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When renowned computer scientist Dr Zhou Lidong
was asked what advice he would give to young researchers,
his reply reflected his humble character: “It is not about
publishing papers or chasing titles. Rather, it is about
chasing ideas and staying connected to real-world needs.”

This “curiosity with purpose” mindset has been the
guiding light of Dr Zhou’s distinguished career, shaping the
evolution of the scalable, reliable and trustworthy
distributed systems that power today’s artificial intelligence
(AI), search engines, big data and cloud infrastructure.

Currently serving as Managing Director of Microsoft
Research Asia (MSRA), Dr Zhou was born in China where
his early fascination with mathematics and science
prompted him to study computer science. After earning a
Bachelor of Science in Computer Science from Fudan
University, he went on to Cornell University in the United
States, where he obtained a PhD in computer science.

After graduation, he deliberated over where to begin his
professional career. Guided by his mentor’s advice to “go
where you can find the best colleagues,” he eventually chose
Microsoft in 2002. This decision marked the beginning of
his distinguished career collaborating with some of the
brightest minds in the field of computer science.

Starting as a researcher at Microsoft’s Silicon Valley lab,
Dr Zhou relocated to Beijing in 2008 to join MSRA. Over
the years, he progressed through roles as a principal
researcher and research manager, and in 2021, he was
appointed Managing Director. Through his efforts, he has
played an instrumental role in bringing MSRA to the
forefront of the world’s industrial research laboratories. He
has also become Chief Scientist of the Microsoft Asia Pacific
R&D Group and a Corporate Vice President of Microsoft.

Under his leadership, MSRA has become a wellspring
of innovation, making strides in foundational Al research,
such as large-scale pre-training, multimodal alignment, and
ultra efficient AI systems. These breakthroughs have
directly influenced Microsoft’s core products from Azure
Al to Office, Windows and Xbox. Dr Zhou also led the
establishment of MSRA’s pan-regional innovation network
across Asia Pacific, solidifying the region’s presence in the
global research community.

Among Dr Zhou’s notable achievements, he is
particularly proud of fostering a culture and environment
that encourages interdisciplinary research. Under his
leadership, the lab has been actively exploring Als
intersections with sociology, psychology, and law through
Societal Al research, ensuring that AI development serves
the broader goal of benefiting society at large. Through it all,
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he has been tireless in cultivating talent, forging connections
between researchers and educators across continents and
inspiring the next generation along their path of discovery.

Reflecting on his journey, Dr Zhou sees three distinct
stages in his career. The first was a period of personal
growth, where he learned to embrace the joy of “doing what
you love and loving what you do.” The second saw him
transition into leadership, focusing on team building and
helping others grow. Now, in the third stage, he is driven by
the desire to give back: to build community impact and
advance the research ecosystem.

If there is one lesson Dr Zhou holds dear, it is that
“breakthroughs are a team sport.” He finds joy in collective
discovery and leads by fostering spaces where diverse talents
can co-invent, and always lifting up the shared success over
individual glory.

As a mentor to young scientists, Dr Zhou advises them
to be fluent in AI while also developing deep knowledge in
other domains. He believes that multidisciplinary
knowledge opens doors to new opportunities for
innovation, and the future will belong to those who can
bridge disciplines with insight and imagination.

Dr Zhou remains deeply committed to his vision of
human-centric AI. He advocates for creating technology
that is not only advanced but also responsible and inclusive.
As the line between the physical and digital world fades and
unlocks incredible possibilities, it is up to the next
generation to explore these frontiers.

This vision is exemplified through MSRA’s
collaboration with The Hong Kong University of Science
and Technology (HKUST), formalized through a
Memorandum of Understanding in 2025. Together, they
are nurturing talent, revolutionizing smart healthcare, and
accelerating translational medical research. As highlighted
by HKUST President Professor Nancy IP, the partnership
will help pioneer innovative medical education and advance
cutting-edge research. Dr Zhou has high hopes that by
joining MSRA’s expertise with HKUST’s interdisciplinary
strengths and global reach, the human-centric Al vision will
blossom into broad and long-lasting impact.

A decorated scientist with numerous honors, Dr Zhou
has received fellowships from IEEE and Association for
Computing Machinery (ACM). He has served on the
editorial boards of ACM Transactions on Computer
Systems, ACM Transactions on Storage, and IEEE
Transactions on Computers. Yet, in Dr Zhou’s eyes, the true
legacy of his work lies not in his accolades, but in the lives
transformed and the future breakthroughs made possible
through the innovations he helped create.

In recognition of Dr Zhou’s visionary leadership and
contributions to research, education, and collaboration,
HKUST is proud to honor him for his career dedicated not
only to advancing technology, but also to empowering
people to reach their full potential and strengthening the
global research community.
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