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SCIENCE

Training Scientists for New Jobs

The American scientific enterprise has been experiencing a prolonged
period of anxiety. At one time, scientists were among the most favored
groups in society and many of them felt secure in their view that the
pursuit of fundamental research was the only really worthwhile activity.
Since an increasing number of positions were available on campus, aca-
demia trained and indoctrinated the best students to become professors.

Relatively sudden changes in public attitudes, in governmental sup-
port, in the financial status of universities, and in the job market have
damaged the morale and poise of many scientists, particularly chemists
and physicists. A few news stories about Ph.D.’s driving taxicabs have
led professors, students, and the public toward the attitude that we are
training too many physical scientists. The leading universities, which
traditionally have produced the best doctorates, have drastically cut their
enrollments of entering graduate students in physics and chemistry.*
Should their example be followed in other schools, it would lead ulti-
mately to a decimation of science faculties.

Instead of a gloom and doom attitude, a more constructive approach
seems called for. Unemployment statistics indicate that that problem is
not as dreadful as it has been portrayed. Moreover, if the universities
would provide a broader-gauge indoctrination and training, more kinds
of positions would be available to science graduates.

A recent survey conducted by the National Science Foundationt pro-
vides data on the employment status of scientists. The results indicate
that the overall unemployment rate for physical scientists is 3 percent.
Among those having the Ph.D. degree, the rate is only about 1 percent.
The overall rate is age dependent, and those who are in the 25-to-29
age bracket are experiencing the toughest problems. Their unemploy-
ment rate is 5 percent. These findings are corroborated in conversations
with professors of chemistry and physics at leading universities. They
indicate that their best students are being placed, but that their lesser
products are not always so fortunate.

Those professors who continue to indoctrinate and train their students
only for the pursuit of fundamental research will find that the job
market for the next several years will be poor. A limited number of aca-
demic posts will be available. Government support of research will not
increase greatly, and industry’s basic research is more likely to be cur-
tailed than expanded. Unless professors are willing to watch their depart-
ments shrink, they must prepare their students for a broader range of
positions. Almost all of the major problems of society involve a com-
ponent of science and technology. The discipline of a good education in
science, with its emphasis on facts and on a systematic approach to prob-
lem solving, could be an important component in training for many non-
research careers in the public and private sectors.

Examples of what might be done are provided by some of the great
technology-oriented companies. Only a small fraction of their technically
trained employees are active in fundamental research. Others are engaged
in development, in market surveys, in sales, and in all levels of manage-
ment. Research managers point out that, for every dollar spent on suc-
cessful basic research, $10 must be spent on development and $100
eventually spent on all the tasks involved in introducing a new product.
These figures illustrate why industry and perhaps even society can afford
to engage in only a limited amount of basic research. They also indicate
potential usefulness of employing individuals of great competence in
activities other than pure research.—PuiLiP H. ABELSON

* Much of the content of this editorial was derived from a Conference on Unemployment
organized by the AAAS and held 12 October 1971.  National Science Foundation Report
No. 71-26.



