
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=uqrp20

Qualitative Research in Psychology

ISSN: 1478-0887 (Print) 1478-0895 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/uqrp20

Why theatre-based research works? Psychological
theories from behind the curtain

Jessica Bleuer, Matthew Chin & Izumi Sakamoto

To cite this article: Jessica Bleuer, Matthew Chin & Izumi Sakamoto (2018): Why theatre-
based research works? Psychological theories from behind the curtain, Qualitative Research in
Psychology, DOI: 10.1080/14780887.2018.1430734

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2018.1430734

Accepted author version posted online: 09
Feb 2018.
Published online: 12 Feb 2018.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 2

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=uqrp20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/uqrp20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14780887.2018.1430734
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2018.1430734
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=uqrp20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=uqrp20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14780887.2018.1430734
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14780887.2018.1430734
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14780887.2018.1430734&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-02-09
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14780887.2018.1430734&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-02-09


Why theatre-based research works? Psychological theories
from behind the curtain
Jessica Bleuera, Matthew Chinb, and Izumi Sakamotoa

aUniversity of Toronto, Ontario, Canada; bFordham University, Bronx, New York, USA

ABSTRACT
While many scholars have demonstrated the effectiveness of
theatre-based knowledge mobilization, fewer studies have
examined its psychological dimensions. This article examines
some psychological theories that may account for the success
behind theatre-based knowledge mobilization. Drawing from
the Canadian Experience Project, a study about the labor market
challenges of skilled immigrant workers, we show how theatre-
based research dissemination efforts attempt to achieve opti-
mal stress by using aesthetic distance processes. We maintain
that this psychological capacity to attune to audience mem-
bers, especially evident in forum theatre, makes theatre a
particularly effective means for knowledge mobilization.
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The Theatre of Canadian experience: Canada’s next newcomer
professional

This section is intended to be read out loud.

Scene 1–Get ready, get set, go!

The curtains open, the lights come up. Hockey Night in Canada Music Plays.
Three Canadian Immigrants walk onto the stage and assume a starting race
position. Determined and serious, the immigrants are ready to run this race
because their livelihoods depend on it.

Host:

Welcome to Canada’s Next Newcomer Professional. I’m Joanne Smith, and I’ll be
your host. Tonight we will see three recently arrived immigrants compete in a
highly competitive job market for their dream life. Contestants, you are among the
lucky 500 who have been chosen out of 13 800 skilled worker applicants
(Government of Canada 2011) from candidates around the world who want to
make Canada their place of residence, work, and future. You have achieved
exceptional scores on the Skilled Worker Point System.1 You really are the
cream of the crop!

CONTACT Jessica Bleuer Jessica.bleuer@gmail.com Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work, University of
Toronto, 246 Bloor Street West, Toronto, Ontario, M5S 1V4, Canada.
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Today we have;

Resume 1, an engineer from Taiwan, previously Vice President of IBM Taiwan,
here with his whole family.

Resume 2, a young architect from Turkey, previously employed by LG Consulting,
here with his partner who is finishing his PhD.

Resume 3, a private school principal from Pakistan, with 10 years of experience
teaching and leading schools, here on her own.

Not all of you will make it. Canadian-born workers have an advantage over
newcomers in the job market.

Six out of 10 of you (Statistics Canada 2005) will end up working in different fields
at such popular establishments as Tim Horton’s (popular Canadian coffee chain),
McDonald’s, in Factories or, driving Taxis. BUT! If you are successful in Canada’s
Next Newcomer Professional you will gain and maintain employment in your field,
and have opportunities for promotion based on your hard work. The Canadian
dream can be yours.

Contestants, are you ready?

The three immigrant characters respond simultaneously

Resume 1: Yes

Resume 2: Yes

Resume 3: Yes

Host: Listen carefully. The instructions are very, very important. Your first
challenge is to get the job. The full-time, permanent job in your field. Second,
you need to navigate everyday work culture without appearing odd. The
morning hellos, the passing how-are-you as you continue walking down the
hall, the lunch room, the small talk, and the weather. Third, you need to keep
the job and continue advancing, getting promotions, like all the other
Canadians.

