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In a 2010 article in the journal Physics Today, late New York Hall of 

Science director Alan Friedman wrote that science museums were born as 

repositories serving collectors and researchers, but soon began evolving into 

facilities focused on public education.1 Perhaps the most obvious illustration of 

this shift is found in the move away from what many regard as a classic science 

museum setting—quiet marble hallways lined with artifacts in glass cases—and 

toward livelier galleries filled with interactive exhibits allowing experimentation 

with natural and perceptual phenomena. The range of phenomena that visitors 

can now explore in such places is truly vast: In museums and science centers 

around the world, people can investigate exhibitions on light, sound, electricity, 

magnetism, motion, mathematics, cosmology, meteorology, and the biological 

processes that drive life itself. 

However, the social sciences are still rarely explored in science museums. 

In recent decades, research in social and cognitive psychology, behavioral 

economics, and the neurosciences has led to tremendous advances in our 

understanding of cognitive and social development, decision-making, stress, 

aggression, cooperation, and many other areas. Importantly, such research is of 

interest not only to scientists; work in these areas sheds light on social 

interactions and moral and economic judgments at the heart of some of the most 

critical problems facing our world, including sustainable resource use, responses 



 

to climate change and environmental damage, income inequality, institutional 

racism and prejudice, ethnic and religious conflict, and social and political 

polarization. For individuals and institutions to be part of the solution to such 

problems, people must understand how complex cognitive and social processes 

are studied. In fact, the American Association for the Advancement of Science 

(AAAS) has argued that an understanding of key concepts in social psychology is 

important for a scientifically literate public.2 And because social scientists study 

something of interest to all students—themselves—the social sciences offer an 

ideal entry point for students to learn about more general scientific concepts and 

methods, such as controlled observation, experimental design, and hypothesis 

generation and testing.  

But despite the importance of such research in illuminating fundamental 

social and cognitive processes and generating solutions to sobering societal 

challenges, museums have not adequately explored opportunities to involve the 

public in the scientific study of social behaviors such as cooperation, resource 

allocation, and economic decision-making. The Science of Sharing project was 

designed to make social interactions the central focus of the museum experience. 

Funded by the National Science Foundation in 2011, the project was based on a 

simple premise: Social interactions, and the processes by which people perceive 

and interpret them, are phenomena, and as such are open to the same kinds of 

playful inquiry and experimentation modern science museums have long applied 

to physical phenomena like light, sound, and motion. 

 



 

What is Science of Sharing? 

 

Science of Sharing (SOS) was devised to develop and evaluate exhibits 

and activities that would create opportunities for the public to experiment with 

social interactions involving cooperation, competition, collaborative problem-

solving, negotiation, and resource allocation; to prompt reflection on and 

discussion of perceptions, judgments, and cognitive processes underlying those 

interactions, including developing interpersonal trust, perceiving social groups, 

weighing personal gains against community outcomes, and predicting the 

behavior of others; and to raise public awareness of concepts and methods 

involved in the scientific study of human behavior and cognition. More broadly, 

SOS exhibits were intended to help people link their experiences with larger 

societal challenges involving elements of cooperative behavior and negotiation, 

such as resource overuse, environmental destruction, international conflict, and 

climate change. In essence, the project was designed to create experiences that 

made people more aware of how they perceive and interact with other people, 

and how, in turn, others perceive them. Through this process of stepping into the 

shoes (and minds) of others, we hoped that participants would gain a greater 

understanding of the forces that shape everyday social experiences, and 

perhaps an enhanced ability to empathize with the circumstances and actions of 

other people. 

