
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

W
hen i was in fifth grade,

I asked for—and got—a
chemistry set for Christ-
mas. I immediately began
trying to make gunpow-

der from a recipe in the encyclopedia, sup-
plementing the set’s ingredients with
some from our local drugstore. Luck-
ily, I wasn’t able to compress the ingre-
dients enough to make anything more
explosive than a sparkler, but the expe-
rience was enough to generate a per-
sistent interest in chemistry.

Except for a company-sponsored
three-year leave of absence to com-
plete my Ph.D., I have worked at
Great Lakes Chemical Corporation
since graduating from college. Great
Lakes is the world’s leading producer
of specialty chemicals for applications
such as flame retardants, polymer sta-
bilizers, fire extinguishants, water
treatment, and a growing line of per-
formance and fine chemicals for the life
sciences industry. My work has focused
primarily on process development for
various products in its flame retardant,
water treatment, and fine chemical divi-

sions. I have experienced several perva-
sive, significant changes here that I
believe represent trends that will con-
tinue into the foreseeable future.

Perhaps the most material change is
increased selectivity in choosing projects.
Although we always have been aware of
the need for our products to ultimately
be profitable, the emphasis on prof-
itability has increased substantially. Like
many other industries, we find ourselves
squeezed between rising operating costs
and the dwindling prices as a result of

heightened global competition. That
pressure means we have to pick only
those projects that have the greatest
chance for success and the best poten-
tial profit margin.

Acentral challenge emerging from these

market-driven forces is that of maintain-
ing—even boosting—our creativity as
chemists. It’s hard for me to be creative
under pressure. We need to find ways to
nurture and stimulate our creativity and

to respond to the demands
of a more competitive
business environment
without letting it diminish
our capacity to invent.

Another change driven
by economic pressure is
the increased use of teams.
Although we never
worked in silos, there has
been a trend away from
working individually on
multiple projects toward

working together as a group on a single
project. Concentrating our resources in
this way has sped up the process from
molecular identification to full-scale pro-
duction in an environment where speed is
critical. This new configuration of how we
work means that sound science alone is
not enough to drive our projects to suc-
cessful completion in the future. We need
flexible yet cohesive teamwork, good com-
munication skills, and creativity.

I am optimistic about our ability to face
these challenges. For one thing, economic

pressures have forged both the challenge
(fostering creativity) and the solution
(teamwork). Teamwork requires sharing
information, learning from the experience
of others, and building on each other’s
ideas. It spreads responsibility across
teams and helps to shelter individuals from
stress overload. It also can help us ask the
right questions, focus our efforts on the
true problem instead of peripheral issues,
and save time. To the extent that team-
work can economize time, it helps relieve
pressure and allows creativity the space it

needs to flourish.
Second, we have increasingly

advanced tools at our disposal. Like
virtually every other profession,
chemistry has been revolutionized by
the computer. I remember thumbing
through inch-and-a-half-thick Chem-
ical Abstracts indexes at the library
looking for the latest research per-
taining to my project. Now, I have
access to the vast body of chemical
literature at my fingertips. The con-
venience and speed of literature
searching is one of our best tools for
increased productivity—which,
again, saves time and thereby en-
hances creativity.

Technology also has given us state-of-
the-art analytical instrumentation that
can measure with sensitivity and precision
that we could not have imagined a decade
ago. Nuclear magnetic resonance spec-
trometers, which used to be found only at
universities, now are routine workhorses
on site. Although it is difficult for me to
envision the future given the speed and
impact of this technological transforma-
tion, my best guess is that we will focus
on creating more specialized equipment
and automating the routine aspects of our
laboratories.

For me, the sum of these changes has
been positive. It has added to the creative
challenge that remains the center of my
interest in chemistry, enriched my inter-
actions with other chemists, and empow-
ered me with the speed, convenience, and
precision of today’s technology. But per-
haps most important, it has added to my
curiosity and anticipation of where we go
from here.
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We need to find ways to
nurture and stimulate our
creativity and to respond to the
demands of a more
competitive business
environment without letting it
diminish our capacity to invent.


