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ABSTRACT

Jeffrey M. Lipton was born and raised in Bronx, New York, the son of a Polish
immigrant. Although trained as an accountant, Lipton’s father could not find work in that field
and took a position in his father’s (Lipton’s grandfather’s) grocery store along with, eventually,
Lipton’s mother. There were a number of formative educational experiences during Lipton’s
childhood, including his time at PS-102 and his high school education at the Bronx High School
of Science. Competition at his high school, as well as, as he notes, the juxtaposition between his
own working-class look and background and the largely “preppy” student body, shaped his
educational experience. He matriculated at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, where he majored
in chemical engineering and was active in school politics. A job at Tidewater Oil Company
during the summer after his junior year rejuvenated Lipton’s interest in his chemical engineering
curriculum. After his senior year, he sought out another summer job, and happened upon the
DuPont Company color pigments plant in Newark, New Jersey. Lipton took a position in
scheduling, the first of dozens of positions in his career at DuPont. Meanwhile, he began
attending Harvard Business School, where he sought to build up his leadership skills and
focused on marketing and the acquisition and management of new and small businesses.

After receiving his MBA, Lipton remained in pigments at DuPont, moving to the
pigments plant in Newport, Delaware. After two invitations to join sales, he acquiesced,
tackling his first job at the Wilmington, Delaware headquarters: creating a new use and business
for tailings from a DuPont ilmenite mine in Florida. After his success, the company called upon
him for various other projects and roles, and at age twenty-nine Lipton was named business
manager and head of marketing of color pigments. With this new title, he prioritized sales of
pigments, but was soon called to the purchasing department. DuPont then acquired Conoco, a
decision with which Lipton disagreed, though a decision that also allowed him to interact with
then-CEOQ Irving Shapiro. DuPont called on Lipton to take on further management positions,
including director of the development division, head of the photo products division, COO of
New England Nuclear (a DuPont acquisition), and manager of the polymers division. In this
section of the interview, Lipton discussed his various projects in each of the aforementioned
areas, as well as the international nature of the polymer business and his contact with former
DuPont CEO Ed Woolard. Finally, Lipton moved to the planning division, where, in the search
for methods of cost reduction, he developed and utilized cash flow cycle time to analyze the
company. He concluded his discussion on his lengthy career at DuPont by reflecting on the
evolution of the company, the company’s complexity, and the way in which his business school
training affected his tenure at DuPont.

Lipton detailed his transition from DuPont to Nova Chemicals Corporation, which he
joined as a CFO. He explained his recruitment to the company, as well as the company’s
history, including the spinoff of Nova Chemicals, and his involvement in Nova’s styrene and
polystyrene businesses. Lipton steered the company through the commodity chemicals industry
difficulties of 2001, and, after noting the various consolidation and joint venture efforts along
the way, spoke about the 2008 and 2009 industry issues, including the loss of financial system
support and the initial talks with Abu Dhabi firm IPIC. The interview concluded with Lipton
talking about some broader industry themes including: how the chemical commodity industry
might evolve; the possibilities for United States chemical companies and shale gas; and the role
good board members, who are increasingly difficult to recruit, play in major companies in the



industry; and his own growth in management, as well as individuals who have influenced him
during his career.

INTERVIEWER

Ron Reynolds is currently the director of the Center for Contemporary History and
Policy at CHF. Before joining the organization, he spent a long career in the refining and
chemical industry with a broad range of responsibilities that included research, manufacturing,
logistics, and business development. He holds a B.S. in chemical engineering from Lafayette
College, an M.S. in chemical engineering from the University of Massachusetts, and an M.S. in
environmental engineering from Drexel University. His current research focuses on how policy
decisions are made in areas of complex and evolving technological systems, such as energy and
climate change.
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