
JUNE 2004 TODAY’S CHEMIST AT WORK 17©2004 AMERICAN CHEMICAL SOCIETY

INDUSTRY FACTS 
& FIGURES

Starting salaries in industrial employment
continue to dominate the high end of the
salary spectrum for new B.S., M.S., and
Ph.D. chemical professionals. Median
starting salaries in industry for
those graduating between July
1, 2002, and June 30, 2003, with
less than a year of work experi-
ence increased from 2002 to
2003 for all three degrees. By far
the largest increase was for M.S.
chemists, from $45,000 to
$50,200. Chemists who went
into industry accounted for 61% of all
respondents to the ACS survey.

Overall, survey respondents entering
the workforce with less than one year of
work experience and a B.S. in chemistry-
related fields saw a slight increase in the
median starting salary, from $32,000 in
2002 to $33,000 in 2003. However, medi-
an starting salaries declined marginally for
all new M.S. chemistry graduates (from
$45,000 to $44,500) and significantly for
all Ph.D. chemistry graduates (from
$67,000 to $63,000).

Initially, the overall decrease in Ph.D.
starting salaries appears disturbing.
However, an analysis of changing propor-
tions of Ph.D. chemical professionals
working in academic versus industrial
professions helps explain the decline. In

other words, it is not that starting salaries
for new Ph.D. chemists decreased per se.
Rather, an increasing proportion took
lower-paying academic positions. In partic-

ular, in 2002, 20.5% of new and inexpe-
rienced Ph.D.s found employment in
academic positions; in 2003, that propor-
tion rose to 35.3%.

For those who were hired into indus-
trial positions, the top employment sector
for all three degrees was pharmaceuticals.
Specifically, 29% of new B.S. graduates,
43% of new M.S. grads, and 33% of new
Ph.D. grads found employment in phar-
maceuticals. Analytical laboratories,
contract research, and hospital and clinic
laboratories also attracted new and inex-
perienced graduates with a B.S. in chem-
istry. In addition to pharmaceuticals,
Ph.D. chemists found employment in a
variety of industrial settings, including elec-
tronics, medical devices, biotech, and
professional services. Unfortunately, the
small number of new M.S. chemists
responding to the survey makes it difficult
to draw conclusions about their specific
placement across industrial sectors.

The employment status of new gradu-
ates varied by degree, with full-time employ-
ment lower in the current survey compared
with previous years for new B.S. and Ph.D.
graduates. Simultaneously, the proportion
of Ph.D. grads accepting postdoctoral posi-
tions increased this year. As of October 6,
2003, 23.3% of B.S. chemists found full-
time and permanent employment, a 2.2
percentage-point decrease from 2002. The

proportion in graduate positions increased
by 2.6 percentage points to 49%. New B.S.
chemists faced an overall 7.4% unemploy-
ment rate, up from 5.8% in 2002.

M.S. chemists with full-
time permanent employment
increased to 41.1% in 2003,
up from 38.2% in 2002. Over-
all unemployment for this
group sharply increased from
4.6 to 9.8% for the one-year
period. However, these figures
should be interpreted cautious-

ly because the number of M.S. chemists
responding to the starting salary survey is
low and fluctuates from year to year.

In 2003, the proportion of Ph.D.
chemists in postdoctoral positions increased
from 40.4% in 2002 to 50.6%, a substan-
tial increase of 10.2 percentage points.
Concurrently, the percentage in full-time
employment dropped by 8.1 percentage
points, from 44.8% in 2002 to 36.7% in
2003. A rise in the proportion of newly
minted Ph.D. chemists accepting postdocs
often indicates a tightening in the job
market. In fact, 43% of those in postdoc-
toral positions claimed they accepted them
because full-time permanent positions were
unavailable. Overall, however, newly mint-
ed Ph.D. chemists saw a slight decrease in
unemployment, from 4.7% in 2002 to
4.4% in 2003.

In 2002, for the first time, more than
half of new graduates found employment
with companies employing fewer than 500
people. The proportion dipped just below
the halfway point in 2003, with 48% of
new graduates working for small employ-
ers. However, the upward trend persists,
with small employers continuing to be a
significant source of jobs for new gradu-
ates in chemistry and related disciplines.

Janel Kasper-Wolfe is a research associate in the ACS
Career Services Department. ◆

Mixed News for Grads
Salaries in industry continue to rise, but more 
Ph.D. chemists go to academic positions.
Janel Kasper-Wolfe

The Class of 2003 Starting Salary Survey
revealed the continuing impact of a tight-
ened job market on the employment status
of new and inexperienced chemical profes-
sionals. A total of 9972 B.S., M.S., and Ph.D.
graduates receiving their degrees between
July 1, 2002, and June 30, 2003, received the
survey. Of those, 35.7% (3500) responded.
The figures in this article apply to new grad-
uates with less than one year of experience.

B.S. M.S. Ph.D.

2002 2003 2002 2003 2002 2003

All Chemists 31.0 32.0 45.0 44.5 67.0 63.0
Industrial Chemists 32.0 33.0 45.0 50.2 71.0 73.0

Median Starting Salaries ($ Thousands)
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