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Toward Equitable  
ArtScience Collaborations

Synthesizing Performance Art and  
Social Psychology for Social Change
Ei  n at  A m i r  a n d  Y o ssi    Hass    o n

In our reality of interconnected societal and environmen-
tal issues, the scope and complexity of the layered, severe 
problems we face are beyond the capacity of a single disci-
pline to manage [1]. Better problem-solving methods that 
embody diverse ways of processing, conceptualization, and 
creativity are required. It is time to join forces and work inter-
disciplinarily [2]. The term interdisciplinarity is interpreted 
here as a synthesis of various domains to create new forms 
of knowledge that result in a new, complex understanding of 
the problems of our times [3]. The authors use interdisciplin-
ary in a broad sense, transcending collaborations that are 
common and almost inevitable due to market needs (e.g., 
between chemists and physicists or marketing experts and 
designers). It is becoming evident that to achieve novel solu-
tions for today’s problems and make much-needed discover-
ies, inventions, and interventions, artists (of all kinds) and 
scientists (of all kinds) should join forces [4]. 

Indeed, many scholars have already realized that their re-
search could be advanced by collaboration with other disci-
plines. Additionally, a growing number of (mostly Western) 

institutions and centers dedicated to ArtScience collaborations 
provide innovative frameworks and foster advanced interdis-
ciplinary exchange between artists and scientists. This includes 
well-established entities like MIT Media Lab, the University 
of Western Australia’s SymbioticA, and UCLA’s Art|Sci Cen-
ter, along with initiatives by the Leonardo network [5]. Newer 
initiatives are also on the rise: e.g., the SEADS Collective, the 
CAA Contemporary Art Archipelago, and CNRS Labodanse.

However, within less informed contexts, many ArtScience 
collaborations are still led by the motivations of one part of 
the equation and mainly serve one-sided interests [6]. To 
face today’s complex problems, more equitable ArtScience 
collaborations—in which all sides participate in socially en-
gaged research as equal leaders and can experiment outside 
their disciplines—are required. In such cases, innovation is 
almost inevitable, and the outcome’s potential is greater than 
the sum of its parts. 

This article first provides a brief review of socially engaged 
art and science to lay out relevant background for the socially 
engaged ArtScience projects that are later presented. We will 
then focus on the collaboration between the authors, social 
psychologist Yossi Hasson and participatory performance art-
ist Einat Amir, which started as part of a long-term artist mem-
bership at Eran Halperin’s Psychology of Intergroup Conflict 
and Reconciliation laboratory [7,8]. Our work has contributed 
to social change by increasing empathy toward marginalized 
groups in various societies and provided socially engaged re-
search outputs in both the scientific and artistic fields [9]. The 
scientific results of the performance-experiments have been 
previously published [10]. Recently, there has been a growing 
demand for additional research into ArtScience methodolo-
gies [11]. In response, this article centers on the collaborative 
process itself from an artist’s and scientist’s points of view. Our 
work will serve as a case study of an equitable ArtScience col-
laboration that aims to create a synthesis between artistic and 
scientific disciplines. The following section provides future di-
rections for research with a focus on “nonbinary research”: an 
innovative research approach that we believe can contribute to 
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The article proposes a novel model for ArtScience collaborations that 
is based on more equal roles. With better power balance, artists and 
scientists can together create projects that truly synthesize their fields. 
Additionally, it is suggested that these collaborations can significantly 
contribute to social change through socially engaged research. The 
article focuses on the transformative potential of the collaboration 
process itself. The presented case study is the authors’ collaboration in 
creating hybrids of participatory performance art and social psychology 
experiments. It contributes new methodological approaches to the 
expanding field of ArtScience collaborations.
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a better Anthropocene. Finally, for context, we have included 
an annex with descriptions of our performance-experiment 
productions. We also include a link to a list of guidelines for 
artists and scientists who wish to collaborate.

Socially Engaged Art and Science 

The presented ArtScience collaboration aims to contribute to 
social change. As such, it can be defined as socially engaged 
research (e.g., applied research, participatory action research, 
and social justice research) wherein researchers and commu-
nity members collaborate to create innovative knowledge and 
research methods and contribute to social change. Researchers 
who engage in this practice hold themselves accountable for 
the social outcomes of their research. The authors’ disciplinary 
backgrounds—applied social psychology and socially engaged 
art—could both fall under this category [12]. 

