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Background 
 
Organizational change, the restructuring of management and business processes, may be a 

necessary evil for organizations to maintain the competitive edge within their respective 

industries. An organization’s success during change may be achieved by the adaptation of the 

change as well as the acquisition of the knowledge, skills, and abilities of its employees. Kumar 

Singh (2007) states “those organizations which are unable to adapt will soon find themselves in 

trouble, and adaption is achieved only by learning, namely, by being able to do tomorrow that 

which might have been unnecessary today” (p. 56). 

 

The purpose of our research was to explore the context of emotional intelligence (henceforth 

“EQ”) in relation to, and outcomes of, one's learning experience. By identifying and 

understanding how learning experiences elicit emotional responses, and vice versa, it is our aim 

to provide assessment and learning activities in the corporate classroom that promote positive 

and safe learning environments. Interviews with, and surveys distributed to, select members of 

the two organizations have helped us to understand how one’s prior learning experiences 

helped to shape their perceptions, behaviors, and attitudes of future learning experiences. 

 

Methods 
 
Research for this study was conducted through the methodology of Action Research. Identifying 

the relationship of EQ and one’s learning experience was obtained from the two corporate 

organizations. Both researchers interviewed and surveyed members of their Learning & 

Development (L&D) departments, as well as one executive leader from an outside, interested 

party. 



Company A (L&D): The staff of this L&D team (n=11) were asked to participate in this study 

due to their support function within the organization. Assessments and/or activities that promote 

a positive and safe learning environment is dependent on the creation of said content by the 

instructional designer, as well as facilitation by the learning specialists. The data gathered by 

this small population provides a glimpse at the overall relationship between emotions and 

learning experiences. 

 

Company B (L&D): The staff of this L&D team (n=7) were asked to participate in this study due 

to the nature of their business function. Learning professionals in this department have frequent 

face-to-face interaction with external customers, which is why it is important that EQ be 

practiced more so within these operational areas. As part of the surveys and interviews, staff 

was asked several qualitative questions to reflect on specific learning experiences which had 

elicited positive and negative emotional behaviors. 

 

Other: Two individuals, both graduate students, were asked to participate in this study due to 

his current studies and interest in adult learning.  

 
As Stringer (2014) states, “Action research works on the assumption that all people who affect 

or are affected by the issue investigated should be included in the processes of inquiry” (p. 6). 

We will use an action inquiry process using surveys and interviews for the audiences mentioned 

above. 

Research Question(s) 
 
As a systematic approach to our research, the following three questions were sought out 

pertaining to EQ and learning: 

 



Q1: How does knowing emotional intelligence (EQ) impact one’s learning experience? 

Individuals share similar yet very different learning experiences. The intent of this question was 

to determine whether one’s understanding and interpretation of their emotional state would 

result in a positive learning experience. For example, could a learner, who may have been 

tormented or embarrassed from a prior learning experience overcome their fear and resentment 

to achieve a richer learning experience?  

 
Q2: How are emotional intelligence (EQ) abilities enacted in individual and/or team learning? 

Sung (2015) identifies several EQ abilities: self-development, human relationships, adaptability, 

problem-solving, and constructive thinking (p. 62). With this question, our aim was to determine 

which, if any, EQ ability is used to support positive learning experiences within workplace 

settings. 

 
Q3: How does emotional intelligence (EQ) support organizational change?  

All employees within an organization, from the bottom, up, may experience mixed emotions 

during times of change. This question was designed to isolate and understand the role of 

emotional intelligence as a tool to support organizations going through change. Based upon 

further research, a sub question was considered to look deeper at the relationship of EQ and 

organizational learning. The sub question - How does EQ AND positive learning experiences 

support organizational change ? 

 
 
 
 

Setting(s) and Sample 
 
Both researchers of this project are interested in understanding the relationship of EQ and 

learning experiences. While conducting our research, we asked individuals of our respective 



L&D departments to reflect on learning experiences - either as a learner or facilitator - and 

provide critical responses to our inquiries.  We decided to include all levels of our L&D 

departments (i.e. manager, instructional designer, learning specialists, etc.) to “ensure that the 

people included in the study are drawn from groups or individuals having different experiences 

and perspectives” (Stringer, 2014, p. 81).  

Data Collection Methods 
 
The data collection methods used in this action research project are as follows: 
 

Research Question Data Collection Methods 

How does emotional intelligence (EQ) support organizational 
change? 

Interviews, Survey 

How does knowing emotional intelligence (EQ) impact one’s 
learning experience? 

Interviews, Survey 

How are emotional intelligence abilities enacted in individual 
and/or team learning? 

