
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

A
s theyapproach graduation,

German Ph.D. students in
polymer science often become
interested in the prospect of
completing a year or two of

postdoctoral research in the U.S. They
seek to not only gain experience in spe-
cial research fields and enhance future job
opportunities; they also want to improve
their English skills and experience more
academic freedom before beginning
careers in industry.

Some ambitious young German re-
searchers have even begun their academic
careers in the U.S. as assistant professors,
enjoying the array of pos-
sibilities and early respon-
sibility offered to them.
But will this trend contin-
ue? To answer this ques-
tion, one must understand
the current situation at
home.

In Germany, polymer
science research is con-
ducted at all major uni-
versities. It usually is incor-
porated into the chemistry
department as macromol-
ecular chemistry or as part
of physical, organic, or
technical chemistry. Up 
to now, most chemistry
students have decided to
study beyond the master’s degree and
obtain a Ph.D. University research is con-
ducted by a professor, one or two assistants,
and graduate students. Some chairs have
up to 40 diploma and Ph.D. students but
only one or two postdocs.

Beside the universities, Germany
offers several other forms of private and
public-funded research institutions.
Whereas Ph.D. students dominate at
universities, institutes have a compara-
tively large percentage of permanent
research staff, postdoctoral researchers,
and visiting scientists. Research activi-
ties have increased at these institutes
during recent years, and in some cases,
the institutes have recruited large num-

bers of researchers from the Ph.D. pro-
grams at nearby universities.

The German chemical industry is
known for its research activities in poly-
mer science, working almost exclusively
with permanent research staff. About 10
years ago, job policy and organizational
changes led to a reduction in the number
of chemists hired. This situation has now
reversed. In addition to the large chemical
enterprises, smaller companies as well as
the microelectronics industry and con-
sulting agencies are now eager to hire
German Ph.D. chemists.

Not surprisingly, a bad reputation and

the difficult job situation in industry
caused a dramatic drop in the number of
chemistry students in Germany by the
mid-1990s. Enrollment at some universi-
ties was down by one-third from previous
levels. This situation has led to the pres-
ent lack of diploma and Ph.D. students in
chemistry, and another result is that pro-
fessors are having problems filling research
positions with postdoctoral students.

Part of the demand has been met by
admitting foreign students to German
programs. Exchange programs allow easy
access for students from other European
countries, and the flow from eastern
Europe is particularly strong. These days,
more and more students from all over the

world can be found working together in
research groups at German universities
and research institutes.

Similarly, an increasing number of for-
eign postdocs are working on German
research. Even industry considers hiring
postdoctoral researchers to a certain
extent. Whereas the job situation in indus-
try is improving for graduating German
Ph.D. students, the interest in doing
postdoctoral work in Germany or abroad
is declining. Many opportunities exist at
external German research institutes, and
universities are making efforts to enhance
the attractiveness of an academic career
for young scientists.

Germany has to learn to cope with
increasingly international research groups.
Problems with the German administration
offices (related permission to work and for
residence), cultural misunderstandings, and
integration problems can render a foreign
student’s or postdoc’s stay in Germany
quite troublesome. The most difficult part
is the language: Whereas the English lan-

guage is accepted as inter-
national and therefore is
widely spoken, German is
not. In general, the foreign
students and postdocs
need more support and a
longer time to settle in
than Germans do.

As a consequence of all
this change, American uni-
versities must face the pos-
sibility that the number of
chemistry postdocs from
Europe in general and
from Germany in partic-
ular will drop. On the
other hand—and this is
certainly my personal
hope—German research

facilities might become more attractive to
American as well as other foreign students
who wish to enter Ph.D. programs or do
postdoctoral training. This situation could
give an even more international flavor to
German institutions, which could offer
more English-language graduate programs.
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MULTINATIONAL LABS
MEET GERMANY’S NEED
Graduate-level polymer chemists from abroad
create a unique research environment

MANY FLAVORS Ph.D. students and postdocs from all over the
world come together in the research lab (from left): A. Lederer
(Bulgaria), Voit, K. Sharavanan (India), M. Gouzy (France), A. Kaya
(Turkey), E. Onah (Africa), and H. Jafari (Pakistan).


