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D

r. Cynthia Jameson is a Professor Emeritus
of Chemistry and Chemical Engineering at
the University of Illinois Chicago. She has published
over 200 scientific articles, and has made major
contributions to the field of nuclear magnetic
resonance (NMR), an essential tool for chemists.
NMR has also been applied for medical imaging, in
the form of magnetic resonance imaging, or MRI
scans.
Her work looking at NMR chemical shifts has been
essential to the field. But she was never destined to
end up in this position. The journey to get there has
been long and difficult, and one she was able to make
because of her love for science and learning, her
tenacity in the face of obstacles, and her intelligence
and hard work.
Figure 1: Dr. Cynthia Jameson

Finding Her Interests
Though she was always an avid learner and a gifted
student, her original interests were physics and math.
When deciding what college to attend, she originally
planned to study to be a certified public accountant,
even topping the entrance exam to the Philippine
College of Commerce.

“In addition to chemistry … you have electrical
engineering, you learn to wire motors, you learn
about unit operations. That’s what made it 5 years.
And I thought, boy that’s really cool,” said Jameson.
“I was the first graduate of that 5-year curriculum
and the only one that finished in 5 years.”

However, the University of the Philippines had
recently started offering a 5-year degree program in
chemistry, which drew her interest.

After graduating cum laude with a degree in
chemistry, Jameson started working with Dr.
Octavius Pascual, another chemist who had just
returned from the United States with a PhD.
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“He came to establish a research program and my
friends were hired as research assistants in his lab,”
said Jameson. “So I hung around his lab all the time,
and asked him all kinds of questions.”

journey was the inequality faced by women in
STEM.
Fighting for Inclusion

It was from him that Jameson learned about NMR, a
relatively new technique which had only recently
started to be applied in chemistry.
“That’s how I ended up going for a PhD in
chemistry,” she said. “I wanted to come back and
become a professor in at UP, that was my goal. And
to know all those things that—at the time—were so
wondrous and unknown to me.”

Reminiscing about her time studying under Dr.
Gutowsky, she notes that he was an ideal adviser not
only because of his expertise in NMR, but also
because he was one of the only physical chemistry
faculty members accepting female students. As she
tells it, Dr. Gutowsky initially refused because of the
number of students he already had.
“I said, ‘No, I insist!’ So, he said okay. I was his third
female student.”

A Shift in Perspective
Eventually, she would start work on her PhD at the
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign,
studying under Dr. Herbert Gutowsky, one of the
pioneers of NMR and its applications in chemistry.
For her PhD thesis, Jameson wanted to find out why
there were large NMR shifts in the newly
synthesized compounds involving xenon atoms.
However, Jameson’s desire to learn about the inner
workings of things—which attracted her to
chemistry, engineering, and NMR research in the
first place—helped her realize that to find out the
reason behind the magnitude of these shifts, she
would have to study more than just xenon.
“We cannot explain it unless we can explain all the
chemical shifts in the entire periodic table,” she said.
“That was my attitude, because you can calculate a
number but you don’t know whether that means
anything unless your approach works for everything.
I like to do things in a global way. So the entire
periodic table was my goal to explain.” Her hard
work and unique approach to the problem paid off.
By looking at the entire periodic table, Jameson did
not discover the reason for large chemical shifts in
one element. She discovered a pattern that would
help describe the range of chemical shifts in every
element.
“[It is a] very simple thing, but it explained all of the
chemical shifts, the ranges of them in the periodic
table. And that’s what I did,” she said.
In 1963, Jameson completed her PhD, but it was by
no means an easy road getting there. Aside from the
scientific challenges she faces, she said that one of
the biggest things she had to overcome during her
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After graduating, she would continue to insist that
her—mostly
male—peers
recognize
the
contributions she would be able to make to the field.
She recalled a period of time when she and her
husband (who was also a chemist) were searching
for jobs.
“He was getting lots of responses, I was getting
none.” She said. “Either I get no response or they say
they don’t have anything. And the interesting part is
that one of the universities that told me they didn’t
have anything did have a position. And they hired
my husband.”
Eventually, Jameson was able to find a faculty
position at the newly opened University of Illinois
Chicago.
“When I started out, I was the only woman in the
department for a long time,” she said. She also said
she had to get used to being the only woman at
events like conferences and symposia.
Since then, she has enjoyed a prosperous academic
career, having lectured, presented, and research at
universities all over the world. And after decades
making her mark on the world on chemistry,
Jameson turned her attention to making STEM more
accessible to other women as well.
Her advocacy work includes workshops that seek to
help women develop skills to help them succeed in
the academe, and help them secure post-doctorate
opportunities or faculty positions. She also helped
develop the Faculty Search Toolkit, which includes
evidence-based recommendations to help faculties
develop more inclusive hiring practices, and holds
training sessions to help meet the same goals.
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Figure 3: Dr. Jameson conducting her intensive quantum
workshop for Filipino university lecturers
Figure 2: Dr. Jameson gives a research talk at the University of
Delaware

While her work concentrates mostly on more
advanced academic positions, she believes that
women should be encouraged to participate in
STEM much earlier.
“[We need to] make sure first of all that our women
are getting the right kind of encouragement while
they're still undergrads. Earlier, if possible,” she said.
According to her, things like male students getting
more attention from teachers can add up and end up
discouraging many women from continuing in
scientific fields. “This happens at every stage,” she
said. “Grade school, high school, undergrad.”
“Women get intimidated because, oh, you know,
these guys, they know everything, right?” She joked.
“But actually, you know, it's not always the case, it’s
just that they're confident.”
While changes to rules and policies will go a long
way to making STEM more inclusive, Jameson also
believes that even just being more encouraging to
female students can make a positive difference as
well.
“That makes it easier,” she said “and also they feel
that someone has a vested interest in my success and
therefore, I am somebody.”

classes teaching quantum mechanics during a time
when there were few local physical chemistry
experts.
From talking to Dr. Jameson, it is clear that science
brings her great joy—whether that means working in
the lab, doing research, or teaching students—and
that she has done her best to spread that joy to as
many people as possible.
Today, she is retired, but is still as busy as ever. But
that has not stopped her from advising students and
helping them find new and interesting stories to tell
with their research. She is also working on industry
projects, like trying to find more efficient ways to
store liquid hydrogen fuel. Outside the lab, she likes
to cook and tend to her garden. She continues to live
a full and fulfilling life, despite all the difficulties she
had to overcome to get to this point.
“I enjoyed it,” she said. “I enjoyed the whole time.”

Luis Wilfrido Atienza graduated from the
Ateneo de Manila University, with a BS in Biology
and a minor in poetry. He currently works as a
writer for a medical communications agency and
spends some of his free time writing about
science.

Dr. Jameson Today
Jameson’s mission to make science more accessible
also has not stopped at advocating for women in
STEM. Despite living in the US, she has still made
contributions to local science as well. In 2000, she
proposed, arranged, and taught a course for college
instructors in the Philippines, helping them develop
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