
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

A
continuing struggle in

running a fast-growth phar-
maceutical services company
based on chemical technology
is finding the talented top-cal-

iber individuals who will drive the business
forward. The greatest challenge usually lies
in identifying leaders with high technical
ability, sound experience, innovative flair,
and entrepreneurial spirit.

The root cause of this problem, I be-
lieve, is linked to perceptions that the
chemical industry threatens the environ-
ment and underperforms economically.
The industry also is perceived as being full

of detail-oriented, tedious people—hardly
an irresistible draw for the world’s bright-
est young talent.

Herein lies tremendous irony, because
indisputably, traditional chemical compa-
nies in Europe and North America have
consistently made dramatic improvements
over the past two decades. For example, in
the past decade, toxic discharges on the
U.K. Environment Agency’s “Red List” have
been reduced more than 90%, energy con-
sumption per unit of output has been cut
more than 15%, and productivity in the sec-
tor I know best—fine chemicals—has risen
4–5% a year for the past seven years.

Despite these improvements, the mar-
ket capitalization of the traditional “old
economy” chemical industry significantly
underperforms the average market indices
on all the major stock exchanges, to the
chagrin of many a CEO, who then must
suffer the ignominy of being labeled as
“beleaguered” by the financial press.

It is well recognized that the chemical
industry has united behind the Responsi-
ble Care program throughout North Amer-

ica and Europe. Considerable progress has
been made: a greater focus on public dis-
closure, a stronger drive for product stew-
ardship and resource conservation, and
more discussion pointed toward stake-
holders. But much of this progress is per-
ceived to be both self-defensive and the
bare minimum that the public expects.

Meanwhile, restructuring and forced
consolidation in the chemical industry are
being viewed in a different light from the
consolidation and globalization taking
place in telecommunications and infor-
mation technology. The chemical industry
is perceived as being in a downward spi-

ral, whereas the other
technologies are con-
sidered poised to gen-
erate huge value. 

What can be done?
In reality, it appears to
be a leadership issue:
Most people would
quickly recognize lead-
ers in industries they

think well of but struggle to identify lead-
ers within the so-called chemical industry.

But another issue could be boundary.
Chemical & Engineering News has been pro-
gressive in using the term “chemical enter-
prise.” The magazine’s editorial scope cov-
ers the breadth of this enterprise from
pharmaceuticals to biotechnology, mate-
rials, electronics, and various downstream
industries that benefit from and are driven
by the physical sciences. I believe this
approach should be practiced. Rather than
just considering the historic bastion of
chemical companies, if one were to ana-
lyze the value created by a chemical enter-
prise that embraced all elements, a differ-
ent picture would emerge. The picture of
growth, energy, excitement, and value cre-
ated is far more stimulating to today’s
youth than the picture of an aging, con-
solidating, shrinking industry that wres-
tles with the problems of today’s pollution,
tomorrow’s environmental decay, and
above all, collapsing public confidence.

Passion seizes the hearts and minds of
enthusiasts who are excited about the

future. Is this exciting world solely the
domain of high-technology biotech firms,
or can it be realized by more established
industries? I think the chemical industry
can play a major role. I was impressed with
a recent presentation by a large, fast-grow-
ing private company that acquired many
rejects from larger, more established firms
over the past 25 years. The company has
assembled a conglomerate with clear
strengths in several connected and discon-
nected areas. It has achieved a plethora of
top rankings in market positions, growing
over the past two decades at an annual rate
of 33% with an average return on equity of
18%—double the industry norm. This com-
pany’s achievement demonstrates the
potential to inject vitality into an appar-
ently “old” industry.

Success hinges primarily on the quality
of leadership, its vision, and its ability to
implement. I believe that it is unrealistic
for the chemical enterprise to expect to
attract the best talent if it does not create
an exciting vision that embraces bold ambi-
tion, real value creation, and a commitment
to sustainable development that is meas-
urable and easy to understand. Fine words
alone are not enough. Strong, vibrant, vis-
ible leadership is an absolute necessity.
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HELP WANTED: 
TALENTED LEADERS
To attract the best of the best, the chemical industry
needs to spiff up its perceived public image

PASSION Shott urges industry to
provide strong, vibrant leadership.

The industry is perceived as
being full of detail-oriented,
tedious people—hardly an
irresistible draw for the world’s
youngest and brightest talent.


