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In her role as vice president and chief of staff to the CEO at Adobe, as well as a 
board member at the Tech Museum of Innovation in San Jose, California, Gloria 
Chen is passionate about inspiring the next generation of scientists and engineers. 
She spoke with Dimensions about her own career path, her role as a mentor, and 
the work she and the Tech are doing to actively engage and celebrate young people 
who otherwise might not gravitate toward a career in STEM (science, technology, 
engineering, and math). 
 
 
How long have you had this role on the board of the Tech? 

 
I have been on the board since the spring of 2015. Time flies.  

 
Can you talk a little bit about what you do as a board member and what 
that’s like? 

 
Sure. It’s interesting. I’d like to take a step back and talk about how I got involved 
in the Tech. When I first spoke with Tim Ritchie, the CEO of the Tech, it became 
apparent that there were so many different connections I had to the Tech, which 
made my being on the board a very natural fit. First of all, being an executive at 
Adobe, which is right down the street. Adobe’s co-founder, John Warnock, was one 
of the early members of the board at the Tech, and he was a board chair at one 
time in the Tech’s history. So Adobe and the Tech go way back. They are right 
down the street from us. I personally used to live in downtown San Jose and used 
to walk past the Tech every day, and I’ve always had a passion for seeing 
downtown San Jose become a much more lively destination. Silicon Valley is very 
broad and sprawling, and there are a lot of different communities in Silicon Valley. 
Making downtown San Jose a more vibrant place, of which the Tech is at the heart, 
was very interesting to me. Lastly, I’m a parent of a 10-year-old, and the Tech is a 
real destination spot for my son and his friends. They always have a lot of fun when 
they go there. So when I was invited to be on the board, I was very enthusiastically 
saying yes.  
 
Part of what I do, of course, as a member of the broader board of directors, is to 
help engage with the management team on the vision and direction of the 
organization and the role it plays in the community. I also am on the strategy 
committee, which is a smaller working group that gets deeper into some key 
programmatic changes and directions. Lastly, part of what I do is also work hard to 
bring the Adobe community closer to the Tech, whether it’s engaging in program 
development or brainstorming of new ideas. Adobe is very interested in engaging in 
developing future leaders for not only STEM [science, technology, engineering, and 
math] but STEAM [science, technology, engineering, arts, and math], including the 
arts and digital arts. We have a lot of researchers and scientists who are very 



interested in engaging with students and doing creative things with the broader 
community, and the Tech offers an opportunity for our employees to get involved.  

 
In general, how do you see the role of museums and how they can 
influence people? 
 
Nowadays, information is freely available on the internet. If you are just looking for 
encyclopedic information, then you don’t necessarily need museums anymore. But 
what museums offer, which is incredibly unique, is physical space, a place to 
congregate and a place to experience something in a very hands-on way. 
Even as we’ve been having discussions about the evolution of our programs at the 
Tech, a big part of it is what’s unique about what we can offer, and that is that 
gathering space and the physical experiences that are often so necessary for people 
to engage in learning. Kids learn in so many different ways, not just by reading and 
watching. Engaging in real time, there’s always going to be a role for that.  
 
It’s a different type of learning. It can even reinforce things that maybe 
you already know, but in a new way.  
 
The kids are even learning: What kind of a learner am I? Am I a visual learner? Am 
I a tactile learner? An auditory learner? Integrating all of this into an experience is 
incredibly powerful. We talk about the word “museum” is almost anachronistic 
because it makes it feel like it’s a place that’s very hands-off, and things are on a 
pedestal. We struggle with that word. In terms of having an institution where kids 
can go, where it is a community resource and a gathering place to do things, that is 
definitely needed and it’s powerful in terms of transforming kids’ lives.  
 
What direction do you see science museums going in the future? Are there 
some changes that you are seeing coming down the road? 