Interviews, Survey 

 
 
We were responsible for conducting all data collection activities as outlined above. In the 

interest of time, the interviews were only conducted with the managers from each company. 

Using the same interview questions, a survey was created using SurveyGizmo (Appendix A) 

and distributed to the remaining L&D participants. The final study consisted of 18 L&D 

personnel and 2 outside, interested parties. Characteristics for this study sample are included in 

Table 1, below. 

 

Table 1 Characteristics of study sample  

 n 

Sex  

   Female 9 



   Male 11 

Age Band  

   20-29 3 

   30-39 10 

   40-49 4 

   50-59 1 

   60-69 2 

Organization  

   Company A 11 

   Company B 7 

   Other 2 

Role  

   Manager 2 

   Learning/Training Specialist (Intermediate) 12 

   Learning/Training Specialist (Senior) 3 

   Instructional Designer 1 

   Other 2 

 

 

  



Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews, which took approximately 30–45 min, were conducted 

with each manager of the L&D team. We used the grand tour  questioning method at the 

beginning of each group of questions, such as “Reflect on…” and “ Recall a time…”. This type of 

questioning allow the participants to speak openly about their personal experiences, which then 

sets the stage for us to ask specific questions about their experience (Stringer, 2014, p. 107).  

Both interviews were audio recorded. 

 

Survey 

As part of the larger study through which this analysis was conducted we created an online 

survey (SurveyGizmo) and sent the link out to the remaining L&D staff. Those participating in 

the survey were informed at the onset of the survey that the data gathered would be used as 

part of this research project (Appendix B).  

 
Our decision to use an online survey was based on the limited availability of our sample 

audience. Likewise, as Stringer (2014) points out, surveys are an efficient tool at easily 

collecting, organizing, and computing data (p. 119). To maintain consistency in the data 

collection, the questions asked in the online survey were the same questions asked during the 

two interviews. 

Data Analysis Methods 
 
With the exception of the demographic information (gender and age band), the data gathered is 

primarily based on the participant’s learning experience. Therefore, the researchers of this study 

elected to code and categorize  the data as the first procedure of analysis.  The primary coding 

technique we used was word repetition. Seeking out redundant words or synonyms made it 



easy to categorize responses based on their connotation. For example, when the participants 

were asked how they felt about a specific negative  learning experience, we grouped words into 

two categories, positive or negative, based on their meaning. Lastly, those words that were 

repetitive were tallied and presented in corresponding figures. A complete breakdown of the 

analysis method by survey question type is listed in Table 2, below. 

 
Once all responses were gathered, the data was exported to a PDF and Excel document to help 

analyze the information. SurveyGizmo’s export function maintains the responses by question, 

making it easier for the researchers to identify trends and themes within the survey.  

 

Table 2 Analysis Method of Survey Questions 

Question Number (s) or Type Response Type Analysis Method 

Gender Multiple Choice Percentage 

Age Band Multiple Choice Percentage 

1 - 22 Open-ended Code and Categorize 

 

Checks for Rigor 
 
To ensure stakeholders that data is validated, we checked for rigor by establishing credibility, 

dependability, and transferability (Stringer, 2014, p. 92). 

 
In terms of credibility, we felt it necessary to use triangulation  - using multiple sources of data. 

Conducting interviews, administering surveys, reviewing prior literature, and reflecting on prior 

experiences within our respective organizations were important for obtaining many perspectives 

of the issue. Since the majority of questions in the interview and survey were open-ended, we 

encouraged participants to be open and honest about their learning experiences. Since the 



participants were provided a hyperlink to the survey via email, they could access the survey at 

any given time. If they were too busy or not mentally or emotionally prepared to reflect on the 

open-ended questions, they could return to the survey at a later time. 

 
The participants were well informed of the intent and purpose of their role within this study. 

Providing explicit context of the rationale and procedures used in this study ensured 

dependability. Likewise, once the data was gathered, we then implemented member checking , 

allowing stakeholders the opportunity to review and ask clarifying questions pertaining to the 

information. 

 

Although this study was conducted within two distinctly different corporate settings (i.e. 

company size, industry, etc.) we believe the findings of our research could apply to any 

organization that offer and support learning opportunities for their employees. Reflecting on and 

identify emotional relationships between prior learning experiences assists employees in 

determine what makes an effective (positive) learning environment for them.  

Findings 
 
In this section we present our findings about the relationship of EQ and learning experiences, 

specifically documenting individual learning experiences, group learning experiences, and 

perception of workplace learning events. We also compare our findings to several of the main 

themes identified in our literature review.  

