
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

K
now no boundaries. don’t

ignore them or pretend they’re
not there. Break them down.
Bridge them. Find a way.

If there is one challenge fac-
ing organizations that provide service to
the global chemical industry today, it is
knowing how to bridge boundaries to
meet customers’ needs. Whether those
boundaries are caused by geography,
regional differences in service require-
ments, or the artificial divisions within a
supplier’s own organizational structure, it
is becoming increasingly important for
global organizations such as Sigma-
Aldrich to bridge them through revamped
business processes that better serve
customers.

Research knows no bounds, and the
importance of research does not change
from region to region, so processes aimed
at empowering research should not
change either. Product distribution
must be expedited to aid the ad-
vancement of science and to equal-
ize the competitive environment of
researchers everywhere by eliminat-
ing impediments such as excessive
delivery times. The challenge of sup-
porting researchers with expedient
service has increased in complexity
with inventory level containment
and transportation regulations. So,
it is essential to develop a true global
distribution network that consists of
one’s own facilities—and reliable
local distributors and selective acqui-
sitions in important regions—to
ensure responsive levels of service.

Strategic placement of inventory
is critical to minimize delivery cycle
time to customers. In conjunction
with strong distribution networking,
an organization needs to develop a real
global system for managing inventory. By
doing so, they become able to service cus-
tomers in any of hundreds of countries
with the same urgency as if the customer
were next door. This challenge only inten-
sifies as the number of offered compounds
multiplies and as the demand for them
spreads among a supplier’s many products.
At Sigma-Aldrich, we have firmly posi-
tioned ourselves for the future by building

a system of 15 electronically linked distri-
bution centers, supplemented by strate-
gic local distributors, around the world.

The Internet offers
tremendous potential
to break down the
barriers of both geo-
graphic and time con-
straints. Its ease of use
and unrestricted access
create an environment
in which suppliers can
efficiently disseminate
product information,
streamline business
processes, lower costs,
and increase productivity. Equally impor-
tant, the Web provides customers true
24/7 access—from anywhere to any-
where—and gives suppliers the same
“clock free” internal response capabili-

ties to meet their needs. Gaining accept-
ance of and access to the Internet will
challenge traditional marketing method-
ology with a new, highly cost-effective
marketing tool. Real-time marketing cer-
tainly will challenge us, but it also will
make us better.

That is not to say that catalogs and lit-
erature will lose their value; they will not.
But the Internet will supplement those
materials by enabling customers to

obtain valuable information at their con-
venience and with immediate satisfac-
tion. Our own customers’ responses to
e-commerce have been almost over-
whelming. Customers are now able to
obtain certificates of analysis and mate-
rial safety data sheets online, and they
also can track their latest orders regard-
less of geographic location. This system
helps both them and us to avoid the

costly response delays
of hours or, in some
cases, days. With liter-
ally millions of page
hits each month, we
know that people are
at least surfing into our
website. 

Successful compa-
nies in our industry
will continue to shape
and rapidly react to
how e-commerce re-

shapes business practices—and at an
accelerating pace. The Internet offers
seemingly unlimited possibilities, as man-
ufacturers report increased adoption
rates from their customers. That is cer-

tainly true at Sigma-Aldrich, where
online ordering has surged from lit-
erally nothing to more than 10% of
our U.S. research sales in only two
years. In addition, acceptance rates
in other countries, although they lag
by about a year, are following the
same steep curve.

Globalization continues to
expand the universe of the chemi-
cal industry, making the impor-
tance of bridging boundaries to
meet customers’ needs more cru-
cial than ever before. With the
surge of the Internet, accelerating
advances in technology, and in-
creasingly tough expectations for
customer service, we must be flex-
ible and responsive to ensure our
customers’ success. It should be the
ultimate test of any supplier. It is
why we are here. 

Companies that are unwilling or
unable to adapt will find boundaries lim-
iting—perhaps even fatal. But compa-
nies that welcome and adapt to change
and reinvest in their futures will flour-
ish. So, know no boundaries. We don’t.
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