
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

I
n december 1979, a special issue of

Junior Scholastic ran looking to the
1980s in which they predicted we all
would be driving electric cars and
living in solar-powered houses by 

1990. Of course, those were the days of
OPEC price gouging and mile-long lines at
the gas pumps. 

My sixth-grade class also was asked to
predict where we saw ourselves by 1990.
Suffice it to say the only prediction I was
right about was my going to college. With
accuracy such as this to build on, I humbly
look to the future challenges facing the
chemical industry and profession.

One of our greatest challenges is how
to grow a business and an industry in this
age of e-everything and instant dot-com
gratification. The latest trend has been
growth through mergers and acquisitions.
Many companies have experienced 
significant short-term sales growth by 
using this mechanism.
But such growth is
usually offset by the
difficulties of merging
cultures and positions
and no real long-term
benefit to stock price.

How exactly does
a company promote
long-term growth
from within rather
than from without?
Innovation.

How do we breed
innovation in a cycle
time-reducing, speed-to-market atmos-
phere? People.

In this ever-competitive job market in
which the chemical industry can look
stodgy and old-fashioned, it’s important
to emphasize the rewarding challenges that
our profession offers. We need to build on
our strengths, such as a customer service
attitude and market understanding, while
delivering the world’s raw materials and
most ingenious new products.

The challenge to the industry, the pro-

ily, ingenuity is the attribute most reflected
in the best and the brightest that the pro-
fession always has attracted. Few tales are
more inspiring than the notion of build-
ing a small calculator in a shed and turning
it into a multi-billion-dollar industry.

Cultivating this kind of innovation
within an established organization rather
than a backyard requires more prepara-
tion, however. Strong academic prepared-
ness—from children’s science fairs to grad-
uate college and continuing education
throughout an individual’s career—is the
foundation for this growth. Diversity in
experience and thought are the next pieces
of the puzzle that will help break estab-
lished norms and practices and foster new
mechanisms for achieving growth. Finally,
capitalizing on the collective efforts of tal-
ented individuals by fostering truly syner-
gistic teams will lead to the more rapid
transfer of ideas to innovations.

Chemists are by
nature self-motivat-
ed, curious, inventive
people. As research-
ers, we need to foster
these attributes; keep
the childlike curiosity
that initially led us to
science; and continue
to question whether,
how, and why things
work. But we need to
be aware that innova-
tions come not only
from technical ac-

complishments but also from the process
of achieving them. These innovation
processes, which include Deming’s Qual-
ity Process and Motorola’s Six Sigma
methodology, may evolve into whole new
ways of doing business. Another way to
innovate in industry is to bring a small-
business attitude to large companies. Why
not set up venture capital efforts within
these “stodgy” businesses? The investment
needs to be made not only on the man-
agement side but also on the researchers’

Getting people interested in the pro-
fession requires us to boast of the fasci-
nation of doing something no one else in
the world is doing (or has ever done) and
of inventing the future. We all are respon-
sible for this growth—by judging science
fairs, mentoring younger colleagues, learn-
ing from more experienced ones, chal-
lenging the norms, encouraging risk-tak-
ing, embracing change, and leading the
way to new inventions that will change
the world.

Although I do not claim to know what
the face of the chemical industry will be
by 2010, let alone another 125 years from
now, I am confident that we all are respon-
sible for its features. Individual effort drives
the masses to new horizons. Individuals
equipped with the strongest academic
background and life education, diverse in
experiences and thought, and working
together in a concerted effort will bring
about the innovations necessary to con-
tinue to grow the industrial era. 
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Diversity in
experience and
thought ... will help
break established
norms and practices
and foster new
mechanisms for
achieving growth.
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