Applied social psychology (ASP) leverages social psychol-
ogy’s theories, principles, research, and methods to analyze 
societal phenomena and propose practical solutions to vari-
ous social problems. Based on the belief that many societal 
challenges emanate from human behavior, ASP focuses on 
analyzing and understanding behavioral patterns to bring 
about significant changes in society. ASP’s primary purpose 
is to develop psychological interventions to improve the way 
people function in relation to social and practical issues and 
overcome societal challenges. Scientifically, five objectives 
must be fulfilled: description, prediction, causation, expla-
nation, and control [13].

The term Socially Engaged Art (SEA) mainly refers to ac-
tions and projects by artists who decide to step out of their 
studio and engage with timely issues through artistic interac-
tions with the public [14]. “SEA is a hybrid, multi-disciplinary 
activity that exists somewhere between art and non-art . . . SEA 
depends on actual—not imagined or hypothetical—social ac-
tion” [15]. Similar (but not identical) terms include relational 
aesthetics, social justice art, social practice, and community art. 

SEA shares characteristics with participatory performance 
art. Participatory performance art (PPA) is a practice that di-
rectly engages the audience so that they become participants 
in the artistic process, rather than simply viewing it, and influ-
ence the outcome [16]. Commonly, PPA works (such as the 
presented case study) would also meet the definition of SEA, as 
a frequent form of SEA is audience-engaged performances [17].

Socially engaged research in ArtScience collaborations is 
yet to be a widely accepted practice. As seen in the following 
section, an ArtScience collaboration is a uniquely complex 
and nuanced effort, and its impact should be intentional and 
carefully planned. 

An Equitable ArtScience Collaboration

Many research projects have already implemented interdis-
ciplinary collaborations and methods, and in recent years, a 
substantial amount of large-scale international funding has 
been offered to interdisciplinary societal and environmental 
initiatives [18]. Interdisciplinary approaches are also encour-
aged in ministries and university strategies. But even when 
such funding is granted, often the interdisciplinary aspect ex-

cludes artists; if it includes them, they are not equal collabora-
tors with the scientists [19]. Many ArtScience collaborations 
are still driven by the interests of one of the collaborators and 
predominantly serve the motivations of one party. Examples 
of this phenomenon are many. Numerous books and websites 
that showcase ArtScience collaborations provide examples of 
projects that are clearly “using” artistic work for scientific re-
search or creating art that “uses” existing scientific findings 
rather than aiming for a true merge of disciplines [20]. 

Traditionally, artists have been confined to the role of 
providing visual aids to scientists and, even at present, are 
often relegated to a subordinate role and told what output 
is expected of them [21]. Even when artists are framed as 
equals, such as in the case of artists’ residencies in science 
labs [22], the collaboration’s outcome often still focuses on 
how the artist has enhanced the (more) important scientific 
research [23]. A possible explanation for this phenomenon 
could be related to scientists’ uncertainty regarding the art-
ists’ ability to produce knowledge claims or clearly demon-
strable expertise [24]. Other factors that contribute to this 
power imbalance are gender and professional status. Most 
scientists in senior positions are male, professors who hold 
a senior and permanent position, while the artists who ap-
ply for such opportunities are typically female, have earned 
a master’s degree, and are funded by a short-term residency 
or temporary work-grant [25].

We propose an equitable ArtScience model of collabora-
tion in which all sides take equal leadership. They guide each 
other through a pedagogical experimental process where the 
artist steps into the scientist’s shoes—and the scientist into 
the artist’s. In the processes of attaining openness and wel-
coming creativity, innovation emerges, and the potential of 
the outcome exceeds the sum of its parts. To achieve this, 
all sides should be willing to go beyond their disciplinary 
boundaries. 

