
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

A
fter nearly eight years

working for a mid-sized spe-
cialty chemical company, I
believe that the number-one
challenge for this industry is

balancing short-term com-
petitive growth with long-
term technical growth.

The very backbone of the
specialty industry is devel-
oping and marketing per-
formance-enhancing chem-
icals that meet the needs of
its customers. These chemi-
cals can be sold at a premium
because their use allows cus-
tomers to introduce new
technology and consumer
benefit. Initially, the con-
sumer is willing to pay the
price for the improvement,
but the market, driven by
competition, quickly be-
comes cost-driven. As a re-
sult, profitability begins to
decrease. It is at this point
that the specialty chemical
company must have new
products in its pipeline to begin the cycle
of innovation again.

Unfortunately, the life cycle for new
products has drastically decreased compared
with just a few years ago. The quick and
efficient development and
marketing of new products
has become a prerequisite
for staying in business.
These changes have led to
various R&D realignments
in the specialty industry.
Centralized corporate
R&D organizations have,
for the most part, been re-
placed by organizations that
are directly managed by
business or marketing units.

Cross-functional interactions, both
internal and external, are being forged in
order to reduce risk and increase prof-
itability for all parties involved. Routes to
accomplishing this task include decreas-

ing product time to market, optimizing
resource allocation, and developing strong
cooperative ties. I believe this trend will
only continue; in many cases, new prod-
uct introductions will be a result of over-

coming economic or marketing issues
rather than technical hurdles.

This environment leaves little oppor-
tunity for long-term planning; conse-
quently, one major challenge facing the spe-

cialty chemicals industry is
how to address its long-
term technical growth.
Although a specialty chem-
icals company needs to
serve its existing markets,
it also must identify growth
areas that will become the
new markets of the future.
Without this constant re-
evaluation and reposition-
ing, a company’s ability to
compete in the industry will

soon diminish.
Shareholder pressure for quick increases

in profitability has put great strains on the
resources needed for long-term growth and
exploration. Companies not only must

identify the technical requirements for
these long-term markets; they also must
acquire or build manufacturing capabili-
ties to support them. Such investments
allow companies to smoothly transition
their present product portfolio to supply-
ing future markets.

There are other challenges facing the spe-
cialty chemical industry that are more dif-
ficult to address because the industry does
not control them. One area is governmen-
tal regulation, which affects the chemical
industry—because of its breadth of prod-
ucts—more than it does many other indus-
tries. Safety and toxicity testing of new con-

sumer products also have
become much more time
consuming and costly. Al-
though not as high as those
faced by the pharmaceutical
industry, these costs represent
a very real expense, and their
impact on new product devel-
opment must be addressed at
a very early stage.

Although it is difficult to
predict how the specialty
chemical industry will han-
dle these challenges, the best
way to prepare new chemists
to deal with them is through
education. Education is our
best chance to prepare young
scientists for a career in the
industrial world, but only if
the curriculum adequately
represents the industry.

Today’s chemists require
more than just technical competence; they
also need basic skills in business, market-
ing, and management. I strongly believe
that in addition to formal scientific train-
ing, student chemists should take basic
courses in management and planning.
Being a chemist is no longer the safe and
secure profession that it once was; it is a
dynamic profession that is undergoing pro-
found changes to compete in today’s chang-
ing environment. The earlier students pre-
pare for these changes, the better they will
be able to adapt and contribute to their
profession.
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BALANCING SHORT- AND
LONG-TERM GROWTH
To prosper in a market-driven environment,
research chemists need to understand business

NEW IDEAS Researchers need to understand the business
side of industry, says Ulmer (left), seen here discussing
research ideas with colleagues D. Koelmel and J. Katirgis.

Being a
chemist is no
longer the safe
and secure
profession 
that it once
was.


