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Igrew up in the Netherlands, and after
some high school and a lot more
tennis, I decided to pursue an under-

graduate degree in chemistry at the Univer-
sity of Nijmegen rather than a professional
tennis career. I went to graduate school
and received a Ph.D. in chemical engi-
neering from the Technical University of
Eindhoven in 1985.

My first job after graduate school was
at General Electric’s Corporate R&D
center in Schenectady, NY. At GE, we were
working on new polymer blends for high-
growth applications. One of them was a
brand-new polycarbonate/ABS blend that
became very successful and still is the most
widely used plastic cover material for
computers, cell phones, printers, etc. You
can imagine how this product took off in
the early 1990s. Developing materials that
were immediately commercialized in chal-
lenging applications taught me the impor-
tance of listening to customers and under-
standing their exact needs. I very much
enjoyed the cross-functional teamwork
between R&D, sales, marketing, and
manufacturing to get the new products to
the customers quickly, in line with the
customers’ performance requirements.

In those days of working so closely with
customers and my colleagues from other
functions, I discovered that I liked busi-

ness as much as I liked science. So I decid-
ed to pursue more of a general manage-
ment career in businesses with a high tech-
nical complexity where I could leverage
my scientific skills. This is how I eventu-
ally ended up becoming CEO at Thermo
Electron.

My time at GE formed my view of how
businesses should be run. The most impor-
tant part I learned from Jack Welch. He
believed that all businesses at GE should
either be number 1 or number 2 in their
industry. If you are a true industry leader,
your customers will gravitate toward doing
more business with you because you have
the resources and determination to go
the extra mile.

Thermo Electron adheres to this model
today in our position as one of the leading
high-tech instrument companies in the
world. The structure is very different from
the way Thermo was operating before I

joined the company in July 2000. Thermo
then had a decentralized business model
where there were 24 different smaller public
companies operating autonomously. While
many of these companies sold products that
ended up right next to each other in a labo-
ratory, Thermo had never tried cross-sell-
ing them, or developing a more integrated
solution, or offering a customer a combined
service contract. As a result, Thermo would
go to a lab at Pfizer or DuPont with over
30 different salespeople selling 30 differ-
ent product lines under 30 different brands,
and nobody knew that it was all one compa-
ny. The products were all great, but Ther-
mo did not leverage its position in front of
the customer. At Pittcon, we used to have
over 30 different booths!

I am proud to say we changed all that.
Thermo is now one integrated company
under the one Thermo brand. By taking
advantage of our size and portfolio, Ther-
mo demonstrates that we are number 1 in
the industry by the way we serve our
customers. Today we provide better-inte-
grated instruments and equipment, better
services, and better informatics systems by
working closely together, to the benefit
of our customers.

I’ll admit one thing: I understand more
of what our customers are doing with our
instruments than what our instrumenta-
tion and software engineers do here at
Thermo. I’ve worked in the laboratories
at the bench. I’ve been a laboratory direc-
tor. For my whole life, I’ve been a user of
the instrumentation, not a designer of the
instrumentation. Being the customer
first has made putting the customer first
a natural.

Currently, I live near Boston with my
wife and our three daughters, ages 6 and
4-year-old twins. In my free time, I am
trying to hang on to the little that’s left of
my tennis game.

—Interviewed by James F. Ryan ◆
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Thermo Electron Corporation provides high-
tech instruments to life science, laboratory,
and industrial customers that advance scien-
tific knowledge, enable drug discovery,
improve manufacturing processes, and
protect people and the environment. Based
in Waltham, MA, Thermo Electron has
revenues of $2.1 billion and employs some
11,000 people in 30 countries worldwide.
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