 
I can’t speak for all institutions, but if I looked at what we are focused on at the 
Tech, there are experiences that are very focused on the elements of science. The 
Tech is very focused on that integration of science, experience, design, and 
engineering. Engineering is built on science and math and design, but it brings all of 
those things together. Giving kids the opportunity to be exposed to the 
fundamentals of science is important. Piquing their interest by applying them in 
problem solving is the science of purpose. One of the programs at the Tech, which 
is incredibly powerful is the Tech Challenge, which happens every year. It’s coming 
up soon in April. Thousands of kids from the community compete to solve a 
challenge that’s been posed to them, whether it is designing a tall building that can 
withstand earthquakes or launching an airplane that can fly over certain structures. 
The competition takes into account your design process, your teamwork, your 
engineering experience, as well as the results. There’s a big event showcase where 
all of the teams come together and watch the final results being tested. Everybody 
gets a medal, and they are highly celebrated. When I think back to when I was a 
kid, it was mostly the athletes who got celebrated that way. The fact that 
engineering and engineering problem solving can be celebrated in this environment 
is a very nice thing.  



 
Making it less about just learning about the fundamentals, but applying it, gives it a 
meaning that may prompt some kids to think, “This could be really interesting. 
Engineering and science are a set of tools that allow me to do really cool things to 
solve real problems, to fix societal problems, to invent things that will make 
people’s lives better.” It has opportunities to engage kids in being interested in 
STEM and STEAM in a more meaningful way. To really spark that innovator in 
everyone, which is what the Tech’s mission statement is, that’s really a powerful 
thing. What’s the purpose behind it, versus just existing to house artifacts and 
objects? And maybe that isn’t new in terms of the purpose of science centers 
compared to other types of museums, right? It’s really engaging kids and giving 
them opportunities to experience things that they might not otherwise have in their 
schools.  
 
So focus less on displaying artifacts and more on what the interactive 
experience can be.  
 
Right. For example, this is rather timely, I suppose. There’s a fantastic exhibit at 
the Tech that’s on cybersecurity. The team did some fantastic research to 
understand what would engage all kids, including girls, in being interested in 
understanding cybersecurity. One option might have been to really focus on 
catching good guys versus bad guys. But what the exhibit ultimately ended up 
doing—there was a purpose. There was a business. How would you be able to 
solve, as a visitor, some of these security challenges to help this business be 
successful and help keep this business out of trouble. When there is a meaning to 
it—besides just appealing to kids who are naturally drawn to gadgets and cool 
things—infusing that story behind it and how it fits into our day-to-day lives, there’s 
a real ability to make a connection. Our challenge today is, how do you engage 
people who otherwise aren’t engaging in the sciences and in engineering and build 
that pipeline of engineering talent that we need as a society? We have to get more 
people engaged who might not naturally be exposed to it or inclined to think that 
that’s something they would be interested in.  
 
As a board member, how do you feel you have been able to make a unique 
contribution? You talked about being on the strategy committee and being 
a conduit to Adobe and the employees who are there who can bring their 
own experiences and skills and expertise. Are there other ways that you 
see yourself making a unique contribution? 

In general, having a diverse set of perspectives on the board is a good thing. 
Everyone brings their unique take on a particular situation. In my role, both as a 
parent and as a woman in technology, these are all perspectives that are relevant. 
From a governance standpoint, my background in corporate strategy brings a lot of 
relevant perspective, as well. While museums and science centers are not-for-profit 
organizations, there are a lot of things in terms of strategy and execution of 
strategy and how you think about strategy that are quite relevant in any kind of 



organization. What are our goals and objectives in any given situation? Do we have 
the right leadership in place? Do we have the right elements and ingredients for 
success? From a governance standpoint, I would say that my background in 
corporate strategy has helped a lot. For me personally, it’s been a learning 
experience, as well. There are definitely things that are different in a nonprofit 
situation. The stakeholders are somewhat different. The missions are different. 
That’s been a fantastic learning experience for me.  

Has your board service been what you expected it to be so far? Has 
anything been surprising to you? 

At some level, starting any new assignment or new job is getting to know the 
organization and the rhythms of the operations and how the organization works. 
It’s not different in the sense that there are always the day-to-day challenges of 
executing successful programs and events while at the same time entertaining big, 
broad initiatives that are much longer term and maybe not entirely fully formed. In 
that respect, it’s not too surprising. Like with any large business or operation, you 
are dealing with the strategic and execution all the time, and that’s really no 
different. What is amazing to me is how much the team takes on and is successfully 
executing all the time. It’s amazing what people with a passion can get done. 

