


The article went on to note, "...the number of known chemical substances has been growing exponentially since 
1800, from some hundreds then to about 19 million today."  That's a pretty big leap - but is insignificant 
compared to what is coming. 
With the knowledge explosion now occurring, the discovery of new chemical compounds is now growing faster 
than ever before - indeed, the rate of discovery of new chemical substances is now doubling every 13 years. 
That means that by 2025, chemists will be dealing with some 80 million substances and by 2050, 300 million. 
Watch the trend further, and it means that in less than 100 years, chemists will be dealing with 5 billion known 
substances. 
My dad graduated back in the late-40's with a degree in chemical engineering. If he were alive today, he would 
be in the midst of a career and profession that is fragmenting into countless numbers of unique specialties. And 
the fact is, there is no such thing as a chemical engineer anymore - there are just thousands upon thousands of 
unique career paths within the vast world of chemical knowledge, with any particular individual working within but 
a small part of the overall complex scientific picture. 
The impact of ever-growing sapiential circles 
What's fuelling this rapid rate of scientific change? Ever-widening "sapiential circles" that now envelop every 
aspect of our world. The phrase comes from observations by anthropologist Margaret Mead as to how groups of 
primates generate knowledge within their community. I love the phrase - and based on observations on the 
concept within an by Dr. Warren Bennis (University of Southern California) ("The Secrets of Great Groups"), I've 
come to use the phrase to describe a group of people who share a common interest in a topic. And what I've 
learned is that the very essence of the sapiential circles that exist in our scientific communities has forever 
changed. 
Prior to 1990, most sapiential circles were small, cumbersome, and rather slow to share information and 
generate knowledge. The medical community distributed information in peer reviewed journals, which provided 
for a rather slow, leisurely dispersion of new medical knowledge throughout the global community. Researchers 
into robotics and intelligent systems tended to do the same, enhanced by regular exchange of ideas and 
information at annual professional conferences. Chemists, too, had their own circles, as did every other 
profession and area of scientific endeavor. 
Then something magical happened - fuelled by the connectivity of the Internet, we witnessed massive growth in 
the reach of the many existing sapiential circles, and the formation and birth of countless new circles.  
Suddenly, we had a vehicle that supported and encouraged the direct distribution of knowledge and information 
on a scale never before witnessed in human history. The world of science was provided with the perfect fuel that 
provides for an era of knowledge dispersion on a scale never before seen. Our sapiential circles grew, and they 
keep on growing. As they grow, so too does science and innovation. 
Scientific change fuels all change 
Everything we do is touched by science. And if the essence of science is entering a period of hyper-change, then 
we too are entering that world. That's why when I see a statement on the idea of "career extinction" by a leading 
vocational organization," I believe the idea to be true. I dare not discount the idea - I think it would be too 
foolhardy. 
Which begs the question - are association executives thinking about the idea of career extinction? Is it a 
possibility? What might it mean, in terms of what an association is and who it represents? What are we doing on 
a long term basis to transition our association to represent and assist our members through the transitory stage 
of extinction to rebirth? What role do we play in the new careers that will unfold? How will our membership base 
fragment, and how can we possibly play a role as that occurs?  
I begin to think of all the issues, challenges and opportunities to such a degree that my brain begins to hurt. The 
change that surrounds us is stunning and remarkable, and I wonder if we are well prepared.  
In some cases, I think not -- I've had a few talks as of late that seem to be to groups who are like "deer in the 
headlights." I've outlined the rapid rate of change coming to their career and profession, and have managed to 
quite effectively scare the hell out of them. But upon doing so, I've also offered some very practical advice and 
effective steps that they should begin taking to prepare for an era of career evolution and extinction. Scare them 
first, and then provide a pathway to discover opportunity - that's always been my philosophy. 
Yet what is interesting is that with some crowds, they seem so shocked by the reality check of what is coming 
that they don't make it to the next step of wondering what to do about it! It seems I am regularly witnessing 
crowds that seem entirely focused on the threats to come, and not on the opportunities that will emerge. 
Maybe that means that some good shock treatment is in order. Wake them up, shake them up, and hit them over 
the head with some cold hard facts. Let reality sink in, and then move to phase two -- start working on the 
practical steps that will help to prepare for the years yet to come. 
  
Jim Carroll, a futurist, innovation and trends expert, provides his insight at countless numbers of meetings and events. Parts of this 
article were based on a recent keynote he provided for several hundred PhD's, scientists and researchers at a major conference 
focused on robotics and intelligent systems.  He welcomes your comments at jcarroll@jimcarroll.com. His website can be found at 
www.jimcarroll.com 

  

 

Page 2 of 3

6/29/2004http://enews.sentientinc.com/CSAE/issues/80/329.cfm?[ID]



 
 

© Copyright 2004 Canadian Society of Association Executives

Page 3 of 3

6/29/2004http://enews.sentientinc.com/CSAE/issues/80/329.cfm?[ID]


