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QUICK-FIRE FACTS
Age: 29
Qualifications: Bachelor of Aerospace
Engineering, Certificate of Space
Studies, Master of Aerospace
Engineering, Master of Business
Administration
Most-used technology: The Audible app
on my phone, where I can download
and listen to millions of audiobooks.
Three words that describe you: Tenacious,
empathetic and curious

SINEAD O’SULLIVAN
AEROSPACE ENGINEER

Sinead O’Sullivan is an
academic researcher at
Harvard Business School
and the US Center for
Climate and Security,
working on aerospace
engineering, technology,
business and policy. She
is also commercialising
her own technology
that monitors realtime interference in
democratic elections.
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WHY DID YOU FIRST BECOME
INTERESTED IN ENGINEERING?

I’ve always loved physics and maths, and
loved playing team sports. When I was
15, I was given the opportunity to travel
to NASA’s Johnson Space Center as part
of a space camp. There, I met astronauts
who were engineers, spoke different
languages, played cool sports and were
musicians in bands. It was the first time I
really learned what engineers do, and how
multidisciplinary it is as a job. I learned that
I could do all the things I enjoyed most, at
the same time, through engineering.

HOW DID YOU GET TO WHERE YOU
ARE NOW?

Within engineering, I have always been
focused on aerospace, specifically the space
sector. I did my Bachelor of Aerospace
Engineering at Queen’s University Belfast,
where I focused on unmanned aerial vehicle
(UAV) design and build. After a couple of
years working in a computer science role, I
attended the International Space University
in France where I gained experience in
satellite constellation design as well as
human spaceflight and astronaut missions.
For a few years I then worked as a
researcher at the Aerospace Systems Design
Laboratory (ASDL), an academic research
laboratory in the US, where I managed two

Sinead says her biggest inspiration was being at
the NASA Johnson Space Center (Mission Control)
when the Curiosity Rover landed on Mars:
“Its entry, descent and landing sequence was
choreographed into what was called the ‘seven
minutes of terror’ – the time that it took Curiosity
to get from the top of Mars’ atmosphere to the
surface. This feat of engineering is more daring
than most sci-fi plots!”

separate human spaceflight mission design
projects for NASA (one to Mars and one to
an asteroid). I also worked on underwater
and autonomous robotics for the US Navy,
drones and some UAV policy research.
After ASDL, I moved to Harvard
Business School to pursue my MBA. I
was sponsored by the Royal Academy of
Engineering as a Sainsbury Management
Fellow, which allowed me to get rigorous
management training that I could apply to
the engineering sector. I really enjoy the mix
of engineering, management and academia
and have stayed with one foot in research
and one foot in engineering since.

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR BIGGEST
ACHIEVEMENT TO DATE?

There are several projects that I’ve worked
on that have brought about large personal
satisfaction, but I think the most rewarding
aspect of what I’ve done is mentor and
watch younger talent make an impact in
the space sector. I run several initiatives to
engage with younger or aspiring engineers.
I was very fortunate to have had a lot of
guidance myself, so I understand the impact

that it can have when making decisions
about education or career planning.
There’s a lot of exceptional talent in the
UK and it’s amazing to see some of the
students I’ve mentored being recognised
on an international level.

WHAT IS YOUR FAVOURITE THING
ABOUT BEING AN ENGINEER?

Engineering is a team-orientated industry,
and by far my favourite aspect of
engineering is the people. The engineers
that I’ve been lucky enough to work with
have all been incredibly passionate about
the space industry and are relentless in their
drive to further understand and discover
our solar system. The space industry is also
one of the most inclusive communities I’ve
come across yet – diversity is celebrated
and actively contributes to the high levels of
innovative technologies being created. One
of the coolest teams I worked on included
a robotics programmer who was blind, and
we created very novel ways of working
together to create an amazing outcome.

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL DAY AT WORK
INVOLVE FOR YOU?

There is no typical day, which is why I love
my job! On the research side, I read a lot,
sometimes up to 40 papers or journal articles
a week. I then find other academics to use as
a sounding board to try to digest and make
sense of the subject matter. Since my work is
highly interdisciplinary I often look to other
fields for inspiration to tie together my ideas,
so I spend time reading philosophy, in art
galleries or attending more artistic lectures
to widen my thinking.

In terms of commercialising my research, I
spend a lot of time with my co-founder who
is developing the underlying technology,
working with investors and lawyers to create
a viable business entity, and with customers
to develop a product that has a positive,
long-term impact.

WHAT FIRST GAVE YOU THE IDEA FOR
YOUR TECHNOLOGY?

I have an interest in macro-economics,
particularly the evolving form of democracy
in an increasingly digital world. I spend a
lot of time discussing ideas around digital
democracy with colleagues at the Harvard
Kennedy School of Government, where I am
a member of the British and Irish Caucus.
I met my technology co-founder when
I was giving a lecture at Georgetown
University in Washington DC on space
economics, and we decided to create a
set of tools that could effectively monitor
real-time interference in democratic
elections. Fast forward a few months, and
we are actively monitoring the US midterm elections as well as having recently
monitored the UK local elections in May.

HOW WOULD YOU ENCOURAGE OTHER
YOUNG ENGINEERS TO DEVELOP THEIR
OWN TECHNOLOGIES?

There are a million and one ways to develop
new technologies. However, I would suggest
starting with a real-life problem that you
have experience with – if it is meaningful
to you, you will be able to create a more
meaningful solution that others will want to
adopt. Developing something new that has
not been done before is very difficult, and it’s

natural to get frustrated along the way. But
if you take enjoyment from learning and can
iteratively improve on your idea you will get
much better at the process of technology
creation, which is an enormous skill.

WHAT WOULD BE YOUR ADVICE TO
YOUNG PEOPLE LOOKING TO PURSUE
A CAREER IN ENGINEERING?

A degree in engineering provides you with
an analytical framework that can be used
to solve problems in any field, whether it’s
science, engineering, business, finance or
even languages. Within the engineering
sector there are so many different types
of industries, all of which have many
opportunities that can provide dynamic and
exciting career prospects. My own career
was not a straight line from my engineering
undergrad to where I am now, so my advice
would be to experiment within engineering
and technology and learn new skills as you
go along.

WHAT’S NEXT FOR YOU?

Within academia, I am hoping to continue
my involvement in the space and business
areas; the industry is really taking off
(or should I say blasting off!) and it’s a
fascinating time to be involved. With my
new technology venture I am opening a UK
and European capability, so I am looking
forward to becoming more involved with
the UK technology sector. Outside of work
I am about to start building an amateur
rocket that will be launched up to 30,000
feet in Europe in November, so I am
definitely looking forward to being more
hands-on for the next few months.
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