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Consulting offers supplemental income
that can aid in financial planning
for retirement, help meet family

expenses, and be a useful hedge against
unemployment. Last year, about 5% of
industrial chemists and 22% of academic
chemists earned money consulting, accord-
ing to data from the 2002 ACS Salary and
Economic Status Survey. The fraction of ACS
members who consult seems likely to
increase as companies continue to outsource
many operations.

The 2002 survey’s data indicate that
consulting is a part-time pursuit for most
chemists who do it. Of all chemists who
consulted, only 13% reported monthly
workloads of 100 hours or more. In contrast,
56% of chemist consultants said they work-
ed at it less than 10 hours per month.

The Extra Money
For those earning supplemental income
through consulting, education level seemed
to boost the bottom line. The median annu-
al part-time income for all B.S./B.A chemists
was only $500, for M.S. chemists $600, and
for Ph.D. chemists $800. On the other hand,
industrial chemists made more at all degree
levels than academics. The median for all
degree categories of industrial chemists
was more than $1000 annually. 

For the relatively few chemists who
claimed to consult full time, the median
annual income was $6550; again, indus-
trial chemists working in manufacturing
did somewhat better than the aggregate,
earning an annual median of $7600. Full-
time consulting isn’t just for Ph.D. chemists,
although that group does so more frequent-
ly. According to the ACS survey, 4.1% of
B.S./B.A. chemists and 5.1% of M.S.
chemists do some consulting; the figure
was 12.5% for Ph.D. chemists, most of
whom are academics.

These findings were generally consis-
tent with those of the ACS’s 1999 Mature

Chemists Career Survey. That survey indi-
cated that, for chemists 50 and older, chem-
ical consulting also is largely a part-time
activity, at least in terms of billable consult-
ing hours. Of the 14.4% of the mature
chemists who reported doing some consult-
ing, two-thirds claimed they did so less

than 40 hours per month. Fewer than 7%
of consulting mature chemists surveyed
said they spent more than 140 hours per
month consulting. Consulting is most like-
ly to be a full-time occupation (defined
as more than 140 hours per month in
this study) for chemists aged 55–59. So
the view of consulting as largely a retire-
ment occupation is incorrect. However, it
may be an attractive option for those
who retire early but want to remain active
in the job market.

Mature women chemists earned substan-
tially less per hour consulting than their
male counterparts ($50 vs. $75 for men),
but they averaged 20 hours per month
compared to 16 for men. The nonmanu-
facturing sector of the industry claimed
the highest median and mean consulting

incomes. This may be because many full-
time consultants work in consulting firms
that are part of this sector. In each sector,
average income was substantially higher
than the median because a relatively small
number of chemists reported earnings much
greater than the median.

According to Herman Holtz, author of
several books on consulting (see box,
“Books by the Experts”), in addition to a
high level of relevant technical compe-
tency, “every consulting assignment
requires at least some of the following
direct-support skills and some require all
of them: listening, analysis and problem
definition, problem solving, public speak-
ing, and writing.”

All technical work must meet the clients’
requirements, provide quality information
in well-presented reports, and be complet-
ed on time. For most consultants, this is
the easy part. What is hard is obtaining
clients and operating a consultancy in a
businesslike way so it will be profitable.

Books about setting up and operating
small businesses are useful for the self-
employed consultant. The U.S. Small Busi-
ness Administration provides literature on
this subject. Geoff Dolbear, Donald Bly, and
other successful consultants have occa-
sionally presented talks on chemical
consulting at national ACS meetings.

Getting Recognized
If you want to become a consultant, you
need to become widely recognized as an
expert in your field. This can be accom-
plished through excellent performance
on your job, interacting extensively with
your employer’s customers, and being recog-
nized by them as a problem solver. Writ-
ing technical papers that are presented
at conferences and published in science
and trade association journals and maga-
zines can help give you name recognition
among future potential customers. 

To develop contacts and recognition,
chemists should attend local and nation-
al technical conferences, including trade
association and ACS meetings.

If you are already consulting part time,
bring plenty of business cards to all confer-
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Many chemists find independent work an
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some even do it full time.



ences you attend. These should definite-
ly not be your employer’s cards and should
list only your home office telephone,
fax, and e-mail information. Hand these
out at conference technical sessions and
social activities while being sensitive to
potential conflicts of interest. For exam-
ple, since I work full-time as a surfactant
chemist, I do not hand out my consult-
ing business card at surfactant chemistry
conferences. However, I do hand out my

consultant card at conferences such as ACS
meetings, which I attend on my own time
and at my own expense.