Do you have any advice for someone who might be considering board 
service to an ASTC organization? 

I would say that if people are on the fence in considering it, to take the plunge. It’s 
amazing what people with a passion can do. If you are at all passionate about 
innovation and technology and the sciences and helping to engage the next 
generation of scientists and engineers and inventors and designers, I think it’s a 
tremendous opportunity to make a difference. Some of us may not be cut out to 
have careers where we are directly teaching kids and leading classes and coaching 
and doing those kinds of activities. But there’s a tremendous need for people in the 
business community to get involved. Technology and science and engineering are 
such a fast-moving set of fields. The roles of museums and science centers are 
changing because of the internet, because of the kinds of resources that are 
available. What do you need to do to break through all of the noise. Noise not in a 
bad sense. There are a lot of options out there for people. Really getting creative to 
help contribute to the future of these institutions is a very necessary undertaking. 
It’s an exciting time to be involved.  

Were there certain people or certain experiences that influenced you to 
want to have the type of career that you have had?  
 
For me, I’ve always loved math and science, even as a kid. I don’t know if you’re 
on social media, but those online quizzes on are you a left-brained person or a 



right-brained person—I was always definitely majority left-brained. For me, it was 
very natural. I came from a family of engineers. My dad was an engineer. My sister 
was in computer science. A lot of family friends were in engineering. I think I’m 
really fortunate that my parents never sent me messages that said I couldn’t do 
something because I was a girl. My teachers were always incredibly supportive of 
my interests and my abilities. The fact that I ended up I studying engineering 
wasn’t really a surprise. It was more of a surprise when I decided to leave 
engineering to go to business school. But that is a separate story. Being conversant 
in math, science, and technology, whether or not I’ve remained in engineering as a 
career, has been valuable to me. Structured problem solving is a skill that you need 
in business as well as in engineering. For me, being in high tech and being in Silicon 
Valley, even just being able to speak the language of the engineers gives me a leg 
up in terms of really connecting with the bulk of our employees but also helps me 
understand the competitive dynamics of my industry at a deeper level. It was 
probably not too much of a surprise that I ended up where I did. But that being 
said, it wasn’t easy. Even today, it’s still not always socially cool to smart or to be 
good at math and science. Not everyone gets the same support and positive 
messages about being interested in math and science. So that’s why I recognize 
the need to give back and help be more of a role model. I’m somewhat of an 
introvert. I haven’t always thought of myself as a role model for others to look to. 
But I’m realizing more and more that it is necessary for me to be out there because 
there are not a lot of girls in engineering, and there are not a lot of Asian women in 
business. People need to see that there are people like them out there. I was very 
fortunate I got a lot of positive reinforcement for the path I took, and I’m trying 
hard to pay it forward. 
 
Can you think of a particular favorite memory or experience at a science 
museum that inspired you in the past? 

 
In every city I have ever lived in, the science center was definitely one of the places 
I made sure I visited. I grew up in Seattle, and our local science center was the 
Pacific Science Center. I do remember as a kid the plasma ball—the big, glass ball 
where you put your hands on it, and your hair stands up. It looks like little lightning 
bolts inside the glass ball. I remember there were always things that were amazing 
and fascinating. That was a long time ago. I may not remember everything there. 
When I lived in Pittsburgh, the Carnegie Science Center was a big hit. Now with the 
Tech, what’s even more fun now is experiencing it through the eyes of my son. One 
of the things that he’s really enjoyed and I’ve learned a lot from—biotech is so new, 
and there’s so much innovation, and I wasn’t exposed to it in school—there’s this 
exhibit called the Bio Design Studio where you can program and design your own 
virtual creature out of biological parts that are programmed to behave certain ways. 
You take these things and plug them together, and you can see them interact with 
other creatures that other kids have designed on the screen. It’s fascinating. It 
exposes visitors to this idea of genetics and design. I’ve learned a lot from it. It’s 
fascinating. It’s well designed and well executed. Another one of his favorites is 
where you can design your own roller coaster. You hit play and see the whole ride 
and experience the ride in the car. You start to see physics in action. There weren’t 
as many computerized exhibits when I was a kid. They tended to be more basic 



science. Now there are so many cool things you can experiment with at the Tech. I 
still learn something new any time I go to any science center.  
 
