rus-
sians. We hope that our findings will be of use as scholars continue to probe the
endogenous and exogenous determinants of kindness, that most vital of human
characteristics.

Ethics Statement

The study was conducted in line with Research Ethics Board of Faculty of psychol-
ogy of Lomonosov Moscow State University and did not require separate ethical ap-
proval, as the research was not associated with any risks. Adult participants gave their
informed consent to voluntarily take part in the study by filling out an online ques-
tionnaire. They were informed about the research nature, purposes, and the anony-
mous form of participation.

Author Contributions

Anna Leybina conceived the idea, developed the theoretical background, and per-
formed the analysis. Mergalyas Kashapov supervised the analysis and discussion
of the findings. Both the authors discussed the results and contributed to the final
manuscript.

Conflict of Interest
The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Acknowledgements

The authors would like to thank John-Tyler Binfet for inspiration of this research,
David Canter for granting access to the unpublished Manual and user guide for
measuring the Kindness Quotient, Daniel M.T. Fessler for his contribution in ad-
dressing limitations of the research, and Torin Lucas for his meaningful insights into
this paper.



Understanding Kindness in the Russian Context 79

References

Algoe, S. B., Haidt, ]., & Gable, S. L. (2008). Beyond reciprocity: Gratitude and relationships in everyday
life. Emotion, 8(3), 425-429. https://doi.org/10.1037/1528-3542.8.3.425

Alvis, L., Douglas, R., Shook, N., & Oosterhoff, B. (2020). Adolescents” prosocial experiences during
the COVID-19 pandemic: Associations with mental health and community attachment. PsyArXyv.
https://doi.org/10.31234/0sf.i0/2s73n

Arslantiirk, G., & Harput, D. (2020). Prosociality, religiosity and values in adolescence: comparing the
impact of religious and general schooling in Turkey. Journal of Beliefs ¢ Values, 1-15. https://doi.or
¢/10.1080/13617672.2020.1848150

Asmolov A.G. (2001). Psikhologiya lichnosti: Printsipi obshego psikhologicheskogo analiza [Personality
psychology: principles of general psychological analysis]. Moscow, Smysl.

Baldner, C,, Pierro, A., & Kruglanski, A.W. (2020). Moving toward helping behavior: The roles of sym-
pathy, helping goal attainability, and locomotion orientation. Basic and Applied Social Psychology,
42(3), 133- 149, https://doi.org/10.1080/01973533.2020.1716358

Bekkers, R., Posthuma, D. & Van Lange, PA.M. (2017). The pursuit of differences in prosociality among
identical twins: Religion matters, education does not. PsyArXyv. https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/
kgfzn

Binfet, ].T., Gadermann, A.M., & Schonert-Reichl, K.A. (2016). Measuring kindness at school: Psycho-
metric properties of a School Kindness Scale for children and adolescents. Psychology in the Schools,
53(2), 111-126. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21889

Boothby, E.J., Bohns,V.K. (2020). Why a simple act of kindness is not as simple as it seems: Underesti-
mating the positive impact of our compliments on others. Personality and Social Psychology Bul-
letin. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167220949003

Borozdina, L.V. (2015). Kontseptsiya lichnosti I kharaktera, osnovannaya na teorii deyatel'nosti A.N.
Leonteva [Concepts of personality and character based on the Activity Theory of A.N. Leontiev],
Natsional’niy Psikhologicheskiy Zhurnal [National Psychological Journal], 4(20), 3-12. https://doi.
org/10.11621/npj.2015.0401

Brazhnikova, A.N. & Zyuzya, A.A (2011). Dobrota kak nravstvennoe kachestvo cheloveka [Kindness
as a human moral quality]. Uchyonie zapiski universiteta Lesgafta [Scientific Remarks from Lesgaft
University], 81(11) 34-40. Retrieved from https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/dobrota-kak-nravst-
vennoe-kachestvo-cheloveka.

Brown, S.L., Smith, D.M., Schulz, R., Kabeto, M.U., Ubel, PA., Poulin, M., ... & Langa, K.M. (2009).
Caregiving behavior is associated with decreased mortality risk. Psychological Science, 20(4), 488-
494. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2009.02323.x

Caldwell, C. (2017). Understanding kindness — A Moral duty of human resource leaders. The Journal of
Values-Based Leadership, 10(2), Article 8. http://dx.doi.org/10.22543/0733.102.1188

Canter, D., Youngs, D., & Yaneva, M. (2017a). Towards a measure of kindness: An exploration of a
neglected interpersonal trait. Personality and Individual Differences, 106, 15-20. https://doi.
0rg/10.1016/j.paid.2016.10.019

Canter, D., Youngs, D., & Yaneva, M. (2017b). Manual and user guide for measuring the Kindness Quo-
tient (KQ) [Unpublished manuscript]. Liverpool: PsyQ Ltd.

