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it is designed 
specifically to 

bring disengaged 
and disempowered 

publics into 
conversation 

with professional 
scientists in a 
space that is 
engaging and 

empowering for 

    E
V E R  Y O N  E 

The hopes and fears lab is an 
original project by the kavli centre 

for ethics, science, and the public  
at the University of cambridge, uk.
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The home of ‘eureka!’ moments, 

of true connection and shared 

understanding. 

It’s cardboard. But cooler. 

It’s meaningful, research-based 

engagement. But in bite-size.

In other words, it’s 

what is it?
The Hopes and Fears Lab is a 

pop-up ‘conversation experiment’. 

It’s ‘science speed dating’. But 

better.

iT’S A  place where everyone  - 

whatever their background (or 

background knowledge) - feels 

welcome. 

A creative, curious, space where 

we can sit down together as 

equals to talk about cutting-

edge science and its impact on 

our future.

‘serious fun!’

The Hopes and Fears Lab tests 

assumptions – about science, 

scientists, ‘the public’, and the 

kind of world we are building.
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Talking to the media is great but 

what if they sensationalize it?  

Talking to those outside your 

field is fine but you have to spend 

so long explaining stuff first! 

Why do it?

Many people out in 
the ‘real world’ (all 
over the world) feel 
like science is not for 
them.  Too hard, too 
remote, too scary.

Scientists working in discovery science don’t 
get many chances to leave their labs. When 
they do, it’s often to talk to other scientists. 
About science. 

Festivals, museums,  documentaries, 

or lectures are right there if you 

are confident.  They could be a bit 

off-puttng  if you aren’t too sure 

what you feel.  
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But there is one thing that discovery 

scientists do all the time that 

everyone, everywhere, is naturally 

good at.  

Asking a question. 
The Hopes and Fears Lab is listening 

to each other, not lecturing at each 

other.  

It’s less about what we know, and 

much more about what we feel when 

we think about the ‘big stuff’ that is 

shaping our future.  Breakthroughs 

in healthcare, technology, and more.

Are we excited? 
Scared? Angry? 
Curious? 
Something in 
between?
The Hopes and Fears Lab allows us 

to examine the wider implications of 

that ‘big stuff’ for the world 
we all share.  Without feeling 

bogged down and hopeless.

?
This Lab changes the story of 
science as we tend to tell it.  

Sitting among our pop-up cardboard 

boxes, this very ordinary, extraordinary 

space moves us somewhere new. 

It’s nobody’s home turf. It’s totally 

different for everyone. And it empowers 

career scientists and members of the 

public to end up somewhere interesting 

together.

Gaining in 
trust, growing 
in confidence, 
gathering new 
ideas and fresh 
perspectives. 
Ready to ask the next question. 

And the next. 

One big (short) 
conversation at a 
time.
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The Hopes and Fears Lab is 

cheerful, playful, open, and fully 

accessible. 

It is designed specifically to bring 

disengaged and disempowered 

publics into conversation with 

professional scientists in a space 

that is new and exciting for 

everyone.  No ‘home team’ science 

advantage in this Lab!  

The conversations in the Lab are 

often wide-ranging and in-depth. 

They are not ‘mini lectures’ and do 

not require any prior knowledge 

from the public participants. 

W h o  i s  i t  f o r  ?

We have run the Lab successfully 

in many different settings 

Including:

    city centre venue open to     

anyone passing by. 

  particular faith-based or 

interest- based communities.

    economically disadvantaged   

areas.  

The Lab is not suitable for young 

children – but teens will fit right 

in!

(If you’d like to discuss creative 

add-ons to enable an ‘all ages’ 

experience, WE’VE DONE THAT 

BEFORE TOO! WRITE TO US AT:

kavlicentre@educ.cam.ac.uk)
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Where could  
we host one

The Hopes and Fears Lab can pop 

up almost anywhere! 

But it needs to be indoors 

or at least under shelter 

(remember all that 
cardboard!) 

is it totally accessible for everyone?
PHYSICALLY, SOCIALLY AND EMOTIONALLY.

NOT ALL BARRIERS ARE VISIBLE.

is it a ‘private’ experience for a certain group or 

a drop-in Lab open to anyone? If it’s the latter, 

be somewhere eye-catching and with a lot of 

passing foot traffic! 

noise levels: if it’s too crowded it will become 

difficult to hear the conversations well.

lighting: it needs to feel bright and inviting.