Working in an interdisciplinary team should not mean 
one must be an expert in all participating disciplines, but 
one is expected to attain openness and understand the basic 
principles and the potential value of the other contributing 
fields. Communication and willingness to share your ideas 
and explain elements that are basic to you, but new to your 
collaborator, are key. When we, the authors, started working 
together, Yossi prepared a folder for Einat where he included 
essential articles about empathy from a social psychology 
perspective. This was helpful in the formation of our dialogue 
around empathy. After reading, Einat could better articulate 
her views using these references; Einat, in turn, shared links 
to documentation of seminal participatory performance 
works, which helped Yossi to gain a wider understanding of 
the artistic context, and use these references in our discus-
sions. Providing each with context and vocabulary from the 
other’s discipline gave us the ability to have a professional 
discussion where both of us understood the differences and 
similarities in our work processes. It is recommended that 
each collaborator become familiar with the languages, con-
cepts, and methodologies from outside their field and dedi-
cate time and effort to also share their own.
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The collaborative case study presented in this article is based 
on our seven years of experience in synthesizing art and sci-
ence. Our collaboration succeeded in expanding both our 
practices and contributing to social change [26]. We docu-
ment and share this case study in the hope that by reading 
it, others will gain useful insight into their own collaborative 
practices. We completed three large-scale performance-exper-
iment hybrids: Basic Assumption (2017) [27] (Fig. 1), As Much 
as You Want (2018) [28] (Figs 2 and 3), and Relative Distance 
(2021) [29], all of which examine ways of increasing empathy 
among members of dominant groups toward those of minori-
tized groups in different societies. Basic Assumption explored 
the empathy levels of Jewish Israelis toward Palestinians; As 
Much as You Want, of Americans toward Syrian refugees in 
the U.S.A.; and Relative Distance, of Germans toward Muslim 
refugees in Germany. These projects have been displayed at 
performance and theater venues around the world and at-
tracted audiences numbering in the hundreds. The projects 
were funded by combined artistic and scientific grants [30]. 

In all projects, the audience also acted as research par-
ticipants and were later interviewed by the performers (who 
doubled as research assistants) about their empathic traits 
and experiences. We chose to share the results of our ex-
periments with the participants via a link or text message 
to provide them with further knowledge about their own 
empathy in relation to the other participants.

Most parts of our projects serve multiple ArtScience func-
tions and purposes. For example, we worked with perform-
ers who conducted one-on-one interviews with audience 
members about their empathic feelings. We used an online 
survey to collect and analyze scientific data, but also as an 
artistic tool: The performers interviewed audience members, 
instantly typing their replies as numeric responses on 1–8 
scales. Based on a respondent’s score, we programmed the 
software to suggest different theatrical actions for the per-
formers: one kind of action for a lower score, and another 
for a higher score. Our experience demonstrates that in a 
successful ArtScience synthesis, the scientific experiments 

Fig. 1.  Einat Amir and 
Yossi Hasson, Basic 
Assumption, 2017. Still 
image from performance-
experiment. (© Einat Amir. 
Photo © Michal Fattal.)

Fig. 2.  Einat Amir and Yossi Hasson, As Much As You Want, 2018. Still images from performance-experiment. (© Einat Amir. Photo © Chuck Przybyl.)
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can inform the way the artistic components are constructed 
and vice versa. This way, the two fields can work together to 
create a more cohesive and integrated outcome.

Through our collaboration, we have discovered artistic so-
lutions to scientific challenges. Traditionally, social scientific 
studies are conducted under laboratory conditions that con-
trol for every element that can affect the research participants. 
However, we opted to use live performers in a theater setting 
instead. This format meant that we needed to find creative 
ways to avoid potential bias, since each actor’s appearance, 
identity, and performance could affect the experiment’s results. 
Ensuring performers had the same gender, race, and age attri-
butes and spoke in a similar tone maintained the experiment’s 
integrity. As expressiveness and authenticity are vital from an 
artistic viewpoint, we created a unified-creative act with an 
engaging set design and performers who spoke with a similar 
tone and tempo but also maintained emotional expression. 

Our actor-based methods, which replaced the traditional 
lab experiments, can potentially increase the research’s exter-
nal validity. For instance, our process of creating the stimu-
lus text included a critical conversation with the performers 
around it. We discussed the presented personal stories of 
minoritized group members and reflected on the texts’ au-
thenticity, delivery method, use of language, etc. As a result, 
the texts improved in delivery and authenticity, and the nor-
mally impersonal experimental process became personal and 
educational. The artistic methods provided a critical reflec-
tion on the scientific methods and exposed underlying as-
sumptions that had gone unnoticed. From an artist’s point 
of view, it was interesting to find new ways to work with 
performers that included restrictions and limitations posed 
by the scientific experiment design. By collaborating with the 
performers on the texts, we were able to balance both scien-
tific integrity and artistic expression, resulting in exciting, 
creative research. This project required novel and unexpected 
ideas and solutions, which in retrospect may have made the 
performances more artistically interesting.

In this kind of interdisciplinary work, it is essential to in-
volve the participating disciplines in every phase of a project, 
verifying that their perspectives are considered in all for-
mulating and planning stages [31]. For example, a costume 
design decision (allegedly a purely artistic project aspect; e.g., 
allowing actors in the same role to wear different shirt colors) 
can greatly impact the scientific experimental outcome by 
introducing bias. 