Clear?

The three immigrant characters nod simultaneously.

Host: One more thing. This is the most important. Make sure you understand:

At first the host says the following words slowly, but then she begins to speed up and
the words start to blur together into incomprehensible gibberish.

Canadian Experience – Small Talk – Solid Resume – Network – Market Yourself –
Boundaries – Politeness – Canadian Experience, The Right Inflection –Don’t Worry
It’s Common Sense. . . Canadian Sense. . . Gibberish Gibberish, Gibberish. . . Canadian
Experience Canadian Experience
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As she speaks, a sense of confusion and anxiety arise from the contestants. They look
at each other to see if others have understood the Canadian codes to success. . .

GO!!!!!

Introduction

You have just read an excerpt from the play The Theatre of Canadian
Experience: Canada’s Next Newcomer Professional. This play was part of
knowledge mobilization effort from the Canadian Experience Project
(CEP), a community-based research project that used theatre to both collect
data and disseminate its findings about the employment barriers faced by
skilled immigrants in Canada. The CEP research team belong to a growing
number of scholars across multiple fields who are increasingly acknowled-
ging the benefits of using the arts in knowledge mobilization (Quinlan 2009).

While many art modalities have been used for research, we contend that
theatre’s relational aspects make it particularly useful for the dissemination of
research findings. Theatre has the ability to capture and communicate knowl-
edge about social relationships (Quinlan 2009) in ways that are not necessa-
rily possible through traditional academic texts (Rossiter et al. 2008). Theatre
makes use of emotions, gestures, and sensory experiences to express the
multifaceted nature of human experiences (Simhoni 2008). To this end, it
is not surprising to find numerous theatre-based research projects that
communicate the relational aspects of diverse topics such as widowhood,
end-of-life issues, Alzheimer’s disease, alcohol dependence, dementia, cancer,
and HIV (Deloney & Graham 2003; Dupis et al. 2011; Gray et al. 2003;
Kontos & Nagalie 2007; Mienczakowski & Morgan 1993).

The dissemination of research findings through theatre in itself is a
fundamentally relational process. This occurs through theatre’s capacity to
“evoke and invoke shared emotional experience and understanding between
performer and audience” (Denzin 2003, p. 13). Existing studies illustrate that
theatre can increase audience members’ understanding of other people’s lived
experience by cultivating a greater empathy for the issues they witness on
stage (Belliveau & Nichols 2017; Denzin 2003; Strickert & Bradford 2015).

While many studies report on theatre’s efficacy as a means of knowledge
mobilization (Wernick et al. 2014; Feldman, Hopgood & Dickins 2013;
Shapiro & Hunt 2013), there is a scarcity of literature accounting for the
processes behind this knowledge mobilization. Informed by our professional
background as psychotherapists, creative arts therapists, and social workers,
we (the authors of this article) will draw from drama therapy and other
psychotherapy literature to postulate some of the psychological processes
involved in theatre-based knowledge mobilization. We maintain that theatre
achieves knowledge mobilization through a process of aesthetic distance,

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN PSYCHOLOGY 3



which works to achieve optimal stress among audience members to support
learning. We will also address the particularities and challenges of engaging
these psychological processes, and share implications for further research and
practice.

The research: the Canadian experience project (CEP)

The CEP attempted to understand and address the labor market challenges
faced by skilled immigrants to Canada. Despite higher educational attain-
ment, Canadian immigrants experience underemployment and unemploy-
ment rates higher than those of their Canadian-born counterparts
(Sakamoto, Ku, & Wei 2009). Those who are able to secure employment
are often compelled to either take positions outside of their realm of expertise
and/or accept positions that are well below their education and training
(Sakamoto, Wilson, & Chin 2017). Employer’s requirement of “Canadian
experience” (CE) has been identified by human service providers, academics
and policy makers as the number one barrier for skilled immigrants (Weiner
2008). The study found that contrary to popular belief, CE is not about
having prior work experience in Canada; rather, it serves as a proxy to
determine the extent to which a potential employee can “fit” into an existing
Canadian workplace (Sakamoto, Chin, & Young 2010a). The CEP explored
the implicit and elusive aspects of this fit and uncovered the challenge of
understanding subtle cultural workplace rules that are not explicitly
explained by employers or employment counselors.

