An Immersive and Interactive Setting to Practice
Emotional Intelligence

https://doi.org/10.3991/ijac.v16i3.35735

Barbara Bertagni'?*9, Roxane Gardner’*°, Rebecca Minehart*’, Fernando Salvetti'?
!Centro Studi Logos, e-REAL Labs, Turin, Italy
2Logosnet, e-REAL Labs, Lugano, Switzerland and Houston, TX, USA
3Center for Medical Simulation, Boston, MA, USA
“Brigham and Women’s Hospital, Children’s Hospital, Boston, MA, USA
SMassachusetts General Hospital and Harvard Medical School, Boston, MA, USA
bertagni@logosnet.org

Abstract—Emotions are an essential part of being human. Whether we
experience them deeply, overcontrol them, or let them overwhelm us, emotions
have a big influence on our experiences, our performance, and our quality of
life. Being emotionally intelligent helps us make better decisions, forge stronger
relationships, and overcome challenging situations. To improve emotional
intelligence, we designed an immersive setting where participants interact with
a variety of situations digitally displayed with fully cognitive and emotional
involvement practicing empathy, self-awareness, and self-regulation. We worked
at the intersection of thinking and feeling, aimed at increasing participants’
awareness about the way the mind works, experimenting the intensity of the
emotions in the body and the impact on the behaviors. Scientific evidence from
neuroscience shows that, as human beings, we are not passive receivers of
sensory input, but our brain constructs meaning actively from sensory inputs,
beliefs, past experiences, and culture. In our brains, thoughts and feelings are
highly interconnected; we feel what our brain believes, so reflection on emotions
is crucial to make sense of our experiences and regulate our feelings. It’s not
about controlling emotions, but rather about connecting with our emotional life.
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1 Emotional intelligence

Emotional intelligence refers to the ability to recognize and regulate our own
emotions, as well as understanding other people’s emotions and being able to deal with
them empathetically. Being emotionally intelligent doesn’t mean that we control and
suppress emotions, but rather that we are connected to our emotional life.
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Fig. 1. The four components of emotional intelligence

Emotions are an essential part of being human, and they have a big influence on
our experiences, our performance, and our quality of life. Improving our emotional
intelligence starts with noticing how we feel in different situations. Neuroscientist Lisa
Feldman Barrett [1] performed interesting research, asking over seven hundred test
subjects to keep track of their emotional experiences for weeks or months. The results
of this research showed that people vary tremendously in how they differentiate their
emotional experiences. In a lot of cases, words like “angry,” “sad,” “anxious,” and
“afraid” were used interchangeably to express an unpleasant feeling, without distinguish
the different shadows of these emotions. The same for pleasant emotions like happiness,
calmness, and pride. On the contrary, other people were able to distinguish among
different feelings using this ability to describe fine-grained emotional experiences is
called Emotional Granularity, and it is what makes us emotionally experts, able to
go beyond general expressions like “awesome” and “bad,” using all the shades of
emotions: happy, content, thrilled, relaxed, joyful, hopeful, inspired, prideful, angry,
afraid, envious, melancholy. At the other side of the spectrum are people who haven’t
developed an emotional vocabulary and use “sad” and “mad” interchangeably. If we
knew only a few emotional concepts, whenever we experience an emotion or perceive
someone else as emotional, we’d categorize only with this broad brush.

A number of scientific studies show that people with higher emotional granularity
are more flexible when regulating their emotions, less likely to drink excessively under
stress, less likely to react aggressively against someone who has hurt them, and likely
to have a more satisfying life.
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2 An immersive experience designed to develop
emotional granularity

Being aware of our emotions and being able to describe them with their differences,
and shadows, plays a strategic role in managing emotions. The key-question is: How
can we improve this competence?

We developed a learning experience in the e-REAL immersive lab where learners
were actively involved by facing engaging scenarios digitally displayed in a glasses-free
mode and by being involved in difficult conversations with avatars that engage them
both at a cognitive and at an emotional level.