An artist’s unique perspective can lead to innovative scien-
tific representation methods [32]. Such a case can be seen in 
our use of debriefing—a fairly technical and dry experimen-
tal procedure in which the researcher provides participants 
with information about the research typically after their in-
volvement has ended. In our projects, we transformed the 
debriefing into an artful conclusion, enriching the audience’s 
understanding of empathy. As the debriefing component 
comes at the end of the experiment after all the data col-
lection has been complete, it allows for artistic freedom in 
building context and meaning for the entire experience. This 
is important since during the experimental part, we can only 
provide limited information on the narratives, images, and 
questions. In Basic Assumption, for example, we produced a 
video artwork that doubled as a debriefing (Color Plate D). 
It was screened to the audience/participants at the end of the 
performance-experiment, featuring dozens of performers, 
specialized choreography, designed costumes, and dialogue 
discussing empathy-related social psychology experiments, 
concluding with the one they just participated in, acted out in 
three languages. This transformed the debriefing procedure 
into an emotional, cathartic artistic creation that, in turn, 
benefitted from the interesting scientific content. 

The artistic aspect of a collaborative project can enable 
participants to reflect on their thoughts and feelings, which 
can manifest perspectives, and yet-to-be-explored research 
topics that can become valuable information for future re-
search. In Relative Distance, we created a performance-ex-
periment that aimed to increase the level of empathy among 

Fig. 3.  Einat Amir and Yossi Hasson, As Much As You Want, 2018. Still image from performance-experiment. (© Einat Amir. Photo © Chuck Przybyl.) 
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German citizens toward Muslim refugees in Germany. Due 
to COVID-19 quarantine restrictions in Germany, the per-
formance was conducted online through one-on-one con-
versations between Chicago-based performers and German 
participants (Fig. 4). In the final and most intimate moment 
of the performance-experience, a performer from Chicago 
and a German participant discussed their COVID experi-
ences, both answering the question: “What did you lose this 
year?” This moment allowed an emotional outlet for both 
sides, revealing personal struggles and fostering interconti-
nental solidarity. In this case, the artistic aspect of the project 
enabled participants to reflect on their feelings amidst the 
pandemic while creating content that can potentially be used 
in future COVID-related research. These outcomes thus of-
fer insight into perspectives, questions, and research topics 
that had not been explored by science at that point. In our 
projects, the artistic aspect enabled the audience to have an 
emotional and intellectual experience rather than only par-
ticipating in a scientific experiment designed for gathering 
data. The scientific experimental aspect enabled the audience 
to take part in actively examining their own empathy and be-
ing a part of social change-related research rather than just 
experiencing an artistic reflection on the subject. 

Such profound and committed interdisciplinary work also 
includes bridging specialized language and being open to 
nonconventional practices. There are epistemological and 
methodical differences that need to be explained and ques-
tioned. It is almost inevitable to reach a point where each 
collaborator asks core questions about their own disciplinary 
practice: Why am I working this way? Why is this important? 
Is it possible to work differently? What can I adopt from my 
partner’s way of thinking/working? 

Despite the positive outcomes that arise in the collabora-
tive process, some outcomes come about with harder labor. 
Interdisciplinary collaborations are an experimental learn-
ing process of trial and error. Many challenges can, and will, 
arise from an ambitious interdisciplinary collaboration. In 
our case, a major challenge occurred while rehearsing with 
performers: Since we designed a double-blind study, we had 
to actively hide from the performers information about their 

roles and about their characters’ motivations. As the per-
formers doubled as research assistants, knowing the research 
question and hypothesis might have created a bias in the way 
they interacted with participants. This notion of hiding infor-
mation was foreign to the artistic venues’ marketing teams, 
so they kept incorporating the “forbidden” information in 
social media and PR drafts; “This performance will poten-
tially elevate your empathy levels” seemed to them like an 
obvious marketing point. We also negotiated the different 
meanings certain items carry in a scientific/artistic environ-
ment. From the scientists’ perspective, for instance, once you 
have the participants’ consent, placing cameras in the ex-
periment space is important to make sure the collected data 
is well documented. However, from the artist’s perspective, 
filming the audience while they participate in a performance 
could be problematic even if their consent is granted, since 
it could make them self-conscious and distracted. It can also 
have ethical implications in terms of using the audience as 
material for a future audience. We found different solutions 
to this issue in different projects, such as filming from a dis-
tance and from a back angle in a way that doesn’t invade the 
private experience of each participant. 