You need plenty of space 

for a welcome desk, and for 

participants to circulate 

between Lab desks once the 

Lab is underway.

Things to think about when scouting 
your venue:
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good clear signage (in lots of different places!)

could there be a separate quiet area? Useful for 

scientists to take breaks if required and useful for 

anyone who would prefer a less busy environment.

easy access to toilets, drinks and snacks.

easy delivery access for set up and take down

 (lots of cardboard is heavier than it looks!) 

After that, the sky’s the limit!
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Getting 
Started

The correct name of the project 

is The Hopes and Fears Lab: 
please use it in full at all times 

when advertising, and credit it 

as ‘an original project by 
the Kavli Centre for Ethics, 
Science, and the Public’ where 

you can.  

Please also credit the work     

of our artist Tom McLean. His 

website details are here: 

www.tom-draws.com Thinking hard about the 

scientists and the publics that 

you want in the Lab will then 

help you find an ideal venue. 

Be creative And go where your 

target audience already is. 

We’ve hosted the Lab on double 

decker buses in a park and in 

community centres. What about 

popping up in an empty shop in 

the centre of town? What about 

in a big tent at a festival? 

Think about the kind of discovery 

science you want to talk about 

in the Lab. A range of topics? Or 

one single area Such as climate,  

AI, genetic medicine, etc.  

Think about the kind of publics you would 

like to attend The Hopes and Fears Lab. This 

experience is particularly good for people 

who would never normally go to a ‘science 

thing’ (a museum/lecture/demonstration/

tour etc) and feel science is ‘not for them’.

1.

4.

3.

2.

The Hopes and Fears Lab looks, 

and works, best when the 

science, the publics, and the 

venue all match or reflect 

each other in some way. For 

example, we put the Lab on the 

double decker buses in the park 

as a way to ask ‘where are we 

going with AI?’ – an eye catching 

way to make a large number of 

passers-by stop and get curious 

about what was going on.  

So if, for example, you want to 

talk about gene editing or other 

scientific breakthroughs in the 

healthcare/medical space, why 

not ask permission to pop up 

in the entrance lobby of your 

local hospital?

5. To recruit your scientists, you 

need a catchy email, a sprinkling 

of personal introductions, and 

a way of showing them what 

you are on about!  We’ve done 

lots of the work for you. 

Short Films, photographs, and 

articles on the labs are all 

available to share at: 

www.kcesp.ac.uk

Think about managing waiting 

times with additional activities. 

For example we commissioned 

local community artist Hilary 

cox condron to offer a place for 

creative responses alongside 

the lab discussions.

 

www.hilarycoxcondron.co.uk

7.

6.
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Before each event we always 

host a 45 minute zoom briefing 

for our scientists to explain 

the project and the thinking 

behind some key elements of the 

experience.

We explain to them that there 

are no slides, props or laptops

allowed in the Lab which is

usually met with a gasp of 

horror! We highlight the 

importance of leading with 

curious, open questions, and 

of listening carefully to our 

public audiences. We even try 

out our conversation openers 

on each other. 

The zoom prep session is very helpful and also gives the scientists a 

chance to meet each other and ask any questions (our mantra ‘there’s 

no such thing as a stupid question’ applies to everyone!) It also means 

there are fewer nerves or drop outs on the day. No one needs an 

empty Lab desk!

Briefing your 
scientists

we always ask our scientists 

to practice explaining what 

they do and why it matters to 

our 80 year old parents and our 

ten year old child in 1 minute 

or less – and then in just a 

single sentence (the ‘elevator 

pitch’). This helps them ‘tell a 

story’ about their science in 

an accessible and entertaining 

way. If they are shy, encourage 

them to at least write it down, 

and perhaps share it in the 

zoom chat. 
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cardboard benches or stools (see qr code for the ones we 

bought) but regular chairs also work just fine!

NEXT STEPS...
You’ve found the perfect venue, recruited your scientists, and 

advertised it far and wide! Congratulations! 

Now you need to build your Lab.

