
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

T
oday’s chemical industry

continues to be plagued with
uncertainty as a result of numer-
ous mergers, acquisitions, and
divestitures. Stress-filled change

is both typical and continual. Severe down-
sizing displaces high-quality workers who
possess experience and skill. It follows that
competition for jobs is tight and probably
will remain so. People who aspire to careers
in the chemical industry must recognize
that such risks will continue to come with
the territory for some time.

Technology professionals in research are
faced with other obstacles. For instance, a
“glass tower mind-set” often sequesters
researchers away from key business, mar-
keting, and financial personnel. This setup
often limits their visibility, leadership, feed-
back, and involvement in company deci-
sion making and may at times become
manifest as a lack of respect. The reality is
that research professionals often must have
thick skin, wear many hats, and “work in
the background.” At other times, they must
be aggressive and persuasive promoters of
their work; they also must be adaptable
and realize that their applied area may and
probably will change.

Without a doubt, careers in the chem-
ical industry can be demanding and dif-
ficult. However, exciting and fulfilling
career opportunities—although lim-
ited—exist now and will exist in the
future. A key to accessing one of these
opportunities and then successfully fulfil-
ling the responsibilities and rigors of the
job lies in proper preparation, through
effective education and training. Solid
background knowledge and a broad
functional skills set are the main require-
ments. Aspiring industrial chemists and
chemical engineers have to be versatile
and adept. Innate curiosity, creativity, crit-
ical thinking skills, and drive are invalu-
able traits. This is quite a package to
develop through education and training.
The current system works but offers
opportunities for improvement.

My advice to present and future chem-
ists and chemical engineers is as follows:

• Focus on process chemistry or indus-
trial chemistry and applying the funda-
mental principles and concepts of chem-
istry. The commercial production of
chemicals and polymers often is quite dif-
ferent from preparation on the bench. Many
associated concepts should be further
emphasized, such as catalysis, environ-
mental impact, safety, process scale-up,
development, economics, and efficiency.
Existing courses should address the appli-
cation and use of chemical principles to solve
industrial problems by using examples.

• Cross-fertilize disciplines. B.S., M.S.,
and Ph.D. programs need to foster the
interaction of chemists and chemical engi-
neers. At least a basic chemical engineer-
ing course should be part of the chemistry
curriculum. Basic courses in business, mar-
keting, and finance are also encouraged, as
a minimum, because these are the domi-
nant “languages” used in decision-making
processes in the chemical industry.

• Increase emphasis on polymer edu-
cation and training at all postsecondary
levels. More than 90% of available career
opportunities in the chemical industry 
are involved with polymers in some way
(for example, manufacturing, processing,
or additives).

• Increase exposure of students to the
chemical industry while they are in school,
preferably early in the programs. Summer
internships, co-operative work programs,
job shadowing opportunities, mentorships,
plant tours, and speakers/seminars from the
industry are some examples of exposure.

• Take time to “give something back.”
Chemical industry professionals should
contribute to their communities through
teaching, serving on advisory boards for
educational institutions, speaking at sem-
inars or school visits, and supporting ACS
local sections.

• In academic training, emphasize team
building, problem-solving exercises, and
development. Multidisciplinary teams are
the norm in industry.

• Develop some of the intangible traits
and skills that help professionals overcome
some of the “obstacles” of chemical indus-

try. These traits include persistence, dili-
gence, savvy, assertiveness, and the ability
to make effective and persuasive arguments
via presentations and reports (technical
and nontechnical) and meetings. Well-
honed communication skills are essential.

Chemical laboratory technicians, plas-
tics technology technicians, and process

operators, remember that you are impor-
tant to the chemical industry. Chemical
companies often hire either individuals
who have no formal training or college
graduates who have “related training” (biol-
ogy majors, for instance) out of necessity.
Most training comes on the job rather than
from formal education. This method is
costly in both time and efficiency for com-
panies. Some secondary institutions
already grant specialized associate’s degrees
in these areas. Some have already devel-
oped impressive and direct relationships
with local chemical industry profession-
als, who provide specific recommendations
for “tailoring” the training to satisfy job
requirements. The Bidwell Technical Cen-
ter in Pittsburgh is an excellent, proven
model for chemical laboratory technicians,
for instance. 

The chemical industry would do well to
continue to encourage, cultivate, and sup-
port such institutions.

Jeffrey S. Salek is a senior staff research and
technology engineer at Aristech Chemical, a sub-
sidiary of Sunoco Chemicals. He received a B.S.
in chemistry, biology, and mathematics from
LaRoche College, Allison Park, Pa., in 1983 and
a Ph.D. in bioorganic chemistry from the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh in 1988.

JEFFREY S. SALEK

HOW TO PREPARE FOR 
A CAREER IN INDUSTRY
Competition is tough; you need a broad background,
strong chemistry basics, and business skills 

IN THE WORKPLACE Aristech’s
Polypropylene Compounding Team—
(from left) Ed Catalina, Gary Tarr,
Sharon Thompson, Dave Gilbert, Ed
Townsend, and Salek—take a break
from working in the application lab.