Chancellor, J., Margolis, S., Jacobs Bao, K., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2018). Everyday prosociality in the work-
place: The reinforcing benefits of giving, getting, and glimpsing. Emotion, 18(4), 507-517. https://
doi.org/10.1037/emo0000321

Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through qualitative analysis.
SAGE Publications Ltd.

Comunian, A.L. (1998). The kindness scale. Psychological Reports, 83(3_suppl), 1351-1361. https://doi.
org/10.2466/pr0.1998.83.3£.1351

Curry, O.S., Rowland, L.A., Van Lissa, C.J., Zlotowitz, S., McAlaney, J., & Whitehouse, H. (2018). Happy
to help? A systematic review and meta-analysis of the effects of performing acts of kindness on



80 Leybina, A.V.,, Kashapov, M.M.

the well-being of the actor. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 76, 320-329. https://doi.
0rg/10.1016/j.jesp.2018.02.014

Douty, C.M. (1972). Disasters and charity: Some aspects of cooperative economic behavior. The Ameri-
can Economic Review, 62(4), 580-590.

Dufwenberg, M., & Kirchsteiger, G. (2019). Modelling kindness. Journal of Economic Behavior & Orga-
nization, 167, 228-234. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2018.07.014

Emmons, R.A. (2007). Thanks! How the new science of gratitude can make you happier. Houghton
Mifflin Harcourt.

Ermolova, M.Yu. (2016). What is empathy: Cognitive concepts and models. Journal of Modern Foreign
Psychology, 5(4), 59-66. https://doi.org/10.17759/jmfp.2016050406

Exline, J.J., Lisan, A.M., & Lisan, E.R. (2012). Reflecting on acts of kindness toward the self: Emotions,
generosity, and the role of social norms. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 7(1), 45-56. ttps://doi.
org/10.1080/17439760.2011.626790

Falk, A. & Fischbacher, U. (2006). A theory of reciprocity. Games and Economic Behavior, 54(2), 293
315. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geb.2005.03.001

Fishbein, M. and Ajzen, L. (2010). Predicting and changing behavior: The reasoned action approach. New
York: Psychology Press (Taylor & Francis).

Gilbert, P, Basran, J., MacArthur, M., & Kirby, J.N. (2019). Differences in the semantics of prosocial
words: an exploration of compassion and kindness. Mindfulness, 10(11), 2259-2271. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1007/s12671-019-01191-x

Gippenreiter, Y. (1996). Vvedenie v obshuyu psikhologiyu: kurs lektsiy [Introduction to general psychol-
ogy: cycle of lectures]. Moscow, Izdatel'stvo AST.

Harbaugh, W.T., Mayr, U., & Burghart, D.R. (2007). Neural responses to taxation and voluntary giving
reveal motives for charitable donations. Science, 316(5831), 1622-1625. https://doi.org/10.1126/
science.1140738

Hoge, E.A., Chen, M.M,, Orr, E., Metcalf, C.A,, Fischer, L.E., Pollack, M.H., ... & Simon, N.M. (2013).
Loving-kindness meditation practice associated with longer telomeres in women. Brain, behavior,
and immunity, 32, 159-163. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2013.04.005

Honeycutt, .M. (1981). Altruism and social exchange theory: The vicarious rewards of the altruist. Mid-
American Review of Sociology, 93-99. https://dx.doi.org/10.17161/STR.1808.4880

Hui, B.PH., Ng, ].C.K,, Berzaghi, E., Cunningham-Amos, L.A., & Kogan, A. (2020). Rewards of kind-
ness? A meta-analysis of the link between prosociality and well-being. Psychological Bulletin,
146(12), 1084-1116. https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000298

Intellectus Statistics. (2020). Intellectus Statistics [Online software]. Retrieved from http://analyze.intel-
lectusstatistics.com/

Isoni, A., & Sugden, R. (2019). Reciprocity and the paradox of trust in psychological game theory. Jour-
nal of Economic Behavior & Organization, 167, 219-227. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2018.04.015

Kelemen, M., Mangan, A., &Motftat, S. (2017). More than a ‘littleact ofkindness’? Towards a typology of vol-
unteering as unpaid work. Sociology, 51(6), 1239-1256. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038517692512

