
 

 

CASE STUDY 

Developing and Sustaining 
Emotional Intelligence 

Overview  
“Many companies hire for entry-level positions based on IQ, then promote people based on 
EQ. You need to have a brilliant IQ to be a good engineer, but to be a Leader of engineers, 
your EQ matters more than your IQ,” reflected Victor Cheng, a Strategy consultant who 
began his career with McKinsey & Company. 

Indeed, many companies see the potential value of developing the Emotional Intelligence of 
their employees, but do not necessarily have the means to do so. In this case study we learn 
from a Business Psychology Consultancy who created a smartphone app to address this 
organisational opportunity efficiently and effectively. 

Challenge 
Smartphones have the potential to be a valuable tool to support an individual’s personal 
development and wellbeing. By 2018, 87% of UK adults owned a smartphone compared to 
52% in 2012, and two-thirds of working adults were using their smartphone for at least one 
work-related activity, up from 50% the year before (Deloitte, 2018).  

PSI Services – a global workforce solutions organisation delivering Business Psychology 
related solutions to clients – committed to helping people achieve success in their academic, 
personal, and work lives. Their specialists in the field of Emotional Intelligence (EI) focused 
on the design, accreditation, and delivery of innovative products that enhance the 
performance, engagement, and wellbeing of individuals and organisations. They recognised 
that the world of smartphone technology offered an opportunity to scale their offerings and 
enable more people to develop their EI.  

(Definitions of Emotional Intelligence vary, although broadly, definitions align. A dictionary 
definition suggests EI is, “the capacity to be aware of, control, and express one's emotions, 
and to handle interpersonal relationships judiciously and empathetically.” Four abilities 
typically related to EI (otherwise known as emotional quotient or EQ) are self-management, 
self-awareness, social awareness and relationship management.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, 
Founder of the ABP Awards 

The challenge the PSI team set for themselves was to design and develop a smartphone 
app in-house that could enable positive and sustained behaviour change, and ultimately help 
people to thrive inside and outside of work.  

(A mobile application, referred to here as a smartphone app, is a computer program or 
software application designed to run on a mobile device such as a phone, tablet, or 
smartwatch.) - Clodagh O’Reilly, Founder of the ABP Awards 
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Finding Focus 
They consulted Learning and Development (L&D) Consultants who had extensive expertise 
in facilitating the development of EI within organisations, who supported them in identifying 
three potential use cases for an EI app:  

• Integrating an app within EI development programmes or modules, to provide 
ongoing support for embedding behavioural change following the face-to-face 
component of the programme/module 

• Deploying the app following individual feedback and/or coaching on the Emotional 
Intelligence Profile (a psychometric questionnaire), to further develop awareness of 
EI and encourage individuals to apply their learning 

• Using the app to provide a ‘low touch’ development solution that could be deployed 
effectively to a wide audience across an organisation, where ‘high touch’ 
development interventions were not practically feasible or desirable due to cost and 
time demands 

The PSI team began by collating an existing set of EI development tools and materials 
established from a robust attitude-based model of EI (Maddocks, 2014), which they then 
reviewed to identify which had the best potential for delivery through a smartphone. At that 
early stage they also recognised that delivery via a smartphone could give them the 
opportunity to enhance the effectiveness of some development tools, through increased 
interactivity.  

Clarifying the Opportunity 
A review was then conducted of existing mobile apps designed to support EI and wellbeing. 
From this, they identified a gap in terms of smartphone apps that not only developed and 
sustained EI in a way that was simple and interactive but had a robust comprehensive 
foundation in scientific evidence. They frequently found apps that focused on a single 
learning or behaviour change technique rather than combining multiple methods to increase 
efficacy and sustainability. 

Approach 
The EI app to be created was called, “EI Zone.” 

To help the team in meeting target Users’ needs, they adopted a feedback-centric approach 
and engaged stakeholders at significant stages throughout the design process.  

