
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

F
lexibility will be the key to

a successful career in chemistry
over the coming years. The
younger chemist needs to be pre-
pared for an unstable job market.

Companies will continue to merge and
divest, and inevitable changes in projects
and personnel will take place. The suc-
cessful chemist will need to be able to
change focus fairly quickly. Even then, the
most prepared chemist may still be laid off
as a result of organizational cutbacks. Lay-
offs are so common these days, there is no
longer a stigma associated with them.

I was a victim of corporate downsizing
four months into my first job after gradu-
ate school. At the time, I was devastated.
Filled with self-doubt, I asked myself
whether nine years of schooling to become
a chemist had been worth it. Today, how-
ever, I look back on the downsizing as a
learning experience. It forced me to take
a long, hard look at my options in life. 

My background—both in graduate
school and in my first job—had a strong
focus on solid-state nuclear magnetic res-
onance (NMR) of inorganic materials.
Rather than find a postdoctoral position in
solid-state NMR, I chose a position in
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) of live

animals in a medical school. I was able to
apply my background in NMR and also
learn the practical aspects of imaging as
well as the care of laboratory animals. Dur-
ing my training as a physical chemist, I
never thought that I would ever handle a
lab animal. But during my fellowship, I
devised methods to tickle rat whiskers to
obtain functional MRI data. 

At Ashland Specialty Chemical, I use
high-resolution NMR to examine poly-
mers and small molecules. Again, this kind
of work is very different from my solid-
state NMRbackground. I also have oppor-
tunities to learn Fourier-transform mass
spectrometry and infrared spectroscopy.

In graduate school, students become
experts in narrow fields. Although this
method can be used to one’s advantage in
an academic setting, in industry, it is impor-
tant for researchers to be knowledgeable
about many different areas. The ability to
apply skills to many fields can make a
chemist more valuable. Whereas certain
aspects of the chemical industry require
an in-depth understanding of a particular
area, in today’s rapidly changing environ-
ment, a breadth of knowledge may be more
appealing to an industry employer. And
this advice I offer is not limited to Ph.D.

candidates. A valued chemist with a mas-
ter’s degree in my department has experi-
ence in chromatography, NMR, and wave-
length-dispersive X-ray fluorescence—
three very different techniques. In many
cases, it can be easier for someone without
a doctorate to switch areas.

Acursory look through the job postings
in Chemical & Engineering News shows that
most companies seek employees with a
broad range of talents, not simply expert-
ise in a single field. So, how does one gain
the needed skills?

Chemists should take advantage of
cross-training possibilities in areas outside
of their expertise, either by taking advan-
tage of company-sponsored training or by
taking the time to learn on their own. The
American Chemical Society and other pro-
fessional organizations provide excellent
training courses. If company-sanctioned
training is not possible, one can always
order a book and at least read the theory
about other disciplines. 

Some companies encourage employees
to learn other areas, and both the company
and the individual reap the benefits. For
instance, in an analytical laboratory, the
most valuable asset to the company is a
person who has knowledge of a broad range
of analytical techniques in addition to the
company’s product lines.

Broad knowledge is particularly useful
when troubleshooting or solving problems.
A well-rounded chemist can recommend
the specific tests that provide the quickest
and least expensive answer. I do not mean
to imply that the well-rounded chemist
must be able to run every possible test avail-
able to make this determination. In con-
trast, the chemist simply needs to know
the capabilities and limitations of all the
available testing methods. Granted, some
of this knowledge can be gained only by
practical experience, but a significant
amount can be learned by other means.

Of course, learning a new technique can
require a significant time commitment.
Family responsibilities can make finding
time outside of one’s normal schedule
extremely difficult. In the long run, how-
ever, it will be well worth the investment.
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TIPS FOR SURVIVING IN
AN UNSTABLE INDUSTRY
Cross-trained chemists are best prepared for
adaptation and success in today’s job market

FLEXIBLE Chew checks on a sample for analysis in an NMR spectrometer in
one of Ashland Specialty Chemical’s R&D labs.


