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Future City Lab: 
What If?	

Questioning What We Know	

www.mcny.org/education	
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At the Museum of the City 
of New York’s Future City 
Lab, visitors are encouraged 
to ask big questions on how 
to improve the city. Their 
question starts with a 
“What If…” and ends with 
what would happen: 
“Then…” The Lab’s 
Director collects the 
visitors’ questions and asks 
experts to respond to a few. 
The conversation is always 
changing and reflects the 
big questions our visitors 
care about most. 	

What is a “What If?”	









What if we give it a try?	
www.mcny.org/whatif 	



What if?	
Steps:	
	
•  Review visitor questions on the Museum’s 

website.	
•  What problem are they trying to address? 	
•  What do we know about this problem?	
•  Review expert responses.	
•  What arguments do we find the most 

convincing?	
•  Can we think more deeply about the issue? 	



Making our own “What Ifs?”	
Before making your own “What If?” question, think about 
the following:	
	
•  What problem would I like to solve?	
•  What specific approach (or strategy) could be used to 

address it?	
•  What are the approach’s likely benefits (the “pros”)?	
•  What are its likely downsides (the “cons”)?	
•  Given the pros and cons, is the overall outcome likely to 

be good or bad?	
	
Once you’ve answered these questions, formulate your own 
“What If?” question and its likely result (“Then…”).	
	



Before starting, look at the two “What If?” questions above. 	
	
Which is worded more effectively? Why?	



Now look at the two “Thens” for each question. 	
	

It looks like the person who asked Question 1 gave up. Why might 
that be? Why is the card on the right more helpful as we problem-
solve for a better city?	



•  What problem would I like to solve?	
•  What specific approach (or strategy) could be used 

to address it?	
•  What are the approach’s likely benefits (the 

“pros”)?	
•  What are its likely downsides (the “cons”)?	
•  Given the pros and cons, is the overall outcome 

likely to be good or bad?	
	

Small Group Work	

What if ________________?	
Then: __________________	


