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Abstract

The lack of empathy in the workplace leads to conflicts, reduced cohesion, and declines
in productivity and job satisfaction (Danna & Griffin, 1999). Building on this premise, this
contribution examines the strategic role of performative storytelling design as an innova-
tive approach that combines storytelling design, immersive technologies, and performa-
tive art to foster empathic connections by encouraging perspective-taking, strengthening
team cohesion, and promoting shared corporate values (Gorman, 2019; Green & Brock,
2000). To elucidate this aspect, the paper includes best practices that can foster mu-
tual understanding, collaboration, and team building through value sharing. To test the
effectiveness of this approach and provide scientific evidence, the paper underscores
the value of neurodesign in quantitatively assessing the impact of immersive experienc-
es on employee well-being, offering concrete data on physiological and psychological
responses (Ulrich, 1984). In conclusion, the integration of performative storytelling design
and its validation through neurodesign techniques emerges as a promising strategy for
addressing workplace well-being challenges and optimizing corporate dynamics, particu-
larly when implemented within short time frames and repeated over time. Looking ahead,
future research should prioritize the hybridization of disciplines to boost productivity and
team cohesion, while exploring the co-design of such experiences in partnership with
health specialists and human resources managers.
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Figure 1. Performative storytelling design experience @Eleonora D’Ascenzi
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1. Introduction

Increasingly, workplace well-being is profoundly influenced
by the quality of interpersonal relationships and the capaci-
ty for empathy among employees (Goleman, 1995). A lack of
empathy can generate distress and conflicts and reduce team
cohesion, negatively impacting productivity and job satisfac-
tion (Danna & Griffin, 1999). Recent studies have shown that
the quality of interpersonal relationships and the capacity for
empathy among employees are key factors for organizational
success (Beasley, 2016; Loder 2016). Specifically, empathy -
defined as the ability to understand and share the feelings of
others (Decety & Jackson, 2004) - plays a fundamental role

in promoting a positive and collaborative work environment
(Decety & Ickes, 2011; Jenkins, 2021; Meechan, 2022). Con-
versely, its absence can lead to an increase in conflicts (Yorke,
2022; De Dreu & Weingart, 2003), a reduction in collabora-
tion, and consequently, a decrease in team cohesion, with ad-
verse effects on the well-being and overall performance of the
organization (Barsade & O’Neill, 2014). In light of these con-
siderations, exploring innovative approaches to enhance the
quality of human interactions in the workplace becomes in-
creasingly important. One such approach can derive from the
strategic function of performative storytelling design as an in-
novative method to stimulate empathetic connections and cre-
ate a shared value system of soft skills in workplaces through
the use of immersive digital technologies that encourage
perspective-taking, drawing inspiration from theatrical and
cinematic techniques (Arcagni, 2020). Immersive storytelling
can create multisensory experiences that engage participants’
emotional and cognitive dimensions, promoting behavioral
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changes that facilitate mutual understanding (Pressgrove &
Bowman, 2021; Green & Brock, 2000; Hughes et al., 2005).
This method allows for the construction of a shared experien-
tial environment where corporate values and common stories
emerge and solidify, thereby contributing to strengthening
team cohesion (Xu & Xiao, 2020). In this context, the present
contribution aims to analyze the effectiveness of performative
storytelling design in enhancing workplace relationships, fos-
tering cohesion, sharing soft skills, and promoting well-being
through empathetic connections and improved mutual under-
standing among team members.

2. Unpacking Performative Storytelling Design:

An Integrated Approach

In the increasingly complex contemporary work environment,
the adoption of strategies aimed at fostering a supportive
attitude among employees is becoming increasingly essential
for enhancing individual well-being and corporate productiv-
ity. Among the most innovative and promising methodologies
in this area is what can be termed performative storytelling
design, namely an integrated approach that merges narrative,
design, and performance to create compelling interactive ex-
periences that go beyond traditional communication methods.
This approach seeks to inspire active engagement and culti-
vate a profound emotional connection among participants.

