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Foreword
The conference, held in Leeds, UK on 
12th/13th May 2007 was attended by organisers 
from many parts of the world. This report is a 
summary of the topics and discussions held 
during the conference. Because the meeting 
was international – and the discussions lively –
this report offers a snapshot of the Café
Scientifique network and provides a good 
introduction to the movement as a whole. The 
sessions were designed to mirror both the 
practical problems of running cafés and also 
the underlying rationale of the movement.

Each session had a short introductory talk, 
followed by an open discussion. The diversity 
of ideas among the participants reflected the 
broad range of possible formats for cafés. The 
discussions were good-humoured and 
thoughtful, mimicking some of the best 
features of individual cafés.

When we started the first UK cafés in 1998, 
there was little public discussion of science 
and that was why talking about it  in cafés was 
considered laughable. But in 2000, the House 
of Lords published a report which said 
‘Society’s relationship with science is at a 
critical phase … public unease, mistrust and 
occasional outright hostility are breeding a 
climate of deep anxiety among scientists’. The 
contemporary cause of this mistrust was the 
BSE scandal and its link to CJD. Then came 
the protests about plant genetic engineering, 
Dolly the sheep and the spectre of cloning, the 
Human Genome Project, stem cell research 
and more. The public discussion of science has 
become fashionable – and big business. Money 
is flowing in from all quarters: government, 
public bodies, research institutes and scientific 
societies, to encourage deliberation, debate, 
horizon-scanning and outreach.

Café Scientifique is no longer avant-garde, it 
is mainstream; no longer laughable but 
respectable. This conference gave us an 
opportunity to reflect on where cafés should be 
now. My view is that the public discussion of
science is supported for many reasons; some 
self-serving. Politicians see it as a way of 
identifying public concerns, scientists see it as 
a way of allaying public mistrust and possibly 
as a means of encouraging research grants, 

educators see it as a way to encourage students 
to become scientists, democrats hope it will
make science more democratic and change 
priorities, policy-makers want to persuade the 
public they have made the right decisions and 
public bodies use it as a way of consulting the 
public so as to be seen as democratic.

There is nothing much wrong with any of these 
aims; people always use means to their own 
ends but where does Café Scientifique stand? 
Do we have similar aims? I don’t think so. For 
me, some distinctive features of cafés are first, 
that we have moved discussion into the public 
arena – academics going to the public, not the 
public going to the academics. Second, we 
have no brief to defend science at all costs. 
This provides a free and open agenda under 
which people are welcome to ask awkward 
questions. Third, there is face-to-face contact 
with scientists at a community level and 
finally, we are a network, not an organisation; 
bottom-up, not top-down.

I don’t believe we have a narrow purpose 
whether political, educational or scientific. 
Café Scientifique is helping bring science back 
into culture. Our evenings are spent in a 
cultural examination of science, from which 
each member of the audience draws their own 
conclusion. We see public discussion as 
andend in itself; an interesting and enjoyable 
aspect of cultural exchange.

Science is about facts, observations and 
theories but also about experiments. We are the 
experiment: an experiment in relating popular 
culture to science. How we develop will 
depend on individual initiatives, rather than 
group decisions and, in that sense, one of the 
main purposes of the conference was to 
exchange ideas and to encourage individual 
and collective initiatives.

The future is in our hands, no matter how the 
climate of opinion changes.

Duncan Dallas
June, 2007
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The world family

Because cafés are organised autonomously, by volunteer organisers, it is always difficult to say 
exactly how many cafés are up and running. These five reports, from the UK, USA, France, Japan and 
the rest of Europe, show that there are at least two hundred world-wide. The most rapid recent growth 
has been in Japan and North America, each now having around forty cafés, roughly the same number 
as in the UK. Most European countries now have at least one café, with Italy having seven, Poland
four, Denmark two and of course France at least 25. In addition, the British Council have at least 
twenty in different areas, perhaps the most difficult being Palestine.

As for future growth, it seems that cafés are becoming popular in Brazil and the latest café to start, in 
Isfahan, Iran, is the first independent café in the Middle East.

Duncan Dallas – UK
(Organiser of the Leeds Café Scientifique)

Science is about facts, theories, observations 
and experiments. So let me pretend to be a 
scientist and put facts first.

Café Scientifique started in Britain nine years 
ago, copying the model of the Café 
Philosophique in France. At that time, it 
seemed that we in Britain didn’t believe 
philosophy was a real subject – just wacky 
continental nonsense – but we did believe
science was real and important, so it was worth 
discussing. At the beginning, it was easy to get 
publicity; mainly amusing articles poking fun 
at the idea of sitting in a café with a glass of
wine, talking about science, rather than 
gossiping. 

When it became clear that audiences were 
interested, we were lucky enough to get a grant 
from the Wellcome Trust which enabled us to 
appoint an organiser, Teresa Anderson, to 
travel the country and assist people to set up 
cafés in their town or city. She helped find 
venues, choose subjects, find speakers and 
establish the format. By 2004, there were thirty 
cafés up and running. Meanwhile, the British 
Council, unknown to us, adopted the idea and 
cafés started to go global.

In 2002, I went to a conference in Paris, where 
I heard a talk about junior cafés (cafés in 
schools). I remember one speaker saying that 
the best questions were not asked by the geeks 
but by the kids with the Rasta haircuts. This 
was our inspiration to copy the French –
encore une fois – to run a pilot programme for 
junior cafés in the UK. Once again, we were 
lucky to obtain a grant from the Wellcome 

Trust to set up cafés in schools in the north of 
England.

At present, we have around forty cafés in 
schools and about the same number of adult 
cafés. New cafés arise every month and the 

variety of formats is engaging: comedy cafés, 
cafés in art and photography galleries and play 
readings.

But there are problems. Cafés are not 
immortal. At least six have ceased to run, some 
of which were very successful. Initiatives to set 
up cafés in ethnic minority areas (Afro-
Caribbean or Muslim) have not met with much 
success and we will have to go back to the 
drawing board. It has been as hard to convince 
pupils that they are in control of their cafés –
and that the cafés are not part of school – as it 
has been to find science topics which really 
engage with teenage culture.
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Masaki Nakamura – Japan
(Organiser of the Tokyo Science Café)

The science café movement has grown very 
rapidly in Japan in just a few years. The first 
café was launched in Kyoto, in the autumn of 
2004; in spring 2005, several science cafés 
started. Now, every month, new science cafés 
are born. There are between forty and fifty 
regular cafés and many special cafés, held at 
academic conferences, as part of public events 
or organised by research institutions in science 
weeks. Why have they flourished and who 
organises them?

I am a co-organiser of a café in Tokyo. My 
colleagues and I are mostly young researchers 
in the social sciences and humanities who have 
an interest in science and society. But I also 
work for the National Institute of Science and 
technology, part of the Ministry of Education, 
Culture, Sports and Science.

In 2004, the government published a White 
Paper which introduced the idea of science 
cafés to the wider Japanese public. In 2006, the 
Science Council of Japan 
organised twenty science cafés 
in Science Week, which got 
science cafés more widely 
known. At that time, as a 
member of the Institute, I helped 
promote the model of science 
cafés as discussion and dialogue-
centred events. Although top-
down, these initiatives promoted 
the idea of science cafés rapidly 
in Japan.