Led by Izumi Sakamoto since 2007, the CEP was carried out using a
grounded theory approach in which different phases of the study informed
each other in an iterative manner (Charmaz 2006). While the complex
methods of the study have been discussed elsewhere (Author 2014), it is
important to note that the findings of the project (including the theatre
piece under discussion) were informed by semi-structured interviews
(n=20) and five arts-based focus groups (n=37) with job seeking skilled
immigrants, their service providers, and human resources (HR) profes-
sionals. While the research team disseminated the CEP findings through
academic conferences and journal articles (e.g., Sakamoto, Chin & Young
2010a, Sakamoto 2014), they also recognized the need for dissemination
beyond a “dusty library shelf” (Gray et al. 2000; Finfgeld 2003; Simhoni
2008). The CEP team used reader’s theatre as a means of research dis-
semination, making the research more accessible to multiple stakeholders
(Boydell et al. 2012; Simhoni 2008). Jessica Bleuer and Matthew Chin
wrote the reader’s theatre piece drawing extensively from the study,
including direct quotes from interview/focus group transcripts. Both
researchers and research informants participated as actors in the produc-
tion of the piece, while Bleuer served as the director of the play.
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The first performance took place at a university-based venue to a racially
diverse audience of about 80 people comprising students, academics, and
social service providers, both immigrants and Canadians. The second per-
formance took place as part of a larger conference organized to generate
solutions to immigrant labor market exclusion and was attended by more
than 100 people, including HR professionals, employers/business owners,
service providers, activists, academics, politicians, and immigrants. Both
performances were followed by lively question and answer periods and the
research team used evaluation forms to assess audience reactions to the
performance. Post-performance evaluation forms from the first performance
were overwhelmingly positive—nearly two-thirds of the audience members
found the play “very useful” (64%) and one-third found it “useful” (36%).

Although the scope of the CEP project did not include collecting data on
the effectiveness of its knowledge mobilization efforts, the postperformance
evaluation data contained particularly relevant themes. Audience members
expressed being able to personally connect with the authentic experiences
portrayed in the performance. The majority of audience members spoke
about the moving nature of the performance and how it allowed them to
develop a sense of identification with skilled immigrant workers. One parti-
cipant wrote, “even though I’m not an immigrant, I really understand the
feeling of the immigrants.” Other audience members with experiences of
immigration shared how the play resonated with their experiences, and
words most commonly used to describe the play included “truthful,” “accu-
rate,” and “relevant” (direct citations from evaluation forms).

Audience members also commented on the merits of the play’s theatre
method of knowledge mobilization as well as a desire for it to be seen more
broadly. These sentiments are demonstrated in these five quotes by the
audience members: “I feel this was one of the best ways that I have ever
seen research results disseminated. I appreciate the ‘show’ rather than just
‘tell approach.’” “Excellent form of knowledge translation. Very accessible
and informative, this could/should be used to inform the workplace, stu-
dents, the general public, etc.” “Very well done. This workshop/event should
be bigger and more accessible. It’s important for all Canadians to watch.”
“The material resonated with the audience but it would also be good to get
this over to others who need to hear it or see it (more mainstream Canadian
“allies”). “Include employers, policy makers, and other government officials
to be aware of the experiences of immigrants.”