It is particularly effective in corporate settings for strength-
ening group cohesion and reinforcing the company’s shared
values. Performative storytelling design leverages innovative
tools, methodologies, and techniques from various disci-
plines, including:
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Storytelling Design: storytelling is the core of perform-
ative storytelling design, given its ability to convey and
reinforce values through unconventional experiences that
emotionally engage participants. The effectiveness of
storytelling in this context lies in its capacity to activate
brain areas responsible for sensory perception, emotions,
and memory, making messages comprehensible, deeply
memorable, and influential in the long term (Zak, 2015).
This emotional and cognitive engagement thus facilitates
experiential learning that stimulates critical reflection and
self-awareness, essential components for enhancing em-
ployee empathy and promoting a harmonious and produc-
tive work environment (Assmann, 2017).

Immersive Technologies: immersive technologies, such as
virtual reality (VR) and specifically 3DoF VR with 360-de-
gree videos, represent a significant innovation in the field
of corporate communication, as they allow for transporta-
tion into real and engaging environments that offer the op-
portunity to immerse oneself in unconventional situations,
thereby amplifying the sense of presence and participation
compared to traditional storytelling (Slater & Sanchez-
Vives, 2016). The ability of these technologies to create
emotionally powerful sensory and cognitive experiences
transcends situated knowledge. It radically transforms the
approach to training and internal communication, signif-
icantly enhancing engagement and the effectiveness of
learning. This mode of total immersion helps make experi-
ences more impactful, consolidating the understanding of
the conveyed content and values (Kool, 2016).

PAD ‘ Pages on Arts and Design ‘ #27



Performative Storytelling Design by E. D'Ascenzi

206

e Performative Arts: the approach and techniques of the
performative arts, particularly theater, are fundamen-
tal for developing empathy and interpersonal sensitivity
within teams. Theater allows for immersion in scenarios
that require understanding others’ emotions and experi-
ences (Eisenberg et al., 2015). This process of immersion
and identification is thus essential for stimulating perspec-
tive-taking, fostering a more cohesive and collaborative
work environment where the application of these tech-
niques in a corporate context not only improves the quali-
ty of interactions among colleagues but also contributes to
creating an organizational culture based on empathy and
mutual respect (Brattstrom & Faems, 2024; Boal, 1979).

Performative storytelling design, thus, not only utilizes ele-
ments from communication design but also clearly intersects
with artistic practices, such as those of the performative arts,
to design memorable and impactful experiences. The inte-
gration of art and design becomes crucial to the success of
this value-driven communication approach, as it enables the
creation of experiences that are both emotionally engaging
and culturally significant. This synergy strengthens align-
ment with the concept of cultural welfare, highlighting how
these interventions can serve as substantial cultural contri-
butions within the business world and “disruptive” tools for
value sharing. Performative storytelling design, therefore,
represents an integrated and multidisciplinary approach that,
through the use of narrative, immersive technologies, and
performative arts, can promote empathy, well-being, and
productivity in the workplace (Danna & Griffin, 1999; Berns
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et al., 2013), offering new opportunities to address organiza-
tional challenges and to improve the quality of interpersonal
relationships.

3. Best Practices in Performative Storytelling Design:

A Literature Review

Performative storytelling design is garnering increasing inter-
est, particularly within the context of museums and tempo-
rary installations, due to its capacity to evoke profound values
and personal reflections. However, performative storytelling
design has not yet found an established application in the
workplace, where practices aimed at fostering value-driven
initiatives are lacking. To address this gap, it is helpful first
to examine best practices that demonstrate how the inter-
section of storytelling design, immersive technologies, and
performative art can produce significant outcomes, creating
a shared experiential environment in which corporate values
can emerge and strengthen team cohesion (Green & Brock,
2000). Although these best practices do not originate from
the workplace domain, they illustrate the potential for team
building through value-sharing, mutual understanding, and
collaboration.