Here’s a handy Hopes & Fears Lab

cardboard boxes. We like the double-wall 

boxes for extra strength.  They need to 

be at least 450 x 450 x 508mm

complete our form to order your 

downloadable Hopes and Fears character 

elements designed by our artist Tom 

McLean. THESE CAN BE PRINTED AS GIANT

STICKERS TO DECORATE THE SIDES OF YOUR 

BOXES

Shopping list
All the links you need are here

cardboard desks (see qr code for a link to the ones we bought)  

But you could also make desks out of 2 more cardboard boxes and 

a sturdy flat cardboard top

Plain paper notebooks and pencils for each lab desk 

Cardboard signs to show what is being discussed on this desk 

Signage (everywhere!): The Lab is Open. Toilets this way. How does 

it work? Conversation starters

Evaluation forms and pens (if you are doing this)

Art supplies for an all-age experience

takeaway collateral from the event 

(contact tom to design bespoke 

postcards, posters etc.)

Sticky back Velcro strips 

15-minute sand timers 
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How to 
Assemble...

uNPACK AND ASSEMBLE 450mm x 450 

x 508mm Cardboard Boxes

Stick on velcro to 

box flaps so you 

can disassemble and 

assemble easily again.

1.

2.

3. ViNyL character STICKERS, 

FOLLOWING THE HEADS, 

BODY, LEGS DESIGN. one 

box should have 

either 4 heads, 4 bodies 

or 4 legs.

Assemble your head, body, and 

legs boxes in stacks of three, 

turning them round to find a nice 

combination!

4.
5. Assemble each desk 

and put out chairs 

on either side. don’t 

forget a cardboard 

sign explaining 

what topic is being 

discussed at that 

desk. 
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bOX LAYOUTS
example layout
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The idea of the lab space is the 

head, body and legs boxes can 

be turned round to create fun 

combinations.

Decorative 

box stacks

desk



22

Your scientists should arrive 

at least half an hour before the 

event begins to get a feel for the 

space, settle in, and chat to each 

other. We make them feel 
welcome by taking everyone’s 

tea/coffee/soft drink preferences 

at the start of the event and we 

keep them supplied.

 If your event is over 

a lunchtime, make sure 

everyone has a chance to 

eat something beforehand 

or schedule a meal break.

(NB: No eating and drinking 

at the Lab desks!  Remember 

the cardboard!  Also, it’s 

not a great look during an 

event and gets in  the way 

of the conversations.)

Set up your welcome desk with 

at least 2 people on it.  We use 

big freestanding cardboard 

characters to visually guide 
people in, but a stack of your 

box characters also works 

well. We display a big list of the 

science topics available that day 

(which match the descriptions on 

the individual Lab desk signs) and 

have a big ‘cheat sheet’ explaining 

to everyone how the Lab works 

[available on the qr code]. 

If people are feeling nervous, they 

might like to be guided all the way 

into the space and introduced to 

their first scientist and settled 

in. Sometimes people might like to 

stand near to a desk and listen 

to a conversation or two first 

before sitting down themselves 

– reassure them that this is fine 

too! Have several Lab helpers 

floating around the edges of the 

Lab at all times, keeping an eye on 

things and ready to answer 
questions.

ON THE DAY:
If you are photographing or 

filming your Lab, make sure 

everyone is aware of this as they 

check in at the welcome desk. If 

not, have a sticker available for 

them to wear to indicate they 

are not comfortable being filmed 

or photographed.  We also have 

a different coloured sticker 

available for anyone who would 

like to signal they have additional 

needs.

As your scientists and your 

publics check in, ask them if 

they feel more ‘hopeful’ or 
‘fearful’ right now about our 

scientific future. Or maybe they 

are ‘not sure’. Have three 

different coloured stickers for 

them to choose to indicate this.  

Everyone in the Lab (including 

people on the welcome desk and 

the helpers) should have these 

stickers on.  They are a good way 

to take the temperature of the 

event early on, and a very easy 

way into any conversation to get 

the ball rolling.

As everyone leaves the 
event, ask them to choose 
another sticker – has their 
hopeful/fearful/not sure 
colour changed? Have the 
conversations they have had 
in the Lab shifted anything for 
them?

If you have a short (short!!) 

evaluation questionnaire to fill 

in then people can also tick a box 

to indicate this change.  SEE QR 

CODE FOR example of one of our 

evaluation sheets.

