
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

I
n looking back over my 14-year

career as a research chemist, a contin-
uing theme has been constant change.
The dynamic of change brings diversity
to the work as well as challenges that

graduate school does not necessarily pre-
pare chemists for. Future chemists must be
willing to embrace change. The successful
chemist must not only adapt to change per-
sonally but also often serve as an instru-
ment of change within the workplace.

Although I have worked for only two
companies, my research career has been
extremely varied. I am currently a group
leader within a small synthesis team
focused on improving our rheology-
modifying polymer products. I was not
doing this job as little as a year ago. Pre-
viously, I conducted long-range research
for pharmaceutical applications in their
initial stages. Before that assignment, I
designed catalysts for various polymer-
ization reactions. Over the past 15 years,
my employer has been transformed from
a major producer of tires and chemical
products to a company focused on aero-
space products and services. Its chemical
businesses are being divested, and soon
it will be a new standalone company.

Without a doubt, my career has been
about constant change.

I lead a group of researchers who look
for new materials and new applications for
polymers that thicken water, suspend, and
stabilize emulsions. These products are used
as key ingredients to give wide-ranging prop-
erties to sprays, gels, lotions, and controlled-
release drugs. My team is responsible for
designing the next generation of products.
We must understand not only what we are
creating but also how those products inter-
act with their environment. A multidisci-
plinary team is needed to research compli-
cated chemical systems and formulations.
Diverse people with expertise in various
areas must work together to successfully
create complex products. Let’s face it—the
future of chemistry is in complicated, inter-
active systems of materials.

Within this multidisciplinary environ-
ment, being a chemist means collaborating
and interacting across fields of expertise.
Researchers in industry are accustomed to
working as a part of a multidisciplinary team
that moves across chemistry, engineering,
and marketing during scale-up and product
introduction. In complicated interactive
systems, multidisciplinary teams are nec-

essary at the research level, before there is
even a thought of moving into production. 

We have found that in truly successful
teams, the team members listen to and
learn about each other’s disciplines. They
are able to break out of their own spe-
cialties to understand the needs of the
other members of the team and translate
those needs back into their own areas of
expertise. Changing the approach to a
research problem is one of the key func-
tions of the multidisciplinary team. Suc-
cessful teams and team members are able
to make this change happen.

In designing new products, we have
found our customers to be some of our best
sources of information. Their concerns,
needs, and predictions often are dia-
metrically opposed to the status quo. Our
first response is usually “They want what?!
You can’t combine those features!” Change
is introduced into the process again.
Whether it originates in external or
internal forces, change is always introduced
into products. Many products are evolving
from what they used to be to what they will
become. A product that does not evolve
will be bypassed, and external change will
be introduced, rather uncomfortably, to
those who produce that product.

At BFGoodrich, we have just completed
the sale of the remaining chemical busi-
nesses from a long-standing and well-
known parent company. This experience is
not unique in the chemical industry. Many
of our suppliers and customers have been
bought, sold, or spun off; new management
and new ways of doing business come with
each change. Although many chemists are
comfortable instituting change through
their research, they balk at change being
thrust upon them.

As chemists, we use change as a pow-
erful force in new product development.
But as employees in the chemical indus-
try, we also find change constantly being
forced upon us. My experiences through-
out my career in the technology industry
reinforce my belief that anticipating and
adapting to change in the work environ-
ment is one of the most important skills
for the success of future chemists and for
the future of chemistry. 
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WHAT THEY DIDN’T TEACH 
YOU IN GRADUATE SCHOOL
For research chemists in industry, the only constant
is change; the best approach is to embrace it

ADAPTING Marchant (left) and Alma Smith work on a lab-scale
polymerization reaction.


