
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

L
ife is an adventure! every-

where you look, something new
and exciting is happening. Atti-
tude is a state of mind that can
influence the present and the

future. In today’s workplace, attitude is
key to success and key to survival. With-
out an optimistic attitude and the ability
to cope with change, it won’t matter
where you work—industry, academia, or
government—you won’t be able to adapt
or succeed. You will be in danger of being
left behind or becoming a relic. It is the
ability to realistically cope with, accept,
and promote change that will be our
biggest challenge for the future.

We all talk about change. But what do
we really mean when we say that word?
Those of us in scientific fields some-
times use the practical definition:
the differences between an initial
state and the final state. Webster’s
dictionary lists several synonyms—
alter, vary, modify, mutate, and per-
mutate. Our challenge for the future
is the definition “to make radically
different: transform.”

Those of us in scientific profes-
sions tend to be change agents just
because of the nature of our work.
We are in the process of creating
the future by making scientific dis-
coveries, making new products and
materials, employing new applica-
tions of technology, and educating
the next generation. Scientists,
engineers, and chemical profes-
sionals are transforming the future
today. And we must temper our opti-
mistic attitude toward the future
with realistic expectations and under-
standing of the barriers and complica-
tions we must overcome to achieve our
visions of the future. 

We as scientists and engineers tend
to look at the creative process as positive
and tend to welcome new technologies
and new discoveries. That is what we do,
and we celebrate these achievements.
But not everyone takes this approach.
Human nature tends to resist change.

Think about how we wax eloquently on
the topic of “the good old days” or use
the argument “we have always done it
this way.” We tend to lock ourselves into
past patterns of behavior because it is
comfortable. This leads to walls and bar-
riers that prevent our society from achiev-
ing the very things that we say we want.

Some examples of the challenges before
us include not only technology issues but
also educational, diversity, and flexibility
issues. The company I work for has
changed significantly in the past 12 years.
Many of its employees can say they have
worked in the same office or laboratory
for that period yet feel as if they have had
at least two, if not more, employers. Thus,
our skills have had to adapt to the new cul-

tures that are evolving on a daily basis. But
have we updated those skills? Have we
been responsible caretakers, and mentors
of others, and have we provided the nec-
essary guidance so that others can adapt
as well? 

Industry’s challenge now is to find an
educated or more sophisticated work-
force, because the philosophy of “that
is how we have always done it” is expen-
sive and inefficient. A company will not

survive the next take-over bid if it is
locked into the past. Where are these
new employees going to come from?
Educational institutions—colleges, uni-
versities, trade schools, high schools,
community colleges, workforce educa-
tion programs, and the Internet—are

training these people today. And just
look at their demographics. The class-
room today reflects society as a whole,

not the pictures we see from the
1950s. These people have different
needs, challenges, and attitudes
than we did when we came out of
the educational pipeline—even if
that was just last year. 

Society has changed, and in-
dustry and academia need to
change with it. Our particular chal-
lenge, however, is to predict in
some cases and push in others the
changes needed to ensure our fu-
ture. The rule that the only con-
stant is change is certainly true—
and our biggest challenge is to
prepare for that change on a daily
basis. Our institutions must adapt
to survive, and we are creating the
future today. With a positive atti-
tude, concern for where we are
heading, and a sense of history,
together we can make a future so

bright that we are going to have to wear
newly designed shades. 
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FINDING THE KEY TO A 
SUCCESSFUL WORKPLACE
No company or employee will survive without
the ability to cope with and promote change

GOOD ATTITUDE The ability to realistically
cope with, accept, and promote change is a
scientist’s best asset, Wood-Black believes.

We are in the process
of creating the future
by making scientific
discoveries, making
new products and
materials, employing
new applications of
technology, and
educating the next
generation.


