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Cynthia Nitta (physicist and program director) 

 

Cynthia Nitta is a physicist and program director at Lawrence Livermore National 

Laboratory (LLNL), a national laboratory run by the Department of Energy (DOE). 

Cynthia has a B.S.E. in Chemical Engineering from Princeton University and an 

MS in Nuclear Engineering and Sc.D. in Nuclear Engineering and Applied 

Radiation Physics from Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). She has 

worked at LLNL since 1986 as a physicist and at her current job since 2015 is 

focused on identifying emerging national security threats and developing new 

concepts to mitigate those threats. 

 

Her science journey began when Cynthia Nitta was born in the San Francisco Bay 

Area in 1958. Her father was a mechanical engineer, and she grew up in Palo Alto, 

California, surrounded by high tech leaders and their families. Their children were 

her classmates at Gunn High School. Several family friends were role models as 

they were leaders in science and technology research and development at Stanford 

University and federal agencies like the Department of Defense (DoD) and NASA, 

and in commercial companies. She also comes from a family of achievers; her 

older brother is a radiation oncologist (retired) and her cousins in her generation all 

have advanced degrees. They are third generation Japanese American Sansei and 

because of the Japanese American internment experience during World War II, 

their grandmother told them to focus on education rather than material success, 

because their education cannot be taken from them. Cynthia graduated as a 

valedictorian of her high school class. 
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No one mentored her in what field to study, so she changed majors several times in 

college before landing on modeling and simulation of physical systems. She tried 

all the fields that interested her, so she went from Comparative Literature to 

Electrical Engineering and Computer Sciences (EECS), Chemistry, Chemical 

Engineering, and Nuclear Engineering. Earlier in middle and high school, she had 

considered becoming a professional pianist or ballet dancer. 

 

At Princeton University, one 

of the challenges she 

encountered was using punch 

cards on inputting 

programming commands; her 

high school was more 

advanced, they had interactive 

terminals connected to the 

early internet, so she felt she 

had taken a step backwards 

for a couple of years. Another 

challenge was that almost all 

of her professors at Princeton 

were male, though there were some female teaching assistants and graduate 

students, who were very supportive of her academic interests. 

 

In her senior year of college, she tried to get a job on an oil rig, but no one would 

hire her. She found process control work a little boring, so she decided to apply to 

graduate school in applied physics within the MIT Nuclear Engineering 

Department. Her graduate education was fully funded by a generous IBM pre-

doctoral fellowship which allowed her to explore computational materials science 

issues using MIT’s and IBM’s computing systems. Modeling enabled greater 

understanding and phase space exploration, including design of experiments prior 

to executing real experiments. This was cost-effective and rewarding: this 

capability appeared to be in great demand at the time. 

 

During summer jobs and internships, she was able to sample the working 

environments in private research laboratories, government institutions (DOE and 

Office of Science), and university research laboratories. The collaborative 

environment at the national laboratories suited her best! Also, when she was in 

graduate school, she saw more clearly the barriers for women tenure track 
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professors. That made her wary of pursuing an academic career. LLNL was and is 

more supportive of women scientists and engineers. 

 

After she received her Sc. D 

in Nuclear Engineering and 

Applied Radiation Physics 

from MIT in 1986, she flew 

to so many job interviews 

around the country that she 

was able to accumulate 

enough frequent flyer miles 

to send her parents on a 

world tour on Trans World 

Airlines (TWA) in first 

class seats. After graduate 

school and before starting 

work at LLNL in October 1986, she toured the Soviet Union for a month or so. She 

traveled with a tour group for Ukrainian Americans from the Chicago and New 

York areas. They saw many cities in Ukraine and Russia before the collapse of the 

USSR. She took the opportunity to visit Russia because she didn’t think she would 

have a chance to go while working at LLNL. 

 

She is enjoying her current position, which is 

focused on identifying emerging national security 

threats and developing new concepts to mitigate 

those threats. This challenge is one of the most 

motivating of her career. She is in the role that she 

has always aspired to: every previous role gave her 

more experience to understand what is needed to 

close technology gaps for strategic deterrence. 

 

 

 

 

WORK-LIFE BALANCE 

Cynthia said that it has been very difficult to balance work and home 

responsibilities. If she had to do it over again, she would definitely ask for and hire 

more help. Instead, she and her husband tried to handle it themselves and in 
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hindsight, it would have been better for them and their daughter to have hired some 

help for some of the home support and maintenance. 

 

 

MENTORING WOMEN SCIENTISTS 

Cynthia used to be on the board of the Math/Science Network, a national 

organization that conducted STEM workshops for middle school girls. Her 

daughter attended a local conference and that led to her daughter’s interest in 

computers, computing, and ultimately to her education and career in cyber 

security. 

 

A few years ago, she was on an American Physical Society (APS) panel, Panel on 

Public Affairs (POPA), where several initiatives for women and minorities were 

promulgated. POPA is responsible for making recommendations to the APS 

President, the Board, and the Council on public affairs activities of the Society 

that have been designated to it by the Board and/or Council.  

 

ADVICE FOR NEW GRADUATES 

Her advice is simple but difficult to achieve, i.e. find what you love doing so you 

can learn new things all the time, work with smart, dedicated colleagues, and enjoy 

a long and productive career. Always ask yourself what you enjoy doing and go 

after that! 

 

HOW TO GET GIRLS INTERESTED IN SCIENCE 

This website www.hersciencejourney.com 

 is one way to get more girls interested in 

STEM fields. Another way is to expose 

them to the financial aspect of supporting 

themselves: a Girls Club of America 

workbook formerly used at the Expanding 

Your Horizons conference took girls 

through stories of other girls’ experiences 

as they get older and included worksheets 

on what kind of jobs produced what kinds 

of lifestyles. STEM careers provided a 

solid foundation for a comfortable life! 
 
  
 

 

http://www.hersciencejourney.com/
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HER SCIENCE JOURNEY 

 

1958 - Cynthia Nitta was born in the San Francisco Bay Area 

 

1976 - Graduated valedictorian at Gunn High School, Palo Alto, California 

 

1980 - Received BSE in Chemical Engineering from Princeton University 

 

1982 – Received M.S.E. in Nuclear Engineering from MIT 

 

1982-83 – Received Japanese research fellowship to attend Tokyo University in 

Nuclear Engineering  

 

1986 - Received Sc.D. in Nuclear Engineering and Applied Radiation Physics from 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 

   

- Toured Russia, Ukraine, Hungary 

 

-  Started work at Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory 

 

2015- Started current job focused on identifying emerging national security threats 

and developing new concepts to mitigate those threats. 

 


