
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

O
ver the years, I have noticed

that my nonscientist friends
marvel at how an organic
chemist like me can take the
two-dimensional paper-based

representation of a molecule and mentally
move it in three-dimensional space. This
capacity to view a molecule from angles
other than the one initially presented or
to visualize the three-dimensional changes
that occur during and following a chemi-
cal reaction leaves my friends with the
impression that scientists possess magi-
cal powers. The tendency among nonsci-
entists is to marvel at these powers yet
believe that they have little real-world
applicability. The real threat, however, is
that many scientists subscribe to this
stereotype as well.

When asked the most important thing
that I learned during my doctoral years,
I never hesitate to answer that it was the
ability to solve problems. The specific
technical knowledge I gained has little
relevance to the chemistries practiced by
my company or to my current position
within it. However, not a day has passed
during my 15 years in industry that did
not present a problem that needed a solu-
tion, a problem I needed to look at from
several angles. These problems required
me to visualize solutions and implemen-
tation plans to ensure the anticipated and
desired outcome.

Molecules are three-dimensional. Real-
world problems are more often multidi-
mensional. If nonscientists are con-
founded by our ability to see in three
dimensions, can you imagine what an
advantage we must have? Although this
analogy may be simplistic, forward-think-
ing scientists must convince themselves
as well as colleagues and friends that our
skills are both transferable and valuable.
Jim Martin, former governor of North
Carolina, was trained as a chemist. Dur-
ing his tenure at the helm of our state gov-
ernment, I doubt he spent many hours
balancing equations. However, he did suc-
cessfully use his skills as a scientist to solve
very complex political problems.

The future of our industry hinges on
commitments by scientists and the firms
that employ us to develop and apply our
unique skills in all aspects of the business.
Small entrepreneurial firms have taken this
approach for years out of necessity. Larger
chemical entities, however, have tended to
isolate technologists and relegate the inter-
action between them and business func-
tions to only the highest levels of technol-
ogy management. This philosophy fails to
maximize the resources within the com-
pany and only serves to make the scientist
complacent in his isolation and the non-
scientist wary of the technologist’s value.

I am in no way advocating that scien-
tists should strive to move into the business
functions of their companies. Although
business-focused career paths should be
open, every technology-based company
requires technical specialists. However, to
ensure individual and company success, we
must commit to interacting cross-func-
tionally and to developing an understand-
ing of our individual fit within the com-
pany’s structure, future, and goals. As firms
become leaner, an inability to communi-
cate and interact across functional lines is
a prescription for failure. 

Our companies also must commit to
ending the “isolationist era” that indus-
trial scientists face. Nonscientific career
paths should be identified for those of us
who demonstrate the interest and apti-
tude. Scientists remaining in technical
functions should, at the least, be involved
in cross-functional teams to capitalize on
their unique approach to problem solv-
ing. Appropriate nonscientific training
also must be provided. In many cases, this
requires a radical change in company cul-
ture. However, with the constant changes
in our economic and industrial climate,
the company that does not reshape itself
probably will not survive. 

Finally, our universities must commit
to improving the preparation of their sci-
ence graduates for nonscientific roles. The
chemical industry needs scientists who
can effectively communicate with non-
scientists and can understand at least the

rudiments of the business in which their
firms are involved. Just as companies are
reshaping themselves, perhaps university
degree programs in science should be reex-
amined and structured to meet the cur-
rent needs of industry.

I am fortunate to work for a company
that adheres to this philosophy, and I have
been trained, supported, and encouraged to
perform in business functions. Scientists are
present at all levels, functions, and divisions
within our company, and the scientists in
traditional technology functions are required
to interact with nonscientists on a frequent
basis. I believe the diversity that this philos-
ophy brings to our scientific and business
decision-making processes will be the decid-
ing factor in the company’s ability to compete
in the future and remain successful.
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