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Emotional intelligence is critical for effective group collaboration, enabling communication, conflict resolution,
and sustained motivation. We investigate the complex emotional experiences inherent in genealogy research,
a long-term collaborative sensemaking task. Through a mixed-methods study on the research practices of
amateur genealogists, we reveal several key emotional challenges they face during individual’s research and
collaboration. We conclude by discussing specific ways GenAl can be introduced to provide emotional support
to enhance both individual and collaborative sensemaking.

1 Introduction

Generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) has demonstrated transformative ability in various do-
mains, opening doors for HCI researchers to reimagine the ways that Al can support human
work. Working with GenAI has become a common practice in both personal and professional
settings [1, 13, 21]. However, the adoption of GenAl in group collaboration is underdeveloped.

In-person and virtual collaboration introduces more opportunities for the GenAlI application but
in a more complex environment. Successful group collaboration goes beyond an individual’s ability
to complete a task. It also requires, but is not limited to, effective communication [2], resolving
conflicts [19], maintaining high motivation and engagement [4], and moderating knowledge and
personality differences among group members [8, 17].

The root of successful group collaboration lies in the emotional capacity of the members of
the group. Prior work shows strong positive relationships between the emotional intelligence of
individuals and their collective performance and interpersonal dynamics [7, 10, 14, 15]. This insight
may be extended to human—-Al teams. For instance, Nair et al. [18] argues that in a multiagent system,
Al could act as a “virtual human” and use emotions as a value system and cues of communication
when collaborating with human agents.

GenAlI has demonstrated the ability to recognize and influence human mental states in various
contexts [5, 22, 23]. However, it is unclear whether and how its emotional capacity should be
introduced to human collaboration. In this paper, we call the attention of HCI researchers to explore
beyond the cognitive influence that GenAl brings to group work. We present findings on emotional
experience during a large-scale collaborative task — online genealogy research — and discuss how
GenAl could be introduced to this complex collaboration scenario. We argue for the need for HCI
researchers to investigate the development and appropriate use of emotionally intelligent GenAl
for various types of collaboration, and propose future research ideas on this topic.

2 Emotions in Genealogy Research

Genealogy (or family history) research is a large-scale collaborative task that attracts millions of
practitioners, most of whom are amateurs who are interested in discovering the story of their own
ancestors. Genealogists search through historical documents on the Internet and from local archival
facilities for information about their ancestor. They identify information related to ancestors and
correlate it with what they have known. They build family histories with stories, family trees
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and ancestral profiles. Lastly, they connect and collaborate with relatives and like-minded people
around the world to expand their family tree.

However, the journey of genealogy research goes beyond a single cognitive activity because
of its high relevance to self-identity and intimate family relations. Moore [16] shows that most
genealogists researching their ancestors experience distressing emotions. To further investigate
the causes and impact of emotions during genealogy research and explore possible interventions
with technology, we conducted a mixed-method study on the emotional experience of genealogists
from an HCI perspective.

In our study, we recruited 12 genealogists, observed their genealogy research practices, and
interviewed them about their emotional experiences during a pair of lab-based family history
sensemaking tasks. Our findings suggest that genealogists’ emotions are affected by three elements:
(1) the genealogical senesemaking process, (2) the information content that they are exposed to,
and (3) interactions with others of the community. Specifically, we found the following common
emotional reactions of genealogists and their causes:

(1) Interest and enjoyment in the activity;

(2) Excitement with new information and possible research opportunities;

(3) Confidence and excitement with research progress and accomplishment;

(4) Frustration with inability to find relevant information;

(5) Confusion with conflicting information;

(6) Resonance with ancestors’ lives reflected in records;

(7) Sense of responsibility to conduct family history research and anger towards others’ mistakes.

We found evidence that some emotions may cause problems in genealogy research. For instance,
our participant admitted that they could get too excited when they found new information and,
consequently, did not review it critically before mistakenly accepting it. Then, genealogists’ frus-
tration with scarce information and tedious process can lead to avoiding research in a certain
direction. Records about an ancestor may reveal tragic events. And genealogists who found such
information may feel overwhelmed and have to stop their research. Emotions can also add friction
to interpersonal interactions. Our participants mentioned conflicts with relatives who are disturbed
by their genealogy findings. They also feel the hesitation to reach out to relatives in fear of sharing
a story about an ancestor.

Our findings suggested that genealogists managed to regulate their emotions to some extent,
but challenges remain. In the next section, we discuss how GenAlI could be introduced to support
beyond human cognitive activity, but also cultivate desirable emotional experiences in genealogy
research.

3 Emotionally Intelligent GenAl for Genealogy Research and Collaboration

Recent HCI studies on applying Al for human emotions present mixed results depending on their
contexts. Studies focusing on the workplace found that (prospective) employers of an organization
associate inference of emotions with workplace monitoring, raising concerns about privacy and
justice [3, 20]. Researchers also suggested that large language models (LLM) could provide emotional
benefits [9, 11], and people voluntarily seek actionable advice and emotional support from LLM-
based conversational agents [12].

For the genealogist community, we believe that an emotionally intelligent GenAl can address
genealogists’ challenges with emotions in multiple ways. At the individual level, it could be a tutor
or research assistant for genealogists. In addition to supporting the cognitive task, GenAl could:

(1) Bring confidence in genealogy research by recognizing genealogists’ research progress, even
when there is no direct conclusive result;
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(2) Promote interest in researching in a certain direction and reduce frustration by presenting
amusing historical contexts and questions;

(3) Reduce overexcitement when making conclusions and cultivate a sense of responsibility by
explaining the importance of accurate research for oneself, family, and the community;

(4) Comfort with positive perspectives and empathy for genealogists who feel overwhelmed by
the tragic events that occurred to their ancestor.

For collaboration, a GenAl may continue its role as a research assistant but also be a moderator
between collaborators. Specifically, we believe that GenAl could:

(1) Encourage and help genealogists initiate and engage in difficult conversations.
(2) Promote respectful and constructive communication during collaboration.
(3) Acknowledge differences of opinion and help to resolve or mitigate conflicts.

GenAl responses are highly personalized, which offer an opportunity to support the emotional
aspect of genealogy research and collaboration more effectively. However, GenAl could itself be
another source of negative emotions to its user. Farangi et al. [6] argued that negative emotions
such as fear may rise due to user concern about bias, data privacy, and Al’s inability to grasp
complex human values, which should be thoroughly consolidated when designing GenAl-based
tools for genealogy research and collaboration. In addition, we note that GenAl-based tools should
be aware of and address cultural differences presented in genealogy research.

4 Conclusion

When designing technological support for collaboration, there are many factors involved. The
nature of the cognitive task, the information content, scale and synchronicity of the collaboration,
individuals’ personality and expertise, and social context are all part of the consideration. Our study
of genealogy research demonstrated the importance and challenge of involving human emotions
when designing GenAl technology to support sensemaking and collaboration.

The emotional aspect of GenAl is transforming studies of CSCW, but the effect of it has not been
thoroughly examined. Genealogy research incorporates complex cognitive activity, collaboration
on different scales, rich historical and cultural content, and is associated with strong emotions of
practitioners. The nature of genealogy research offers a unique opportunity to comprehensively
examine the effects of GenAl in collaboration. With our findings on emotional experience in geneal-
ogy research, we explored possible ways GenAl could support genealogists’ emotional needs. In
the future, we aim to understand the effect of emotionally intelligent GenAl on genealogists’ emo-
tional state and their genealogy research, and explore how GenAlI be introduced and incorporated
into genealogy systems to help genealogy research activities and create appropriate emotional
experiences for genealogists.
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