Individual Learning Experiences 

At the onset of our interviews and survey, we asked participants to reflect on negative and 

positive learning experiences: 

● Reflect on a prior negative learning experience 



● Reflect on a prior positive learning experience  

● Recall a time when you were overwhelmed in a learning environment 

● Recall a time when you were distracted or preoccupied with something completely 

unrelated to the learning content 

Our intent for frontloading the survey with this self-reflection activity was to get participants 

mentally and emotionally prepared for follow-up questions. This reflection activity was important 

in answering our first research question around EQ impacting one’s learning experience. 

 
After reflecting, participants were asked, Do you think your emotions during the experience had 

an impact on how you learned?  In both cases, participants responded with “yes”, “absolutely”, or 

“100%”. Some participants chose to expand their responses: 

Being in a good emotional state allowed med to retain more knowledge and I was more inclined to 
participant in class discussions. 
 

In response to a negative learning experience, one participant responded: 

On one hand, I can recall that topic from [a corporate] class with a lot more clarity than 99% of other 
topics that were not attached to an emotional response. So I do feel like my emotions had a certain 
benefit in helping me retrain my learning. On the other hand, I realize my memory of that topic is 
much more focused on my emotional experience than the actual learning. 

 
Overall, the responses gathered from this scenario supports the claim that emotions influence 

cognitive retention.  

Group Learning Experiences 

To help answer our second research inquiry, emotional intelligence (EQ) abilities enacted in 

individual and/or team learning, we asked participants to reflect on positive and negative group 

learning experiences. Figure 1, below, categorizes the participants responses based on EQ 

ability. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 EQ Ability Response Type 

 

 
Of the four main EQ abilities outlined, the most prevalent amongst the participant's positive 

group experience was constructive thinking. One participant offered: 

Group [was] given some task that required elements of creativity and problem-solving as well as 
some discourse --make it semi-competitive. 
 

Likewise, another participant simply stated “we had to problem-solve using things that were 

provided”.  When presented with difficult or challenging situations, constructive thinking helps 

employees focus on positive outcomes. In group learning, whether in a corporate classroom or 

project setting, employees who can think through a process or policy and offer positive solutions 

will perpetuate positive thinking amongst the group members. Based on similar responses like 



the ones identified here within our study, we deduced that EQ abilities are important for the 

success of group learning activities. 

Perception of Workplace Learning Events 

Since the success of an organization may depend on the knowledge and skill of its employees 

to perform necessary job functions, we asked the participants of this study to reflect on their 

state of mind when engaging in workplace learning events. Figure 2, below, illustrates the most 

commonly used words associated to the participant’s experience in workplace learning events. 

We chose to represent this data in the form of a word cloud, a method for visually presenting 

text data, which groups words that make it easier for audiences to read and recall. 

 

Figure 2 State of Mind Word Cloud 

 

 

Nearly 90% of participants provided positive responses, such as “focused”, “excited”, 

“enthusiastic”, “open”, and “interested”. The remaining population indicated “distracted”, “bored”, 

or “irritated”, which hindered their learning capability. To further explain these results, we asked 

the participants to reflect specifically on the emotional state of a corporate classroom 

environment, either indicative of their mood or another learner’s. 



The majority of participants indicated the negative emotions of others were apparent and had 

distracted them from learning the content. For one participant, the negativity was unsettling that 

they did not wish to carry on with the class: 

During a recent training class a learner asked a question and the instructor was obviously irritated 
with her for asking. The mood changed in the classroom and no one, including myself, felt 
comfortable asking questions. I just wanted the session to be over. 
 

In contrast, another participant offered a positive experience where the emotions of another 

learner became infectious, resulting in a fruitful learning experience for all: 

When other people are excited about learning and are openly expressing that it can get you to let 
your guard down and be receptive to learning new things. 

 
We conclude here that negative or positive emotional responses, either from the instructor or 

participant, may influence the emotional reaction of others, resulting in an overall positive or 

negative experience.  

Comparison of Research to Literature 
 
In this section we present findings pertaining to the research questions outlined at the onset of 

this report. The findings are presented in relation to the following themes identified in our 

literature review: communication, psychological safety, and self-reflection. The fourth theme, 

change management, was not supported in our findings. Hence, change management is not 

represented as a comparison between our research findings and literature review findings.  