Feedback-Centric Design 
They began with an in-depth review of academic literature on habit formation and behaviour 
change. They also studied research on the impact of smartphone technology in learning and 
development, and factors that affected User engagement with apps. 

From this, they constructed a four-stage behaviour change process, which became the 
foundation for EI Zone’s design: Learn, Practise, Track, and Embed. They subsequently 
produced a concept design document with screen mock-ups of five core app features: 

• Learn about EI 

• Questionnaires & Reports 

• Feelings Tracker 

• 21-Day Habit Change 
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• Community & News 

EI Zone would be developed for both Android and iOS phones to make it accessible to most 
smartphone users. Key stakeholders from several organisations expressed strong support 
for the design concept. Their feedback also highlighted the importance of usability, 
accounting for individual differences in human-machine interaction, and ultimately 
engagement (Howells et al, 2016; Vermeeren et al, 2016). 

Development of Core Features 
The rationale for the core features was associated to a four-stage behaviour change 
process, summarised below. 

Stage 1: Learn 

From an EI behavioural change perspective, it is important to first learn about the underlying 
attitudes and feelings that drive the behaviour(s) you want to change. This enables 
individuals to pinpoint a specific action to take (Maddocks, 2014). To achieve this, two 
features were developed: ‘Learn about EI’, which provided video learning content, and 
‘Questionnaire and Reports’ where Users could complete EI-centred psychometric 
questionnaires and view feedback reports. 

Stage 2: Practise 

The practice of emotion differentiation (i.e. being more granular when describing emotion) 
could improve self-awareness and help regulate behaviour (Kashdan, et al., 2014). To 
encourage this, the app included a ‘Feelings Tracker’ where Users could log their feelings on 
a regular basis, in an interactive way which would increase engagement (Cena, 2014). 
Users could contextualise their emotions to monitor trends in their emotional experience, 
which was important for regulating emotion(s) irrespective of intensity (Kashdan, et al., 
2014). 

Building positive new habits requires conscious effort early on, but over time becomes more 
instinctive (Sung et al, 2016). The key to the change was repeated daily practice (Lally, et 
al., 2010). Along with encouraging Users to record their feelings daily, EI Zone included a 
‘21-Day Habit Change’ exercise to enable development of more emotionally intelligent 
behaviours.  

Time taken to embed a habit could vary greatly, depending on the person, behaviour, and 
context. In Lally’s study, the median time was 66 days for a habit to reach “automaticity.” 
However, a good starting point was to engage Users to commit to 21 days of consecutive 
practise (Maddocks, 2014). 

Stage 3: Track 

Apps could be used to send regular reminders, and track and reward progress towards 
achieving goals. These features encourage use and increase engagement (Morrison, 2017). 
EI Zone was designed to send ‘push’ notifications, to remind Users to practise their 21-Day 
Habit Change and use their Feelings Tracker.  

Some gamification was also introduced by visually displaying a User’s progress over 21 
days and through rewarding them with valuable EI content/tips each time they checked-in on 
the app.  

Stage 4: Embed 

Apps can be designed to deliver content on-demand, to reinforce and embed learning (e.g. 
videos/tips/articles), and connect people for social support, collaboration, and orientation 
(Glahn, et al., 2016). Sharing progress with peers was motivational for some Users, and 
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could additionally provide a support network (Cena, 2014). So, in designing the EI Zone app, 
the team created a “Community & News” feature to enable peer support and 
encouragement. This included weekly news articles or blogs about developing EI, and a 
“chat” function where Users could share progress and tips. 

Outcome 
Prior to live release, two beta trials were conducted with stakeholders. Trial 1 included 
internal psychologists and L&D consultants with substantial EI development experience 
(n=15). Trial 2 included external Users across several organisations (n=44). Each trial lasted 
for approximately six weeks. Post-trial User feedback was collected via an online survey. 

