
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

T
he state of innovation and

change in the chemical indus-
try today is unrivaled since the
1950s. For example, the merger
of biology and chemistry—

growing from molecular biology into the
infant sciences of genomics and pro-
teomics—offers enormous opportunity
for young scientists as we begin to
understand the molecular basis of
living systems.

New technologies and inven-
tions—like nanochemistry, micro-
mechanics, and buckyballs, and
their applications—will change our
world and workplaces in unimagin-
able ways. The tough intellectual
challenge of innovation in mature
commodity industries requires new
thinking and new approaches to
maintain cost advantages while
introducing new products to meet
ever-increasing customer demands.

But other challenges loom on
the horizon as well. The most
compelling of these is the avail-
ability of talent in the workforce,
both existing and future. Corporate
America must first face up to the prob-
lems of the exodus of current talent and
the recruitment of future
talent and then deal pro-
actively with the diversity
issues involved. We know
that the pipeline is full of
talented women and has
been for 20 years. Yet, over
the past several months,
multiple articles have high-
lighted the loss of women
and their lack of represen-
tation in the higher levels
of management in both
industry and academia.

We have heard many
anecdotal stories of women leaving the
workplace. Whatever the stated reason—
family matters, a better job, entrepre-
neurial opportunity—a seldom-voiced
commonality is that they leave corporate
America because they feel that they don’t

fit in. Similar issues abound in our
recruitment efforts. Women and minori-
ties are not selecting chemistry as a career
path; they are making their opinions clear
with their actions. They don’t see chem-
istry as a viable, long-term career option
because it doesn’t allow them the flexi-
bility to balance their work lives and per-

sonal lives. They either see no successful
role models that look like themselves, or
they believe the field or work environ-

ment does not provide the
opportunity to make the
significant changes they
would like to make.

We need to adapt to
capture the talent that is
required to capitalize on
new technologies and
inventions. Luckily, corpo-
rate America has some role
models to emulate. Work-
ing Woman, Fortune, and
other magazines routinely
publish lists of the best
employers for women and

minorities. These lists highlight the novel,
effective programs that employers are
using to attract, recruit, and retain the tal-
ent they need to be successful—programs
that benefit all employees, by the way, not
only women and minorities.

One important theme is a clearly artic-
ulated career path for all employees. Flex-
ibility that encourages individuals to take
risks, move between career paths to accept
challenging assignments, and achieve
strong personal growth helps corporations
recruit and retain the best and the bright-
est. Effectively addressing work/life bal-
ance issues—which includes implement-
ing nonpunitive family leave provisions,
flexible working arrangements, and other
policies—are commonly cited as policies
that enable and encourage employees to
stay with these employers.

Proactive coaching and mentoring pro-
grams that recognize the more subtle bar-
riers to success also are successful. We need
colleges and universities to help us recruit

talent into science and engineering
fields. One of the most effective
recruiting approaches is to show
young students people who look
like them—successful role models
who encourage them to succeed as
a scientist. We must continue our
efforts to demonstrate that chem-
istry is no longer the domain of the
disheveled, absent-minded profes-
sor who wears thick glasses and a
white lab coat.

Neither the status quo nor the
current painfully slow rate of
change are viable options. As the
demographics of our workforce
inexorably change, we cannot ig-
nore any talented, qualified indi-
viduals who choose chemistry as a

profession. Nor can we continue to allow
the overt or subtle workplace biases that
prevent people from achieving their poten-
tial in scientific fields.

We need all of the intellectual capital
available to us—whether it be male or
female, white, African American, His-
panic, Asian, or Native American, or any
others—to continue pushing the fron-
tiers of science. We must capitalize on
our ability to discover, invent, and
implement new technologies so that we
can cross that threshold and achieve the
potential of the innovations and dreams
that lie ahead.
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from right), seen here at a women’s networking
group that she started.

We need all of
the intellectual
capital
available to us
to continue
pushing the
frontiers of
science. 


