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The Honorable Elaine Chao: Learn to see patterns and teach yourself
By: CAPA JRC reporter Doris Wang

[One of the most consequential and
influential Asian American leader and former
government official, the Honorable Elaine
Chao has been a remarkable figure in private,
nonprofit, and public sectors. The first Asian
American woman ever appointed to a President
’s cabinet in history, Secretary Chao served as
the 24th U.S. Secretary of Labor , and later as
the 18th U. S. Secretary of Transportation. .
With an impressive career list, including
Director of the Peace Corps, Chair of the
Federal Maritime Commission, and CEO of
United Way, Chao has a notable pioneer and
trailblazer. |

Q: What were your experiences as a

young immigrant in America? Were you able
to communicate well with your peers?
It was not easy---not only because I couldn’t
speak English, but because I was very shy. I
didn’ t know how to express myself. So you
learn. You grow older, and you learn. This is a
country in which it is very important to learn
and express yourself. Don’ t be shy, say what
you want to say. [Though you want to] think
about it; don’ t say whatever comes out of your
mouth like some other people do---learn to
express yourself. I was also very fortunate
like most Asian Americans in having a stable
family environment, supported by loving
parents.

Q: To have become the leader you are
now from the shy girl you once were, did you
have to proactively take initiative to put
yourself in uncomfortable situations?

Every single job I’ ve had, T wasn’t 100% sure
that I could do the job, but I wanted to try. I
always push myself, challenging myself, and 1
think that’s very good. It came from my father,
who always encouraged his daughters — six
daughters — to explore our own potential, to
look at the bigger world outside of our home,

and to always learn, to observe, and to listen.

Q: What’ s an example of a job that you

think pushed you and made you grow more as
a person?
Every single one of them. I went to college,
450 miles away. We used to have Chinese food
every day, and now I was at this school with no
Chinese people. 1 have to use forks and
knives — I don’ t know how to use forks and
knives! It was like a surgery tray when I went
in for dinner, and I didn’t understand that you
have to go from the outside in. So if you ever
go to a Western meal and you see all these
utensils, keep in mind the guiding principle is:
always use the utensils from the outside in.
Then you just watch other people, see what
knife or folk they use---and learn.

Q: You’ ve held various high— profile

positions in government and business. How
did you background in banking and
international finance prepare you for public
service?
Being in public service means you have to
listen. You have to try to understand a lot of
different points of views. Having a varied
background, not just in government, is very
useful. Everything you do is going to be useful
to you. It’s how you thread them together to be
useful to you. Every kind of background is
helpful in government. It”s how you take those
experiences and translate them into the
government mission at hand.

Q: What advice would you give someone
looking to go into public service?

It is a privilege to serve. I came to America
when I was eight years old. I am very
appreciative of the opportunity to serve my

the

applause, it’ s not about the glamour. It’ s

country. Government is not about
really about contributing yoursell to your

country — that’s the proper attitude.

the US

Secretary of Transportation, what were some

Q: During your tenure as
key achievements and initiatives you took to
improve the country’ s infrastructure that
really stand out to you?

Number one: we were hit with COVID, and we
kept the supply chain open, moving, and safe.
There were no shortages on grocery shelves,
and people were able to buy things safely.
Secondly, 1 also promoted innovation. I

the of the

transportation system of the future, such as

encouraged development
autonomous vehicles, drones, and commercial
space. They’ re going to be the transportation
system of the future.

Q: As an influential figure in politics, do
you have any advice that you want to leave for
women and minorities seeking to pursue
careers in government and business?

I think it’ s very important to be yourself and
pursue what you love. If you love what you’ re
doing, there’ s no fear. You just want to do it
because it’ s so interesting. In my career, there
were lots of people who were very mean, but |
didn’ t let them affect me, because 1 loved
what I was doing. I was learning about
America and the federal government. It was so
exciting to be doing, every day, what I was
doing. The daily indignities didn’ t really
bother me. Also---I knew I had a bigger goal:

serving the country. | was blazing new
opportunities  for the Asian  American
community.

On another note, looking back,this is a little
bit too much and I wish I didn’ t think that
way — it was too serious a burden to place on
myself — but when I was advancing in my
career, there were so few Asian Americans that
I felt if T didn’t do a good job, I would hurt the
opportunities of other Asian Americans. |
think that was too serious and too heavy a

burden for a young woman to carry---but that’s
how I felt at the time.

So what I want to say is: Don’t be afraid,
explore, and if you don’ t have a mentor, it
doesn’ t matter. You can learn on your own,
which is what my parents taught me. They said
it was really important to learn on our own
because when we first came here, nobody paid
us any altention. Nobody listened to us---
nobody mentored us. We weren’ t important
enough to be mentored. So how did we learn?
We watched other people. We listened. If you
watch enough and you listen enough, you learn
to pick up things. You learn to see patterns,
and that’s how you teach yourself.

She currently serves as a member of the
board of directors in multiple organizations
including Kroger, the Smithsonian Institute
Asian Pacific American Center; LA2028 (the
Olympics Committee); Kennedy Center for the
Performing Arts; Harvard Business School
Board of Dean’ s and Global
Advisory Committee. She recently wrote an

Advisors

op—ed in the Washington Post advocating for
the establishment of a National Asian Pacific
American Museum in Washington, D. C.
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