
NEW VOICES IN CHEMISTRY

C
hemists are advancing the

frontiers of knowledge in areas
that were not dreamed of 125
years ago, when Dalton’s atomic
theory was still in its original

form. Yet the main challenges that our pred-
ecessors faced—technical and financial—
continue to demand our attention today.
We, however, have an additional challenge
to address: our professional image.

Consider how people respond after you
answer the question “What do you do?”
Their responses, however nonchalant,

indicate that our profession needs to do a
better job at educating the public about
who we are and what we do. The most
common response I receive is “You don’t
look like a chemist!” Although I try to
respond pleasantly, this statement is rather
insulting, not only to women (31.5% of all
chemists in 1997) but to nonwhites
(19.3%). If the public is not aware of the
progress that we have made, how can
diversity be improved?

Fortunately, few people who find that I
don’t fit their stereotype hold that fact
against me. I certainly prefer to hear “You
must be really smart!” (Arecent survey indi-

cates that the public does tend to think
favorably of chemists and that 59% credit
us with making life better.) 

Unfortunately, most new acquaintances
usually follow this ego-boosting comment
with a reality check: “So, why didn’t you
become a doctor?” This question suggests
that I could have done better. According to
recent data, I certainly could have—at least
financially. Although salaries for chemists at
all degree levels have soared since 1996, only
Ph.D. chemists earn more than the median
salary for all scientists. That median salary

of $70,000 for Ph.D. chemists, however, is
still significantly lower than the salaries of
those who obtain degrees in law, business, or
medicine. Having gone into education
reduces market value even more; the median
salaries of chemists in academia are $14,200
(B.S.) to $26,200 (Ph.D.) lower than those
in industry.

This question also insinuates that chem-
ical contributions are not as highly valued
as those made by physicians. It is not sur-
prising, considering that only 4% of the
public consider themselves “very well
informed” about new chemical develop-
ments and innovations.

For each person who is impressed that
I have mastered chemistry, another focuses
on the fact that he or she has not. Hearing
“Chemistry was my least favorite subject”
makes me wonder what will make chem-
istry more approachable. Having two
camps (those who appreciate chemistry
and those who do not) means that few cit-
izens will grasp the true magnitude of risks,
understand the complexity of scientific
issues, and value the contributions that
chemists make. It also minimizes the num-
ber of students who will advance their
chemical understanding.

So, how do we rise to this challenge?
How do we make people—including chil-
dren—recognize that although chem-
istry may be difficult, it plays a vital role
in the world around us and is a valuable
profession that anyone can pursue? I sug-
gest that we bolster our image by fol-
lowing my favorite recipe for salad dress-
ing: mixing all ingredients and shaking
vigorously. This action also will help us
rise to our technical and financial chal-
lenges. By combining chemists with
other scientists, better answers to many
scientific questions will be found more
readily. By mixing in all races and both
genders, questions will be addressed
more creatively and effectively. By adding
nonscientists, the value of our efforts will
be better understood, appreciated, and
compensated.

As my general chemistry class learned
last semester, when it comes to making
salad dressing, intermolecular forces will
favor some interactions (for example, salt
and vinegar) and make others more diffi-
cult to mix (such as oil and vinegar). As I
warned my students, efforts to mix things
up will not create a perfect solution, but
they will elevate the status of all ingredients
to a culinary treat. Similarly, as we conduct
our various chemical endeavors, some of
the interactions will happen effortlessly,
whereas others will require some extra
effort. But all will enhance our image,
increasing the value of our work and ben-
efiting our profession.
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SHAKING THINGS UP:
THE CHEMISTS’ IMAGE
Changing public’s perception of chemists will
increase appreciation and financial support

SALAD ANYONE Wesemann (left) points out the separation of layers as
general chemistry students Michelle Dalida, Kristi Von Stieff, and Eric Wilkins
demonstrate the intermolecular interactions that occur in salad dressing.