Kerr, B., Godfrey-Smith, P., & Feldman, M.W. (2004). What is altruism? Trends in Ecology ¢ Evolu-
tion, 19(3), 135-140. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2003.10.004

Kerr, S.L., O'Donovan, A., & Pepping, C.A. (2015). Can gratitude and kindness interventions enhance
well-being in a clinical sample? Journal of Happiness Studies, 16(1), 17-36. https://doi.org/10.1007/
§10902-013-9492-1

Knafo, A. & Israel, S. (2012) Empathy, prosocial behavior, and other aspects of kindness. In R.L. Zentner,
M. & Singer (Eds.). Handbook of temperament (pp. 168-179). The Guilford Press.

Ko, K., Margolis, S., Revord, J., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2019). Comparing the effects of performing and
recalling acts of kindness, The Journal of Positive Psychology, 16(1), 73-81. https://doi.org/10.108
0/17439760.2019.1663252

Kok, B.E., Coffey, K.A., Cohn, M.A., Catalino, L.I., Vacharkulksemsuk, T., Algoe, S.B., ... & Fredrick-
son, B.L. (2013). How positive emotions build physical health: Perceived positive social connec-



Understanding Kindness in the Russian Context 81

tions account for the upward spiral between positive emotions and vagal tone. Psychological Sci-
ence, 24(7), 1123-1132. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797612470827

Layous, K., Lee, H., Choi, L., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2013). Culture matters when designing a successful
happiness-increasing activity: A comparison of the United States and South Korea. Journal of Cross-
Cultural Psychology, 44(8), 1294-1303 https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022113487591

Layous, K., Nelson, S.K., Oberle, E., Schonert-Reichl, K.A., Lyubomirsky, S. (2012) Kindness counts:
Prompting prosocial behavior in preadolescents boosts peer acceptance and well-being. PLoS ONE,
7(12): €51380. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0051380

Lefevor, G.T., & Fowers, B.J. (2016). Traits, situational factors, and their interactions as explanations
of helping behavior. Personality and Individual Differences, 92, 159-163. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
paid.2015.12.042

Leontiev, A.N. (1981). Problemy razvitiya psikhiki [The problems of psyche development]. Moscow.

Leybina, A., Pons, E, & Semenov, Y. (2020). Russian teachers” perceptions of kindness and its manifesta-
tions in educational activities. Russian Psychological Journal, 17(4), 5-20. https://doi.org/10.21702/
rpj.2020.4.1

Malti, T. (2020). Kindness: A perspective from developmental psychology. European Journal of Develop-
mental Psychology. https://doi.org/10.1080/17405629.2020.1837617

Melamed, D., Simpson, B., & Abernathy, J. (2020). The robustness of reciprocity: Experimental evidence
that each form of reciprocity is robust to the presence of other forms of reciprocity. Science Ad-
vances, 6(23), eaba0504. https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aba0504

Mental Health Foundation (2020). Acts of kindness during coronavirus outbreak. Retrieved from
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/coronavirus/acts-kindness-during-coronavirus-outbreak

Mongrain, M., Barnes, C., Barnhart, R., & Zalan, L.B. (2018). Acts of kindness reduce depression in in-
dividuals low on agreeableness. Translational Issues in Psychological Science, 4(3), 323-334. https://
doi.org/10.1037/tps0000168

Mordovina, L.V. (2014). Priroda i sushnost’ dobroti [The nature and essence of kindness]. Analitika
kulturologii [Analytics of Culturology], 29, 218-224. https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/priroda-i-
suschnost-dobroty

Nelson, S.K., Layous, K., Cole, S.W., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2016). Do unto others or treat yourself? The ef-
fects of prosocial and self-focused behavior on psychological flourishing. Emotion, 16(6), 850-861.
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0000178

Nelson-Coffey, S.K., Fritz, M.M., Lyubomirsky, S., & Cole, S.W. (2017). Kindness in the blood: A ran-
domized controlled trial of the gene regulatory impact of prosocial behavior. Psychoneuroendocri-
nology, 81, 8-13. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psyneuen.2017.03.025

Nichols, S. (2001). Mindreading and the cognitive architecture underlying altruistic motivation. Mind &
Language, 16(4), 425-455. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-0017.00178

Park, S.Q., Kahnt, T., Dogan, A., Strang, S., Fehr, E., & Tobler, PN. (2017). A neural link between gen-
erosity and happiness. Nature Communications, 8(1), 1-10. https://doi.org/10.1038/ncomms15964

Passmore, J. & Oades, L. G. (2015). Positive psychology coaching techniques: Random acts of kindness,
consistent acts of kindness & empathy. The Coaching Psychologist. 11(2), 90-92. http://centaur.read-
ing.ac.uk/81936/

Paulhus, D.L. (1984). Two-component models of socially desirable responding. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 46(3), 598-609. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.46.3.598

Peterson, C., & Seligman, M.E.P. (2004). Character strengths and virtues: A handbook and classifica-
tion. American Psychological Association; Oxford University Press.