Communication 
 
As identified in the literature review, communication skills are vital to the success of learner 

engagement. When asked to reflect on a negative learning experience, several participants 

were open about their dissatisfaction on clear expectations from the trainer or teacher. One 

participant stated “I didn’t understand the content that was being presented”, whereas another 

participant was upset with the “inability to connect with the participants in the audience”. There 



were several more examples like this, but there was one response that stood out among the 

rest: 

I asked a question in class to make sure I understood direct and indirect pronouns. I gave an 
example to say "if I say something like (insert sentence here), would that be correct?". I gave a 
really stupid example because I couldn't think of one on the spot and the teacher was surprised, got 
flustered, and my question never really got answered. 
 

The emotional responses associated to these situations are as expected. Nearly 25% of the 

participants felt “frustrated”, whereas other results include “helpless”, “confused”, and “bored”. In 

response to the poor communication style of the instructor, one participant noted: 

I tuned out. I was annoyed with the instructor and felt he had nothing to offer. I didn’t value any of 
the content because I didn’t feel valued. 
 

In response to question 4, How much information did you retain from this specific learning 

experience? , all 20 participants annotated a lack of retention. Figure 3, below, illustrates the 

primary response types to this question. Based on the responses, it is inferred that poor 

communication within a learning environment has a direct impact on the learner's cognitive 

ability.  

 

Figure 3 Response of Knowledge Retention 

 



 

Psychological Safety 
 
Another recurring theme found within the literature review, with regards to group learning, was 

psychological safety. For example, members of a group may be hesitant to participant in 

collaborative discussions or learning exercises out of fear of being judged or ideas and 

suggestions being disregarded.  Figure 4, below, illustrates the learning style preference of the 

sampled population. 

 

Figure 4 Group vs Individual Learning Styles 

 

 
In response to question 15, How do you feel about learning in groups? , we received a variety of 

response types from our sample. When asked to provide an example of a positive learning 

experience, one participant reflected on content that “requires elements of creativity and 

problem-solving”. Problem-solving is an attribute commonly used amongst individuals who elicit 

high EQ. As Clarke (2010) notes, the processing of information that has an emotional 

attachment is “an important catalyst underpinning problem-solving” (p. 131).  

 
When asked to elaborate on a negative group learning experience, one participant stated: 



Almost all of my group experiences involve one or two people talking and most everybody else 
being very passive. There’s no time to get to know the other people, because you’re in the group to 
start working on a project immediately. Being introverted, that sets an uncomfortable stage for me. 

 
Another participant reflected on a learning experience where “people became frustrated and 

wanted to speak out of anger”. The facilitator observed the class asking the instructor questions, 

whose responses were “short” and had an “angry undertone”. The lack of EQ on behalf of the 

instructor (i.e. poor communication skills, inability to foster a safe learning environment) may 

result in a lack of learner engagement and knowledge retention.  

Self-Reflection 
 
As addressed in our literature review, key factors of EQ, such as emotional awareness and 

emotional management, help to improve our individual and social learning experiences (Clarke, 

2010). The interview and survey conducted within this study was, in itself, a self-reflection 

activity for our participants.  

 
In response to question 13, Can you think of a learning experience when you were aware that 

your own mood was affecting how you or others were learning? , this research team was 

surprised to discover that many of the participants, professionals of adult learning, were 

unaware of how their emotional behavior influenced their own learning audience. Figure 5, 

below, illustrates the response types of this specific question.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Figure 5 Group vs Individual Learning Styles 

 

 

In addition to simple “yes” or “no” responses, several of the participants were open about how 

their emotions influenced their peers and learning audience. While attending training on The 

Change Cycle ™, one participant disclosed: 

I wasn't in the best of moods because I was tired and thought this was going to be another boring 
class. As we began to do the activities I became more interested and starting participating and 
laughing as I observed what was happening around me. Before I knew it others were laughing and 
getting into the activity. 
 

Conflicts, or perceptions of a conflict, between two or more individuals within a learning 

environment may also disrupt individual and social learning. As one participant shared: 

If I have a negative attitude towards someone in the group, I tend to obsess on it and it's detracting 
to my learning. 
 

Emotional responses by instructors or facilitators, positive or negative, may influence future 

engagement of the learning audience, as well as damage the relationship between learner and 

mentor. As one instructor stated: 

I ask a lot of questions and sometimes that pisses other people off. I don't know if there's emotion 
involved on my side. Alternatively, if I'm emotional about something in my personal life, it makes it 
extremely hard for me to focus enough to learn something for work or school. 