Between 2011 and 2015, the project brought together a diverse team of 

social scientists, exhibit developers, educators, and researchers to prototype a 



 

broad range of experiences, test the way people used, interpreted, and 

discussed them, evaluate their potential as learning opportunities, and finally to 

share those experiences with the public and with researchers and museum 

professionals. Ultimately, the project developed 17 multi-person interactive 

exhibits in a permanent gallery devoted to human behavior in the Exploratorium, 

San Francisco’s “museum of science, art, and human perception.” In addition, 

some of the exhibits are being duplicated for installation at the Museum of Life 

and Science in Durham, N.C. In the remainder of this chapter, we describe the 

project’s exhibits and activities, discuss the behavioral and cognitive responses 

they provoked, and offer evidence that they were successful in promoting 

empathy among participants.  
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The TextFish exhibit is a simulation of an ocean ecosystem in which 

visitors must coordinate their behavior to sustain a virtual fish population. The 

experience provides an immersive and visceral illustration of the Tragedy of the 

Commons, a situation that may arise when a group or community shares 

responsibility for maintaining any common resource—a park, beach, lake, ocean, 

or the like. Each person in such a community is rationally motivated to maximize 

their own gain from that resource by, for example, catching more fish than they 

really need to survive. But when everyone acts in that fashion, the resource may 

be pushed beyond its ability to sustain itself, and the entire community suffers. 



 

Such resources therefore demand that each user balance their own short-term 

goals against the longer term good of the group as a whole. 
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At TextFish, visitors use their cell phones to text the word fish to a phone 

number provided on the label. With each text, they “catch” a virtual fish. Any 

number of players can fish at once, and each can fish as slowly or quickly as 

they desire. But users quickly discover that if too many people fish too quickly, 

they destroy the fish population and put themselves on the road to (virtual) 

starvation. Unlike in the real world, TextFish then gives visitors a chance to 

rethink their social strategies after an environmental catastrophe.  

Other exhibits give visitors the opportunity to experiment with the 

Prisoner's Dilemma, a two-person game that has been a cornerstone of research 

on trust, communication, and risk for decades. At Career Criminal, two players in 

separate booths are each told that they’ve been arrested for a joint crime. Each 

can either confess or remain silent. The best outcome for both occurs when both 

remain silent, because neither provides evidence to the authorities. In that case, 

both players receive only a year in jail. However, keeping quiet also makes a 

player vulnerable: If one remains silent but the other confesses, the confessor 

goes free, and the silent partner spends 5 years in prison. Although both players 

know that keeping silent leads to optimal group outcomes, both also are 

motivated to protect themselves by confessing—and thus both often end up with 



 

moderate 3-year sentences. This scenario thus turns on how people determine 

whether they can trust another to act in the pair’s common interest or whether 

they should abandon communal effort and seek only personal protection. A 

sense of empathy with the plight of one’s opponent, of course, may be important 

in such a decision. 

Trust Fountain lets players explore the same scenario in a more playful 

way. At this two-person drinking fountain, each player decides whether to give a 

partner a sip of water or a playful squirt. If both choose Sip, both get a drink. But 

each also knows that their partner can choose Squirt and deliver a jet of water to 

their partner’s chest. Players are thus forced to wonder if they can trust their 

partner to provide a drink, and to consider choosing Squirt as an act of self-

protection (or revenge). In the end, many pairs jointly choose Squirt, and neither 

receives anything at all. As with Career Criminal, empathy (or lack thereof) for 

the other person’s outcome may be a key element in player choices. 
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Additional exhibits focus participants on other aspects of social interaction 

involving negotiation, communication, and trust. Explorations of Social Behavior 

displays films illustrating research on impression formation, social norms, helping, 

cooperation, and other key topics in the behavioral sciences, as well as 

depictions of social interaction in humans and nonhumans. The Give and Take 

Table is a visitor-managed commons composed of items they themselves 



 

provide. Each day, the exhibit is seeded with an inexpensive item, such as an 

inexpensive pair of sunglasses, and visitors are prompted to take the item if they 

wish but asked to replace it with something of equal or greater value. The exhibit 

therefore reflects the collective social choices of dozens or hundreds of guests. 