3.1. The Machine to be Another: Perspective-Taking

of Others’ Experiences

The Machine to Be Another (TMBA) is an innovative project

by BeAnotherLab that combines immersive technology with
performative storytelling to facilitate experiences of empathy
and interpersonal understanding, thereby promoting a posi-
tive value framework. Although the experiences address vari-
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ous themes (such as migration, war, body acceptance, among
others), the project is distinguished by its ability to integrate
virtual reality with direct physical interaction, creating a syn-
esthetic experience that enriches the virtual narrative through
tangible elements. A central aspect of TMBA is the pivotal
role of the actor, who, though invisible to the user wearing
the VR headset, participates in the performance, serving as a
crucial bridge between the virtual and real worlds. During the
experience, the actor guides the user through an artistic per-
formance that offers a physical narrative alongside the digital
storytelling design, creating a direct connection between the
physical environment and the digital story. The actor particu-
larly engages the sense of touch by “physicalizing” symbolic
objects from the narrative, thereby rendering significant ele-
ments of the virtual story tangible. This allows for a genuine
sense of immersion, as also noted by Pallasmaa (2007), who
identifies touch as the primary interface with the world.

This synesthetic approach amplifies the immersive experi-
ence, providing a multisensory connection that transcends
mere sight and sound (BeAnotherLab, 2023). Thus, TMBA
transcends immersive storytelling design, fostering a pro-
found shift in user perception and understanding. The inter-
action with physical objects, combined with the simultaneous
visualization of virtual elements, stimulates perspective-tak-
ing, enabling users to experience others’ experiences in a
deeply engaging, tangible, and multisensory manner. TMBA
employs this combination of VR technologies and artistic per-
formance to promote positive cultural change, encouraging
greater social cohesion and enhanced mutual understanding
through the stimulation of empathy (Fig. 2).
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Figure 2. Presentation of the BeAnotherLab research group, @BeAnotherLab.

The immersive experience, enriched by personalized story-
telling and physical interaction, not only renders the narrative
more concrete and authentic but also stimulates critical and
deep reflection on the experiences of others (BeAnotherLab,
2023).

3.2. Cosi ¢ (0 mi pare): The Relativity of Truth Between
Theater and Immersive Technologies

Cosi é (o mi pare) is a pioneering project that reinterprets Luigi
Pirandello’s play Cosi é (se vi pare) through the innovative use
of virtual reality (VR). Adapted and directed by Elio Germano,
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the project is realized in collaboration with the Fondazione
Teatro della Toscana, Infinito Produzioni Teatrali, and Gold
Production. Cosi é (0 mi pare) employs VR to offer a contempo-
rary reinterpretation of Pirandello’s narrative, challenging the
notion of absolute truth, a central theme in the original work.
Through VR headsets, viewers find themselves in the role of
one of the story’s protagonists: an elderly father who observes
a family discussion marked by conflicting versions of the same
story debated within the community where the family lives.
The work is a touring production staged in various theaters
across Italy and demonstrates how immersive technologies can
be integrated into the performing arts to explore and expand
the understanding of concepts like truth and perspective.

The innovative aspect of this experience lies in the opportuni-
ty for viewers to explore the scene from multiple angles while
maintaining a passive role without direct interaction. Specta-
tors can choose where and what to watch, immersing them-
selves in a narrative that unfolds simultaneously from different
viewpoints. This structure allows for a deeper understanding
of the relativity of truth and the subjective nature of perspec-
tive. Moreover, the project combines VR with traditional the-
atrical production, creating a synergy between technology

and performing arts. This integration enriches the theatrical
experience without replacing it, expanding its expressive possi-
bilities and offering new modes of engagement. The theatrical
environment also allows spectators to discuss and reflect on
the shared experience after the performance, leveraging the
collective nature of the representation. In summary, Cosi € (o mi
pare) represents a practical example of how immersive technol-
ogies can expand the boundaries of performing arts, offering
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an experience that stimulates critical reflection on truth and
perspective. It enriches the theatrical tradition with technolog-
ical innovations while enhancing immersive storytelling with
theatrical scripting techniques, fundamental to performative
storytelling design (Fig. 3).

