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T hroughout their careers, industri-
al chemists are continually mold-
ing and shaping their résumés.

Decades ago, this was not a strong
mandate because many people who start-
ed with a corporation could go through
their entire career without changing jobs.
However, we now live in an era in which
a chemist is expected to change jobs sever-
al times. In fact, it is not uncommon to
hear that job security in the new millen-
nium is now “your ability to get your next
job” (1, 2).

What is this requirement to continu-
ally remarket oneself? For the industrial
chemist, there is little clarity about what
achievements are needed to beef up a
résumé. Foremost, there is a dual-edged
sword of experience with many companies
or positions. An employee should be
willing to change jobs, face new challenges,
and move internally and externally. At the
same time, the chemist doesn’t want to
appear as a “job hopper”. The young
chemist wants to show both flexibility and
stability—a tough dichotomy to maintain. 

Below, four analytical chemists from
the pharmaceutical industry (see list of
names at end) discuss a series of obsta-
cles, objections, or truisms about publish-
ing in the open technical literature. The
group hopes that you will find the ex-
change informative and enlightening as
you read some of the familiar and not-so-
familiar arguments about the value of
publishing in an industrial setting. Part II
of the discussion will appear in the Novem-
ber issue of Today’s Chemist at Work.

I Don’t Have the Skills
Chemist 2: Young chemists must develop
many skills as they enter the workplace.
Any deficiencies must be addressed through
training and education. Whether it is writ-
ing skills or knowledge of industrial regu-
lations, if you have a deficiency, fix it.
Business is a competition, and unfortu-
nately, industry is not the playground

where rules and norms can change because
you don’t want to play. Get up to speed
or get passed by.

Chemist 1: Many chemists also can’t
speak French or ride a unicycle, but this
doesn’t mean they should be required to
learn. Although writing for publication is
a valuable skill, time is short, and many
skills of equal or greater importance need

to be mastered. Learning a new tech-
nique or becoming an expert in a soft-
ware package are things that add value to
both the résumé and the employer. If an
employee has publishable work and needs
mentoring or training to write it up, then
by all means provide them with the appro-
priate resources. But not every employee
can or should aspire to this skill.

Chemist 3: So you had the intellect to
earn your degree in chemistry, but you
cannot communicate intellectual thought
in writing? This is a poor excuse; the state-
ment from Chemist 2 above is most likely
your issue. Many ACS-accredited chemistry
programs now require courses in scientif-
ic writing. You are likely not lacking skill,
just effort or interest. 

Chemist 4: As with public speaking, indi-
viduals feel more or less comfortable with
the written word and the logistics and uncer-
tainties of publishing. This can also be looked
on as an opportunity to learn and grow.
The first time you submit a manuscript for
publication could be a challenge, but with

practice and familiarity it gets considerably
easier, as you learn how to do it. 

I’m Not Interested
Chemist 2: As we all know, publishing takes
extra time and effort that do not directly
lead to shipping product out the door, so
two perspectives must be examined when
talking about publishing in an industrial
setting. What’s in it for you? Quite frankly,
building your résumé. Industrial chemists
must continually manage their own careers.
In doing so, they are managing their port-
folio of experience and education to enhance
what they bring to the company as chemists.
And what are the benefits to the compa-
ny? The background of education and
performance by the employee are commodi-
ties that the company banks on and invests
in to help get their product to market. 

Chemist 3: The concept of publishing
tends to escape most minds in industry.
Employees typically see their function with-
in a company as a technician with a routine
set of skills, believing they are simply going
to work to receive a paycheck every two
weeks, not practicing science. Whether you
are aware of it or not, you are a scientist.
Science requires publishing to communi-
cate ideas and results and to encourage
new ideas. If you are not interested in
publishing, perhaps you are not interest-
ed in science. 

Chemist 1: I think that it’s a pretty fair
statement that people in academics look
down on industrial research and publish-
ing as too applied and too mundane or infe-
rior. This attitude lingers among Ph.D.’s after
they enter the industrial workforce, lead-
ing to a belief that the only way to prove
yourself is to compete on the publishing
battlefield. Perhaps some research career
tracks are best served by a strong publish-
ing record, but for the most part, I don’t
see the correlation between being a good
bench chemist or a good manager and
having a long string of references behind
your name. If the employer is going to
put a lot of emphasis on publishing, then
it’s the employee’s responsibility to follow
that mandate, but I think it fairly ludicrous
to suggest that there is something intrin-
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sically wrong with a hard-working chemist
who isn’t interested in publishing.

Chemist 4: We all have our priorities,
but be ready to accept the repercussions
if you are not interested in publishing your
work. First, no one will confuse your work
with scientific excellence, and second, you
are probably not looking at much in the
way of career development along a science
track. The quality of job opportunities avail-
able to you across the various industries
that employ chemists will definitely be
narrower.