Me, too. I’ve been to the one in Pittsburgh and really enjoyed that. Can you 
describe your experiences as a woman in tech? 
 
When I was in engineering school, there were very few girls in the program. When I 
went to engineering graduate school, I was actually the only women in my class in 
the graduate program. On the one hand, it can be somewhat isolating at times, if I 
were to dwell on it. I was attracted to doing it because I enjoy the problem solving. 
I could get in there and engage in very stimulating debates and conversations with 
my colleagues in the research lab, many of whom are still close friends today, 
decades later. It’s interesting because, in some ways, socially, it’s not cool to be 
smart and to excel in math and science. Sometimes the social pressure is not just 
about how I’m treated by the men. Sometimes it’s also how I’m treated by other 
women. Part of it is to really elevate and help people understand just how 
interesting and how powerful science and engineering are, and making it more 
interesting for everyone. I come back to the Tech Challenge and why I think it’s so 
important. In many ways, as a society, we so revere athletics and the champion 
athlete and the cheerleader and the prototypical who is popular in school. That’s 
actually tough for both boys and girls to overcome, but when the numbers are so 
stacked against you, it’s even that much harder for girls. I’m actually glad there are 
so many more programs now for communities of girls who are interested—whether 
it’s Girls Who Code or Black Girls Code or other programs like at Adobe where we 
do a lot to support these programs—to increase the number of girls in the pipeline 
for engineering skills. It’s about cultivating a sense of community and support 
among girls, so they know there are other people just like them.  
 
How do you see your role as a mentor to these young people in technology 
or in business or maybe even engineering? Talk more about being that 
mentor or role model.  
 
There’s an element of sharing your personal story that is incredibly powerful. 
Everybody has a story and a complex story at that. Everyone struggles with 
different things and choices and how to navigate a complex team situation or 
navigate a career decision. I found over the years that the more I hear from other 
people their experiences, while some of their experiences may not be directly 
applicable to mine, there’s always a nugget of truth and a lesson that I can take 
from that. When I’m having conversations with young women and men who come 
to my office to get career advice or to get some coaching on situations they find 
themselves in, I draw on my experience, rather than tell them what to do. As they 
hear how I approached the situation, they might find something that is a 
comfortable way for them to look at things or challenges their assumptions about 
how they might approach something. I used to think, “Wow, what gives me the 
authority to tell somebody what to do?” And I don’t think about it that way 
anymore. My experience is one story, and people can take from it what is valuable. 
When I tell people my story and about different situations and turning points in my 
career, there’s always an element of “Wow, I can really relate to that.” We have 



this mental model of what a leader is or what it takes to be successful in business, 
whether it comes from the media or the movies. Not everyone is going to be 
Gordon Gekko like [in the 1987 film] Wall Street. To know that, hey, you can be a 
somewhat bookish, introverted former engineer and be successful in business and 
have a career that is really engaging. You just have to come up with your own way 
of operating within your values and within the environment in which you operate to 
get there. I realized that if people hear that, then a lot of introverted people with 
engineering backgrounds who might want to hear how I did it. 
 
Absolutely. Technology is a passion for you. Can you talk about why 
technology matters to you and why it’s a passion?  

Is there anything today that isn’t touched by technology? I’ve always enjoyed 
working with computers. It’s interesting, having grown up or gone to college in the 
‘80s and now living as a parent in this time and this age, how much change has 
happened in our lifetime. It’s all enabled by technology and the internet, and it’s 
mind-boggling to think about the possibilities nowadays. Think about the 
possibilities of machine learning and artificial intelligence and the kinds of problems 
that we can solve, whether medical research or in other fields. Because technology 
wasn’t powerful enough 10 or 20 or 30 years ago, you just couldn’t even imagine 
approaching problems that way. I think I am so passionate about technology 
because the possibilities are endless, and it’s a very optimistic field to be involved 
in because it’s open ended. Where it can go is completely open ended. It’s for us 
and the scientists of the future to define.  

 

This interview appeared in the 2016 year-in-review issue Dimensions magazine, 
published by the Association of Science-Technology Centers, 
astc.org/publications/dimensions. 


