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iFeel_IM: 
What if your computer could hug? 

 

 Can your daughter feel your hug while reading the e-mail you sent her last night? Can 

your grandmother experience your happiness that she reached her 80th birthday through your 

instant message?  Can you feel fear tingle down your back as your video game avatar waits for 

enemy attack? With iFeel_IM the answer is yes.  In 2010, two Japanese researchers created 

IFeel_IM to “boost the emotional quotient of virtual exchanges” between instant messaging users 

(Hood, 2010).  iFeel_IM is the first highly functioning user tested product in the barely 2 year 

old research area of affective haptics, the study and design of products that can influence human 

emotions through touch (Tachi, 2010). 

 iFeel_IM parses emotions conveyed through an instant messenger and detects emotions 

displayed by avatars using an advanced software program (Tsetserukou et al., 2009).  The 

product then reproduces the identified emotions and feelings of social touch through real world 

stimulation by a collection of devices.  With iFeel_IM users can feel the emotions of happiness, 

sadness, fear and love (the sensation of butterflies in the stomach) as well as experience a hug, 

when the system applies pressure to the chest and back that mirrors the pressure felt in a human-

to-human interaction (Tsetserukou et al., 2009).  

 Since iFeel_IM is a recent development, there is not significant research on possible side 

effects from the methods used to illicit emotions (i.e. heartbeat simulation with speaker playback 

of heartbeat patterns).  However, in preliminary studies with 300 subjects of varying body sizes, 

wearing the iFeel_IM system was shown to be enjoyable and realistic (Tsetserukou et al., 2010).  

Additionally, the software for parsing emotions in virtual communications is 90% accurate in 

both identification of an emotion and reproduction of that emotion with the device (Hood, 2010).   
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 Thus, iFeel_IM does a wonderful job of perceiving and recreating a finite set of emotions 

and sensations.  In the future, it would be beneficial for iFeel_IM expand the range of emotions 

that can be simulated and take on a more aesthetic appearance than the current “harness” like 

contraption, perhaps incorporating the haptic devices into a stylish shirt or hoodie, with different 

clothing styles aimed at varying user demographics.  Additionally, the most profitable 

improvements will most likely be in the area of market growth.  That is, ensuring that the 

product is usable in a variety of different industries. 

 iFeel_IM is already tested in the area of instant message communication.  However, it 

would be beneficial to expand the functionality of iFeel_IM to include e-mail and social media.  

This could be particularly valuable and profitable when used with online advertisements, since 

research has shown that haptic marketing is extremely convincing (Krishna, 2010).  For example, 

if a user already wearing iFeel_IM clicks on an online advertisement, it would be easy for the 

advertisement to utilize the haptic capabilities of the device, thus creating an all-new sensory 

advertisement market. 

 iFeel_IM would also be conducive to use in the video game, education and psychology 

research markets.  A recent MIT study shows that video game users are  “looking for an 

engaging experience involving body and mind…a way to release aggressiveness harmlessly and 

depart from reality…in virtual worlds where they can perform beyond their physical abilities” 

(Waelder, 2007).  However, these users are looking for games that also involve “a sort of 

interaction that puts them back in touch with their bodies” (Waelder, 2007).  Such an experience 

that seamlessly reflects the virtual in real life is not yet available.  With its ability to generate 

sensations such fear or love iFeel_IM would fit perfectly into this open market.   

 In a similar way, affective haptics products such as iFeel_IM are useful in the realm of 
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psychological research, where immersive virtual environment technology (IVET) can solve 

many methodological research problems (Blascovitch et al., 2002).  However, current market 

products do not yet produce or recreate emotions accurately enough for conclusive research 

findings.  With iFeel_IM’s 90% accuracy rate, this problem can be easily mitigated. Although 

not as profitable as video games or online communication, the field of psychological research 

could utilize iFeel_IM to make a large contribution to scientific progress and human welfare.  

Likewise, iFeel_IM would make an extremely positive contribution in the educational market.  

Research shows that the addition of haptic technology to the classroom would be an exciting and 

innovative way to enhance students’ understanding of objects and events (Minogue & Jones, 

2006).  In the past, however, this has not been practical due to cost constraints and a lack of 

available products.  Thus education is yet another open market in which users could receive 

great benefit if iFeel_IM could be produced cost effectively and child safe. 

 As of 2011, 78% of American adults use the Internet, only 33% of teens use face-to-face 

communication regularly and 91% of children ages 2-17 play video games (Pew Institute, 2011; 

Lenhart, 2010; Clarke, 2011).  As our interactions are increasingly computer-based it is 

important to generate emotional experiences through technology.  iFeel_IM takes revolutionary 

steps to change the user experience by bringing virtual world emotions to real life.  Although 

some may believe that iFeel_IM replaces human interaction and stand staunchly against such 

devices, there will still be large demand for iFeel_IM and other such products.  Although the 

market is currently open, it will be crucial for interested companies to create effective, stylish 

and safe products that can operate on a large variety of platforms in order to maintain a 

competitive edge in a new world.  A world in which a hug is no longer a human interaction 

shared by two people in the same room and a computer can induce human emotions. 
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