I Don’t Have Time 
Chemist 3: Unless you are the stereotypi-
cal “mad scientist”, no one enjoys work-
ing an 80-hour week to deliver a contri-
bution to the portfolio and develop a
pseudo-novel research idea worthy of
publishing. Regardless of your dedica-
tion, publishing is going to take time out
of your personal life. Management does not
expect you to perform research on their
time, or on their dollar for that matter.

Chemist 2: Often, if a publication record
is to be maintained, it will come at the
expense of your own personal time. There
is still an unwritten expectation that if
you do research then you will publish. At
the same time, you are expected, during
your 40-hour week, to basically “sell your
soul” to the company. If you work on proj-
ects that are the sole interest of your
company, then you may not have time to
publish. But if you don’t have time to
publish, then those reviewing your résumé
might wonder if you are someone who
has actually done research or made a contri-
bution to the world of science.

Having an active publication program
means time has to be juggled. When
there is product to be shipped or other
issues to be dealt with, one can’t be at a
desk writing an abstract for an article.
But there are times and places for every-
thing, and one must schedule and make
time allowances.

Chemist 1: If you don’t have time to
publish, it probably means you’re using your
time wisely at work adding to the bottom
line. My esteemed colleagues are saying
that if you want to publish, you have to
sacrifice. In the next breath, they’ll say that
publishing is really good for the company.
Well, if it’s good for the company, then time
needs to be allotted in the normal work-
day for writing papers. If it’s not important
to the company, then how I choose to spend
my free time is my own business.

Chemist 4: The more you write, the better
you become at it and the less time it takes.
Still, good writing takes time. Ask yourself,
“Is my career development worth one less
hour of television or sleep per day for a
couple of months each year?” If the answer
is no, then forget about writing papers.

Is My Work Good Enough?
Chemist 4: An important rule of market-
ing is that you never can predict how
well something will sell until you actual-
ly try to sell it. People have differing
perspectives on what interests them and
what they need at a particular time. It
often takes years for the potential value
of research to be realized. 

At the time of its publication, did any
chemist recognize the value of a paper
on “molecular beams of macroions”
published in the Journal of Chemical Physics
(3)? Did anyone think that it could have
any practical value? But upon this little
rock, John Fenn (Nobel Prize in Chemistry,
2002) and others built today’s cathedral of
electrospray ionization for MS (4). 

Forty years ago, who would have pre-
dicted that a seemingly minor paper on
numerical smoothing of data, which was
absolutely littered with errors would go on
to be the most widely cited publication in
the literature of analytical chemistry (5)?
If they had known, would Abraham Savit-
sky and Marcel Golay have done a better
job of proof reading their manuscript? 

Times and perspectives change. Indi-
viduals can’t always immediately judge
what is good enough. 

Chemist 1: In these days of journal
proliferation, it would be pretty hard to
find a topic that is so mundane, over-
published, or obvious that you couldn’t
get it published somewhere. Papers that
are pure junk, written up to pad a résumé
or get a promotion (and don’t pretend
you’ve never read one) are all too common
and are completely opposite to the ideal

of continuous advancement espoused by
science. Simply because one of these papers
might be the next Savitsky/Golay does-
n’t justify printing every little piece of
fluff that comes along. The options for the
employer are to waste resources having an
employee write up this stuff or divert his
or her work from the mundane-but-prof-
itable to the novel-but-costly. This is a
lose–lose in my book.

Chemist 3: If these thoughts regarding
lack of quality have crossed your mind,
then you are probably correct. Knowledge
of publication-caliber research comes from
frequent reading of scientific journals
and being creative. In an industrial setting,
you do not have the freedom of perform-
ing random research projects that may
someday yield publishable results. Exper-
iments must be planned and designed with
the goal of minimizing resources spent
while maximizing information obtained.

Chemist 2: Confidence issues don’t bode
well for your future in industry. If the
manuscript is lacking, your reviewer will
let you know. However, why not take a
proactive stance? Find a mentor. Let him
or her know your interests, and ask your
mentor to guide you toward reaching
that goal. Most scientists will be happy to
share their insight and experience.

More Questions?
Of course, these discussions merely scratch
the surface for chemists who are questioning
whether they should invest the time and
personal resources in publishing. In the
November issue, the same four chemists
continue the discussion, tackling problems
of intellectual property, managerial support,
and money.
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The four participants are: Fred P. LaPlant,
senior scientist, Gregory K. Webster,
research associate, David T. Rossi, direc-
tor, and Todd D. Maloney, scientist, all at
Pfizer Global Research and Development
(www.pfizer.com). Send your comments or
questions about the roundtable to tcaw@
acs.org or to the Editorial Office address
on page 3. ◆
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Ask yourself, “Is my
career development

worth one less hour of
television or sleep per

day for a couple of
months each year?”