The second performance was planned as part of the action-oriented,
community-university collaboration that later emerged from the CEP
(Beyond ‘Canadian Experience’ Project), which mobilized research-based
knowledge to engage business and policy stakeholders toward social change.
Compared to the overwhelmingly positive feedback in the first showing,
postperformance evaluation forms from the second performance indicated
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a more mixed, moderately positive response; 44% found the play “very
useful” and 47% found it “useful.” The words most commonly used to
describe the performance were “informative,” “engaging,” and “diverse.”
While some participants praised the play (“I absolutely LOVED the theatre
presentation. It was a unique and innovative way to present findings and
convey the concept of ‘tacit knowledge’”), others expressed disagreement or
discomfort with the play. For example, some participants expressed that the
images of HR professionals were stereotypical; others championed ideas of
meritocracy, citing that immigrants needed to create their own opportunities.
The most commonly cited source of discomfort with the play was the use of
masks (see play excerpt below) that was used to represent a common feeling
among research participants that, in order to be accepted and succeed in the
Canadian workplace, they needed to hide who they were. Several respondents
not understanding the use of the mask and referenced it as a weakness of the
play. One respondent explained, “I am not entirely comfortable with the
‘mask’ idea. I feel newcomers should focus on honing their skills, compe-
tencies, attributes rather than focus on putting on a show or a mask.”
Interestingly, the same scene did not illicit negative feedback from the first
audience, perhaps owning to the different composition of audience members
(service providers, immigrants, and students vs. HR professionals and
employers). The play seemed to provoke a defensiveness among some audi-
ence members of the second showing.

Although the CEP did not originally intend to investigate theatre-based
research dissemination, our desire to engage a wide variety of stakeholders,
including those in positions of power to influence the lived realities of skilled
immigrant workers (HR professionals, employers, and social service work-
ers), propelled us to examine the discrepancies of responses between both
audiences. With no opportunity for audience follow up, the authors turned
to contemplate these differential audience responses from a psychological
perspective, which is presented in the following section.

The psychological processes of theatre-based knowledge
mobilization

To understand differences in audience reception, we draw from the psycho-
logical processes of optimal stress learning theory (Kaufer 2011) and aesthetic
distance (Landy 1983; Landy 1996). Optimal stress learning theory (Kaufer
2011) postulates that while moderate stress is beneficial for learning, extreme
stress or stress that is too mild negatively impacts the learning process.
Extreme stress may activate the “fight or flight” response, making it difficult
to retain new information. On the other hand, too little stress produces a lack
of motivation to engage in the effort needed for change (Kaufer 2011; Stark
2015). We understood that successful knowledge mobilization would require
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that we modulate the level of stress caused by the research findings among
audience members.

While recognizing the necessity of engaging HR professional and
employers in order to bring about change, the CEP research team were
also aware of the potential challenges of this endeavor. The premise of
the study, that skilled immigrants faced barriers to equitable participa-
tion in the Canadian labor market, clashes with the Canada’s self-image
as a multicultural inclusive meritocracy (Kantor & Einhorn 2016). In
identifying HR personnel and employers as targets for its research dis-
semination efforts, the CEP team faced the challenge not only of dis-
rupting the meritocratic, inclusive, and multicultural image these
individuals may have of Canada but also drawing their attention to the
way in which, by the very nature of their jobs, they are implicated in
systems that result in the economic exclusion of skilled immigrants. To
facilitate HR professionals and employers reception of the research
findings, the CEP team knew it would need to attend to the potential
dissonance from its findings carefully since the stress of this dissonance
could impede knowledge mobilization.

As we tried to navigate optimal stress, we relied on a theatre process
of emotional regulation known as aesthetic distance. We argue that the
concept of aesthetic distance is one way of achieving optimal stress, and
that theatre-based research dissemination uses theatre processes in order
to engage aesthetic distance in audience members. In drama therapy,
aesthetic distance refers to the use of specific drama therapy techniques
to achieve a balance between emotions and cognitive processes (Landy
1983, 1996). This balance aims to minimize defensiveness and to allow
participants to use all of their cognitive and affective resources so they
can develop empathic responses and cognitive clarity. The use of fiction,
storytelling, metaphors, symbols, masks, and other forms of aesthetic
process are used to help people modulate between overly emotional,
underdistanced states, and overly rational, overdistanced states.
Underdistance “is characterized by an over-abundance of emotion,
which, when expressed, brings neither relief nor insight” (Landy 1996,
p. 367). This underdistanced state can make it difficult to learn and
change. Conversely, overdistanced is a state in which primarily involves
the use of intellectualization and engagement in rational processes and
in which learning around human experiences may also be impeded.

