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Linda Conlon oversees a science village. Building on a career that has spanned 
everything from marketing to government work to urban regeneration, she is today 
chief executive at the International Centre for Life in the United Kingdom. Based in 
Newcastle upon Tyne in northeast England, the complex—simply known as Life 
comprises a science center, medical research institute, health clinics, biotechnology 
businesses, and an institute devoted to considering the ethics behind its cutting-
edge advancements. Along with her work at this unique space, Conlon will take on 
another singular role in October, as the first European woman to chair ASTC’s 
board. She spoke with Dimensions about her journey so far and the one she plans 
to take with ASTC.  
 
Linda, tell me a bit about your career path to this point. 
 
It’s been very varied. I do meet people who have been immersed in science from 
the very beginning and have spent a career in science centers but I’m not one of 
those people. In fact, I’m ashamed to say I don’t really have any science 
qualifications, believe it or not. I’m not a scientist, I’m not an academic, I’m not an 
educationalist, which I suppose makes me very well qualified to run a science 
center. I started my early career in marketing. The first company I worked for was 
a multinational company, Procter & Gamble; everyone in the States knows Procter 
& Gamble, big, big company. That’s where I cut my teeth learning about marketing. 
But since then I’ve worked as what we in the U.K. call a civil servant, which is sort 
of a servant of the government, I’m not quite sure what you call them in the 
States. And I’ve worked for the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office and I’ve 
worked for the British government department dealing with employment and with 
trade and industry. I’ve also run a marketing consultancy, which I did many, many 
years ago, and I’ve worked in urban regeneration and property development, and 
here I am now working at the Centre for Life. So I suppose, I don’t know if you can 
see a common theme running through that lot. I can’t. That’s why I’m always very 
fond of describing myself as a bit of a mongrel and a jack-of-all-trades and a 
master of none.  
 
But I do come from the school of thought that says if you are passionate about 
things, if you’re really interested in things, most jobs you can do with passion and 
enthusiasm. I might draw the line at something like brain surgery, where you do 
need a bit of training to be let loose on people’s heads, but generally speaking, I 
really think that you can tackle just about anything if you really, really want to do 
it. And I also think that personally, I know that people come from various routes. 
It’s always very interesting when talking to international colleagues just to see the 
very varied routes and career paths that people have had, and it’s quite fascinating 
because people come into science communication and running science centers from 
an enormous range of backgrounds. And I think it’s increasingly common that they 
do come in from outside of the field, and I think that that is a good thing. I think 



sometimes that people who are passionate about anything and have been steeped 
in it for all of their working life can sometimes be seduced by what they do, and 
they can become blind to the imperfections. I think that sometimes because they 
think that something is wonderful and they’re actually being paid to come to work 
to do what they would do if they weren’t at work, it can be a little bit dangerous 
sometimes. So I think having an external perspective can be a very, very valuable 
thing. You’re not so totally smitten with what you do that you fail to actually see 
some of the flaws and criticisms that others might see. So that’s a very long answer 
to your question. 
 
No, it’s a great answer. And I think you’ve certainly—there is sort of a 
thread in everything you’ve done in that you’ve applied things like 
marketing and urban regeneration to— 
 
Yeah, I mean my background I think has been varied; I have done business 
planning in the past, as well. So I think that’s a good thing. I think it’s a good thing 
to have experience of how other organizations work. So small organizations, 
actually working for yourself, working in a big multinational, working in a not-for-
profit, working in an aggressively commercial environment—I’ve had a bit of a mix 
of all of those things, so I can see what it’s like to work in those different 
environments, and they are very, very different indeed.  
 
How do you think you’ve applied some of those experiences to Life in 
particular? And I know you’ve had great success there. What would you 
say are your greatest accomplishments so far? 
 
I think at the Centre of Life, I’m really very proud of it. I have been here for a very 
long time, so I can claim full credit for all the good things, and I can’t duck the 
things that we got wrong. But it was a very exciting period in the late 1990s when 
the British government set up something called the lottery, the British Lottery. And 
part of the lottery was, there was a stream of money attached to the lottery, which 
was for projects to celebrate the new millennium. And that was how the idea of the 
Centre for Life emerged. We wanted—a team of us, we were working in urban 
regeneration in the area, in the northeast of England. I’ll just give you a little bit of 
context here. Northeast of England is a poor region, it lags behind most of the 
United Kingdom on most indices, criteria; unemployment is always higher than it is 
in the south of England. House prices are lower; the number of corporate 
headquarters are fewer. It’s a region that has a lot of good strengths, it’s a 
beautiful part of the U.K., but generally speaking it’s struggled to find a new 
identity following massive upheaval and restructuring of the economy in the ‘70s 
and ‘80s. The area was noted, you probably heard of the phrase “coals to 
Newcastle.” That has arisen because the area was a massive area for coal mining, 
for shipbuilding, for heavy engineering. And those industries have largely gone. And 
they left behind them a depressed spirit, I think, but they also left behind large-
scale physical dereliction in the area.  
 