Donation with Contemplation is a simple donation box with a twist: There are 

three charitable institutions to which visitors can donate, each of a different type; 

for example, an environmental institution, an arts collective, and an animal 

welfare organization. At Helping and Wealth, a set of graphic panels displays 

methods of studying helping behavior around the world and research on 

perceptions of wealth distribution. And other SOS exhibits let visitors explore the 

ease with which random social associations can lead to intense competition and 

shifting social alliances (Red/Blue), work together to keep a virtual creature alive 

(Team Snake), explore their own stereotypical biases and judgments (Do You 

Know Who I Am?, Sort and Switch), attempt to answer a series of questions in 

the same way as a partner with whom they cannot communicate (Common 

Knowledge), and investigate, reflect on, and discuss other aspects of human 

social behavior. Many of these exhibits involve empathy for another person’s 

understanding, viewpoint, or feelings, as we will explore later in the chapter. 
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The team also created and implemented four “Experimonths” in which 

participants adopted a new social practice for one month and shared and 



 

discussed their experiences in an online community. Experimonths gave people 

the opportunity to experiment with social situations, form and discuss strategies 

to meet challenges and solve problems, communicate and perhaps come to 

empathize with strangers, and learn about the scientific study of human behavior. 

One of the most powerful benefits of the Experimonth model is the increased 

awareness of how one thinks about social interactions and decisions that occurs 

through exploring a new social behavior for an extended period. By committing to 

play a public goods game every day for a month, for example, participants may 

think more deeply about their own beliefs about issues of ownership and 

community and notice connections to those phenomena in their everyday lives.  

Experimonths also provided access to a “confessional,” an online space 

where participants could anonymously share their thoughts and feelings. These 

confessionals established a safe space for community members to express 

themselves and learn about the actions and emotional responses of others; they 

also provided much of the data we used to assess the effects of these 

experiences on participants. (Selected confessional responses to Experimonths 

are presented later in this chapter.) 

Like the Career Criminal and Trust Fountain exhibits, Experimonth: 

Frenemy (implemented in February 2014) was inspired by the Prisoner’s 

Dilemma. In this game, players were paired with unknown partners each day. 

Equipped with only one piece of information about each other and no way to 

communicate directly, players decided whether to be “friends” or “enemies.” But 

these choices came with point values: Friending someone who friended you gave 



 

each player 15 points; friending someone who enemied you gave the Enemy-er a 

whopping 25 points but lost the Friend-er 5 points; and if both players enemied 

each other, both got 5 points. Players thus had to decide whether the risk of 

playing nicely with a stranger was worth the potential cost, and had the 

opportunity to reflect upon and discuss their choices and reactions through the 

confessional. 
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Do You Know What I Know You Know? (April 2014) was conceptually 

similar to the Common Knowledge exhibit. As with Frenemy, this game paired 

players with a different stranger each day and presented a series of questions to 

each pair (e.g., a map of a wilderness area with the question “You are lost in the 

woods. Where do you go to be rescued?”). Players needed to come up with the 

same answer without communicating before proceeding. Freeloader (July 2014), 

based on the Free Rider problem explored in social psychology and behavioral 

economics, randomly grouped players into teams and gave each player the 

choice of staying with their teams or leaving to join another group as the month 

progressed. Each day, players were given one dollar and asked whether or not 

they wanted to invest their funds in a communal pot that would later be divided 

equally. As all players—even those who chose not to invest—shared the pot, 

“freeloading” became an attractive option for some. And in Belonging (September 

2014), participants posted notices in their communities (primarily clustered in 



 

Durham, NC) asking passersby to indicate how much they felt they “belonged” in 

that spot, and then used those data to create a map illustrating average levels of 

perceived inclusiveness in that community.  

(In addition to exhibits and Experimonths, SOS also generated a set of 

classroom activities based on core project ideas for free distribution to educators 

and the public through the project website. More information can be found at 

http://www.exploratorium.edu/visit/west-gallery/science-of-sharing. Additional 

information about Experimonths can be found at 

http://science.experimonth.com/history.) 