Poonamallee, L., & Goltz, S. (2014). Beyond social exchange theory: an integrative look at transcendent
mental models for engagement. Integral Review, 10(1), 63-90. https://digitalcommons.mtu.edu/
business-fp/209

Pressman, S.D., Kraft, T.L., & Cross, M.P. (2015). It’s good to do good and receive good: The impact of a
‘pay it forward’ style kindness intervention on giver and receiver well-being. The Journal of Positive
Psychology, 10(4), 293-302. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2014.965269



82 Leybina, A.V.,, Kashapov, M.M.

Price, A. W. (1989). Love and friendship in Plato and Aristotle. Clarendon Press.

Provalis Research. (2020). QDA Miner Lite [Online software]. Retrieved from https://provalisresearch.
com/products/qualitative-data-analysis-software/freeware/

Raposa, E.B.,, Laws, H.B,, & Ansell, EB. (2016). Prosocial behavior mitigates the negative ef-
fects of stress in everyday life. Clinical Psychological Science, 4(4), 691-698. https://doi.
org/10.1177/2167702615611073

Ryan, G.W., & Bernard, H.R. (2003). Techniques to identify themes. Field Methods, 15(1), 85-109.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X02239569

Seligman, M.E.P. (2002). Authentic happiness: Using the new positive psychology to realize your potential
for lasting fulfillment. New York, NY: Free Press.

Seppild, E.M., Simon-Thomas, E., Brown, S.L., Worline, M.C., Cameron, C.D., Doty, J.R. (Eds.) (2017).
The Oxford handbook of compassion science. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. https://doi.
org/10.1093/0xfordhb/9780190464684.001.0001

Shin, L.J., Layous, K., Choi, I., Na, S., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2020). Good for self or good for others? The
well-being benefits of kindness in two cultures depend on how the kindness is framed. The Journal
of Positive Psychology, 15, 795-805. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.1651894

Stoerkel, E. (2019, July 4). Can random acts of kindness increase well-being (Incl. 2 ideas). Retrieved from
https://positivepsychology.com/random-acts-kindness/

Strelau, J. (2020) Temperament. In V. Zeigler-Hill & T.K. Shackelford (Eds.). Encyclopedia of personality
and individual differences. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-24612-3_446

Thielmann, I. & Hilbig, B.E. (2015). The traits one can trust: Dissecting reciprocity and kindness as de-
terminants of trustworthy behavior. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 41(11), 1523-1536.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167215600530

Torstveit, L., Siitterlin, S., & Lugo, R.G. (2016). Empathy, guilt proneness, and gender: Relative con-
tributions to prosocial behaviour. Europes Journal of Psychology, 12(2), 260-270. https://doi.
0rg/10.5964/ejop.v12i2.1097

Trivers, R. (1971). The evolution of reciprocal altruism. Quarterly Review of Biology, 46, 35-37. Retrieved
from https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/images/uploads/Trivers-EvolutionReciprocal Altruism.pdf

Trofimova, I., Robbins, T.W,, Sulis, W.H., Uher, J. (2018). Taxonomies of psychological individual differ-
ences: Biological perspectives on millennia-long challenges. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal
Society B, 373(1744), 20170152. http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2017.0152

Yagil, D. (2015). Display rules for kindness: Outcomes of suppressing benevolent emotions. Motivation
and Emotion, 39, 156-166. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-014-9418-1

Yigit, S., & Acar, E. (2020). Investigation of physical education teachers’ altruism features. International
Education Studies, 13(7), 177-182. https://doi.org/10.5539/ies.v13n7p177

Original manuscript received January 27, 2021
Revised manuscript accepted December 23, 2021
First published online March 30, 2022

To cite this article: Leybina, A.V., Kashapov, M.M. (2022). Understanding Kindness in the Russian
Context. Psychology in Russia: State of the Art, 15(1), 66-82. DOI: 10.11621/pir.2022.0105