I worked for an organization at the time whose job it was to spearhead the 
rejuvenation of the areas which had been scarred by the demise of the old 



traditional industries. The patch of land that I’m sitting on here at the moment, 
talking to you, where the Centre for Life is based, was a big area of dereliction, a 
big eyesore. And a group of us thought, wouldn’t it be wonderful to be able to get 
our hands on some of this British Lottery money and to create a project that would 
be a good fit for Newcastle and a project that would be forward looking? And at that 
time, people were latching on to the power of DNA and the role that it played in 
forensic science, but knowledge was still pretty scant and people I think were at 
that time a little bit apprehensive, it was controversial, some people were scared, 
what did it mean?  
 
But we gradually pulled together a project which is much more than simply a 
science center. The science center sits at the very heart of the International Centre 
for Life, but I’m surrounded by people who do different jobs but are united in their 
quest to try and promote and enhance life sciences. So on the site that I’m sitting 
on at the moment, there are around 550 of us. We work as researchers, as 
clinicians, as businesspeople, as educationalists. Our local university has an 
institute of genetic medicine, which is based on site; there is a fertility clinic so that 
if couples are having difficulty conceiving a child they can come to the Centre for 
Life, where they will receive help. Also if you have a potentially inherited genetic 
disease you come to a clinic based at the Centre for Life. It’s really—a science 
village I think is probably the best way of describing it, and it’s really very 
interesting to see the sort of synergy that’s been created by bringing these very 
disparate elements together, because normally a university institute would be 
based on a university campus, or a clinic would be part of a hospital environment, 
but they’re actually here right in the middle of the city. And it’s interesting I think 
that some of the really, really pioneering research that’s happened here I think has 
happened because these different disciplines have been brought together and they 
can meet each other, talk to each other, feed off each other. Some of your 
listeners/readers might be interested to know that the recent publicity surrounding 
mitochondrial research, which was pretty prominent in the world news in 
November, it was all about the dreadful diseases that can be inherited through the 
female mitochondria, and scientists here have discovered a way of eliminating that 
risk. The fruits of that will be seen probably later this year, when the first couples 
will be treated here at the Centre for Life. And the research I don’t think would 
have taken place if it had not been for people being able to a) have access to 
discarded eggs with the fertility clinic, and b) the scientists and the medics who are 
working on site. It’s yielded some fantastic results. 
 
It’s truly a unique setup that you have there. What are some of the 
challenges you’ve seen or lessons learned that you can share of working 
with researchers and a research institution? 
 
Well, it’s not easy. It has to be said that I think some researchers would probably 
prefer to be in a traditional university campus environment. It’s what they’re used 
to; it’s what they find safe. But I think that more of them now accept that working 
in this sort of user-friendly environment is not only good for them but it’s good for 
their patients. In the fertility clinic for example, they tell me that people like coming 
to an organization like this and not a formal hospital environment. They see it as a 



nonthreatening, bright, colorful place right next to the railway station and the bus 
stops, and it’s not seen as something which is set apart, which is separate, which is 
potentially scary, which is people who are very clever academics in white coats. So 
I think it’s good in that it demystifies science and sends out a very, very powerful 
signal that actually science isn’t something just for people who are very clever and 
just for people who wear white coats; it’s something which affects the daily lives of 
every single one of us whether we are a scientist or a medic or whatever we 
happen to be because science and technology is moving so very, very rapidly. If 
you’re an intelligent human being, it affects your life. So that’s how we work 
together with the researchers, with the scientists on site to try and tell the public 
about some of the incredibly interesting and sometimes controversial work that 
they’re doing. They’re doing this incredible work, which people are very, very proud 
of, but people don’t really understand. So this is where we can help them to explain 
what it is that they do and to a public who is interested and hungry for work.  
 
We’re also working with them on a master’s degree in science communication. It’s a 
degree which will be awarded jointly by ourselves and by the university. We’ve just 
had our first intake. So that’s been a very, very exciting initiative for us. Whatever 
exhibition we have or whatever events we have, we automatically think about our 
university partners when it comes to trying to help us to enhance the offer and how 
to make it better and to bring a human touch to what it is that we’re doing, and 
that extends right across all science topics.  
 