Feedback 
Trial 1 feedback identified User experience (UX) improvements ahead of Trial 2. Overall Trial 
2 feedback was very positive: 95% of respondents indicated they would be ‘Very likely’ or 
‘Quite likely’ to recommend the app to others for developing EI. Following the live launch of 
the app, and as part of their commitment to feedback-centric design, the team routinely 
administered a two-part live usage survey.  

Part 1: Adoption Factors 

In part one, Respondents (Users) are asked to rate influential factors that impact their 
intention to continue using EI Zone. Factor options are based on the expectation 
confirmation model (ECM) and the extended unified theory of acceptance and use of 
technology (UTAUT2).  

(Expectation Confirmation Theory seeks to explain post-purchase or post-adoption 
satisfaction as a function of expectations, perceived performance, and disconfirmation of 
beliefs.) 

After the first year, their review showed the majority of users ‘somewhat’ or ‘strongly’ agreed 
with the app’s adoption factors as follows: 

• Effort (straightforward to use): 89% 

• Hedonic (enjoyable to use): 78% 

• Facilitation (Users know who to contact for support): 56% 

• Satisfaction (satisfied with experience): 86% 

• Performance (helps to improve Emotional Intelligence): 87% 

• Continuance (intend to continue using): 77% 

• Expectation (overall expectations met): 77% 

These results were generally very promising, whilst also highlighting areas for improvement. 

Part 2: Perceived Value 

Part two of the live usage survey invited Respondents (Users) to evaluate the perceived 
feature value and their success in context of their design purpose. This feedback enabled 
meaningful, User-driven updates.  

For instance, design research highlighted the importance of technology-led, self-driven 
learning for Users. However, only 35% of survey respondents rated ‘Learn about EI’ as one 
of their two most valuable features in EI Zone. So, the Designers responded by making it 
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more interactive and personal. Then, Users could select a specific area of EI they wanted to 
develop and receive more focused, in-depth learning content and exercises. 

Whilst 71% of Respondents said the Feelings Tracker helped them to improve their 
emotional awareness, qualitative comments called for more insight on the feelings they 
recorded. So the Designers subsequently added a ‘Key insights’ narrative section that 
offered Users a brief interpretation of how their emotions distributed across four feeling 
quadrants: Energise, Renew, Stress, and Burnout, with possible outcomes. 

The Designers also tracked perceived impact of the 21-Day Habit Change exercise directly 
within the app. Of 189 Habit Changes created by the initial cohort of Users, 54 sets of 
evaluation data were submitted. Results showed good evidence of positive behavioural 
improvements and EI Zone’s value, as:  

• 70% agreed they had improved in the behaviour they committed to change 

• 81% agreed they had improved in the area of EI their Habit Change was focused on 

• 78% agreed the app was useful in keeping them on track with their Habit Change 

As the User base grew, the Design team planned to continue to collect User feedback, to 
evaluate the extent to which EI Zone was meeting its objective of achieving positive 
behaviour change. Feedback received continued to guide regular enhancements and new 
content. 
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Editor’s Observations 
In this case the PSI team referenced a robust attitude-based model of EI (Maddocks, 2014).  

Maddocks proposed that “the inclusion of attitudes within an EI framework potentially 
provides a broader context for understanding the inputs and outputs of EI, something that is 
yet to be demonstrated by either the ability or mixed models independently. This may take 
the form of a hierarchical model where attitudes are the antecedent inputs of EI (the ability) 
that manifest as mixed behavioural traits and competencies i.e. the outputs of EI.” 

Additional reading is available online in the paper, “Evaluating the added value of an 
attitude-based measure of Emotional Intelligence – the Emotional Intelligence Profile (EIP),” 
by Jolyon Maddocks, a thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Psychology at the 
University of Leicester. 

PSI additionally published, “The Impact of Emotional Intelligence in the Workplace: An 
Evidence-Based Review,” by Jo Maddocks and Dan Hughes in 2019. In this white paper 
they summarised the evidence that had been accumulated from over 30 years of research 
on Emotional Intelligence (EI) in the workplace. 
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