Look after your scientists 

for the whole event! Keep 

checking in on them: does anyone 

need a loo break? Is anyone 

looking as if they are having a 

tough conversation and might 

appreciate you stepping in and 

gently steering it to a close? Is 

anyone sitting there with no one 

to talk to? (go and talk to them 

yourself, or bring them someone 

from another queue!)

How are you thanking your 

scientists? We have designed 

Hopes and Fears thank you cards 

– and we included a £50 

voucher for everyone 

who takes part.  We 

have also designed 

these very cool 

patches for our 

s c i e n t i s t s  t o 

put on their lab 

coats, rucksacks or 

laptop cases, which 

can be another sneaky 

conversation starter when they 

are back in their workspaces and a 

way to encourage others to 
sign up for the experience 
next time!
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“Ah! I see you are feeling pretty 

hopeful about science today ... 
why is that?”
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“Science and creativity and art should go hand in hand - and this 
atmosphere that we have here is a testament to that!”

Challenger, AI scientist, participating at The Hopes 
and Fears Lab in London

We love knowing about your experiences! Please share any 

cool stuff – photos/videos/feedback/comments – with us at 

kavlicentre@educ.cam.ac.uk  Here’s some of ours:

hOW DID IT GO?

“The Hopes and Fears Lab is a beautiful model: very simple and 

elegant, and so scaleable.”

 

Cristol, founder and CEO of Raregivers, for families living 

with rare genetic diseases, who saw the project and got in 

touch from the United States

“I just want to say first of all what a fantastic, important, amazing, event you created with ‘Hopes and Fears’; literally the academics/scientists I spoke to gave me ‘hopes and fears’, though mainly hopes for the future, which is such a positive thing. I cannot describe the privilege of talking to those people who gave up their very precious time to talk to us.  I absolutely appreciated they enunciated on my level, even when talking to an amazing scientist, who was so passionate about physics/maths (I failed my maths O level first time!), but I understood him!” 

Janet, member of The People’s Panel on AI,experiencing The Hopes and Fears Lab in London
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“There are very real world implications of the science and alll 
of us can be part of the conversation.  All of us have the right 
to be part of the conversation.”

Anna, social scientist, and director of the Kavli 
Centre for Ethics, Science, and the Public

“When we were told that we were going to be entering a lab full of cardboard, I was really unsure how that was going to look - I’m very much used to the white lab coats and clean lab benches type of vibe! But I think it’s incredible, and I think it really helped to break down a lot of barriers that people feel when speaking to scientists.”

Emily, cancer geneticist, participant in the first ever Hopes and Fear Lab in Cambridge

“I didn’t think it would actually be this interactive.  You just 

move to different people and just really pick their brains.  

I love the format.”

 

 mercy, experiencing The Hopes and Fears Lab on AI, on board 

two red London buses in cambridge.

“There’s something really great as a scientist about talking 

about what you do in understandable terms to people.  And that 

step back that you have to do to explain it to someone else 

sometimes also fundamentally changes the way you think about 

your scientific questions and can open much more interesting 

and impactful directions for you.”

Neil, professor, participant in the AI editions of The 

Hopes and Fears Lab
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About the 
creators...

Hi! I’m Tom, the designer and 

artist for this project! 

I love using design as a 

way of problem solving and the 

hopes and fears lab sets out some 

great problems to solve. We looked 

to make a sustainable, accessible 

inclusive space and a cardboard 

Box pop up thingy ticked all these 

boxes (see what i did there?!)

 With our lab we created something 

that’s easy to transport, 

disassemble and reassemble; 

is recyclable and offers a 

contrasting disarming aesthetic.  

I hope this mini manifesto helps you 

begin your own hopes and fears 

lab conversations!

Hi! We’re KCESP! We love finding 

creative ways to enable open, 

thoughtful conversations 

on the scientific developments that are 

shaping our future. Because we believe 

that everyone has a right to be part of 

that discussion. And that talking about 

the ethical issues raised by cutting edge 

science will make a positive impact. Not 

just on science but for society too. 

The Hopes and Fears Lab is an original 

idea by Catherine, our innovation and 

translation lead, who worked with Tom 

to make these conversations a reality.

We can’t wait to hear where you have 

yours!
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Your ideas...
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