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SOME OF THE CHEMICAL industry’s big-
gest companies plan to increase research 
investment this year, but they are holding 
back on capital spending.

The strong U.S. dollar, a weak economy 
in Europe, and slower growth in China are 
complicating forward-looking spending 
plans for many chemical companies this 
year. Individually, plans vary widely, but as a 
group, firms are taking a cautious approach 
to future-oriented spending. In some cases 
they are looking to university research alli-
ances to get more bang for the buck.

Eight U.S. and European companies tell 
C&EN they will, as a group, lift research 
spending 1.3% in 2015 to a combined 
$3.6 billion.

Twenty-two U.S. and European firms 
say they will decrease spending on 
new plants and equipment by 4.4% to 
$22.9 billion.

The capital spending outlook is colored 
by BASF, which because of its size has a 
strong influence on industry statistics. It 
plans to decrease its 2015 budget by nearly 
$1.5 billion because it is pulling back on its 
oil and gas investments. Without BASF, 
the group plans a 2.4% increase in capital 
spending this year.

Although the immediate outlook for 
future-oriented spending may be cloudy, 
industry leaders acknowledge its impor-
tance to advancing their businesses.

At a press conference in Germany last 
month to showcase Evonik Industries’ re-
search engine, Chairman Klaus Engel said 
his firm will invest about $5 billion in R&D 
over the next decade. “Innovations open 
up new business areas and strengthen our 

leading market and technology positions,” 
he said.

To fulfill Engel’s promise, Evonik is try-
ing to speed up the delivery of new prod-
ucts to customers, Ulrich Küsthardt, who 
became chief innovation officer earlier this 
year, tells C&EN. “Product life cycles are 
shorter” than they were a decade ago, he 
says.

With an R&D budget this year of about 
$550 million, Evonik intends to beat the 
competition in part by further interna-
tionalizing the core research it now con-
ducts mostly in Germany. For example, 
to focus on medical devices, the company 
recently opened a project house—intended 
to gather experts from across the com-
pany for a two- or three-year project—in 
Birmingham, Ala.

“WE WILL ASK OURSELVES where the 
best location is to do research, and it won’t 
always be in Germany,” Küsthardt says. 
Interestingly, that research won’t focus on 
basic science. It will instead seek to com-
mercialize new ideas from the many uni-
versity researchers Evonik supports.

It wasn’t too many years ago, Küsthardt 
acknowledges, that working with universi-
ties could be difficult because of disputes 
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CLOSE ENCOUNTER  
Evonik scientist scrutinizes 
materials to be used in 
polymer composites.
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over intellectual property ownership. But 
“precontract licenses and more profes-
sional practices have smoothed the way 
with universities,” he says.

Now Evonik can depend on university 
researchers to do what they do best and 
allow the company to do the same. “Aca-
demicians are much better at focusing on 
invention,” Küsthardt says. “They are good 
research partners and bring interesting 
ideas. We focus on innovation.”

Other chemical firms have a similar 

take on the interface between innova-
tion and academic research. “Innovation 
should not be fortuitous. It should create 
products that should be forseen by the 
market and have a predictable value,” says 
Stephen G. Crawford, chief technology 
officer at Eastman Chemical, which plans 
to spend about $234 million on R&D this 
year.

Crawford acknowledges that Eastman’s 
scientists could develop new molecular 
approaches on their own. But “it’s not 

efficient to build all organic capabilities 
ourselves,” he says. “So we look at aca-
demic research as a complement to our 
own development  efforts.”

For Crawford, research at Eastman 
involves meeting the needs of customers 
with a blend of internal resources and ex-
ternal academic alliances. “It’s like a large 
orchestra,” he says. “Who plays depends on 
each unique project.”

When Eastman brings in academic re-
searchers on important projects, one of the 
relationships it draws on is a collaboration 
with scientists at North Carolina State Uni-
versity in Raleigh. Three years ago, the firm 
set up the Eastman Innovation Center on 
the school’s Centennial Campus.