 

Cognitive responses to Science of Sharing 

 

Approximately 100,000 museumgoers have visited the Science of Sharing 

exhibition since it opened at the Exploratorium in October, 2014. Museum visitors 

spent an average of over 9 minutes engaged at exhibits, typical for a science 

museum exhibition of its size. Nearly 600 people participated in one or more of 

the project’s Experimonths. Results from the project’s independent summative 

evaluation (conducted by Visitor Studies Services) confirm that users found SOS 

exhibits and Experimonths engaging and thought-provoking. Many participants 

thought extensively about social behaviors, cognitive processes, and 

perspectives regarding competition, collaboration, and resource sharing, and 

considered links between these experiences and larger societal challenges 

involving cooperation, negotiation, and trust. Many users were deeply engaged in 



 

personal and social metacognition—thinking about how we interpret 

interpersonal situations, make social decisions and judgments, and categorize 

people into social groups, cognitive activities that often unfold without conscious 

awareness. The project’s summative evaluation found that 88% of exhibition 

visitors thought about cognitive processes in themselves, friends and family, and 

even strangers while using the exhibits, and all 30 Experimonth participants 

interviewed during summative evaluation reported engaging in these 

metacognitive behaviors as well.  

Moreover, we found evidence that Exploratorium visitors in the SOS 

exhibition engaged in social metacognition more than visitors using exhibits 

elsewhere in the museum. During the summative evaluation process, the team 

interviewed 200 visitors, half in the SOS area and half in galleries devoted to light, 

sound, and other physical processes. SOS visitors evidenced significantly more 

metacognition about their own and others’ cognitive processes than visitors to 

the physics exhibits. 

Creating experiences that prompted people to become aware of, analyze, 

and even discuss their own cognitive processes is an end in itself, but Science of 

Sharing was also designed to help people connect these experiences with 

societal challenges involving cooperative behavior and negotiation, such as 

resource overuse, environmental destruction, international conflict, and climate 

change. Evidence from the summative evaluation suggests that SOS exhibits 

and Experimonths did indeed prompt thinking and discussion about such issues, 

a process we’ve called “scaling up” that depends on people examining their own 



 

approaches to complex issues like fairness and trust. In addition to learning 

about current research on cognition and social interaction, SOS thus created new 

opportunities for the public to investigate factors affecting their own and others' 

behavior in situations presenting important challenges for our communities. 

 

Science of Sharing and empathetic responses 

 

As noted earlier, we found evidence that SOS experiences prompted 

users to think about their own cognitive processes in social situations and to link 

their exhibit and Experimonth experiences with larger societal challenges. But 

does this mean that SOS experiences promoted empathetic responses? 

Merriam-Webster defines empathy as “the action of understanding, being aware 

of, being sensitive to, and vicariously experiencing the feelings, thoughts, and 

experience of another.” We argue that two of the key findings from our study of 

these experiences—social metacognition and scaling up—do indeed 

demonstrate aspects of empathy related to awareness, understanding, and 

perhaps even sharing of the thoughts, feelings, and experiences of others.  

For example, in addition to exploring their own cognitive and emotional 

responses to SOS experiences, some exhibition visitors and Experimonth 

players talked specifically about trying to understand the feelings of others. 

(Some of the quotations below are from Experimonth confessions; others were 

obtained in participant interviews during the project’s summative evaluation.) 

 



 

I found myself getting caught up in [the kids’] anxiety about getting enough 

fish and there was someone else texting who I couldn't see anywhere which 

raised the anxiety level. (Textfish) 

 

[Everyone] was coming together or just feeling more good will toward all 

the other players. (Frenemy) 

 

What I'm learning about this game is that people are just a$$holes. They 

are mean. I'm friending you and you friend me…  why not keep it going? You 

keep me as your enemy even after you clearly see that I'm trying to be friends?? 

What I'm trying to tell you is that you should not be selfish and friend me next 

time so we both win. But no, you decide to make me your enemy until the game 

ends. Why? What have you gained besides more points? Is the objective for you 

to win at this or to feel good about humanity? You may win at this game, and you 

clearly beat me, but are you winning in life? Are you winning inside your heart? 

