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Sean Tomlinson is a research-
er at the University of Ade-
laide, Australia. He is interested
in how physiological traits con-
tribute to a species’ niche and
distribution, and is currently
focussing on population dy-
namics and extinction in Aus-
tralian and New Zealand fauna.
Sean is an Associate Editor of
Conservation Physiology journal.

Tell us about your research background
and interests.

My current research uses biogeogra-
phy to understand the dynamics of
population decline and extinction

in the fauna of Australia and New
Zealand. I got into this role because
[ was interested in spatial ecological
modelling and I wanted to substan-
tially upskill in that area. Modelling
extinction dynamics through space
and time seemed like the most chal-
lenging way to grow those skills. The
ecological consequences of the East
Polynesian expansion, and a project
on the interaction of moa with Poly-
nesian colonists of New Zealand,
have also fascinated me for years.

In honesty, though, I see myself as

a conservation physiologist with a
strong interest in how environmental
change affects patterns of diversity

through the mechanisms of physio-
logical adaptation and constraint. My
background has always been broadly
in thermal biology and conservation,
and I expect that I'll increasingly try to
apply the skills that I've learned in spa-
tial ecological modelling to adapting
physiological data to conservation.

What are you working on currently?

I have a nasty habit of moving from
one study area to the next and col-
lecting up projects that I never really
put down. As a result, I've got some
work on thermal tolerance limits and
distributions of alpine Australian
insects that’s creeping closer to com-
pletion, and some work on compara-
tive thermal constraints on restoring
insect pollinators after mining that I'm
polishing up with a former student.
There’s a couple of new, very fruitful,
collaborations on the metabolic ecol-
ogy of plant seeds, and some work on
the drivers of short-range endemism in
threated plants. I'm also just finishing
a project on the extinction dynamics
of megafaunal birds in New Zealand,
and the conservation implications

of these. | suppose the questions are
essentially all the same: how do phys-
iological traits and constraints define
niches and distributions in changing
ecosystems?

What does a typical day look like for you?

I've been working entirely in silico for
a while. A typical day involves logging
onto a computer and reviewing what
the modelling completed, or else trou-
bleshooting issues. Although model-
ling may seem easy because there’s

no data collection required, I've had
several projects where I've had to run
models 24/7 for a couple of years to
get the outputs.

€€/ here's a genuine
intellectual
freedom...nothing
really stopping
me from starting a
conversation with a
colleague in a totally
different field to initiate
a whole new program
of research”

Previously my days have been much
more varied. I've run respirometry
trials to collect data on thermal
performance, or headed into the field
to collect plant seeds or check insect
traps, or had meetings with students
or colleagues to thrash out thesis
chapters and manuscripts. I'm hoping
to drift back to the more varied style
of work again soon.

What do you most enjoy about your work?

Variety. There’s a genuine intellectual
freedom in the academy that doesn’t
really exist in many workplaces. Fund-
ing and insecure tenure notwithstand-
ing, there’s nothing really stopping me
from crossing the hallway and starting
a conversation with a colleague in

a totally different field to initiate a
whole new program of research and
field of knowledge.



What do you find most challenging?

Precarity and constraint. I've come

to the end of my 3rd postdoctoral
appointment and in that time I've
supervised multiple higher degree
students to completion, engaged with
undergraduate teaching, held Pl roles
on competitive grants, and main-
tained my own research output. Yet
I'm still conscious of having to find the
next role.

What are you hoping to work on in the
future?

I'm really open-minded. Like I said be-
fore, I tend to pick up new things with
utter impunity and I never really put
them down. So whatever new thing
comes my way, I'm pretty sure there’ll
be something fascinating in it, as long
as it involves some kind of physio-
logical data and meeting the global
biodiversity conservation challenge.

What advice would you give to aspiring
scientists in this area?

Never give up. In the end I think the
thing that gets us through the chal-
lenges is sheer determination. Building
networks and collaborations and
jumping on opportunities is impor-
tant, but setbacks do happen. A grant
may not get funded, or a project may
run over time. When these setbacks
occur it’s sheer determination that
helps you to pick up the loose ends
and get back on track. Having said
that, people do get tired, or decide

to focus on other opportunities like
having kids or buying a house. This
should not be regarded as failure, and
it'’s OK to have a plan B.

“T'mreally open
minded. Whatever
new thing comes my
way, I'm pretty sure
there’ll be something
fascinating in it”

Who are your scientific heroes?

Stephen J Gould and Jared Diamond.
[ always found that Gould had an in-
tuitive understanding of the scientific
paradigm that led to surprising “left of
field” interpretations given the temper
of his times. Gould was also, however,
broad-minded and clearly well-read. In
much of his work, particularly his es-
says (collated into a series of popular
science books), the hard science was
tempered and informed by a sensi-
tivity and a humanity. This made the
communication much easier to swal-
low, and also made him less stubborn
and trenchant than other movers and
shakers of his time.

I've found the same avante garde
approach in much of Jared Diamond’s
work, particularly his work on the
Pacific and the likely patterns and con-
sequences of human expansion across
Oceania. Add to that the fact that
Diamond began life as a comparative
physiologist and became a household
name.
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