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The capabilities and competencies needed to become a successful manager in
the chemical industry keep evolving as businesses globalize. For many years,
successful “fast track” managers honed their leadership, management and

communication skills. They learned the value of “breadth of knowledge,” not just in
a technical sense, but also in blending technological and business concepts into
viable strategic plans.

Today’s chemical engineers though, face a plethora of new challenges and
opportunities as they develop their careers. For example, the increasing globaliza-
tion of the chemical enterprise has translated into many more engineers taking off-
shore assignments. Luckily, the skills needed to succeed abroad are, for the most
part, the same ones that make a manager successful onshore. However, in this era of
globalization, you also need open-mindedness and flexibility, cultural and social
insights, and sophistication that allow for successful negotiations with business part-
ners from a wide variety of backgrounds (p. 26s). Additionally, today’s global busi-
nesses also demand self-starters — people who feels comfortable making decisions
without all the traditional corporate support and guidance. (If you’re the leader of an
organization 12 time zones from headquarters, you quickly realize the value of
building up this confidence.)

Fortunately, chemical engineers almost have it “in the bag,” thanks to the rigor-
ous training that many endure. What can be missing is a multicultural or global per-
spective. The U.S. has one of the developed world’s lowest levels of career assign-
ments abroad — an average of 3% of U.S.-based chemical engineers venture
outside the country for employment vs. 23% of our French counterparts, according
to the World Chemical Engineering Council (2005). While assignments abroad can
be the best way to broaden and sharpen certain skills, engineers based in the U.S.
can still learn a great deal about their colleagues in the rest of the world. Why?
Because the U.S. remains the number one destination for students from other coun-
tries seeking an international educational engineering experience (p. 36s) — and
63% of foreign students who study in the U.S. stay after completing their studies. 

However, this vanguard position in providing higher education to foreign-born
talent, including chemists and engineers, is weakening, experts say. More profes-
sionals are returning to their homelands, as those countries develop and become
more attractive places to work. These are big changes and they drastically affect
where and how companies hire employees. It’s important to take a serious look at
how the U.S. prepares itself and its students to become members of the global com-
munity, because that is where a good number of tomorrow’s chemical engineers
will be working in the latter half of this century. 

One way to foster a global perspective is to encourage collaborative research
between students and researchers in different nations. A National Science
Foundation program sends U.S. students overseas to conduct laboratory work in
exchange for internships offered by these U.S. schools to the respective foreign stu-
dents. Attendance at international technical meetings can also be key to cultivating
one’s global awareness. The interaction can deepen understanding of international
product/process R&D and commercialization, and how diverse work fits into the
overall value-creation process. And it doesn’t hurt to learn a foreign language or
develop one’s management skills — In fact, these tools might prove to be the most
crucial in the chemical engineers’ climb to “successful global manager” status.
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