Now, a wide variety of groups and 
organisations runs science cafés. Some are 
volunteers, like my group; some are 
individuals, fascinated by the café philosophy 
and some are run in bookshops, by their 
owners. But in a two-sidedness that represents 
the Japanese science café movement well, 
some are run by local and national 
government, as part of promoting public trust 
in science and technology. Some are run by 
academic societies, like the Science Council of 
Japan and by universities and research 
institutes as part of their outreach work. To 
facilitate grass-roots activities, we must think 
about the relationship with local and national 
government.

The format of Japanese cafés varies. 
Audiences can be from twenty to two hundred 
people and most cafés have just one speaker, 
although some use several. Some cafés allow 
the speaker to use PowerPoint but not all. 
Some have experimented with ‘voting’ by 
mobile phone and some have connected 
several venues over the Internet.

The Japanese are not well-used to a culture of 
discussion, so café organisers have to think 
about ways to facilitate this. Many organisers 
feel that an audience of no more than twenty to 
thirty is desirable. Some have experimented 
with breaking the audience up into groups of 
five or six people, as people may feel more 
comfortable talking in smaller groups. And 
some take questions by text or email. The wide 
diversity of Japanese case is a good starting 
point. I believe the mixture of top-down and 
bottom-up approaches is not such a bad thing. 
There are some lecture-type science cafés as 
well but I believe they simply haven’t 
imagined a new mode for the relationship 
between science and public, moving from 
lecture to discussion-based initiatives.

To help develop the science café network, we 
now have a mailing list of over 130 people. 
With my colleagues, I am collecting 
information about science cafés all over Japan 
and we are writing an introductory book on 
science cafés. There have been symposia, 
followed by debriefing sessions. 

We want not to limit the network to science 
café organisers but to extend it to other types 
of science-related activities and non-scientific 
initiatives.
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Gert Balling – Europe
(Organiser of the Copenhagen Science Café)

I tried to cover cafés in Europe other than 
France. There are cafés in Denmark, Poland, 
Ireland, Croatia, the Netherlands, Switzerland, 
Sweden, Italy, Greece, Germany and Estonia 
(and probably others!).

In Denmark, we have regular cafés in the two 
biggest cities, a common website, newsletters, 
etc. During our yearly ‘24 Hours’ Festival, we 
have cafés scientifiques all over the country, in 
collaboration with the Ministry of Science. 
Danish cafés use a unique model, which we 
call the ‘Copenhagen School’ of café 
scientifique. This model received the Science 
Journalist Award in 2004, was nominated for 
the EU Science Mediation award in 2007 and 
received the Svend Bergsøe Award for 
Innovative Science Mediation in April 2007.

Poland: extremely active movement. Poland 
has cafés in Warsaw (started 1999), Gdańsk 

(2002), Krakow (2005) and in summer at the 
Lake Wdzydze resort in the northern Poland. A 
Café Philosophique has just started in Warsaw. 
All cafés are free, financed by various sponsors 
and have audiences between forty and two 
hundred. Topics are wide-ranging and 
discussion active.

Ireland: the Irish like challenges! The café in 
Limerick in mid-west Ireland got off to a great 
start but has had a few hiccups, not least their 
venue being shut down and demolished. The 
next choice proved unsuitable, however, they 
are actively looking for a new venue and plan 
to re-activate the café. 

Switzerland: a café in every university city.
Cafés in Switzerland run in all the university

cities, either as regular events or in the context 
of larger academic, scientific or political 
events. They have an important place in the 
Swiss democratic system, which works
through referenda. In Fribourg, for example (a 
French and German-speaking city and 
university, population 35,000) cafés are 
organised b the university faculty of Science 
and have been run for five years. Their success 
lies in their collaboration with local media, 
which stimulate the cafés through preliminary 
articles and radio debates.

Sweden: slowly building from the ŕresund 
Science Region towards the north and 
Stockholm. In southern Sweden, a café runs in 
collaboration with Lund University. Some very 
energetic people in Stockholm have tried to 
start a public debate on the mediation of 
science to kick-start cafés there.

Croatia: got the attention of the media. In 
Rijeka, the first café was about life on other 
planets. It proved very popular and intrigued 
one of the nationwide television stations (RTL) 

enough for them to cover the event on the 
evening news. There are lots of contacts with 
the University of Rijeka and this may foster 
future collaboration. They are currently 
screening the travelling International Science 
Film Festival (SCINEMA) with topics 
covering maths, physics, ecology and wildlife 
management.

Netherlands: starting more than one café a 
year. Science Café Nijmegen started in 
February 2005, thanks to the support of 
Phillips, Radboud University and the city. 
They organise ten cafés a year in an Irish pub, 
The Shamrock, and have around one hundred 
participants. Eindhoven, Leiden and Tilburg 
have their own cafés.



5

In Italy, there are seven or eight cafés, all very 
different, running in university physics 
departments, museums, medical institutes and 
book shops. There have been cafés for about 
four years and the newest is one year old. 
Audiences are around 30–100 
people. In June this year, 
there will be the first national 
organisers’ conference. In 
Greece, cafés have been 
running in Athens and 
Thessaloniki for three years, 
in collaboration with the 
British Council. Audiences 
number 45–65. The cafés 
have featured in EuroScience 
and Focus magazines. In 
Germany, there are cafés in 
Luedenschild and Freiberg. 
The Leudenschild café has been running for 
two years, the Freiberg café started this year. 
There are about five cafés a year and attract 
audiences of 20–80. In Lithuania, there are 
cafés once every two-three months, run in 
collaboration with the British Council. They 
started two years ago and have audiences of 
30–80 people.

Ben Wiehe – USA 
(Organiser of the Boston Science Café)

North America – not forgetting the fine café 
organisers in Canada, where they run eight 
cafés across the country, from Ontario to 
Vancouver.

I work for WGBH, a public television station 
that produces Nova Science Now – a show that 
reports on the cutting edge of science and 
research. The outreach efforts for NsN involve 
encouraging and supporting science cafés in 
the US; with resources, local partnerships and 
startup help for cafés throughout the USA. We 
have just completed a third-party evaluation of 
the national café community, with feedback 
from twenty organisers, 51 scientists and 149 
attendees.

I know of more than fifty active cafés in the 
USA but there are probably more that I haven’t 
heard of. They are growing rapidly – a dozen 
or so met for the first time in the last few 
months. They come in all shapes, sizes and 
flavours: some draw 15–20 people, others top 
out over 200. Many are urban but some are 

rural. They meet in pubs, coffee houses, 
museums, community centres, bookstores, 
malls churches and a bowling alley. Cafés 
regularly pop up at professional conferences 
and annual meetings.

The organisers have different backgrounds and 
levels of institutional support. Many are 
professionals, doing it as part of their job; they 
work for universities, museums, PBS 
television and so on. Some are volunteers, 
working within the structure of a professional 
society or with the blessing of their 
organisation. There are different levels of 
support but also different degrees of 
bureaucracy, oversight and responsibility as 
well.

Since organising a café is usually only a small 
part of what organisers do, there is, generally, 
not much communication between them. NsN 
and SigmaXi brought together the first national
meeting of organisers in 2006, which was 
attended by 35 organisers. We hope to do this 
again in 2008. There are some examples of 
regional co-operation. For example, several 
café organisers in the Washington DC area are 
co-ordinating their efforts. One point of 
agreement at the 2006 meeting was the need 
for a website and we have been working on 
sciencecafé.org, which will be out soon!