 
In sum, question 13 (and others like it) served as a great reflection activity for the participants of 

the study. After completing the survey, several participants shared their appreciation of this 



survey, indicating they would like to learn more about EQ and the “triggers” that evoke negative 

emotional responses, especially in the corporate classroom. Additionally, one of the participants 

from Company A stated she would like to design and develop similar reflection activities that 

could be administered prior to delivering training content. She continued her interest in the idea, 

share a familiar yet unfortunate recurring theme: 

When the New Hires leave my class they are upset and frustrated. They are afraid they will never 
understand the the application [content] and debate whether to return the following day. One learner 
stated she had nightmares about class and came to class crying the following morning.  

 
We believe self-reflection activities, similar to those administered in this study, help set the tone 

for positive learning experiences. 

 

Limitations 
 
The data gathered supports the need of EQ abilities for positive learning experiences. However, 

we did encounter some limitations of our study which, if they had been identified early on and 

with more strategic execution, could have provided stronger data. 

 
The most significant limitation of our study was time. In the span of 12 weeks, the researchers of 

this study had revised the research topic, inquiry, and methodology based on peer feedback. 

Due to the constant revisions of our research, we had two weeks to draft our questions, solicit 

the audience for the interviews and survey, gather the results, and analyze the findings. 

 
With this limitation of time came the restriction on what types of data collection methods that 

could be executed successfully.  We had originally planned to interview all of the participants in 

one on one sessions with the intent to seek elaborate and detailed responses. In the end, we 

decided to interview only our managers and utilize an online survey to interact and elicit 



responses from all other participants.  The survey worked for our purposes, but did not allow us 

to dive deeper into participant responses or observe physical reactions and participation.  

Summary 

After conducting interviews and distributing a survey to coworkers, our research findings show a 

strong relationship between emotions and learning experiences. The responses gathered from 

the questions based on individual learning experiences support the claim that emotions 

influence cognitive retention. During group learning questions, all four EQ abilities were 

prominent in the interviews and survey responses, proving their importance to the success of 

group learning activities; however, the most impactful ability was critical thinking. Responses to 

reflection questions based on emotional states during learning experiences showed that 

negative and positive emotional responses and actions, from both instructors and participants, 

influence the emotional reaction(s) of others resulting in an overall positive or negative 

experience. Despite the limitations of our study, based on these research findings as well as the 

findings of our literature review, our research clearly supports the claim for understanding and 

applying EQ abilities for positive learning experiences.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Survey Questions 
Emotional Intelligence and Learning 
 
Demographic Info 
Please select your Gender. 
Male 
Female 
 
Please identify your Age Band. 
0-19 
20-29 
30-39 
40-49 
50-59 
60-69 
70+ 
 
Negative Learning Experience 
1.What stands out about this experience? 
2. During the experience, how did you feel? 
3. How do you think your emotional state of this experience impacted your 
learning? 
4. How much information did you retain from this specific learning 
experience? Why? 
5. Do you think your emotions during the experience had an impact on how 
you learned? 
 
Positive Learning Experience 
6. What stands out about this experience? 
7. During the experience, how did you feel? 
8. How do you think your emotional state of this experience impacted your 
learning? 
9. How much information did you retain from this specific learning 
experience? Why? 
10. Do you think your emotions during the experience had an impact on how 
you learned? 
 
Workplace Learning 
11. When you participate in a workplace learning event, what is your usual state 
of mind? 



12. Have you ever had a learning experience where the mood or attitude of 
other affected you and/or how you learned? If yes, please explain. 
13. Can you think of a learning experience when you were aware that your 
own mood was affecting how you or others were learning? If yes, please 
explain. 
14. What is your ideal learning environment and how do you contribute to 
that ideal? 
 
Group Learning 
15. How do you feel about learning in groups? 
16. Please provide an example of a positive group learning experience. 
17. Please provide an example of a negative group learning experience. 
 
Overwhelmed 
18. Why were you overwhelmed? 
19. What did you do? 
 
Distracted 
20. How well did you learn? 
21. What could you have done to remain on track? 
 
Open Text 
22. Do you have anything else to add or any questions about this survey? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 



Appendix B: Informed Consent for Survey Participants 
 
Dear Participant, 

 

The purpose of this survey is to understand the extent of which emotions play in one’s learning 

experience. The data gathered from this survey will be used as part of a larger research project 

for a graduate class at the University of Colorado - Denver, Information and Learning 

Technologies program. 

 

The following survey is comprised of 21 questions, and should take no longer than 30 minutes 

to complete. The questions are open-text, so there are no right or wrong answers. 

 

By clicking "Next", you are consenting the use of your responses as part of our research project. 

 

NOTE: To ensure anonymity, the only demographic information asked will be gender and age. 

 

Thank you for your time! 

 

Jason Dunbar and TiAn Vetter, University of Colorado - Denver 


