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A focus on meeting customer needs with innovative products, as well as the 

ability to manufacture domestically and offshore, has allowed OMNOVA to 

gain market share over the last few years 
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BIO: 

Kevin McMullen is Chairman, Chief 

Executive Officer and President of OM-

NOVA Solutions Inc., a $700 million 

company and leading producer of emul-

sion polymers, specialty chemicals, and 

decorative and functional surfaces. OM-

NOVA Solutions was spun off from 

GenCorp in October 1999. Mr. 

McMullen was elected Chairman of 

OMNOVA on February 4, 2001 after 

being appointed CEO on December 1, 

2000. Previously, Mr. McMullen was 

President and Chief Operating Officer 

since January 4, 2000. He joined the 

Company on September 9, 1996 as Presi-

dent of GenCorp’s – then OMNOVA’s - 

Decorative & Building Products business. 

 

Prior to joining GenCorp, Mr. McMullen 

had been with General Electric Corpora-

tion’s Lighting Division in Cleveland, 

Ohio. He was the General Manager of 

Business Development and Strategic 

Planning for the $3.5 billion business. 

Most recently, he served as General Man-

ager of Discharge Products, which repre-

sented nearly half of the North American 

sales. 

 

Mr. McMullen led the development of 

GE’s Lighting Division strategic and 

operating plans and was responsible for 

five product lines that are sold into the 

commercial, industrial and retail market 

segments. He was also directly involved 

in numerous international joint venture 

and acquisition initiatives for General 

Electric. 

 

Previously, Mr. McMullen was with 

McKinsey & Company, serving for six 

years in Cleveland, and in various inter-

national assignments. He assisted clients 

in areas including corporate and business 

unit strategy and organizational devel-

opment, technology management, new 

product development and sales force ef-

fectiveness. Prior to that, he was an ana-

lyst with Arthur Anderson & Company in 

Columbus, Ohio. 

He received his bachelor’s degree in eco-

nomics from Denison University in 

Granville, Ohio where he graduated with 

highest honors and went on to complete 

his MBA from the University of Chicago, 

with concentrations in marketing and 

finance. Mr. McMullen is a member of 

the Board of Directors of OMNOVA So-

lutions and Steris Corporation and is a 

trustee of Akron Tomorrow. 

 

Company Profile: 

Few companies touch as many aspects of 

everyday living as OMNOVA Solutions. 

Our stunning and durable commercial 

wallcoverings, upholstery fabrics and 

laminates provide the finished surfaces 

for furniture, walls, seating and a variety 

of other uses. Our innovative emulsion 

polymers and specialty chemicals add 

distinctive performance features to many 

of today’s essential products, such as 

coated paper, carpeting, disposable and 

durable nonwovens, and textiles. Simply 

put, we help customers add that extra 

measure of value that makes their prod-

ucts stand out in the marketplace. 

 

Industry Leader 

OMNOVA’s core competencies are a 

novel blend – meeting both the aesthetic 

and the functional needs of our custom-

ers. We design, develop and manufacture 

most of the products we offer, serving a 

global marketplace for a variety of com-

mercial, industrial and residential end 

uses. 

 

Our brands carry strong customer recog-

nition and a reputation for quality and 

service. As a result, OMNOVA enjoys 

leadership positions (typically number 

one or two) in key market categories. 



Though diverse in the products we make 

and the markets we serve, polymer tech-

nology and creative solutions are the 

common threads in nearly all of our busi-

nesses. And no wonder. OMNOVA is 

headquartered in Fairlawn, Ohio, near 

Akron, a region recognized around the 

world for its polymer science heritage and 

inventive spirit. 

 

Proud Legacy 

The OMNOVA name is fairly young, but 

our roots run deep. In 1999, the company 

was spun off from GenCorp Inc., a major 

technology-based manufacturer that first 

began operations in 1915 as The General 

Tire and Rubber Company. In 2006, 

OMNOVA Solutions had annual sales of 

about $700 million and currently employs 

1,700 talented people across America, 

Europe and Asia. 

 

Interview conducted by: 

Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor 

CEOCFOinterviews.com 

 

CEOCFO: Mr. McMullen, what is your 

vision for OMNOVA and how do you get 

there? 

Mr. McMullen: “OMNOVA Solutions is 

a much more focused company today with 

the ability to leverage a much leaner cost 

base to drive profitable growth and ex-

pansion. Our growth will come from 

three major areas; globalization will be a 

key one, leveraging technology for 

growth in our existing core markets here 

in North America is another, as well as 

pursuing adjacent markets.” 

 

CEOCFO: What is your customer base 

now and what are they buying? 

Mr. McMullen: “Our customer base is 

very diverse. We go to market through 

two primary segments. First is our Per-

formance Chemicals business where we 

manufacture specialty chemicals for a 

wide variety of applications, the biggest 

of which is paper coatings. Those are the 

large paper customers that manufacture 

paper for magazines, catalogues and bro-

chures. The carpet industry is also a big 

customer for us, where we sell latex for 

binding the fibers to the backing of the 

carpet. And then we also serve a myriad 

of specialty applications. Nonwovens is 

one of the largest, where we make chemi-

cals that help bind nonwoven fibers to-

gether for applications ranging from dia-

pers to water, oil and air filtration prod-

ucts, to various construction applications. 