The scientists (and some artists) who speak at 
cafés do so for all sorts of reasons. Some 
believe in engaging the public in science, some 
see it as a way to meet existing outreach goals. 
Most aren’t paid; they see engagement as a 
responsibility, although it’s also seen as fun. 
Speaking at cafés affects the scientists. In the 
survey, 90% said they were initially recruited 
by an organiser but 92% were interested in 
doing it again. There is a significant ripple 
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effect, as scientists speak to their colleagues 
about their experiences.

Who’s going to the cafés? The survey results 
show that, of the 149 attendees surveyed, 42% 
were aged 18–34 (some cafés target particular 
age groups). This reflects the urban 
bar/pub/café ambience; many have a ‘hip’ feel. 
Audiences are split male/female and are mostly 
white and well-educated. Fifty-nine per cent 
are studying or working in a science-related 
field.

Cafés are supported by many organisations: 
universities, museums, research facilities and 
PBS stations. National science organisations 
are also involved: Nova has employed a staff 
member for over two years, SigmaXi (a 
scientific research society) encourages its
members to start cafés and is working on 
having them as part of its ‘distinguished 
lecture’ series. The American Chemistry 
Society is doing similar things and the 
American Society of Physics is considering 
doing the same. NASA encourages its 
scientists to present at cafés and works directly 
with café organisers and the National Science 
Foundation has one at its headquarters and is 
thinking about adding cafés as an outreach 
activity for its grant recipients.

All this is fuelled by some great media 
coverage. Many local media outlets 
(newspapers and television) pick up on the 
story of science talks in bars and there has 
been coverage in the New York Times, Nature
and Wired. The challenge, when engaging with 
the press is to break free of the ‘meeting of 
geeks’ angle which the media love, for some 
reason.

We have a lot of institutional backing in place, 
momentum is on our side and cafés are set to 
grow tremendously in popularity over the next 
few years.

Nathaly Mermet – France
(Organiser of the Lyon Café Scientifique)

And probably organiser of the very first café 
scientifique, in Lyon in 1997!

The first café started almost by accident and a 
fun challenge: ‘Shall we have a go? Why not!’. 
Now, like many cafes in French towns and 
cities, it has spawned offspring: cafes 
médiatiques, politiques, esthétiques, 
economiques and more. The format used in 
French cafes is a little different to the British
and American model; French organisers value 
balance in presenting information, so usually 
have a panel of three to five speakers. One 
panel member might be a scientist, one some 
kind of ‘anti-’ and one a politician. The 
audiences are mixed: typically, in the Lyon 
café, a third are regulars, a third scientists and 
a third casual droppers-in.

Nathaly, and Lyon, were also among the first 
to start cafes juniors. Cafés juniors are funded 
and co-ordinated at région level; in Lyon, the 
cafés are co-ordinated by the Centre for 
Culture, Science, Technology and Industry, 
Pole University of Lyon. Where CJ is 
established in a school, CCSTI works with a 
group of ten or so students, who choose the 
topic and define the profiles of three ‘ideal’ 
speakers. CCSTI finds matching speakers, 
whom the students meet beforehand and two of 
the students then chair the café.
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Sessions

Culture-clashing

Led by Tom Hope (Tokyo, 
Japan)
This session explored how café scientifique 
could engage with potential cultural 
differences ranging from whether we call it 
‘café scientifique’ or ‘science café’ to issues 
about using venues which serve alcohol. For 
example, Muslim and other religious 
communities might object to meeting in bars or 
to alcohol being consumed; in the USA, people 
under 21 would be excluded if the café were 
held in a bar.

In Japan, cafés have an elite image; in the UK, 
the concept seems particularly to appeal to 
white middle-class audiences, not to socially 
excluded groups. The British Council café 
scientifique developments are mainly 
conducted in English, which mean they are 
inaccessible to less-educated local people.

There were also questions about how to 
promote inclusion of women. It is easy to end 
up with a programme of speakers from which
women are absent or at least under-
represented. Where there was a panel of 
speakers, a woman could always be included in 
the line-up. In discussion, men, being quicker 
to ask questions, tend to dominate: is it 
patronising to invite questions only from 
women at certain stages of the discussion?

We also explored topics that might be difficult 
or taboo. For example, in Britain, there was a 
strong animal rights tradition; in US, there 
were problems with creationism and the 
religious right; in Japan and other countries, it 
might be difficult to discuss sex.

Another difference, in Eastern countries, is that
argument itself might be taboo. For example, 
in some cultures it is not acceptable to disagree 
or question openly what someone else says. 
Often, there is deference to the oldest person in 
the room or to the person who has most status, 
so if the speaker is a professor, it might be hard 
for lay audience members to challenge them.

The solutions discussed included targeting
particular events at particular communities and
choosing venue and style accordingly. In the 
UK, targets have included both the gay 
community and the Muslim community. 
Options for including young people were to 
close the bar or to have the meeting in a room 
without a bar but allow adults to bring drinks 
in from the adjacent bar. It was agreed that it 
was important to find a culturally appropriate 
space and not to impose a Western or elite 
culture. Careful choice of topics and sensitive 
outreach could enable different audiences to 
feel welcome.

A scientist walks into a 
bar …

Led by Ben Wiehe (Boston, 
USA)
‘If a scientist walks into a bar and starts 
talking, does that make it into a café?’ What 
are the ingredients necessary to make an event
a successful café, rather than just a lecture in a 
bar? Is there a formula for success?

The answer seem to be ‘no’. There was general 
agreement that alcohol lubricates discussion 
and that flexible seating and an informal, safe 
environment enables people to say what they 
want. Moreover a welcoming atmosphere and 
a break between the talk and the discussion are 
helpful factors in promoting audience 
involvement.

Some cafés rely on the facilitator to choose the 
questioners and direct the discussion, others let 
the audience have their way and don’t even 
have a facilitator; some cafés ban PowerPoint, 
others are prepared to use it provided there is 
real visual material; some cafés brief the 
speaker beforehand and check their talk; others 
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just speak to them on the night and hope for 
the best. Some have two, three or four 
speakers; others just one. The variety is 
endless.

A scientist and a bar may be essential 
ingredients but what are the core values of a 
Café Scientifique? Meetings should certainly 
be held in a public space, like a bar or a café, 
because in a lecture theatre you expect to be 
lectured to, while in a café you expect to have 
an informal conversation. The face to face 
interaction between scientist and audience 
should be two-way; it is not a one-way flow of 
information from the expert to the non-expert. 
Cafés are audience-driven, in the sense that the 
topic has to be of universal interest, while the 
questions provide a cultural examination of 
science. Open access and mutual respect are 
two more key ingredients. 

Apart from that, anything goes.

Speakers and subjects

Led by Jim Grozier (Brighton, 
UK)
After a few obvious topics, what comes next? 
This session considered speakers and subjects. 
Who are the ‘right’ speakers? Should we 
choose speakers who will provoke the 
audience or do audiences prefer to be 
spectators? Do we want zealots or a more 
detached perspective? Large crowd-pullers or 
younger scientists, talking about their current 
work?

In France, Denmark and elsewhere (for 
example, occasionally in the USA), they use 
multiple speakers or panels, which means the 

debate is less 
about one expert 
and can draw on 
different 
perspectives, 
setting the topic 
more firmly in its 
context in society.

