
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

W
e live in a world of

constant change, and the
chemical industry is a part
of that change. We see
this every day in the

chemical industry, from volatile raw mate-
rials pricing to the realignment of the
industry through mergers and acquisitions.
Technological improvements
in manufacturing processes,
global communication, and
transportation continue to
increase competition in the
marketplace. The industry
must change to meet the
demands of the market.

No standard formula ex-
ists to successfully manage
the many pressures resulting
from the fast pace of change.
To succeed in this ever-
changing industry, one needs
to maintain a sense of balance
and perspective, both of
which are essential to maxi-
mize success. Change affects
everyone in industry, and
managing change and its
effects is a constant challenge
for industry, employees, and
shareholders. Throughout
my career at BASF Corp., achieving bal-
ance has been critical in successfully over-
coming many challenges: work and family,
focusing on a specific business area and
seeking new experiences, and short-term
gains and long-term sustainable success.

With the many mergers and acquisi-
tions taking place within the industry, tra-
ditional career paths common within any
hierarchical management structure are
becoming a thing of the past. This pres-
ents many opportunities for the employee
who is flexible and open to a wide range
of job functions and lateral moves—
regardless of formal training or perceived
career progression. 

After graduating with a degree in chem-
ical engineering, I did not anticipate how
my degree would prepare me for a career
with BASF or the exciting opportunities

I would encounter. Since starting my career
with BASF, I have worked in the areas of
environmental and product stewardship,
where the emphasis was on manufactur-
ing operations, regulatory authorities, and
business support. Recently, I assumed man-
agement of the chelates business, where
the focus is on customers, logistics, and

finance. The chemical industry’s need for
expertise in chemistry and engineering is
obvious; however, the industry’s need for
technically competent employees is bal-
anced by its need for employees that under-
stand the changing marketplace.

As the chemical industry continues to
evolve, greater demands are placed on
employees, such as frequent travel and tak-
ing on special projects. In addition, stream-
lining and process optimization are well-
known concepts within the industry. 

Enormous competition exists among
all companies to attract and retain the best
and brightest minds. Clearly, companies
as well as employees must continue to
acknowledge the need for balance
between work and personal life. There is
no single formula to balancing work and
personal life—it must be defined and often

redefined as individual needs and cir-
cumstances change. The equation requires
compromise and flexibility from both
employer and employee. 

Finally, a balance must be found between
the short-term challenge of managing ris-
ing raw material costs and the longer-term
strategic issues, such as maximizing poten-
tial benefits from new technology and e-
commerce. BASF’s recent listing on the
New York Stock Exchange added another
element to the equation of success. Now,
the stock price and other short-term suc-
cess measures such as the contribution
margin, return on assets, income from
operations, and other company-defined
key performance indicators must be bal-
anced with long-term business strategies.

Maintaining focus on long-
term strategy while respond-
ing to the demands of short-
term aims on a daily basis can
be difficult. Balancing these
two sometimes conflicting
goals is critical. One cannot
exist without the other. With-
out a focus on the long-term
strategy, day-to-day decisions
will drive the business, and
little substantial business
success or growth can be
achieved. Conversely, a lack
of short-term success jeop-
ardizes the immediate pros-
pects for the business. Balance
between these two seemingly
opposing goals must be
achieved if the business is to
enjoy long-term success.

Yes, change is inevitable,
but it is often that change,

and the challenges and opportunities that
it presents, that keep the chemical indus-
try exciting and attractive to new employ-
ees. The challenge has been, and will con-
tinue to be, how employees and companies
manage to achieve the correct balance in a
changing world. Employees with a diver-
sity of experience and a willingness to accept
change, I believe, will be best prepared to
not only experience but also succeed in the
future. To quote John F. Kennedy, “Change
is the law of life, and those who look only
to the past or the present are certain to miss
the future.” 
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ACHIEVING BALANCE IN
A CHANGING WORLD
Industry must help employees manage conflicts
between work and family, short- and long-term goals

ASPIRATION Szelest-Shah believes that a willingness to seek
new experiences will help today’s chemical industry employee
achieve personal and company goals.