Do you have compassion for others? (Frenemy confession) 

 

I feel like I see other people as possibly more friendly… There’s a lot of 

bad stuff in the world right now. Definitely the number of people playing that 

game who played from a friendly state surprised me. And I thought, ‘Oh, maybe 

people on the internet are less aggressive than I would have assumed.’ 

(Frenemy) 

 



 

Other respondents revealed their attempts to understand other peoples’ 

thoughts and actions in contexts involving competition, cooperation, and sharing: 

 

[I learned] that we're all a lot more competitive in our family than I realized. 

…  Just that all the kids were really rooting for the team they were on. (Red/Blue) 

 

I think that people probably act differently in this game than they would in 

real life. I learned that at least in my group of friends that everybody was really 

good-natured…  But, I [had] thought because it's a game they might be more 

self-serving. (Freeloader) 

 

I also found myself thinking ‘What was the other person thinking?’  I had to 

make sure she would be cooperative. I had a feeling she would be. (Career 

Criminal) 

 

[I learned] that people you trust are more likely to be nicer. For example, 

[at the] Trust Fountain—if they're not some random person, but someone you 

know, you're more likely to get a drink of water rather than a squirt in the face. 

(Trust Fountain) 

 

Some participants focused on the possible effects of kindness on others or 

on situations in which people appeared to need help, showing their “sensitivity to 

and vicarious experience” of others’ feelings: 



 

 

I guess putting myself in that position … The person that needed help—I 

would want someone to help me if I were in that situation and I was surprised 

that people don't help more…  because the person is in such obvious need of 

help. I expected people to be more willing. (Explorations of Social Behavior) 

 

Everyone thinks they are quite kind but then you see what they really do 

like with the Donation Station and Rewind, and they aren't that kind. (Be Kind, 

Rewind) 

 

A friend of mine died the other day. She just got sick and never recovered. 

It's not supposed to be like that!!!! [My condolences for your friend.] I have only 

"enemied" once after they chose enemy, and ya know what? I let myself down. I 

was going to be a friend to all but instead I chose enemy in a moment of 

REACTION. I'm ashamed of myself. (Frenemy confession) 

 

Several SOS experiences were designed to focus users on their own 

stereotypical judgments and responses. In these cases, participants surveyed in 

the summative evaluation often thought of how stereotyping and prejudice play 

out in real-world social situations, showing their “awareness of the thoughts, 

feelings and experiences of another:” 

 



 

I think there was one where the person drove an SUV or something, and 

I'm a bus commuter. And I know it's a stereotype of SUVs being selfish, gas-

guzzling people, but they were friendly the whole time. But it made me wonder 

what—who's on the other end of this computer thing. (Frenemy) 

 

There were definitely times that it definitely didn’t [make me wonder about 

my opponent], and there were a couple times I was like, ‘Oh, they're like me,’ that 

I definitely felt more sympathetic towards them. I'm not sure that it actually 

changed my moves, but I definitely felt a kinship to the person who also bicycled 

to work or a person who had the same political leanings as myself. (Frenemy) 

 

During a round, you would see one, like if they're Democratic or 

Republican or whatnot. And then what kind of car they drive… But I was like, 

Ach! No, you know, that’s why people love tabloids and stuff. It’s garbage. I 

should be focusing on things that are really changing in our world, and how we 

can change the world for better—no, we like to watch tabloids about Kim 

Kardashian. It’s ridiculous. But that said, it’s human nature; we just want to know 

about the people around us. (Frenemy) 

 

In addition to focusing on what others were thinking and feeling in 

situations like those exemplified by exhibits and Experimonths, some visitors’ 

responses centered on the ethical dimensions of social interactions and how 



 

such ethical choices arise in everyday life, again indicating the potential for 

empathetic awareness of others: 

 

When they sent out the statistics about the game, I was like, oh, more  

people want to be friends than they do enemies. I do think about that sometimes. 