The aim of achieving aesthetic distance, the balance of emotion, and
cognition is to promote “thought, reflection and perspective” (Jones
1997, p. 95). It is the use of selected drama processes that creates the
opportunity for equilibrium between underdistanced and overdistanced
states. Some drama therapy techniques are known for their tendency to
engage emotions, and others are known to prioritize rational processes.

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN PSYCHOLOGY 7



Drama therapists use both overdistanced and underdistanced techniques
together to engage aesthetic distance. Through the use of theatre, the
CEP team attempted to balance stress, emotion, and cognition to
increase audience member receptivity. The authors wanted to circum-
vent the stressed response that might arise from witnessing the systemic
exclusion faced by skilled immigrants so that audience members could
be free to use their hearts and minds in equal measure to make sense of
the research findings.

While the performance used many different techniques in order to
achieve aesthetic distance, we will illustrate one here: the metaphor.
Metaphors can communicate sensitive material in an abstract manner
(Jones 2005) and can be effective for presenting information about inequi-
table social conditions. Metaphors side-step psychological defense mechan-
isms that would otherwise arise as a response to stress from more direct
confrontations. The metaphor enables the subconscious to explore sensi-
tive topics, representing and recreating lived realities with some distance
(Campbell 1990; Mann 1996).

The CEP reader’s theatre script contained two main metaphors. The
first was the metaphor of a race or a game. Framing the performance as
a game show/race was a deliberate choice not only because research
informants themselves described the employment process as a game
with rules they could not quite grasp but also because it served to
bring humor to a serious problem. In an attempt to achieve aesthetic
distance, the authors of the play interspersed evocative excerpts from
interviews about newcomer professionals’ struggles to find work (under-
distanced) with more fictionalized, highly theatrical and comedic ele-
ments of the script. In this game show/race recently arrived immigrants
compete against challenging odds to obtain, maintain and advance in
their respective jobs. Instead of directly confronting audience members
with the inequity and racism within existing hiring practice, the game
show/race metaphor holds more complexity, communicating: 1) the idea
that the game is rigged; 2) the skilled worker is competent and deserving
of opportunity; and 3) the HR professional is a nuanced human being
doing the best they can with the knowledge and circumstances afforded
to them by the game/system. In addition to holding complexity, the
game show/race metaphor also holds play and lightness.

The second salient metaphor used in the CEP reader’s theatre script
was that of the mask as a representation of needing to hide one’s true
self to achieve economic success. The CEP team chose this metaphor
because when CEP study participants were given a choice of objects,
masks were the object they chose most consistently to express important
parts of their experience in the Canadian labor market. Masks are also
known to be particularly effective and eliciting underdistanced/
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emotional responses (Landy 1983), serving as a tool to connect audience
members to their emotions.

Script excerpt on the mask

The Host: (Introducing the next part of the game) Let’s see what you have learnt
about the Canadian workplace culture, about Canadian Experience, and about soft
skills. At the count of three you are going to say all the rules you have learnt thus
far. . . On your marks get set go. . ..

Resume 801 (Host has a microphone for her): You have to wear a mask, don’t ask if
you don’t know, don’t show if you’re upset, eat conflict, be positive, nod how are
you, keep walking, talk about children and the weather, eye contact, be confident,
please and thank yous, business casual, don’t ask questions, pretend you know,
wear the mask (verbatim quote from CEP raw data).

Ding Ding Ding. (Bell ringing to indicate that the correct answer was given.)

The Host: That is correct.

801 moves all the way up to front.

Scene 8: The Mask

Researcher: Through the arts-based activities, many of our participants were
drawn to the masks.

All newcomers sit in chairs, for their mask fittings.

Newcomers look at the masks fearfully, or with resignation.

A person comes around and helps them with their mask, they are all struggling a bit
and trying out how close and how far from their face they want to put the mask.