This example illustrates that it is impor-
tant to keep part-time consulting
completely separate from your full-time
employment to avoid conflicts of interest.
This imposes a handicap because it means
not consulting for some customers who
would naturally seek your technical expert-
ise—your employer’s competitors,

customers, and suppliers. It also means
not consulting on your employer’s time or
using your employer’s facilities and other
resources for consulting.

When you decide to consult while not
working for an employer, send out an
announcement to your contacts in the
industries in which you have worked or
to whom your employer has sold chemi-
cals and services. By planning ahead, you
can send this out with a small brochure
or flyer describing your services and perhaps
listing a website address where your serv-
ices are detailed. 

Starting Your Business
Consultant Elaine Biech advises, “Being good
at consulting isn’t good enough to keep you
profitable. You also need to manage your
business.” This is true whether you consult
part time or full time. However, results of
the Mature Chemists Career Survey indicate
slightly less than one-third of consultants
“had given considerable thought, and there-
fore planning, to the consulting process.”
The report suggested this was because many
consultants were employed or retired, and
consulting was not their full-time income.
This limited planning may account for the
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Books by the Experts

The Business of Consulting: The Basics
and Beyond Elaine Biech. Jossey-
Bass/Pfeiffer, 1998. 

Flawless Consulting: A Guide to
Getting Your Expertise Used, 2nd
Edition Peter Block. Jossey-Bass/Pfeif-
fer, 1999.

Career Management for Scientists and
Engineers John K. Borchardt. Oxford
University Press, 2000.

The Concise Guide to Becoming an
Independent Consultant Herman
Holtz. Wiley & Sons, 1999.

How to Succeed as an Independent
Consultant, 3rd Edition Herman
Holtz. Wiley & Sons, 1993.

138 Ways to Get More Clients Howard
L. Shenson and Jerry Wilson. Wiley &
Sons, 1993.

Winning the Games Scientists Play
Carl J. Sindermann. Plenum Press, New
York, 1982.

The Scientist as Consultant: Building
New Career Opportunities Carl J.
Sindermann and Thomas K. Sawyer.
Plenum Press, 1997.



relatively low consulting income many
consultants reported. 

Begin by considering any secrecy agree-
ments and noncompete agreements you
signed with your current and former employ-
ers. You cannot violate these without risk
of legal action. These considerations can
affect which consulting assignments you
accept and in what fields you consult.

The Business Plan
Biech recommends developing a business
plan and deciding how to charge for serv-
ices, build client relationships, grow the
business, and ensure continued professional
growth. This means mastering business
skills such as accounting and record
keeping, cost estimating and pricing, sched-
uling and time management, financial
management, and marketing and sales.
There are several more questions regard-
ing the business side of consulting. Will
you form a company with others or work
on your own? Will you incorporate? How
can you limit your personal liability should
a client sue you? Again, some of the recom-
mended books (see box) can help consult-
ants make these choices.

Yet another concern is your office loca-
tion. Carl Sindermann and co-author
Thomas Sawyer recommend a home office
initially. This assumes that your consul-
tancy does not require extensive labora-
tory equipment. 

Author Howard L. Shenson advises, “You
can be the most terrific speaker, consult-
ant, attorney, engineer, or professional the
world has ever seen, but to really succeed,
you must successfully sell your services.”
A constant flow of new business is critical
to professional and financial success.
Marketing, networking, and excellent
performance on previous projects help bring
in repeat and new business. For those seri-
ous about earning a sizable income through
consulting, networking with colleagues,
current clients, former clients, and poten-
tial new clients is essential and should be
part of every workweek, according to
Sindermann and Sawyer. Shenson advises
consultants to spend 15–25% of their time
marketing their consulting services. Besides
business cards, an attractive flyer or
brochure describing your services can be
useful when distributed appropriately.

Conclusion
Part-time consulting not only provides addi-
tional income but can help you get ready
for full-time consulting or make your retire-

ment more secure. Personal savings,
pensions, and Social Security may not
provide an adequate retirement income.
The Social Security Administration esti-
mates that 75% of those working to age
65 will still have to work afterward.
Doing so as a consultant preserves a consid-
erable amount of personal independence.
Consulting is often about more than money.
Working or consulting can give one more
of a purpose in life. For those whose job

responsibilities have become routine,
consulting offers a stimulating way to work
on interesting problems and can rekindle
one’s enthusiasm for chemistry.

John K. Borchardt is a research chemist
who has published more than 100 techni-
cal papers and has been awarded 30 U.S.
patents. Send your comments or questions
regarding this article to tcaw@acs.org or to
the Editorial Office address on page 6. ◆
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