Speakers come 
from many places:
authors 
(publishers may 
send them for free, if they can sell a few 
books), science communicators, lecturers, 
researchers, public relations offices of local 
universities, etc. There is a danger that really 
good speakers are simply too much in demand. 
Many organisers use the Internet to find 
possible speakers but not all organisers are that 
web-savvy. Some organisers have been 
directly approached by potential speakers 
themselves. Ideas and contacts for speakers 
also come from many sources: as legacies from 
previous organisers, through personal contacts, 
suggestions from members of the audience, 
press articles, other science organisations and 
other cafés.

Speaker preparation is very important, to help 
them pitch their contribution at the right level. 
One idea is to suggest to speakers that they 
assume the audience is as intelligent as them
but just don’t have the same vocabulary. And 
afterwards, what about expenses? Do we wait 
for the speaker to ask for them or offer a 
contribution?

One suggestion was the creation of a database 
– password-protected – for UK organisers to 
place some feedback about the quality of 
speakers. Some suggested trying to create a 
year’s programme in advance, to give balance 
to the café and help control infiltration by too 
many specialists.
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How to host a café – or
‘the host in the machine’

Led by Daniel Glaser 
(Wellcome Trust)
Is it a host? Or are they facilitator, chair, 
moderator, organiser, co-ordinator or ‘the one 
who gives the word’. What kind of person fills 
the role? It could be a television or radio host, 
journalist, science communicator, academic, 
debater, staff member, one of a rotating group
or, in the case of San Francisco, a ghost, 
because that café doesn’t have a host at all.

The first role of the host is to set the tone of the 
evening: greeting people at the door, 
introducing new members, chatting to people 
or organising the seating before the talk begins. 
The tone should be friendly, informal and 
inclusive. Some hosts prepare ice-breakers or 
trivia questions for the start of the evening, to 
get the audience in the mood.

The second role is to set out the format of the 
evening to the audience and the speaker: a 
short talk (about twenty to twenty-five 
minutes), followed by a break, perhaps taking 
a hat round for the speaker’s expenses, then 
questions and discussion. That way everyone 
knows what is about to happen. This is often 
followed by a short introduction of the speaker 
– not an academic biography but a few 
interesting titbits.

What about problems with the speaker? Hosts
should keep them to time and also interrupt to 
prevent jargon that the audience (and speaker) 
don’t understand.

The third, and perhaps the most difficult role, 
is to chair the questions and discussion.

Different hosts have a spectrum of tricks and 
approaches. Some people do it with a light 
touch, helping the audience to silence someone 
trying to dominate the discussion. Some hosts 
sum up what the dominator is trying to say and 
then say ‘Good point – now let’s move on’. 
Some hosts only allow one question per 
person, to spread out the audience interaction, 
others ask for comments, not questions, so that 
the discussion can develop into a debate. Much 
depends on whether a microphone is used. The 
advantage of a mike is that questions are 
audible but the disadvantage is that members 
of the audience can’t shout out comments and 
respond immediately. Whether a café needs a 
mike depends very much on the size of the 
audience, the venue and background noise.

Ultimately, hosting – or ghosting – depends 
very much on the personality of the person 
involved, with one aim in mind – to promote 
interaction.

Cafés and new 
technology

Led by Roberta Kacowicz 
(British Council, Brazil)
This session explored the often-contentious 
relationship between cafés and new 
technologies, such as videoconferencing and 

webcasting. Many organisers feel these 
technologies ‘get between’ audience and 
speaker, making it much harder to ‘see the 
whites of their eyes’ but they are undoubtedly 
ways in which cafés can reach out to a wider 
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audience, who perhaps live beyond the reach 
of a ‘traditional’ café or are constrained by 
location or circumstance.

Video-conferenced cafés face the problem of 
lack of personal contact between audience and 
speaker. Speakers find it hard to get a sense of 
what the audience is like and the audience 
doesn’t get the full experience of listening to 
the speaker – body language, for example, is 

curtailed. Having cameras on the audience also 
means there is a lack of intimacy and possibly 
less willingness to ask candid questions.

We need to keep participants engaged: 
suggestions included keeping discussion going 
after a tele-café by website, message board, 
forum, etc., to encourage people to return. 
After a webcast, we can try to keep people 
online to maintain the discussion or perhaps 
participants could ask questions by text 
messaging or hosts can poll the café audience 
in real-time via mobile phones. Results of such 
polls could change or re-direct the discussion 
in mid-stream.

Broad and shallow or 
narrow and deep?

Led by Duncan Dallas (Leeds, 
UK & Junior Café Scientifique)
This session took a closer look at the rationale 
behind cafés. In his opening remarks, Duncan 
said that public discussion of science was now 
a mainstream event, carried out by different 
groups to promote their own agenda. Scientists 
hope it will increase public understanding of
and sympathy for, science. Educators hope it 
will produce more science graduates. 
Democrats hope it will democratise science. 

Policy-makers hope it will justify their 
decisions. Governments hope it will be a 
barometer of public opinion about science 
policy. Institutions use it to reinforce their 
recommendations.

However, Café Scientifique has no such self-
serving agenda. It has obvious aims – moving 
science into the public arena, face to face 
interaction between scientists and ordinary 

people, the freedom to ask awkward 
questions, etc. If cafés are a cultural 
examination of science, then they 
are a wider cultural force, not a 
narrow political or economic one. 
Cafés are local, voluntary, 
communities of interest and how 
they encourage cultural change will 
depend on the café itself. There is 
no grand plan or final outcome. 
What happens depends on the 
initiatives individual cafés are 
willing to take.

How does this affect the kinds of discussion 
we can expect? Does a large audience preclude 
a deep discussion? Does an ill-informed 
audience keep the debate shallow? Should the 
facilitator guide the discussion so that it starts 
simple and gets deeper? There were many 
views on this but most did not accept that 
broad and deep were opposites. Everyone 
agreed that the chair should block giga-nerd 
discussion and demand translation of jargon
but many thought that the broad/shallow –
narrow/deep descriptions varied with each 
question and that there could be deep 
discussion at some points in the evening 
without turning the audience off: while many 
people want to get to grips with basic issues, 
sometimes expert interaction is enjoyable.
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Furthermore, depth is not one-sided. Scientists 
can come to learn what the audience knows
and what interests or concerns them and as a 
result they may think differently about their 
work. In the Denver Café, speakers are told 
that the audience is just as intelligent as the 
speaker but doesn’t have the same jargon. 
Many people thought that the success of a café 
was not just in the open discussion but was 
also about how many people stayed on 
afterwards to talk to each other and the 
speaker.

Broad and shallow and narrow and deep can 
combine together to make a roller-coaster of an 
evening – and that’s fun.

Advertising and 
marketing: how do I get 
the billiard players into the 
café?

Led by Paolo Politti (Florence, 
Italy)
This was the question posed by John Cohen, 
whose café is in a bar where, on the floor 
below, there are many billiard tables – and the 
players don’t seem to want to come upstairs.

The answer is: advertising and marketing.

Paolo began by asking whether it is possible to 
make a clear distinction between the 
expert/academic and the layman. Everyone is 
an expert in something and has a right to 
express an opinion but the problem with 
‘expertise’ is that to many people it is redolent 
of jargon, a narrow vision and a closed mind. 
When advertising cafés, the topic has to be 
described in ways related to people’s lives, 
items in the media or popular culture, not just 

as coming from world class experts in a 
particular branch of science. Cafés debate at 
points where science and culture intersect, so 
the description of the topic has to be framed in 
the context of everyday life and written up in 
an attractive way, using controversy, humour, 
ethics or curiosity to attract the public.