Host, & HR Professional standing behind people as they struggle with their masks.

Resume 200: I speak right, I act right . . . inside I feel like this.

We see the image of the mask with the lump in the throat and the eyes bulging out
on the powerpoint. (See Figure 1.)

Resume 200: I have a frog in my throat, I cannot sleep. (verbatim quote from CEP
raw data.)

Resume 345: They basically squeeze you to get everything. I mean during the day
if they force you to work really hard without break, without fun, and you just
work, work work work for thirteen years. It gets all your energy and you go home
by each night, you are almost exhausted. You have to hide yourself (verbatim quote
from CEP raw data).

Resume 200: I am trying to learn the code to get in.

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN PSYCHOLOGY 9



This scene had a strong impact on audience members both times the script
was performed. Audience members in the first performance, largely com-
posed of students, service providers, immigrants, and academics were sym-
pathetic, identifying with “the analogy of having to wear a mask, to be
someone you are not” (verbatim evaluation form comment). Audience
members in the second performance, however, had a different response to
this scene. Comprising a larger proportion of HR personnel and other
employers, many audience members had strong negative responses to the
notion that immigrants felt as though they had to hide their true selves, and
that they had to use a mask in order to fit into the Canadian workforce. The
spokesperson for a postperformance discussion group communicated that
“we were surprised that so many immigrants, that participants in the study
felt that they had to wear a mask because they are under pressure, because
they were being different. . .what we can still work on. . .[is that immigrants]
should just try to be honest.” The strong responses from audience members
are not surprising given that drama therapists have long known about masks’
underdistancing effects (Landy 1983), connecting people to their emotions
and, as a result, possible discomfort. The two different responses from two
different kinds of audiences to the readers’ theatre piece have implications for
how we approach the psychological dimensions of theatre-based research
dissemination and knowledge mobilization which we discuss below.

Discussion

We argue that the success of theatre-based knowledge mobilization efforts
may lie in theatre’s ability to produce optimal stress through aesthetic

Figure 1. Masks created by the research participants. One research participant created the mask
on the left and spoke about his inability to sleep due to extreme stress from searching for a job
and having a frog in his throat. Another participant created the mask on the right and said that
she needs to hide who she really is, symbolized by half of the mask having blonde hair and a
blue eye while the right side having dark hair and a dark eye with a bindi.
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distance (balancing of cognitive and emotional processes) among a wide
range of stakeholders. However, in practice, achieving aesthetic balance is
difficult. Although the CEP team did not interview audience members to
learn more about their responses, it is likely that (the metaphor of) the mask
engaged HR professionals and other employers (hereafter both will be
referred to simply as “employers”) in an overly underdistanced way that
evoked uncomfortable emotions. It is possible that employers found it
difficult to see themselves directly implicated in systems that result in
immigrants feeling compelled to behave in ways that are not “true to
themselves.” Employer responses show that while finding the right balance
of aesthetic distance and moderate stress can help to create the optimal
conditions for learning, the failure to achieve this balance may result in
audience members affectively over-engaging and/or disengaging with the
material presented.

Achieving the right amount of stress through aesthetic distance is always
somewhat of a moving target. Theatre audiences comprise members from a
diverse range of social identities and lived experiences. In the case of the
CEP, audience members included immigrant service providers, mentors to
skilled immigrants, employers (including HR professionals), and social work
students. It is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to script a performance
that will produce the same effect among such a wide range of people. Those
who occupy different social positions will (affectively) respond to the same
material in different ways. Diversity among audience members serves as a
barrier to achieving any collective sense of aesthetic distance.

Effective knowledge mobilization through the achievement of aesthetic
distance is also challenged by the fluid and contextual nature of the ideal
of cognitive-affective balance itself. In clinical settings, aesthetic distance
shifts over the course of any session. These shifts may be the result of
interventions by the drama therapist, but these shifts may also occur because
of the inherently fluid nature of the psychology process. Research that use
theatre-based knowledge mobilization is contending not only with psycho-
logical diversity among audience members but also with the psychological
states of these audience members being constantly in flux.