A TEAM OF SIX Eastman scientists works 
out of the center alongside researchers at 
the school, says Stewart Witzeman, who is 
the center’s director. The center anchors 
a $10 million effort over six years to fund 
projects on matters ranging from funda-
mental chemistry to applied materials 
research.

Eastman and the school negotiated a 
schedule of costs and intellectual prop-

erty arrangements to 
avoid any arguments 
over future discover-
ies. The arrangement 
recognizes that an 
academic advance 
is viable only after 
Eastman puts a lot of 
development effort 
behind it, Witzeman 
says. A new com-
mercial chemical 
product can’t be 
compared with a new 
pharmaceutical, he 
points out.

So far, eight pat-
ents have been filed 
as a result of work 
Eastman funded. In 
addition, several new 
products aided by 
NC State research-
ers have been mov-
ing through the 
firm’s development 
pipeline. Eastman 
plans to pen similar 
arrangements with 
other universities 
in the coming year, 
Witzeman says.
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CAPITAL NOTIONS  Plant and equipment spending will slip after increasing 
steadily over four years and slide to 6.3% of sales.

CAPITAL INVESTMENTS
Big drop in BASF’s oil and gas investment will cause a greater than 4% decrease this year

PLANNED
2014a

ACTUAL
2014b

PLANNED
2015c

CHANGE
$ MILLIONS 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2013–14d 2014–15e

3M $903 $1,091 $1,379 $1,484 $1,665 $1,750 $1,493 $1,600 -10.3% 7.2%
Air Productsf 1,179 1,298 1,352 1,521 1,524 1,615 1,682 1,725 10.4 2.6
Albemarle 101 76 191 281 155 130 111 235 -28.4 111.7
Arkemag 400 419 564 582 640 665 625 598 -2.3 -4.3
Ashlandf,h 174 206 201 298 314 275 248 288 -21.0 16.1
BASFi 3,334 3,388 4,535 5,452 5,851 5,851 6,781 5,319 15.9 -21.6
Cabotf 106 108 230 281 264 225 171 225 -35.2 31.6
Celanese 167 201 349 361 370 na 254 388 -31.4 52.8
Chemtura 56 138 154 149 170 120 113 90 -33.5 -20.4
Clariantj 147 245 405 340 319 355 339 333 6.2 -1.6
Cytec Industries 194 116 117 145 300 190 221 180 -26.3 -18.6
Dow Chemicalk 1,410 2,130 2,687 2,614 2,302 3,400 3,572 3,900 55.2 9.2
DuPontl 1,378 1,508 1,843 1,793 1,882 1,900 2,020 1,800 7.3 -10.9
Eastman Chemicalm 137 243 457 465 483 600 593 712 22.8 20.1
Evonik Industries 757 867 1,104 1,277 1,440 na 1,456 1,463 1.1 0.5
FMC 93 142 190 207 272 320 225 163 -17.3 -27.6
H.B. Fuller 23 36 36 36 124 105 140 70 12.9 -50.0
W.R. Grace 94 113 142 139 156 170 170 178 9.0 4.7
Huntsman Corp. 189 236 327 412 471 500 601 625 27.6 4.0
Praxair 1,352 1,388 1,797 2,180 2,020 1,900 1,689 1,700 -16.4 0.7
Solvayn 606 380 801 1,044 1,077 997 1,314 1,145 22.0 -12.9
Stepan 43 74 83 83 93 120 102 130 9.7 27.5