In the news you obviously hear terrible things, but you can always think like more 

people want to be friends than they do enemies. So there are essentially more 

good people than there are bad people. We just hear about them. (Frenemy) 

 

I decided to see if over an entire month of games if I could stick with the 

“high road" and always choose Friend. I have only been mildly tempted to choose 

Enemy a few times. I am hoping to use this to reinforce my efforts in the real 

world to do the nice thing vs. the expedient or vengeful thing. (Frenemy) 

 

I freeloaded and feel TERRIBLE. My inbox got out of control at the end of 

last week and I must have missed the daily report/reminder. I went to play today 

and saw I was a freeloader. For the first time, I drew comparisons of this game to 

my work. If I slack off and don't get my part of a project completed, someone else 

is likely to do it for me, or I just don't get it done. Supporting others or a team 

requires collective action and responsibility. And in order to do that, I need to stay 

organized and on top of email apparently. (Freeloader confession) 

 



 

Frenemy players were especially likely to reflect on how they and others 

thought about competition and cooperation, and how those social interactions 

played out on broader scales: 

 

One of the reasons why I was drawn to Frenemy is I feel like it speaks to 

something that we see in our lives every day… I don't have my own office, I 

share an office with four other [people], and we work very closely together, and 

there's a lot of competition. And I guess it sort of made me think about, we all 

have a choice, whether we choose to engage positively and supportively… I think 

the more we try to put ourselves ahead individually, it kind of detracts from the 

movement of the team. 

 

There was something that happened in the news that did make me think 

about playing the game, which was that it was, we played the game right around 

the time that the Olympics were being broadcast, and I thought several times 

about different interviews I saw with athletes, and how interesting it is that 

teammates seem to be so close, and there wasn't a whole lot of focus—none that 

I saw, really—on sort of like nasty competition between teammates. But it did 

kind of make me think about how, you know, surely they've got [to be 

competitive]— especially thinking about the Team USA and how supportive 

athletes appear to be of each other, and I don't know if that’s just how the media 

portrays it; otherwise it’s just not a very nice story. 

 



 

There's a lot of times where we think of situations and we're like, ‘Oh, if 

those people get [more], then I won't have as much,’ but that’s usually not really 

true. Usually, if everyone’s doing pretty well, we're all doing better… I was 

thinking about that while we were playing… There's so much right now that’s so 

polarized—in politics and social policy and people’s outlooks. I feel like it’s really 

easy to go down a rabbit hole of, ‘My side needs to win,’ or you're looking at 

ways to mitigate poverty, and people are thinking, ‘But I'm not gonna have as 

much if we help people who are destitute.’ I think it’s a really sad approach. 

When people see it as, ‘If you have anything, I have less.’  There's a lot going on 

now in the world that feels that way. 

 

These comments reveal participants’ attempts to make sense of how they 

themselves and their partners viewed and interpreted complex social 

experiences. Taken together, they suggest that the interactive exhibits and 

Experimonths elicited not only analytical interest in the way others think and act 

but also empathetic responses, including emotional engagement with others and 

awareness that people may see and interpret the same experiences quite 

differently.  

Even more optimistically, the comments imply that at least some 

respondents not only experienced empathy but saw the value of empathetic 

responses. Perhaps coming to understand that actively seeking to adopt the 

perspective of others can lead to better emotional and practical outcomes for all 



 

concerned, both in the museum context and in the wider world, can be thought of 

as a kind of “meta-empathy:” 

 

I realized that sometimes you have to take a step back and see how other 

people feel… that you can't just rely on yourself… I think sometimes you have to 

anticipate how other people think and be open to hearing their ideas and be 

willing to change. 

