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These are rough days for the
American workforce. A quick
glance at news reports shows

that job growth is flat and unemploy-
ment remains stuck at 5.5%—and
that’s for those who haven’t dropped
out of the labor force and are still look-
ing for work. The U.S. Department
of Labor, in its latest employment
report, found that only
32,000 new jobs were
created in the U.S. econ-
omy in July, a paltry frac-
tion of what had been
expected and far below
the numbers generated
earlier this year. The Bush
administration may well
have a million fewer jobs
at the end of its four years
than when it came to office, a situa-
tion that has not occurred since
Herbert Hoover ran for reelection in
1932 during the Great Depression. If
we add in a red state/blue state divid-
ed electorate, the war in Iraq and
Afghanistan, and a Code Orange
terror alert, it’s clear that the world
situation is, to say the least, unsettling.

Now comes the annual employ-
ment survey of the American Chemi-
cal Society, and, not surprisingly, the
job situation for chemists mirrors that
of the nation. As reported by Mary
Jordan, statistician and workforce
specialist in the ACS Department of
Career Services, the unemployment
rate for all chemists polled in the 2004
survey rose to 3.6%, up from 3.5% the
year before. While this is not a huge
increase, perhaps more troubling is that
this unemployment rate is mirrored in
the pharmaceutical industry, a sector
of the chemical enterprise that was an
island of job prosperity in times past.

Not to be a Pollyanna, but some
of us have seen all this before. In 1972,
when I was relieved of the burden of
graduate school, jobs in chemistry were
hard to find. The majority of employ-

ers of that time were large chemical
companies such as Union Carbide,
Dow, and, of course, DuPont. Chemists
were employed to develop polymers for
textile fibers, catalysts for petroleum
refining, and similar products. At that
time, those industries weren’t strong
enough to support the employment of
many new chemists. But President

Nixon had just established
the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency, and if
ever there was a market in
need of analytical chem-
ists, that was it.

Three decades after
Nixon, the job market for
chemists in the environ-
mental industry is not
what it was. But in the

meantime, we’ve seen explosive growth
in the pharmaceutical industry with
its need for bioorganic and medicinal
chemists. Rather than new textiles and
petroleum-cracking catalysts, chemists
work with high-throughput screening
and combinatorial chemistry using
automated synthesis technologies.

Perhaps we don’t need as many
textile and petroleum chemists as 30
years ago, or as many environmental
chemists as 15 years ago, and maybe
the need for pharmaceutical chemists
has leveled off for the moment, but this
will not hold. Our society, indeed our
whole way of life, depends on science
and chemistry to thrive, and that will
not change. It has been said that science
is the religion of the modern world. If
so, this unemployment spike, as
distasteful as it is for all of us, will pass.
Something will come up to require the
training and insight we have, and this
will have proved to be a great career for
all who practice it. In the end, all will
be well.
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