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Temporary employees in laboratories
sometimes work 9 to 5, but these
temps are definitely not clerical help

answering phones and filing papers. Scien-
tific temps might be food chemists, chro-
matographers, or graduate students. 

Whether the employer is a commer-
cial lab or a research institute,
common needs exist. Most
important is the need for a
strong scientific background
and a willingness to learn the
techniques and procedures
specific to that lab. It’s also
desirable to have employees
(both temporary and perma-
nent) who fit in with the work-
place culture.

TestAmerica Inc. (www.test
americainc.com), a multistate
network of laboratories based in
Asheville, NC, uses lab temps on
a regular basis. Keith Blanchard
of Test America says his compa-
ny typically brings a temp on for
30–45 days, then decides if it
wants to hire the person permanently. Blan-
chard says he likes the fact that the tempo-
rary placement agency screens these poten-
tial employees ahead of time.

“Having the temporary agency do the
screening is easier for us than placing ads
in the newspaper looking for job appli-
cants,” says Blanchard. “Temporary agen-
cies understand what we need.” Many of
Test America’s chemists can be called assem-
bly-line chemists, according to Blanchard,
because their work is often highly repeti-
tive. They work largely with GC-MS, running
tests and generating reports. Although the
tests are often redundant and repetitive,
samples and results differ, he says.

“Temp agencies are able to capitalize
on our needs,” Blanchard says. “They real-
ize what we need, which is people who are
able to work well in our environment.”

Kelly Scientific Resources (KSR, www.
kellyscientific.com), headquartered in Troy,

MI, operates 70 locations in the United
States, Canada, and Europe, including 20
offices at clients’ sites. KSR offers tempo-
rary scientific staff for both government
and commercial labs engaged in special-
ties including food science, consumer prod-
ucts, biomedical, clinical trials research,

and environmental health and safety
compliance. For example, KSR subcon-
tractors conduct low-level radiation screen-
ing for U.S. Department of Energy projects.
Overall, nearly two-thirds of approxi-
mately 5000 employees work in the phar-
maceutical industry; the next largest
segment, those who work in the chemical
and petrochemicals industry, make up 20%
of KSR’s employee base. 

KSR Vice President Peter Brixius says
that his company administers a stringent
screening and training process for its
employees. “We screen for skill sets and
try to make a cultural match” with the
client laboratory. “If the work environment
doesn’t match, KSR finds the right match
for the employee,” says Brixius. “For exam-
ple, if the work environment is stodgy,
we won’t place someone with that lab who
is gregarious. Part of our mission is to put
the candidate first.” 

Developing the employee is of paramount
importance to KSR, says Brixius. “We have
a ‘hire to retire’ mentality,” he says, “This
is part of our mission. We take a serious
approach to this process.” 

Naturally, KSR’s clients’ needs are impor-
tant as well. If there is a problem with an
employee it has placed on a project, KSR
makes every effort to make a positive
change, he says. “If it’s not a good match,
we talk to both the candidate and the client

and try to find a better fit,” Brix-
ius says. Placing people is a
science, he says, “but not an
exact science.”

KSR’s success rate is
enhanced by the scientific
credentials of its recruiters. Each
KSR office is staffed with scien-
tists who specialize in placing
other scientists in the indus-
try. These scientists-turned-
recruiters have spent an aver-
age of four to six years in private
industry before they come to
KSR. “Forty percent of our temps
are hired on a full-time basis,”
Brixius says. “and that number
has remained constant for the
past few years.”

The Temps of Academe
In the academic world, there isn’t much
need for professional scientific temps
because graduate and postdoctoral students
fulfill much the same role. “Specialized
training is very often specific to that
lab,” says Electra Coucouvanis, a develop-
mental biologist who runs a laboratory at
the University of Minnesota. Usually,
university labs are looking for someone
who will stay a while, she says. 

“Career tracks in academia and private
industry are very different,” Coucouva-
nis says. “Graduate students are also gener-
ally seen as working for themselves.” Like
independent contractors, students work
on a multiyear project and then move
on to the next project, which is almost
always at a different university. 

They also resemble independent contrac-
tors because a university that employs
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Scientific temp agencies strive to match up 
the right employees and workplaces.



students is not required to contribute to
the Social Security system for them.

Recruiting Future Scientists
Developing the next generation of scien-
tists is another aim of KSR, which offers
an elaborate internship program. Its Future
Scientists Program recruits interns for envi-
ronmental, pharmaceutical, biochemical,
and other scientific fields. KSR’s commit-
ment to developing scientific expertise in
young people is evidenced by the more
than 50 client customers that participate
in the program. The Future Scientists
Program also grants scholarships.

“We start with college students and
open the door to literally hundreds of
companies” for these potential employees,
says Brixius. Many KSR offices have “success
boards” posted where employees and
managers can view thank-you notes and
letters from past employees, Brixius says,
expressing gratitude for KSR’s dedication
to its employees and to quality work.

Continuing science education is also a
priority for KSR, which will soon launch
an online histology course with a major

university. KSR’s existing online interac-
tive distance learning tool, www.science
learningcenter.com, offers guidance on a
variety of subjects, including good manu-
facturing practices, good clinical practices,
and good laboratory practices.

Other sources of laboratory temps
include Science Applications Internation-
al Corp. (SAIC, www.saic.com), based in San

Diego, Snelling (www.snelling.com), head-
quartered in Dallas, and STL Onsite Tech-
nologies (formerly Onsite Environmental
Laboratories, www.onsitecompanies.com),
based in Hanover, MD.

Mark Bussard, now a chemist with Qual-
ity Analytical Laboratories in Panama City,
FL, formerly worked in the production
department of a medium-sized chemical
packaging company that employed tempo-
rary laboratory workers from both Snelling
and Onsite. Bussard says he can understand
and appreciate the use of temporary
technicians given his past experience.
“Many lab techniques are universal. It would
be good to be able to temporarily hire some-
one who knows his or her way around a
lab. They need to understand the lingo.
You don’t want to hire someone who does-
n’t know the difference between a beaker
and a flask,” says Bussard.

Laurie K. Morrissey is a freelance writer
based in Takoma Park, MD. Send your
comments or questions about this article to
tcaw@acs.org or to the Editorial Office
address on page 3. ◆
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Tough Times for Temps

The past few years have been lean ones
for temporary staffing companies across
the country, according to Steve Berchem
of the American Staffing Association.
“There has been a significant decline in
employment of temporary employees,
starting in September 2000,” Berchem
says. However, recent surveys conduct-
ed by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics (BLS) show promising indicators that
hiring of technicians and related support,
as BLS describes this small subset of
the overall workforce, is on the upswing.


