
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

A
t rhodia’s research & tech-

nology Center, I manage a lab-
oratory that is jointly spon-
sored by Rhodia, Princeton
University, and France’s

National Fundamental Research Center.
In this exciting, ever-changing, and chal-
lenging position, my activities are divided
among managing applied and basic re-
search, working with customers and uni-
versities, and coordinating activities with
colleagues around the world. In my labo-
ratory, scientists are hard at work both con-
ducting basic research and testing appli-
cations for breakthrough products.

When it comes to innovation, Rhodia
encourages its employees to think “out-
side the box.” For a global specialty chem-
icals company, innovation is the key to
future growth and profitability. As re-
searchers, our mission is to develop inno-
vative products while taking a path as short
as possible from laboratory to market.

Rhodia is a technology-based and mar-
ket-driven company, and it has been suc-
cessful in tailoring specific products and
customized solutions for each customer

market. The mission of the company, how-
ever, is to continually look for new inno-
vative technologies. Two questions are inte-
gral to our strategy: 

• How do we develop new technologies
while working within a market-driven, cus-
tomer-focused organization?

• How do we develop breakthrough
products with our global customers while
taking the shortest path from laboratory
to market? 

To develop new technologies within a
market-driven, customer-focused organi-
zation, we need to address several issues.

First, we must identify a worthwhile break-
through target. Next, we must clearly iden-
tify the right target market. Finally, we must
be able to effectively scale up the chem-
istry. Specialty chemical companies com-
peting in today’s tough, global environment
can no longer afford to devote precious
resources to conducting research and
developing innovative products that have
no target market or that have a high poten-
tial for failure. 

To work on technological break-
throughs while creating customized solu-
tions, Rhodia has implemented laborato-
ries that integrate basic and market-driven
research. It is common for scientists on
the same team to work on a market-
focused project funded by an individual
Rhodia business (for example, Home &
Personal Care or Industrial Coatings) while
working on “technology-push” research
(such as a new polymer or a surfactant)
funded by Rhodia corporate. This vertical
integration of basic and applied research is
the key to shortening the time to market.
However, vertical integration cannot suc-
ceed without good communication with
customers and with the appropriate
departments in the Rhodia organization. 

Developing new technologies with our
global customers while taking the short-
est path from laboratory to market requires
approaching the task with a global mind-
set. When a customer in Asia makes a
request or a customer in Europe poses a
question, the response should come from
whichever global site is best equipped to
respond. To be able to react in this way,
Rhodia is proactively developing a network
of seamless, worldwide laboratories and
research centers. This global network is
staffed by scientists who are used to work-
ing together. Although this global dimen-
sion adds to the complexity of our jobs, it
is only the first step toward an increasingly
integrated and intricate process of product
development.

Electronic tools such as e-mail, video
conferencing, and the company intranet
are driving connectivity and integration
within Rhodia. These same electronic tools

also are allowing us to work with our cus-
tomers as partners on implementing inno-
vative joint projects and on developing new
technologies. Again, electronic technol-
ogy is allowing us to share so many re-
sources that our scientists can collaborate
with our customer partners in virtual “e-
labs.” This collaboration will increase the
speed of new product development and
break down the boundaries between cus-
tomer and supplier. I envision that it will
lead to the birth of virtual global teams
both within and between organizations.

This new dimension of global research
and development is not only fostering closer
collaboration; it also is generating tremen-
dous opportunities for those scientists who
are willing to take responsibility for driving
innovation within their organizations. The
key to success for Rhodia and other com-
panies in the innovation business lies in their
working together with customers and fel-
low researchers as partners in this exciting
and challenging global environment.
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INNOVATION GOES GLOBAL
IN SPECIALTY CHEMICALS
On-target marketing, short time to market, and
global collaboration lead to research successes

INNOVATION Technology-based and
market-driven companies like Rhodia
must look for innovative technologies,
Joanicot says.

For a global specialty
chemicals company,
innovation is the key
to future growth and
profitability.