Fig. 2. The Parkour Extreme scenario

After each experience, we asked participants to describe the emotions they felt, and
the answers were usually very different. Someone might say that there was no emotion
in the experience, while others can identify multiple emotions. During the debriefing
of this experience, one of the most interesting findings is that the same situation makes
people feel very different emotions. For instance, in the Parkour Extreme scenario,
one participant said that this situation made him/her scared or disappointed, and, at the
same time, other participants felt a positive excitement like enthusiasm or amusement.
Scenario after scenario, people became more aware of their emotions, and it became
clear that it’s not a specific situation, but the meaning that we give to such a situation
that triggers the emotion. This opens an interesting space of introspection, and the
debriefing helps by improving the emotional awareness, along with the extension of the
vocabulary available to talk about emotions.

How many emotions can you name? Being able to recognize and name our
emotional state accurately is the first step to boosting our emotional intelligence. With
this goal, another exercise that we proposed to the participant was exploring the way
emotions are expressed and named in different cultures: “Have you ever heard about
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‘abhiman’ or ‘awumbuk’ or ‘gezelligheid’?”—these are only a few examples of words
used to express a specific feeling in a specific culture. For instance, the Dutch are
used to say “gezelligheid” when the rain is muzzling, and the damp rises from the
canals. This word describes the feeling to be comforted in a homely place surrounded
by good friends. The more we enlarge our vocabulary, exploring emotions, trying to
understand how other people describe their emotions and trying to put in words what
seems “unspeakable,” the more we gain in emotional intelligence. We are not passive
receivers of sensory input, but active constructors of our emotions. We build meaning
from sensory inputs, past experiences, shared values, and culture. Learning to name
the emotions more accurately helps us be more aware of our emotional life and more
effective in our behavior.

3 Practicing empathy

Empathy is the key competence to connecting with other people. It’s the capacity
to understand the moods of the people around us, in an immediate way, without any
criticism or judgment. It involves the ability to identify with other people’s emotions
and situations, even if we are not in agreement with them.

With e-REAL, we help learners practicing empathy by interacting with different
virtualized agents within the immersive room. We are used to start working only with
audio captions, listening to different voices that are telling different stories, then—as a
second stage—we are used to add video captions, and, in the end, specific interactions.
Step by step, we are used to provide everyone with some time in order to allow all the
participant to really “feel the situation” and deal with it. The results are astonishing: the
opportunity to explore the emotional world, immersing oneself in engaging experiences,
really improves the self-awareness and the capacity to deal with challenging situations
and people.

Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, we have been developing the same program
online, within the e-REAL online virtual immersive platform, and the first results are
very promising. The feedback that we receive most often is that working with this
methodology on the emotions is transformational and life changing.

4 Becoming emotionally intelligent within the e-REAL
immersive and interactive setting

One powerful immersive and interactive setting to practice emotional intelligence
is through role-playing scenarios in a safe and controlled environment. e-REAL is the
setting that we configured and here are some tips about how to create such a setting:

¢ Identify the emotional intelligence skills you want to focus on: Start by identifying
the specific emotional intelligence skills you want to practice, such as self-awareness,
self-regulation, empathy, or communication.
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e Create realistic scenarios: Design scenarios that simulate real-life situations where
emotional intelligence is essential, such as conflicts with colleagues or customers,
feedback conversations, or team meetings.

e Assignroles: Assign roles to participants, including the emotional states and goals of
each character. For example, one participant may play the role of an angry customer
who wants a refund, while another participant plays the role of a sales representative
who needs to manage the situation calmly and find a solution.

e Set the stage: Set up the physical environment to match the scenario, such as a store
or office setting. Use props and cues to create a realistic atmosphere.

¢ Facilitate the role-play: Have participants play out the scenario, encouraging them
to practice their emotional intelligence skills, such as active listening, asking
open-ended questions, and demonstrating empathy.

e Debrief and reflect: After the role-play, facilitate a debrief and reflection session.
Ask participants to share their experiences, what they learned, and what they could
have done differently.

e Practice, practice, practice: Repeat the process with different scenarios and roles,
allowing participants to practice and develop their emotional intelligence skills in a
safe and supportive environment.

Overall, to conclude, we can say that an immersive and interactive setting that
focuses on emotional intelligence can help individuals improve their ability to
recognize, understand, and manage emotions in themselves and others, leading to better
communication, stronger relationships, and improved performance.
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