
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

W
hen i worked in het-

erogeneous catalysis, I
often used the example
of the catalytic con-
verter in an automobile

to explain to people what I did. Although
that description was not exactly correct,
the reference conveyed the gestalt of my
job. Most people could understand that
the catalytic converter treated the
exhaust gases from the engine and helped
the environment.

Perhaps such interchanges
help to clarify just what chem-
istry is for the general public. As
such, I echo the sentiment ex-
pressed by many other chem-
ists: that we need to reach out
and educate people about our
profession. Just as important,
chemists must communicate
with their colleagues in other
disciplines to further their
knowledge of each others’ fields.
As chemistry becomes increas-
ingly integrated with other
areas, the need for clear expla-
nations of the contributions
made by chemists is growing.

Over the past decade, we have
witnessed a number of mergers
involving chemical companies.
My own company, the NAFTA
subsidiary of the German spe-
cialty chemicals company De-
gussa A.G., is no exception. The
nature of these activities has
brought individuals from a vari-
ety of disciplines—not to men-
tion countries of origin—to the
same project.

Recently, in my fifth year in applied
research and development (R&D), I par-
ticipated in a conference call that involved
team members from the U.S. and Germany.
Arange of backgrounds was represented in
a discussion regarding an ongoing research
project. Participants included chemical
engineers and chemists at the plant, lab
chemists, a salesperson with a biology
background, and a marketing specialist.
The effort of many perspectives working
toward a common goal and collaborating
to discover, produce, and deliver a high-

quality product for the customer proved
successful. The meeting was particularly
valuable because all participants rose to
the challenge of communicating their
views across cultural and disciplinary
boundaries. In this era of globalization,
such exchanges are becoming critical to
the success of most projects.

Globalization has led to a related issue.
During the past several years, many for-
eign-based multinational companies—

European businesses in particular—have
invested heavily in R&D within the U.S.
Now these companies are decentralizing
their research, and although there are clear
benefits, there also are important chal-
lenges. A coordinated effort made up of
diverse viewpoints worldwide must con-
tinue in some form if international tech-
nical centers are to complement each other.

It seems clear, then, that our field will
grow as chemists learn to better commu-
nicate our ideas: to our peers here and
abroad, to our colleagues in other fields,

and to the general public. Moreover, our
field will expand as we draw from knowl-
edge gained in other disciplines. To
achieve these goals, we must be less spe-
cialized than we have been in the past.
We must be open to learning new con-
cepts, even beyond our formal training.
Even though I am only a few years into my
research career, I already have witnessed
the value of branching into new areas
within chemistry. For example, I have
benefited from taking short courses to
strengthen my knowledge of surface and
colloid science.

Chemistry is a fundamental science that
has provided the foundation for other
disciplines such as drug discovery and
materials science. We may interact with

customers who are physicists, bi-
ologists, materials scientists,
catalysis chemists, and surface
scientists. It is important to learn
about their fields and to better
communicate with their practi-
tioners as a means of maximizing
the potential of interdisciplinary
work. To this end, I have actively
sought extra training to enhance
my communication and presen-
tation abilities—not to mention
my German language skills. I
continue to hone these skills
daily, because I believe that my
attention to them has made me
a better researcher. Chemists are
increasingly breaking away from
the stereotype of spending their
careers in the lab; they are be-
coming more flexible.

In the end, innovation derives
not only from ideas but also
from the interface among vari-
ous technical subjects and a
spectrum of individuals. Are you
able to grasp subjects outside of
your area of expertise? Can you
work effectively with interna-
tional coworkers, domestic

research colleagues, the central analytical
department, production personnel, cus-
tomers, sales, and marketing? Can you
explain to nonscientists what you do for a
living? The answer has to be “yes.”
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