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Background

Can your brain spot the difference?

Hypothesis

Method
Participants:

There were 130 participants, all were Oregon

State University students (90 women and 40

men).

Procedure:

Participants were asked to watch the “updated”

Heider-Simmel animation video (Heider &

Simmel, 1944; Figure 1) and write a brief

descriptive essay about what they saw.

Figure 1: Participant’s perception of updated Heider-Simmel Animation Video

Evaluating Emotional Intelligence:Looking for Language:

The Linguistic Inquiry Word Count text analysis software

(Pennebaker, Boyd, Jordan, & Blackburn, 2015), was used to

count the number of anthropomorphic words in each

descriptive essay, referred to here as social process words

(Figure 2).

After completing their essays, participants were given the

Situational Test of Emotion Management (STEM; Figure 3)

(MacCann & Roberts, 2008). This measure is used to assess

how effectively one regulates emotion and processes social

information.

Test Item

16. Max prides himself on his work being of the highest quality. On a 

joint project, other people do a lousy job, assuming that Max will fix 

their mistakes.  What action would be the most effective for Max?

(a) Forget about it.

(b) Confront the others, and tell them they must fix their mistakes.

(c) Tell the project manager about the situation.

(d) Fix the mistakes.

Absence of Social 

Process Words 

Presence of Social 

Process Words 

“The shapes seem to get 

close and far away from 

each other.”

“They got into a fight as 

the she seemed to shy

away and watch.”

Figure 3: Situational Test of Emotion Management (STEM)
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Figure 2: Examples of texts with and without social process words
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Graph 1: Mean STEM scores of Individuals Showing Presence or Absence of 

Social Process Words by Gender

Interestingly, men scored significantly lower on

emotional intelligence (assessed by the STEM) than

women (F(1,126) = 7.36, p < 0.01; η2 = .06; Graph 1).

Contrary to our hypothesis, individuals who displayed

an anthropomorphic perception of the video did not

exhibit increased emotional intelligence. Although not

hypothesized, we did observe a tendency for

emotionally intelligent people to use more perceptual

language (e.g., adjectives) (r = .19, p < .05). Whether

this connection is simply revealing a more general

relationship between intelligence and language use or

something more specific to social skills is impossible

to determine with this data. Only by conducting further

research with better measures of emotional

intelligence and more sensitive perception tasks can

scientists determine the true link between these two

phenomena.
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In attempt to better understand unfamiliar

stimuli, areas in the brain that normally

perceive human faces, such as the Fusiform

Face Area, will sometimes activate, causing an

anthropomorphic response (i.e. attributing

human characteristics to non-human objects;

(Schultz, Grelotti, & Klin, 2003). Some

theorize (Autism researchers, Artificial

Intelligence researchers, etc.) that

anthropomorphism in perception may be a

defining attribute of emotional intelligence.

In this study, we hypothesized that those who

described a video involving simple geometric

shapes as human-like with words suggestive of

social interactions and processes would

generate higher scores on an emotional

intelligence measure.

The use of social process words to describe the

Heider-Simmel animation, however, showed no

relationship with emotional intelligence.
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