Participants had lots of ideas about advertising. 
While newspaper advertisements don’t seem to 
work, media interest does, whether newspaper 
articles or items on television or radio. Good 
websites are important, as is an inclusive email 
list and even a blog. Some felt that word of 
mouth recommendations are very important
and others that an organised calendar of events 

helped people planning to come. Even business 
cards were mentioned!

Another way of expanding the audience is to 
join with other groups such as adult education 
programmes, science weeks or activist groups 
to create a bigger event and make a splash.

Perhaps the most unorthodox suggestion was 
to link up with singles and swingers groups 
and get a speaker to talk about the science of 
sex!

New initiatives: plays, 
poetry, potatoes

Led by Tom Shakespeare 
(Newcastle, UK & Junior Café 
Scientifique)
This session looked at ways of broadening –
and innovating within – the café format. We 
have to remember that the British style of one 
speaker, talking for twenty to thirty minutes, 
then a break, then a discussion is not the only
way of doing things. In Denmark and France, 
they have a panel of speakers each talking for 
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only a few minutes. The format is flexible and 
has variations.

Participants offered a huge variety of new 
initiatives they had tried. These included 
combining speakers – for example, a poet with 
a scientist – to provide alternative perspectives 
or combining speakers in more formal debates 
between opposed views. Some have 
experimented with text message voting, for 
example in Japan. 

Alternatives to the straight café included 
quizzes, games and experiments, science 
cabarets with comedians and readings or 
rehearsed readings of relevant science-themed 
plays. Minneapolis had a ‘Theory Slam’, along 
the lines of a poetry slam: contestants had three
minutes to propose their theory and a series of 
audience votes whittled them down to a 
winner.

Additions to the basic format included using 
props (that’s where the potatoes came in) and 
decorations or having a fancy dress 
competition. Some venues run drink or food
specials which coincide with the themes of the 
discussion. Other innovations were trying 
different venues – for example shopping 
centres – using technology, such as podcasting 
an edited version of the talk and discussion or
videoing the event. Extra-café events included 
visits to laboratories or to the cinema to see 
relevant films and meeting to talk about them 
afterwards.

The value of innovation is in attracting a new 
or more diverse audience, stopping the format 
getting stale and adding value to the communal 
experience.

Junior Cafés

Led by Mary Arber (Junior Café 
Scientifique)
The first junior cafés started in schools in 
France – the UK project stole the idea from 

them! In the UK, the junior café scientifique 
project is funded by a grant from the Wellcome 
Trust (a UK charity involved in biomedical 
and public engagement work). The grant is for 
three years and will end in summer 2008.

The JCS project has four people involved –
Mary Arber, project organiser, who works 
closely with students to support them in setting 
up cafés in their school; Ann Grand, assistant 
organiser who looks after administration and 
resources and Tom Shakespeare and Duncan 
Dallas, project directors and general gurus.

o How do we identify the schools that take 
part in JCS?

Schools that are taking part in the project are 
generally self-identified. Some come via the 
website, most through word-of-mouth directly 
to the project organiser. Sometime teachers 
who attend an evening café take that on into 
their schools. 

o How do schools set up their café?

Once a school has expressed an interest, Mary 
visits the school. She runs a taster café for any 
interested students or those identified by the 
teacher as potential organisers and audience. 
This is followed up by a practical workshop to 

help the students set up an organising team and 
start planning their first café. After that, the 
café is independent and self-sustaining. Mary 
supports via email, telephone and the odd visit. 
She also finds scientists to speak at the cafés. 

o What are JC?

Junior cafés run along broadly similar lines to 
evening cafés. They run in social areas, 
libraries, common rooms – but ideally not in 
classrooms – at lunchtime or after school, 
depending on the school circumstances. The 
room is arranged so that students sit in groups 
or around tables, informally. Like evening 
cafés, junior cafés are informal conversations, 
not lectures. The students themselves are the 
hosts and organisers of their café, although 
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they may have some help from their teachers. 
They choose the topic – it shouldn’t be dictated 
by the teacher or the exam syllabus.

The speaker is usually recruited by Mary and 
most likely to come from a local university. 
We have targeted post-grad and post-doc 
students, although the occasional professor 
does join in. Mary has found that leg-work is 
needed to get good speakers – we haven’t had 
much luck getting good speakers through 
university outreach departments.

Organisers tend to be the older students 
(typically 16-18 years old). Older students are 
easy to get motivated and to keep motivated –
it’s harder to keep younger students motivated. 

Most schools hold a café once every six weeks 
in the UK.

o How are JC organised?

Continuity can be a problem. The older 
students leave each year and there can be a 
drop-off during the handover. We encourage 
students to form teams, with different roles 
(host, publicity organiser, etc). Appealing to 
students’ self-interest and entrepreneurship is 
useful – for example in getting hold of 
sponsorship. 

Most supporting teachers are scientists but it 
can be useful to get other teachers involved 
e.g. Art, English, 
History, RE. They 
bring additional 
perspectives to the 
café and can 
encourage a wider 
range of students to 
get involved. Young 
teachers are often the 
most enthusiastic -
before they get tired 
and cynical! Teachers 
from across the school 
often attend cafés out of interest but there’s not 
usually any need for them to supervise 
behaviour and discipline.

Café culture is different in different schools –
at some schools, just six or so people turn up 
for each café, which leads to an intense 
discussion; in some schools, forty or more 
students form the audience.

o How do we connect science with teenage 
culture and help young people understand 
its importance?

Topics are important. Popular topics include 
the usual controversial life science issues e.g. 
cloning, animal/ human chimeras, genetic 
engineering and creationism plus ‘sci-fi’ 
subjects like parallel universes, time travel, 
aliens, AI and computer games. Less obvious 
subjects have also been the subject of 
successful cafés e.g. the science of colour, 
deep sea life. The most successful cafés are 
those where the speaker finds a way of linking 
the topic to everyday teenage life. 

o Making cafés ‘cool’

Is school in fact the right place to hold a café? 
Could we take students to other venues? In the 
UK, it’s not easy to take students out of school, 
for example to science centres or other 
possible venues. Visits out of school need 
teacher permission, planning etc, which 
removes control from the student organisers. 
Cafés off-site require students to decide well in 
advance that they’re going to attend. They 
don’t pull in any ‘passing trade’ in the same 
way on-site cafés do. 

Using school keeps the costs down – the venue 
is free. But cafés held during lunchtime can 
feel like school-stuff.

Sponsors – for example, one school café is 
sponsored by a local Starbucks – may help 
‘cool’ but there are undoubtedly political and 
ethical considerations about inviting businesses 
into school.

o Funding

When the gravy train of the Wellcome Trust 
has left the station, where does the next round 
of funding come from? Universities? – perhaps 
cafés could be held in a students’ union, which 
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would have the benefit that school students are 
exposed to university students. Business? – for 
example Nortel & other companies with 
community involvement programmes

o Philosophy – why do JC?