As seen through this section, both art and science can 
benefit and evolve as a result of a balanced collaborative 
process. Science can provide access to specialized data and 
resources that artists may not have and enable the develop-
ment of new ways of thinking and problem-solving tech-
niques, leading to innovative artistic approaches. Art can 
provide unexpected insights into both the subject of study 
and the study itself. It is an effective way of producing inno-
vative and scientifically meaningful outcomes [33]. Artists 
should be sought-after participants at policymakers’ and 
problem-solvers’ tables side by side with scientists because 
they are experts in the open-ended, experimental practice 
of fictioning, which foregrounds subjectivity and subjec-
tive experience while creating or anticipating new modes 
of existence [34]. “New problems” that are widely discussed 
today, such as the world after climate change and rapid AI 
development, were already imagined and discussed by art-
ists decades ago [35]. Artists are capable of envisioning 

Fig. 4.  Einat Amir and Yossi Hasson, 
Relative Distance, 2021. Still image 
from a Zoom-based performance-
experiment. (© Einat Amir)
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research questions and predictions that we have not yet 
realized or been able to articulate [36]. 

Future Directions: Nonbinary Research

As discussed in this article, equitable interdisciplinary collab-
orations have a great potential to make a difference, whether 
in the confines of academia or the world. To face the chal-
lenges of our complex reality, data of all kinds is needed and 
can be collected via a variety of methods, both current and 
yet to be created. We must find ways to work together to 
better all forms of life. This necessitates using all existing 
knowledge (human, machine, animal, and plant), as well as 
forms of knowledge of which we are currently unaware [37]. 
Moreover, better tools of evaluation capable of thoroughly 
analyzing complex ArtScience projects and fully appreciating 
the diversity of their components are needed [38].

There is something the human rights movement and re-
lated scholarly disciplines have taught the world that the 
academic institutional structure is still struggling with—that 
identity is fluid and that binary definitions do not apply to 
all cases [39]. Breaking through such dichotomies in the aca-
demic world is long overdue—between art and science and 
between quantitative and qualitative research. Therefore, we 
propose the term Nonbinary Research as an inspiration for a 
nonessentialist research model in which the arts and sciences 
are no longer viewed as “either-or” entities. Similar concepts 
have been articulated: e.g., “liminal spaces” that address the 
institutional framework and anti-disciplinary [40,41], which 
seems especially relevant. However, we argue that Nonbinary 
Research is not “anti” its origin disciplines, but rather an in-
between: It respects and draws from the systems that enabled 

its creation, but it also acknowledges that today’s problems 
require more fluid formations of knowledge—knowledge 
that does not let disciplinary restrictions define or oppress 
its creative expressions. In such research, collaborators could 
have the liberty to experiment outside their disciplinary ex-
pertise while working on all aspects of the project together. 

Conclusion

This article introduces new methodological approaches 
to the expanding field of ArtScience collaborations. Ad-
ditional methodological literature is needed [42], as the 
enthusiasm for engaging in such collaborations often faces 
significant hurdles such as misconceptions about what such 
collaborations practically entail. By presenting concrete 
examples of collaborative and intervention methods, this 
article contributes to the navigation of these complex inter-
sections. Through our extensive experience in synthesizing 
art and science, we have come to believe that equal partner-
ships between these fields can produce innovative solutions 
to contemporary societal and environmental issues. How-
ever, equal collaborations between artists and scientists are 
still not normalized. Enhanced ArtScience methods and 
improved cross-disciplinary assessment tools are necessary 
as practical knowledge to aid in creating a healthier, more 
sustainable Anthropocene. Researchers from all disciplines 
can together create “Nonbinary” systems of thinking, with 
diverse components that can be read multiple ways. In 
continuation of the ongoing efforts to expand ArtScience 
knowledge, we composed a list of guidelines for artists and 
scientists who wish to collaborate: https://www.einatamir.
com/recommendations.
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Color Plate D: � Toward Equitable ArtScience Collaborations: 
Synthesizing Performance Art and Social 
Psychology for Social Change

Einat Amir and Yossi Hasson, Basic Assumption, 2017. Still image from the “debriefing” video.  
(© Einat Amir. Photo © Amit Chachamov.) (See the article in this issue by Einat Amir and Yossi Hasson.)
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