
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

W
hen i complained that

no one outside the scien-
tific community could
relate to what I have been
doing in my career as a

research chemist, my husband replied with
a flip suggestion: Why didn’t I author a
best-seller entitled “How Chemistry Can
Make You Skinny, Rich, and Sexy” as a
means of sparking public interest in my
field? After throwing him a disapproving
glance, I pondered his suggestion for a
while. Two things became clear. 

First, such a book actually could be writ-
ten. Chemistry is a powerful enabling sci-
ence. It leads to the development of essen-
tially every product that improves the
quality of our lives, including those that
make us skinny, rich, and sexy. Second, it
would take such a title to catch the inter-
est of most nonscientists and show the rel-
evance of chemistry to everyday life. 

I believe that the future challenges of
chemistry can be divided into two general
categories: advancing the science itself,
and advancing the popular awareness and
understanding of science. As a bench
chemist, I feel well equipped for the for-
mer but somewhat intimidated by the lat-

ter. Assuming other chemists feel the
same, I focus on the latter.

As responsible citizens, I believe that
we should help the general public under-
stand the huge social implications of our
work by voicing our en-
thusiasm and optimism
or expressing reserva-
tions and concerns, as
appropriate. If we don’t,
who will? 

Society needs a basic
understanding of science
and technology. It would
serve as a basis for politi-
cally and community-ori-
ented individuals to make
informed, unbiased deci-
sions about environmental issues, the
directions for basic research, govern-
mental policies, and social and ethical
questions related to science and technol-
ogy. Our democratic process is weakened
when large segments of the population
lack the background knowledge to under-
stand or participate in the decision-mak-
ing process that shapes the future direc-
tion of our country. 

Unfortunately, most of the general
public seems to have little understanding
of (or interest in) the methods and results
of science and the nature of basic research.
This disconnect between the chemical
community and the public is at least
partially the fault of an insular industry
and has led to negative consequences for
our industry. 

Survey results indicate that the North
American public does not believe the
chemical industry is anything but a
necessary evil. Indeed, in a recent survey
of Canadians, chemistry was perceived as
the riskiest of all professions. Also, only
18% of respondents felt that the chemi-
cal industry was “excellent” or “good” at
being honest with the public. Although
the industry’s benefits to society far out-
weigh its risks, these numbers show that
we still have not significantly changed the
public perception of chemical manufac-
turers or chemists. 

Changing public perception and fos-
tering an understanding of chemistry will
be a long, difficult process. It will not be
fully achieved without the equivalent of a
massive and sustained advertising cam-
paign that requires time, money, and effort
from the chemical community. Modifying
public perception and spreading under-
standing of chemistry are complex issues,
and it seems to me that a two-pronged
approach is best: reaching young people
through education, and reaching adults
through the media.

The goal of science education should be
more than simply producing high-quality

science majors; it should
help all students develop
a basic knowledge of sci-
entific ideas and method-
ology. Achieving this goal
would be best accom-
plished by starting at the
elementary school level,
where young children’s
curiosity and wonder
about the natural world
could be nurtured and
expanded upon by prac-

tical inquiry-based instruction. Perhaps
practicing chemists could volunteer a lit-
tle time to work with elementary school
educators, many of whom have little expe-
rience with hands-on science. 

Establishing a dialogue with the adult
population is more difficult, because the
public is not congregated in a central loca-
tion, and simply making information avail-
able will not bring about the desired
changes. Because most people know very
little about chemistry, they will not make
the effort to actively seek out scientific
information; we must provide it to them
through popular media such as television,
radio, and print publications. 

This cost-prohibitive task is best suited
for industrial leaders and scientific trade
organizations. However, all of us can act
as chemical ambassadors on a personal
basis. Our industry employs more than 1
million people in North America alone. If
we all adopted an “each one reach one” atti-
tude, we could go a long way toward achiev-
ing our goal of advancing the popular
awareness and understanding of science.
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We all must make the effort to educate the public about
what we do and how chemistry affects our lives

AMBASSADOR Griffen believes the
“each one reach one” philosophy is
key in the effort to help increase the
public’s understanding of science.

Changing public
perception and
fostering an
understanding
of chemistry will
be a long,
difficult process. 