 

Science of Sharing showed that it is indeed possible to create museum-

based experiences that prompt people not only to experiment with social 

interactions but also to seek to understand how others experience those 

situations, and ultimately to feel more connected to them in the process. As one 

respondent noted during the Belonging Experimonth: 

 

I am still that sad person stuck in a small Wyoming town, 500 miles from 

fitting in. Finding my confession front and center was a little disconcerting. Oddly, 

I don't know that I felt a part of some community, but taking part in Experimonth 

does make me feel a part of something… I also have recently begun working in 

Social Media for a Maker Faire and so seeking out blog posters and editing 

submissions and posting them, does make me feel a part of that community. 

 

Empathy-prompting aspects of Science of Sharing experiences 

 



 

What aspects of these activities fostered empathy in participants? Are 

specific design features critical for promoting or maintaining a sense of empathy 

in such experiences? We believe at least two aspects of SOS exhibits and 

Experimonths were key to participants’ empathetic awareness or understanding 

of others’ attitudes or thinking processes: 

Social interaction is required. These experiences all involve exploring and 

investigating one’s own real-time interactions with others. We believe this may 

naturally prompt thinking about one’s own emotional responses, and perhaps 

generate empathy for the responses of others. How is this achieved? Nearly 

every SOS exhibit and Experimonth is designed to require two or more people to 

interact, and their interaction is the explicit focus of the experience. Moreover, 

many of the exhibits use physical design to communicate that focus on social 

interaction. For example, many exhibits use a face-to-face architecture in which 

players sit or stand opposite one another. Cooperative exhibits employ semi-

circular layouts to promote a mindset of teamwork. Experimonths also employed 

digital design to convey social interaction, including left-right iconography similar 

to the face-to-face structure of exhibits.  

A safe space for social and emotional exploration. Simply creating 

opportunities for social interaction is probably not sufficient to generate empathy; 

participants also need to feel a sense of safety to explore social phenomena 

openly and non-defensively. We believe that several aspects of SOS exhibits and 

Experimonths helped to promote feelings of well-being. Exhibits were designed 

to communicate a spirit of playfulness and whimsy. For example, Trust Fountain 



 

involves being squirted with water; Red/Blue requires slapping large buttons with 

a satisfying whap! to score points; Be Kind, Rewind shows a funny animated film; 

and Team Snake requires fast, coordinated action and lively communication for 

the group to keep the video snake alive. This spirit of fun may take a bit of the 

sting out of feelings of betrayal, selfishness, and loss that may be elicited at the 

exhibits, perhaps allowing for more openness to those negative experiences.  

Other exhibits support safety through allowing players to see multiple 

perspectives and thus come to understand that there may be more than one 

reasonable way to perceive a given situation. At both Public/Private and Making 

Meaning, participants sort or choose cards based on their opinions, then reveal 

their choices to spark a discussion. There are explicitly no right answers; instead, 

players are given an opportunity to openly share differing values and beliefs. On 

the other hand, Experimonths created safety through a design feature ubiquitous 

in the digital world: anonymity. Frenemy and Do You Know What I Know? never 

reveal the identity of players’ opponents, and confessionals were completely 

anonymous. We believe that these design elements—playfulness, multiple 

perspectives, and anonymity—may help participants relax, open themselves to 

the underlying social phenomena, and thus build a sense of empathy for others.  

These findings offer a compelling and optimistic starting point for the 

development of new social experiences for museums and other contexts. 

Ultimately, we also hope that continued experimentation with experiences 

prompting self-reflection and empathy will assist people in making more 

cooperative and beneficial choices in their everyday lives.  
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Figure 3.1.jpg 
 
Caption:  
 
Entrance to the Science of Sharing exhibition at the Exploratorium. 



 
 
Figure 3.2.jpg 
 
Caption: 
 
Visitors at the TextFish exhibit.  



 
 
Figure 3.3.jpg 
 
Caption: 
 
The Trust Fountain exhibit. 



 
 
Figure 3.4.jpg 
 
Caption: 
 
The Sort and Switch exhibit. 



 
Figure 3.5.jpg 
 
Caption: 
 
Payoff matrix for Experimonth: Frenemy. 
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