We are bringing up a generation that needs to 
be more science and technology-savvy. JCS 
helps students develop critical thinking in a 
science context and these skills are useful 
across all subjects – and in life generally. JCS 
also helps students better understand the 
philosophy of science. Running a JCS 
contributes to students’ empowerment and 
entrepreneurship and may bring benefits to 
failing schools. Junior cafés could be partners 
to adult cafés for mutual support.

Evaluation: are you doing 
what you set out to do?

Led by John Cohen (Denver, 
USA)
John had become interested in this subject 
because he realised that some of his students 
did not attend lectures but turned up at the 
café. So he wants to know why the café is 
successful; a PhD student is starting a project 
on this soon.

John started by asking the audience what their 
motivation for starting cafés was and the 
reasons were many and varied – education in 
an unusual way, fun (with no aims and 
objectives), making contacts between science 
and people, a new learning environment, self-
nterest (wanting to meet some interesting 
scientists), something for those who are 
forgotten, institutionally driven, interactive 
face to face activity, demystifying science.

Then he asked why people came to the cafés. 
Again, a varied response – to learn something 
new, an opportunity to talk to experts, to eat 
and drink with friends, curiosity, to have a 
relaxed, stimulating evening, to increase 
awareness of important issues in science, to 
have something to talk about the next day, etc.

With all these different responses, how do we 
know which are important and which not? 
There are a number of ways of finding out. 
Questionnaires are one but the level of 

response is often very low, because people 
don’t like filling them in and feel slightly 
antagonistic about them. Focus groups are 
another method but they need time, expertise 
and money.

Qualitative research seems to tell you what 
motivates people more than questionnaires. To 
do this, the audience has to be stratified into a 
groups, by age, sex, income or whatever. Then 
a researcher questions a sample of each group. 
These are not yes/no questions but open-ended 
ones and the researcher follows the answers 
and sees where they lead. The organiser 
shouldn’t ask the questions because the 
respondent may want to please the organiser. 

Although a number of people thought 
evaluation was unnecessary and too 
complicated, it is certainly getting more 
important for commercial or institutional 
sponsorship. So we will all interestedly wait to 
find out the results of the pilot study in Denver.

Challenging locations: 
what if you live in Montana 
or Ramallah?

Led by Suheir Khoury (British 
Council, Palestine)
Cafés abound in comfortable suburbs, 
university quarters, downtown pubs and now 
even in schools but what if you live in a 
challenging location, with lots of problems?
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Suheir Khoury is part of the British Council 
team in the Palestinian Territories. She gave a 
moving account of the problems of organising 
cafés in a difficult part of the world, where it 
takes two hours to get to work, through various 
checkpoints, although you might live only ten 
minutes’ drive from the office. How do you set 
up a Café Scientifique in a country where there 
are no cafés, no freedom of movement, tight 
security and ever-threatening violence?

The café is held in a university, which provides 
a relatively safe environment; although the 
students who want to attend have to be 
security-checked. Technology helps with the 
speakers, because video links to the UK, where 
the speaker is based, are used. After the talk, 
local moderators start a discussion and then 
questions and comments are put to the speaker. 
Cafés allow people to interact in a civilised 
manner and discuss controversial topics. For 
the students, cafés are a window on a world 
they are not allowed to travel to and it was 
suggested that video link might be set up with 
a UK café, so that the students could see and 
hear how the audience reacts in a more relaxed 
setting.

On the other side of the world, where freedom 
to roam is a must, is Montana, the fourth-
largest state in the USA but with a population 
of fewer than a million. The largest town, 
Billings, has a population of 100,000 but the 
Café Scientifique, sponsored by the University, 
usually takes place in Bozeman, with a 
population of 30,000. However, it also travels 
round to other towns and Laurie Howell, the 
organiser, described how popular these small 
town cafés had proved, although they need a 
lot of preparation. UK organisers from small 
seaside towns in the north and west of England 
suggested that cafés are attractive as social 
networking sites as well as intellectual 
hotspots. So perhaps small is beautiful.

Co-operation: we’ve been 
together now for ten years …

Led by Ann Grand (Bristol, UK 
& Junior Café Scientifique)
When people email asking how they can start a 
new café, Ann said, one of the things she 
always tells them is that Café Scientifique is an 

organisation without any organisation; that 
there are no ‘rules’, no membership to set up, 
no subscriptions to pay. Rather, we are an 
emergent network of individual cafes, bound 
by a set of common principles and shared 
objectives. Within this loose network, many 
formats and ways of running cafes can 
flourish.

But – assuming we want to – how do we stay 

together as a network/organisation? Do we 
need a central resource or person to sit at the 
centre of the web and bind the disparate 
threads? At the moment, thanks to the 
Wellcome Trust’s funding for the UK junior 
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café project, Ann is able to spend some of her 
time helping to support and sustain the senior 
café network (particularly the website and by 
email) but what will happen when that grant 
ends?

If we stay together, what kind of network 
should we be? There is value in being part of a 
network: it adds legitimacy and validity to the 
café movement, it’s comforting and exciting to 
feel part of a world-wide family, it’s easier for 
new cafes to feel they have somewhere and 
someone to go to for help and it’s possible to 
share resources, such as lists of speakers. (We 
had a brief side-track here, about support for 
new organisers; some more recent organiser 
felt a handbook would be very helpful. Ann 
reminded everyone about the existence of the 
email discussion lists, which exist for mutual 
support and which organisers can join via 
cafescientifique.org/events.htm)

At the moment, we are a loose world-wide 
coalition but would regional or country-based 
websites and organisations work better? Some 

countries already have national websites –
Denmark, France, Sweden and soon the US –
do these make more sense? Many cafes have 
their own websites but how do we continue to 
support a central website that can both link to 
individual sites and provide an Internet 
presence for cafes that can’t or don’t want to 

have a website of their own? Could a central 
person be replaced by a Google-type calendar 
that all organisers can post to (although this 
raises issues for less net-savvy organisers!)? 
We must remember that cafes, on the whole, 
run in their native language – how should the 
website cope with this? Ann said that if anyone 
got parts of the website (for example on ‘how 
to run a café’) translated, it would be very easy 
to add them to the main website.

The advantages of more regional organisations 
include the possibilities of closer collaboration: 
for example, sharing speakers on ‘speaker 
tours’, sharing existing resources, making it 
easier for organisers to connect with each 
other, making it easier to ‘vet’ new cafés and 
decide if they really are sharing in our common 
principles.

Funding is a perennial issue – Ann recalled the 
passionate debate at the first café organisers’ 
conference – but if we seek funding, first, as a 
loose network how would we do it and second, 
how would it change the relationship between 
cafés and the network? Collaborative funding 
may only be available for larger – and ‘proper’ 
– organisations. 

Controversy or curiosity: 
it’s impossible to have an 
intelligent conversation in Los 
Angeles 

Led by James Underdown (Los 
Angeles, USA)
This is how James answered the question:
‘Why do you think people come to your café in 
Hollywood?’ Should cafés address popular 
interest in science or explore social, ethical and 
political themes?

James’s view is that the purpose of cafés is to 
educate and challenge and controversy makes 
for a good evening and attracts an audience. 
Any subject is accessible via science, whether 
it is art, politics or religion. However it should 
be done in such a way as to disarm hostility 
and deep-rooted prejudice.
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The more controversial the theme, the more the 
host needs to set a relaxed tone, welcome 
people, create an open atmosphere and even 
get the audience to introduce themselves to 
each other. Having set out the evening’s
timetable, the host should humanise the 
speaker – being a scientist isn’t just being an 
expert. Also stress should be put on respect for 
different points of view – no one is going to be 
shouted down.