TOTAL $12,843 $14,403 $18,943 $21,143 $21,892 $23,920 $22,867 9.3% -4.4%
ANNUAL CHANGE -27.0% 12.2% 31.5% 11.6% 3.5% 9.3% -4.4%

a March 2014 estimate. b Actual 2014 financial report. c Budget for 2015. d Actual 2013 to actual 2014. e Actual 2014 to 2015 budget. f Fiscal year 
ends Sept. 30. g Acquired Bostik in February. h Bought ISP in 2011. i Purchased Ciba in 2009 and Cognis in 2010. j Purchased Süd-Chemie in 2011. 
k Acquired Rohm and Haas in 2009. l Acquired Danisco in 2011. m Purchased Solutia in 2012. n Sold pharmaceuticals unit in 2010, bought Rhodia in 
2011, and changed accounting procedures beginning in 2010. na = not available. SOURCE: C&EN surveys
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Eastman and Evonik spent 2.3% and 
3.2% of sales, respectively, on R&D in 
2014, up from 2.1% and 3.1% a year earlier, 
reflecting an overall upward trend in 

C&EN’s survey of eight firms. The survey 
found the group—Arkema, Cytec Indus-
tries, DuPont, Eastman, Evonik, H.B. Full-
er, W.R. Grace, and Solvay—spent 4.0% of 

sales on R&D in 2014, up from 3.9% a year 
earlier.

Over the past decade, R&D spending for 
the group—excluding Evonik, for which 
10 years of data are not available—was 
up about 20%. But factor in inflation and 
spending hasn’t increased at all, suggesting 
that at least for this group, the innovation 
engine is just maintaining highway speed.

For years the mantra of corporate lead-
ers has been that R&D managers can’t 
blithely spend more each year. Instead, 
they need to get more done per dollar of 
investment.

As Eastman and Evonik executives de-
scribe them, academic collaborations are 
part of the answer. Through such arrange-
ments, chemical firms can both tap univer-
sity talent and control costs in an uncertain 
global economy. ◾
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RESEARCH IN MOTION  R&D spending will remain steady but slip as a 
percent of sales.

NOTE: For seven chemical firms listed in the table above. Excludes Evonik because 10 years of data are not avail-
able. SOURCES: C&EN surveys and estimates, White House Office of Management & Budget

RESEARCH COSTS
Eight major chemical firms collectively plan a 1.3% rise in spending this year

R&D SPENDING 
AS % OF SALESPLANNED

2014a
ACTUAL

2014b
PLANNED

2015c

CHANGE

$ MILLIONS 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2013–14d 2014–15e 2013 2014

Arkemaf $180 $185 $176 $197 $199 na $206 $250 3.3% 21.3% 2.5% 2.6%
Cytec Industries 75 73 85 53 49 $53 57 58 16.3 1.8 2.5 2.8
DuPontg 1,378 1,651 1,956 2,067 2,153 2,200 2,067 2,000 -4.0 -3.2 6.0 6.0
Eastman Chemicalh 137 152 158 198 193 na 220 234 14.0 6.4 2.1 2.3
Evonik Industries 396 449 485 523 524 na 549 549 4.8 0.0 3.1 3.2
H.B. Fuller 17 19 21 21 25 na 21 21 -16.0 0.0 1.2 1.0
W.R. Grace 70 60 69 65 65 65 80 80 23.1 0.0 2.1 2.5
Solvayi 738 166 207 347 399 399 328 382 -17.7 16.2 2.4 3.1

TOTAL $2,991 $2,756 $3,157 $3,470 $3,607 $3,529 $3,574 -2.2% 1.3% 3.9% 4.0%
ANNUAL CHANGE -3.4% -7.9% 14.6% 9.9% 3.9% -2.2% 1.3%  

a March 2014 estimate. b Actual 2014 financial report. c Budget for 2015. d Actual 2013 to actual 2014. e Actual 2014 to 2015 budget. f Acquired Bostik in February. g Acquired Danisco 
in 2011. h Purchased Solutia in 2012. Data for 2014 and 2015 exclude pension adjustments. i Sold pharmaceutical unit in 2010, bought Rhodia in 2011, and changed accounting proce-
dures beginning in 2010. na = not available. SOURCE: C&EN surveys