We do have, it’s regenerative medicine, which is carried out on this site by the 
researchers, but the science center is like any other science center in the world; it’s 
very general in its approach and it looks at everything—technology, engineering, 
science, mathematics, cross-discipline work. So we have this huge repository of 
skills and experience, and there are some absolutely outstandingly good 
communicators in the universities here. There are some dreadful ones as well, who 
you wouldn’t let anywhere near the public, but there are some very, very good 
people who are hungry to explain what it is what they’re doing. In everything that 
we do, we always actively try and think, “How can we involve our university 
colleagues?”  
 
And the Centre for Life is also something which appeals greatly to organizations 
from other parts of the world who are interested in looking at how the model works, 
because I think there are a lot of research institutes and a lot of businesses who 
work side by side, that’s not unusual, it happens all over the world. But what I think 
is highly unusual is this complete circle of science where there is the blue-sky 
thinking and the research, there is the application of that research for patient 
benefit, there is the taking of ideas and commercializing them, and there is also a 
public science center which is there to try and help people make some sense of all 
of this. And we also have an ethical institute, which asks the question “Just because 
you can, should you?” I genuinely cannot think of anywhere, in all of my time in 
science centers and all of my travels and talking to people, I don’t think I’ve seen 
this model anywhere else quite so comprehensively put together. 
 
Right. And it seems like it’s working. 



 
Yeah. It’s not easy. I’m probably painting you here a nice rosy picture of when 
everything goes well, but it doesn’t always go well. We too share accusations of 
dumbing down and scientists who maybe don’t want to be next to the “fun factory,” 
as they call it. But generally speaking, most of them get it. Most of them get the 
fact, particularly the younger ones, that they have a responsibility and a duty to 
explain what it is that they’re doing, because the money that they’re given largely 
comes from the public purse, and therefore there is a duty and a responsibility to 
explain to people what it is that they’re doing and increasingly so. I think certainly 
in the U.K. the rules and the regulations have tightened up considerably, and there 
is an onus upon grant recipients to demonstrate public benefit. 
 
Sort of along those lines, throughout the field, who do you think are the 
biggest supporters of science and technology centers today? 
 
Ha! Who do I think are the biggest supporters? Yeah, it is a tricky one because I 
think everyone would say that they are very supportive. How does that translate 
into positive action? We don’t have, in this country, a government department 
which is responsible for science centers. There isn’t an automatic organization that 
we here in the U.K. would apply to for any grant support, for example. There just 
isn’t one. I know in the States you have the National Science Foundation. Everyone 
tells me, “Oh, they haven’t got the money that they used to have; it’s terrible, you 
can’t get a bean out of them,” but at least it exists—and the fact that it exists is a 
recognition that the communication of science is seen as something that is 
important.  
 
We’re working very, very hard in this country to try and get government to 
recognize that science centers do need some support. We’re relatively new as a 
field in the U.K. Relatively new. Of course there are the very large science 
institutions, which have been around for very many years, like Natural History 
Museum, Science Museum in London, they’re really, really big and they do receive 
support. But the year 2000 saw a raft of science centers outside of the capital, and 
that was a great thing because the investment was considerable, probably about 
1.3 billion U.K. pounds in capital investment. But I don’t think it was really thought 
through terribly well as to how these science centers were going to sustain 
themselves moving forward. And there’s been a constant battle in the U.K. to try 
and recognize that here they are, the investment’s been made; let’s see what we 
can do to maintain it, to strengthen it, and to keep it going. But I have to say that 
the progress is very, very, very slow indeed. Is that a good thing? Is it a bad thing? 
When I look across the world and I see huge science centers appearing in China, for 
example, and they don’t appear to have to be worrying too much about where the 
money’s coming from to both build and maintain these science centers. So I think 
some countries in the world recognize the importance of science and technology 
and actively do something to promote it and sustain it, while others do not quite do 
so much. But I think it leads onto thinking about mindset as well, because I think 
when you’re used to receiving huge amounts of public funding, there’s always a 
price to pay for that. And the price to pay can be more direction and interference in 
what you do than you would wish for. Also I think it makes you more risk averse, 



and when the cuts do come, as inevitably they will, I think it’s very, very difficult 
for organizations to start to behave very differently when they’ve always relied or 
overwhelmingly relied upon public sources. So, there are pros and cons to each 
approach, but I think some countries do seem to recognize the importance of 
science and technology more than others, and I think the U.K. could do a lot more. 
 
Coming from outside the United States, how do you think that will 
influence your priorities and goals for ASTC? 
 