Figure 3. Collective projections of gold production’s VR performances, @Nuri Rashid.

3.3. Peaceful Places: The Importance of Emotional
Experience as a Core Value Message

The project Peaceful Places, conceived by Margherita Lan-

di and Agnese Lanza and winner of the 2021 Auggie Awards
USA in the category of Best Art or Film, represents a pioneer-
ing integration of virtual reality (VR) and performing arts,
with a particular focus on dance (Fig. 4).
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Figure 4. Margherita Landi’s performance, Landi’s Cube, @Nuri Rashid.

This installation is notable for its innovative approach to
using VR to explore and amplify the emotional and physical
experiences associated with affectionate interactions. Peace-
ful Places is an experimental project that leverages virtual
reality to immerse users in an interactive experience centered
on affection through the visualization and mimicry of affec-
tionate gestures. Users, equipped with VR headsets, interact
with videos depicting five pairs in moments of intimacy: a
grandfather and grandson, a mother and son, a mother and
adult daughter, and two childhood friends.
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Before the VR experience, participants engage in a physical
contact workshop that introduces them to a mystical and sen-
sory dimension, setting the stage for the use of immersive
technology. During the VR session, users observe and imitate
the affectionate gestures shown in the videos, such as hugs and
caresses, integrating them into their physical world. This pro-
cess enables the creation of an instant choreography based on
affectionate gestures, transforming VR into a tool that enriches
the bodily experience and communicates emotions directly and
viscerally engagingly. Peaceful Places presents an innovative
exploration of affection as a physical act and contextualizes it
within a poetic and political message emphasizing the impor-
tance of feeling and inclusion. The project shifts the focus from
performative virtuosity to the value of emotional experience
and human connection, making VR a tool for reflection and
personal growth. The fusion of sensory and emotional expe-
riences offered by Peaceful Places enhances the understanding
and experience of affection, transforming virtual interaction
into a tangible and meaningful experience. The project thus
demonstrates how virtual reality can be used to simulate and
amplify and communicate affectionate experiences, promoting
greater awareness and connection among individuals.

3.4. Exploring the Potential of Case Studies in Workplace
Applications

Although not yet applied in the workplace, the three projects
discussed offer significant examples of how performative
immersive design can enhance the work environment by inte-
grating fundamental values such as empathy, the relativity of
truth, and the importance of emotional connections.
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The Machine to Be Another (TMBA) by BeAnotherLab exem-
plifies perspective-taking, where virtual reality and physical
interaction foster a deep understanding of others’ experienc-

es. When applied in a corporate setting, this approach could
enhance empathy among colleagues, improve mutual under-
standing, and promote stronger team cohesion. The project Cosi
é (o mi pare) demonstrates how understanding interpersonal
dynamics can be expanded, particularly regarding the relativity
of truth and subjective viewpoints. Adapting to the workplace
could address conflicts and promote more open and respectful
communication, thus facilitating a more collaborative work
environment. Peaceful Places, which focuses on human connec-
tion and emotional experience, offers a pathway to improving
workplace well-being by emphasizing personal connections and
mutual support as key elements for individual and collective
growth. In summary, these projects highlight how performative
immersive design can transform the workplace by instilling
values that enhance work effectiveness, well-being, and social
cohesion, creating work environments that are more inclusive,
empathetic, and oriented towards mutual understanding.