During the talk and discussion, the host should 
monitor the audience. Are they bored, angry or 
confused? If people are coming for intelligent 
conversation then it can be both for
controversy or curiosity, so there is virtually no 
subject out of bounds – even creationism or the 
paranormal. It may help to pick a quirky title 
or approach the subject from an unusual angle 
so as not to get bogged down in obvious black 
and white battles; although we have to beware 
of attracting problems by using provocative 
questions in advertising.

Speakers might not be used to being stood up 
to by audiences, so the host needs to be 
sensitive to their needs as well as the 
audience’s. Debates can be useful, with a pro-
and-con speaker panel. It can be good not to 
choose obvious topics and pick speakers from 
unusual subjects or tangential fields of 
research.

So even Hollywood can get a glimpse of the 
real world!

Is there a place for art?

Led by Tom Shakespeare 
(Newcastle, UK & Junior Café 
Scientifique)
This session contemplated the relationship 
between art and science and the possible 
contribution to café events and debates. The 
benefits of exploring art were that it opened up 
a space for different ways of thinking and 
relating to science and social/theoretical issues. 
Adding art to the mix provided variety and 
freedom and helped develop and extend the 
audience. Using art could subvert expectations.

Examples of science-art work suggested by the 
group included research about cyborgs, dance 
and the body, biomimetics, a psychologist and 

a poet discussing memory, science fiction and 
a novelist talking about the vision of how 
science and technology might develop.

Art could be included as a main topic, with an 
artist as a commentator, audience member or 
debater or as entertainment before or after the 
café or in the break. It could take the form of 
readings, performances or visual artwork 
arranged around the space. Some cafés had 
role plays, using actors to explore issues. Such 
events might involve using an arts venue –

many cafés meet in theatres or cinemas – and 
the venue might be interested in collaborating.

There were dangers in sci-art: it could be 
patronising, preaching, clunky or simply poor-
quality. Too much visual material could stifle 
the imagination. The audience might be hostile 
to or too conventional to accept certain forms 
of art.

There are many examples of sci-art initiatives 
– for example those organised by the 
Wellcome Trust, the Gulbenkian Foundation or 
NESTA – and this was a fruitful option for 
cafés which wished to diversify or experiment 
with topics, formats and audiences.
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Handovers and 
phoenixes

Led by Bob Foster (Bristol, UK)
Cafés don’t always go on forever. In the UK, 
for example, some cafés (e.g. Settle) had 
flourished for a while, before collapsing. Why 
does this happen? Sometimes organisers move 
away or become burnt out, venues close or 
new management ends the association with the 
café, audiences dwindle or disappear or lack of 
funding or income means it is impossible to 
pay speakers’ expenses, hire the venue or 
create publicity. 

This session highlighted these dangers and 
shared thoughts on strategies for avoiding the 
demise of a café. Ideally, there should be a 
Plan B for all aspects of the café. A café needs 
a group of organisers, not one individual on 
whom everything relies; this group can share 
all aspects of organising cafés and rotate their 
roles. Written information about every aspect 
of the café makes handovers smoother: how 
the particular café works (format, how any 
equipment works, how to brief speakers, 
introduce them and handle the audience) 
contact lists, instructions about venues and 
names of possible last-minute speakers should 
be circulated and perhaps lodged with the 
central café scientifique network in case a 
dormant café could later be revived.

Speakers need to be drawn from as wide a 
range and area as possible; not just academia 
but local businesses and industries, medical, 
council, etc. Be nice to the venue: make sure 
the management (especially if new 

management comes in) stays keen for the café 
to be there; ask them how things could be done 
better. Identify the café with the venue 
(Science Café at the …).

Marketing cafés well, to as wide an audience 
as possible, keeping the brand fresh and 
popular was important to ensure that 
attendances did not dwindle. While organisers 
often find that one method of marketing works 
well for their particular café, we should bear 
alternatives (email lists, leaflets, flyers, 
posters, media contacts) in mind if audience 
numbers start to go down. While funding was 
useful, being low cost and self-sufficient as 
possible might be useful for sustainability.

The conclusion was that there is no room for 
complacency. A voluntary, grassroots network 
is very vulnerable but there are steps we can 
take in advance to avoid the extinction of 
cafés, although inevitably not all will survive.

Financial independence 
or sponsorship? Passing 
the hat round

Led by Duncan Dallas (Leeds, 
UK & Junior Café Scientifique)
Duncan opened by explaining that in Leeds 
they pay the speaker’s expenses by passing a 
hat round the audience. If the speaker comes
from some distance, the audience is asked to 
dig deep into their pockets, if the speaker is
more local then all that is needed is spare 
change to pay for the room. 

An advantage of taking the hat round is that 
organisers can talk to the audience and meet 
new members. Also it gives an idea of how 
generous people are prepared to be – some 
squirrel into a little purse of coins, others take 
out a wodge of notes and start peeling them 
off. Although cafés may feel guilty about being 
white-middle-class one thing the middle 
classes have is money and it may be that they 
are willing to support specific Café 
Scientifique projects.

In the UK, the expansion of both junior and 
senior cafés has been funded by the Wellcome 
Trust but often sponsors have different 
timetables and agendas to cafés. Being able to 
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self-fund projects is a great advantage. For 
instance, if there is a chance to set up cafés in 
Third World countries, it might be that asking 
the audience for donations can stimulate the 
process and show that a café can get off the 
ground quickly. The idea is not to establish 
financial reserves and international bank 
accounts but to use the abilities and capacities 
of audiences to take up opportunities quickly 
when they arise. The disadvantage of asking 
for support is that it would not work for non-
regular attenders and would mean a change of 
format for some cafés.

It is clear that there are many different forms 
of sponsorship for cafés. In Poland, a scientific 
magazine helps, because it can then write 
about the talk and discussion. Sometimes local 
charities or local authorities chip in small 
amounts for a limited period. One bar in the 
USA splits the profit for the evening with the 
café, enabling it to pay the speaker’s expenses. 
Others tap into community development funds 
or are supported in some way by local 
universities. Most cafés are financially 
independent and run themselves, although they 
wouldn’t refuse money if it were offered.

Public, academic and institutional sponsorship 
is fairly easy to deal with but corporate 
sponsorship poses more problems. It was 
suggested that if the cafés continue to grow 
apace, by the time of the next conference 
corporate sponsorship might be a major talking 
point. So let’s be as financially independent as 
we can. 
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Panel Session: will the public discussion of science 
change science itself?

Chaired by Tom Shakespeare

Panel members – Lord Rees, Astronomer Royal, Professor Mandy 
McLean, University of Glasgow, Dr Daniel Glaser, Wellcome Trust

Martin Rees: Good, informed public discussion will, if it 
takes place, change the balance of effort in science. It is 
scientists’ responsibility to ensure informed public debate; 
an obligation most want to fulfil. If the message about public 
discussion gets through – both to scientists and public– the 
debate may be harder but it will be a better one.

Mandy McLean: is the tail of public discussion starting to 
wag the dog of science or is the reverse? If the former, the 
tail is definitely starting to twitch! Most research funders 
now expect public dissemination of the work as a condition 
of the funding. 