The difficulty of achieving aesthetic distance should not be a deterrent for
theatre-based researchers. As we claimed in this article, theatre can be a
holistic and profoundly human (and humanizing) way of sharing study
results with a wide range of stakeholders. The challenge is not to do away
with theatre-based knowledge but to come up with more effective means of
achieving it.

Different theatre forms provide varying possibilities for participation and
relational engagement. While reader’s theatre is certainly more relational
than the academic journal, its lack of real-time participation from the
audience does not provide the same opportunities for relationality afforded
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by more participatory forms of theatre. Forum theatre (Boal 1979), for
example, is an innovative critical reflection technique used by both educators,
activists, and researchers to collect and disseminate data (Madurga & Serra
2016; O’Toole, Burton & Plunket 2005; Tarasoff et al. 2014; Wrentschur
2008). In forum theatre, study findings are converted into short theatrical
vignettes demonstrating the research problem. These vignettes are performed
by researchers, actors, and occasionally research informants. Audience mem-
bers are then invited to come up on stage and take the role of one of the
actors to see if they can change the outcome of the research vignette. Forum
theatre highlights the dialectical relationship between actors and audience
members. Because forum theatre can change with audience input, it is well
suited to the pursuit of aesthetic distance. This interactivity lends itself to a
more attuned connection between researchers and audiences. Audience
members may still become affectively overly engaged/disengaged with the
material presented, but unlike other kinds of theatre, actors have the oppor-
tunity to adjust the direction of the performance in response. A skilled
research team, well versed in improvisation, has the opportunity to change
aspects of their delivery to modulate audience stress. Here the research team
has the complex challenge of maintaining the integrity of the research
findings while also spontaneously responding to perceived audience recep-
tion, stress, emotion, and rationality.

Imagine an audience member who believes in meritocracy, triggered by
the play’s systemic lens, could come up on stage and play the role of an
immigrant who works hard, stating that “immigrants need to create their
own opportunity” (quote from postperformance evaluation number 2). The
researchers (who are also actors) could respond by pushing back theatrically,
turning down the immigrant’s job applications, refusing to consider the
immigrant for field-related work. The audience member would keep trying,
and the actors would give life-like justifications for their multiple rejections.
The theatricality of this intervention would attempt to move past this audi-
ence members’ emotional response to the research findings by trying to
encourage an understanding of research-based reality through engaging
cognitive and rational processes. By role-playing a situation repeatedly,
participants develop a multifaceted understanding of the problem being
presented (Boal 1979, 2002). The goal here is not to single out forum theatre
as the ideal method for knowledge mobilization but rather to identify rela-
tional qualities in its structure that have the possibility of securing aesthetic
distance.

Ultimately, what we have hoped to show in this article is another facet of
what theatre scholars have already long known; that is, theatre is an inherently
relational process (Sajnani 2012). This article also contributes to transforma-
tional learning literature, illustrating that people learn in relationships
(Baumgartner 2002; Carter 2002; Eisen 2001; Lyons 2001; Taylor 2000). As
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we attribute theatre’s success in knowledge mobilization to its relational capa-
city to attune to aesthetic distancing processes, it would behoove us to leave out
the origin of the authors’ relationships to each other, and the fact that it was
forum theatre that brought the authors of this article together. While authors
Chin and Sakamoto had known each other previously, they both met Bleuer
through a forum theater workshop that she facilitated. We end this article with
a quote commonly used by Augusto Boal: “Together we are stronger than we
are alone” (Bleuer 2005), and we advocate for further research attuning to the
use of relationship during the knowledge mobilization process.

Note

1. Citizenship and Immigration Canada 2011 Statistics, source: Government of Canada,
2011, Changes to Economic Immigration Process will Help Further Reduce Backlogs
and Improve Wait Times, viewed December 6, 2018, https://www.canada.ca/ en/news/
archive/2011/06/changes-economicimmigrationprograms- help-further-reduce-back
logs-improve-wait-times.html?=undefined&wbdisable=true
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