4. The Importance of Providing Scientific Evidence to
Translate Performative Storytelling Design into Workplace
Contexts: The Role of Neurodesign

Unlike the entertainment industry, adopting performative story-
telling design in workplace practices involves significant chal-
lenges, as it is crucial to ensure that these technologies not only
entertain but also contribute concretely to improving interper-
sonal dynamics, team cohesion, and overall employee well-be-
ing. A rigorous and scientific validation methodology is neces-
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sary to achieve these goals to provide concrete data for guiding
future optimizations and improvements. In this context, valida-
tion through neurodesign may become essential for qualitatively
and quantitatively assessing the impact of immersive experienc-
es on employee well-being. Numerous neuroscientific studies
have demonstrated that storytelling, particularly when immer-
sive, can activate brain areas responsible for sensory perception,
emotions, and memory. Zak (2015) highlighted that well-de-
signed storytelling stimulates brain areas involved in emotional
response and memory, enhancing the impact and memorability
of messages. This improves the emotional connection with the
content and reinforces the retention of conveyed information.
Similarly, immersive experiences have been associated with
releasing hormones that positively affect mood and motivation.
Berns et al. (2013) showed that such experiences can induce sig-
nificant hormonal changes that enhance mood and motivation,
particularly relevant in workplace settings where emotional
well-being and motivation are crucial for productivity and team
cohesion. To provide scientific evidence on the effectiveness of
performative storytelling design, it is essential to apply neurode-
sign techniques that allow for a detailed and accurate evaluation
of the impact of immersive experiences designed according to
the performative approach to storytelling design. The main neu-
rodesign methodologies that could be adopted include:

e Heart Rate Variability (HRV): HRV measures fluctua-
tions in heart rate, reflecting participants’ states of stress
and relaxation. An increase in HRV often indicates better
stress management and improved emotional well-being
(Boonnithi et al., 2011).
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e Electrodermal Activity (EDA): EDA measures variations
in skin conductance, which are indicative of emotion-
al responses and autonomic nervous system activation.
Significant changes in EDA can signal intense emotional
reactions or stress (Boucsein, 2012).

e Electroencephalogram (EEG): EEG monitors brain waves
and can be utilized to study brain activation during inter-
actions with immersive experiences. It helps to understand
how and to what extent narratives influence brain activity
and emotional responses (Kalas & Momin, 2016).

Measurements obtained through these techniques can pro-
vide concrete data on employees’ physiological and psycho-
logical responses, allowing for an objective assessment of
the effectiveness of immersive storytelling techniques in
improving well-being and team cohesion. On one hand, ap-
plying performative storytelling design in the workplace is a
strategic communication tool. On the other hand, its valida-
tion through neurodesign techniques represents a promising
strategy for understanding the extent to which these methods
can address and stimulate challenges related to workplace
well-being in terms of productivity and team cohesion.

5. Conclusions

The integration of art, design, and science can transform
how organizations address employee well-being, fostering

a work culture that values personal and professional growth
while enhancing overall job quality. In this context, per-
formative storytelling design, validated through neurodesign
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techniques, represents an innovative and promising strategy
for tackling workplace well-being challenges. This approach
enriches the work experience, improves team cohesion, and
enhances employee motivation by creating immersive expe-
riences that elicit deep emotional and cognitive responses,
thereby fostering a culture of empathy and collaboration.
Scientific monitoring and optimization of these practices
using tools such as HRV, EDA, and EEG are crucial to ensure
that the experiences are genuinely beneficial. Future research
should explore the hybridization of performative storytelling
design and neurodesign to maximize productivity and bene-
fits for team cohesion. These initiatives must form part of a
broader approach to corporate well-being, involving all key
stakeholders - including health specialists, design experts,
and human resources managers - in the design and imple-
mentation phases. This can ensure that the experiences are
personalized, relevant, and tailored to the workplace’s needs
through employee involvement in impactful co-creation. Par-
ticipatory processes can increase the acceptance and effec-
tiveness of interventions, ensuring that solutions align with
the actual needs and expectations of the staff. Therefore, the
application of performative storytelling design in the work-
place, validated through neurodesign, can represent both a
novel and promising strategy for promoting cultural welfare
and corporate sustainability, encouraging a more empathetic
and sustainable organizational culture, attentive to social re-
sponsibilities and organizational sustainability, thereby con-
tributing to overall employee well-being and the achievement
of ESG goals.
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