Dan Glaser: My field, neuroscience, would be lessened if it didn’t harness the insights of non-experts. 
We need to make our notion of ‘scientists’ more sophisticated. There are many ways of doing good 
science and we must not be narrow. For its special projects, The Wellcome Trust expects from one to 
three per cent of the budget to be spent on engagement, which adds up to some ten million pounds a 
year. Café Scientifique can feed into that critical opposition and public discussion.

Comments

o Money for public engagement work has been around for a while. Should scientists be educated in 
communication, to make the best use of that funding?

o In terms of value for money, while funders might demand public engagement as part of the grant, 
it takes time and effort. Do we sufficiently recognise and credit the time scientists spend on this 
work?

o Funding seems to go to ‘sexy’ areas of science; the topics that turn up on television and in 
newspapers. How do we get funding to less media-friendly areas?

o It might change science but does public discussion change the way scientists do their work?

o Do we rather over-egg the pudding of the democracy public discussion brings to science?

o Do we need ‘science’ critics?

o How can we encourage critical evaluation of what people read, hear or see in the news media?

o We don’t want the lunatics to take over the asylum – must remember Café Scientifique is ‘ours’ 
not the scientists.

o Scientists should be honest brokers in public discussion.

o How do we get children involved in public discussion of science?
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Postscript
This second international conference showed the value of the network linking up and coming together 
to debate issues face to face. However, these events are costly and hard to organise. While a global 
gathering, perhaps every three to four years, is unquestionably useful and stimulating there should be 
national or continental gatherings more often. There may be scope for having a Francophone network 
and an English-speaking network.

Priorities for developing the network are Africa, China and the Muslim world. It was argued that the 
European Union had considerable funds for promotion of science engagement and we are missing out 
by not making an application. Equally, the bureaucracy and hassle of getting funds is huge. It was 
agreed that various leading lights worked in the academic sector and if people wish to co-ordinate 
network funding bids, that would be welcome. 

In general, where people had ideas or wanted to take things forward, that’s to be encouraged but also, 
share your ideas with the wider network and let’s advance in the spirit of grassroots co-operation.
Communication and keeping in touch are vital. 

Above all, do something!

Tom Shakespeare
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Appendix – evaluation feedback
I’m grateful to everyone who took the time to complete a session evaluation form and the overall 
feedback form. Although I tried to keep evaluation as relaxed and un-intrusive as possible, I’m aware 
that it ate into valuable conversation time at the conference! So thank you all.

Ann Grand 

Sessions
Responses from:

Very experienced café organiser 24%
Reasonably experienced café organiser 54%
New/potential café organiser 13%
Other 5%
Results (%):
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The session matched up to its description 52 38 6 3 0
The session leader set up the discussion well 59 29 11 0 0
The session was well-led 57 32 7 1 0
There was enough time for discussion 39 29 18 11 2
I felt encouraged to participate in the discussion 47 42 8 2 0
I enjoyed the session 57 35 5 1 0
I found the session useful 52 29 14 3 0

Comments

o Discussion time too short (a very common comment! – AG)
o Appreciated hearing about experiences from other countries
o Excellent session leader
o Given the time available, I don’t think we could have accomplished more than we did
o Generated lots of ideas for future
o We got too much into one area – although each was very interesting
o Thought-provoking
o Would have enjoyed a longer presentation
o Lots to cover in a short time – if the session had been twice as long, I would have welcomed it
o Very useful and enjoyable discussion
o Would have been nice to discuss the dreaded ‘PowerPoint’ and hopefully persuade café sci as a 

whole to take a less dogmatic position – but no time!
o Results worth sharing with a broader audience – via website?
o Helpful, thought-provoking
o More direction at the beginning would have helped the discussion come into better focus
o It was exactly what I was looking for
o Excellent ideas
o Great mix of practical discussion, philosophy and brainstorming
o Would like to have discussed cost of and who maintains website and list server
o Discussion led to agreement on directionality. Really hope the steps are taken to make it happen
o We talked without wasting time … satisfying
o Workshop format very useful
o Interesting to hear about  different values, motivations, innovations and practices
o Suffered from shortage of time – lots to be explored
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o For me, defined what a café is and opened up a range of ways to run a cafe
o Liked the contributions
o Need a session on the costs of putting on a café
o Leader possibly dominated discussion but was funny and interesting
o Less scope for interaction & not as useful as other sessions
o Very stimulating
o Panel session needed more audience participation in terms of discussion rather than simply 

audience Ÿ panel questions
o Panel session ‘preached to the converted’ but none the less interesting

Overall Conference Feedback
Responses came from 40% of the conference participants.

Results (%)

Housekeeping
How would you rate the …
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Hotel? 25 50 21 0
Conference venue? 86 11 0 0
Food? 89 7 4 0
Conference organisation? 89 11 0 0

Programme
How would you rate the programme’s …
Overall balance? 61 32 4 0
Quality? 68 29 0 0
Relevance to your personal objectives in attending? 64 32 4 0

Sessions:
Overall, do you feel the sessions … Y

es

N
o

N
ot

 s
u

re

Matched up to their description? 90 0 7
Were well-led? 86 0 10
Had enough time for discussion? 72 14 10
Encouraged participation in discussion? 86 0 10
Were enjoyable? 93 0 3
Were useful? 90 0 7

The comments were many, generous and thoughtful: rather too many to quote all of them in full! I 
have done my best to summarise below and I’ll put a complete copy of the responses on the website.

Highlights

o Meeting/ getting to know so many other organisers
o Learning about different formats
o Discovering how far cafes have spread around the world
o The workshops
o Learning about junior cafés
o Dinner and café sci
o Sharing experiences
o Time allowed for interaction in the workshop sessions
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Lowlights

o Having to miss some sessions because they were concurrent
o Still hearing the insistence on the ‘correct’ way to run a café
o Not enough time to discuss (although all day wouldn’t have been long enough!)
o Discovering an irrational fear of the phrase ‘core values’!
o Café scientifique
o Topic of Saturday evening café too complicated
o Too many sessions led by men
o Panel session

Three top tips

o Encourage the speaker and audience to ask questions
o Match the audience to the topic
o Informality, informality, informality!
o Organise with a group of friends
o Good facilitator with plan for dealing with difficult questions
o Enjoy it yourself – don’t get too serious
o Plan programmes well in advance
o Choose some topics of local relevance
o Plant some people ready to give the first comment
o Newsworthy topics to interest the media
o Websites and email lists are really worth the effort
o Prepare the speaker well
o Identify the format that suits your venue
o Plan for contingencies such as loss of speaker, venue or organiser
o Take time to find a really good venue – don’t just settle for an available one
o Talk to other organisers & to participants
o Advertise, advertise, advertise!
o Ask for feedback
o Good food & drink

Three top questions

o How do you interest other people in organising the café?
o What are the most effective ways of advertising the event?
o What are the pitfalls?
o Where do you get good ideas for topics/speakers?
o What makes for a good venue?
o What topics are best for promoting discussion?
o How do you get a free venue?
o How do you support the café financially?
o How do you afford speakers/get cheap speakers?

Comments

o Thank you!
o Enjoyable / inspiring / re-invigorating / stimulating / friendly / interesting / brilliant
o Really appreciated all the effort that went into this meeting
o Best-organised conference I’ve ever been to
o Who will put in another grant proposal for a central person?
o Would have liked to discuss the question of the use of visual aids
o Gave me lots of ideas for improving our café
o Feel a lot less isolated