That’s an interesting question. Honestly, first of all I really would like to say that 
I’m terribly proud to be ASTC president. I’m well aware that I’m going to be only 
the second person from outside of North America to take on the chairmanship, and 
I’m equally thrilled and scared at the same time. I recognize that ASTC occupies a 
unique position in that it is a regional network like Ecsite [the European Network of 
Science Centres and Museums] and like ASPAC [the Asia Pacific Network of Science 
& Technology Centres], but it also is a global organization. And so it has a unique 
role. It has twin objectives, and I think I’m going to work very, very hard to try and 
emphasize to people outside of North America in particular that actually ASTC can 
offer something for them. It is not purely for the North American sector. I think 
there is still a perception, although I think that perception is not as strong as it 
was, that ASTC equals a network for North American centers. And it does that, but 
it does so much more. I also think that we need to get into a mindset of thinking 
what we can do for the sector rather than what the sector can always do for us. It’s 
very natural when you’re counting the pennies to think about what you could afford 
to join and what you could get out of it, but sometimes I think it’s about what you 
can put in and what you can do to further the field as much as it is to think about 
specific mechanical things that you can get out of it.  
 
The Association does service members, and I think 10 minutes on the ASTC website 
[www.astc.org] just playing around and looking and seeing what there is—there is 
so much, and I would urge people to just take a look, spend a quiet hour looking at 
the sorts of things that ASTC is involved in. It’s everything from very, very specific 
areas of interest, very, very narrow focus, right up to the grand and the sweeping. 
The Communities of Practice I think are a fantastic example of providing forums for 
like-minded people to get together and share information [community.astc.org]. I 
really think, if I can just give you one example, a lot of science centers are doing 
exhibitions and exhibits and events and programs on the brain. It’s a huge area, 
hot topic, and every science center is doing something. There’s a huge amount of 
information out there; there’s a huge effort that’s gone into researching all of this 
and into pulling together exhibits and making mistakes from that and learning from 
that, and all of this knowledge is there to share. I read the article on brain 
exhibitions that was in I think the [January/February 2015] issue [of Dimensions, 
www.astc.org/astc-dimensions/brain-teasers] . . . and we’re doing an exhibition on 
the brain at the minute, and I thought, “Wow. This is something which would’ve 
taken my team ages to put together, and here is this wonderfully composite 
account of who’s been doing what, small, medium, and large; the sorts of exhibits 
that people are focusing on.” It was referencing major research efforts across the 
globe. And I asked one of my guys at the last ASTC conference to try to get 



together a group of people that might be interested in setting up a Community of 
Practice on this very topic, which he did. And lots of things have flowed from that. 
And it’s wonderful that ASTC can provide a forum for organizations to learn from 
what others have done, to learn from their mistakes, to learn about the best ways 
of doing things, and not to reinvent the very expensive, time-consuming wheel, 
which is what we all have to do if we all just sit in our little silos and do everything 
from scratch all of the time. So I think the real practical benefit—I think it’s 
wonderful.  
 
I also think the attendance at the conference—one cannot underestimate how 
important it is to spend three to four days—it’s the best money that an organization 
can spend, because if you had to put together individual travel trips to meet with 
people, you’d spend all year and you’d bust your budgets doing it, whereas four to 
five days at conference with an international membership, meeting people, talking 
to people—I have never yet gone to a ASTC conference and not come away 
thinking and buzzing and just soaking up really great ideas, exchanges, people 
helping me to think about things differently.  
 
Then there’s all of the publications, partnerships—the resources are absolutely 
outstandingly good, and the ASTC staff I think is outstandingly good and very, very 
professional indeed. And that’s in the here and now, that’s the practical assistance 
that ASTC can offer. But I think it’s also very, very important because the field is 
changing so much, so rapidly, faster I think than I’ve ever seen it change. And it’s 
fantastic that ASTC is highlighting the trends, it’s creating the right sort of 
platforms and environments for dialogues around these new concepts, and it’s a 
thoroughly professional organization.  
 
I sit on the Global Committee—we call ourselves the Global Committee now, not the 
International Committee—and it’s fantastic to think how it’s grown and how much 
of an appetite there is from colleagues all around the world to try and tackle 
international issues on an international scale with international bodies like UNESCO 
[United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization] for example. So I 
think there is more that brings us together than keeps us apart. I really want to try 
and emphasize and smash this perception that ASTC’s just for people in North 
America. It’s not. It is a first-class world institution, and anyone who joins it I think 
would get their money back many, many times over.  
 
 
This interview appeared in the May/June 2015 issue of Dimensions magazine, 
published by the Association of Science-Technology Centers, www.astc.org.  
 