The second segment for our company is 

called Decorative Products, where we 

manufacture commercial wallcovering, 

laminates and upholstery fabrics for a 

wide variety of applications, primarily in 

commercial refurbishment and new con-

struction.” 

 

CEOCFO: Is there much competition in 

the industry? 

Mr. McMullen: “There is. All of our 

businesses are in highly competitive mar-

kets, but there are very different industry 

structures from one segment to the other. 

In the chemical segment, the competition 

is much more concentrated; there has 

been a lot of consolidation of the industry 

over the last ten years or so. Today we 

compete with two major players, Dow 

Chemical Company (NYSE-DOW) and 

BASF (NYSE-BF). Dow is the number 

one player in North America. We are a 

very strong number two and gaining 

share, while BASF is a distant number 

three player. Contrast that with our deco-

rative products segment, where the com-

petition is very fragmented and each is 

narrowly focused on just a part of our 

business. We are by far the broadest and 

largest player across all of these different 

decorative and functional surface mar-

kets. We believe the real advantage long 

term is that we can play a consolidating 

role. We think there are economies of 

scale, and that our size and breadth really 

provide us with a competitive edge. We 

have true leadership positions – either 

number one or number two – that we 

think we can leverage in virtually all the 

markets that we serve.” 

 

CEOCFO: Why are people choosing 

OMNOVA products? 

Mr. McMullen: “People are choosing 

OMNOVA products for a number of rea-

sons and first certainly is the performance 

that the products provide. We focus our 

efforts on developing products for our 

markets that leverage technology to offer 

advantages that respond to the needs of 

the marketplace. We spend a lot of time 

surveying our customers, conducting fo-

cus groups with them to understand what 

their needs are today as well as what their 

needs and challenges are for the future. 

Then we try to focus our product offer-

ings on meeting those needs. I think that 

has allowed us to gain market share 

pretty consistently across many of our 

product lines for the last couple of years. 

In addition, we have a very responsive 

service model; we have the ability to 

manufacture a product domestically and 

be very responsive to a short-turnaround 

supply need. We also have the ability to 

produce product offshore if there is a 

need for that. Our goal is to meet our 

customers’ needs around the world. A 

growing global presence and the ability to 

meet requirements in a very responsive 

way are big reasons why customers have 

been attracted to us.” 

 

CEOCFO: Do you maintain much in-

ventory, or is it on a per-order basis? 

Mr. McMullen: “It is a combination of 

both. Our chemicals business is a made-

to-order business so there is not a lot of 

inventory. There is a constant flow of 

products. We produce it and it quickly 

ships to our customers’ site of manufac-

turing. So chemicals is a short-

turnaround-time, low-inventory business. 

Our decorative products business varies. 

We do inventory product to meet our cus-

tomers’ needs in several markets. In other 

cases, we have make-to-order. Our deco-

rative products customers have told us 

that, when we are competing with com-

panies that only have offshore manufac-

turing, our short supply line is a highly 

responsive business model that provides a 

real advantage. That’s particularly true of 

laminates, for instance, where a couple of 

our competitors have manufacturing in 

Japan only.” 

 

CEOCFO: What about environmental 

and green issues? 

Mr. McMullen: “We have focused a 

great deal on improving our environ-

mental sustainability and producing 

products that help our customers do the 

same. We just introduced a new product a 

few weeks ago in Chicago, at the NEO-

CON tradeshow, which is the largest 

commercial interiors tradeshow in the 

world. This new product is in the area of 

commercial wallcovering and is called 

ECOR™; it is a non-PVC alternative for 

customers that are looking for a product 

that is completely recyclable. A segment 

of our customers have said that is an op-



tion they would like to see. We have lis-

tened intently and worked long and hard 

on developing a product that has an envi-

ronmentally-friendly footprint, but also 

has the same performance characteristics 

of our typical wallcovering in terms of 

durability, cleanability, and the ability to 

hang it easily. All of those factors were 

very important to our customers. In look-

ing for something more recyclable, they 

did not want to give up critical perform-

ance attributes.   

 

We have another environmentally 

friendly product that we introduced sev-

eral years ago, called POLYFOX™. It is 

a substitute for other products that have 

significant environmental concerns be-

cause they contain, or are manufactured 

from, materials that degrade to a chemi-

cal called PFOA. DuPont’s Stain Master 

and 3M’s former Scotch Guard products 

are examples. Our POLYFOX product 

does not contain or degrade to 

PFOA; because of its environ-

mentally-friendly footprint, it is 

an innovative substitute for 

some applications. 

 

We have also done a lot to use 

less energy through invest-

ments in our manufacturing 

processes. Our treatment of 

wastewater, a by-product of 

these processes, has improved dramati-

cally. We have also found new ways to 

recycle a lot of our scrap. We are pursu-

ing many initiatives at our manufacturing 

sites with the ultimate goal of being com-

pletely sustainable – to not have anything 

that is going out to landfill. 

 

CEOCFO: Would you please tell us 

more about the new international growth 

plan? 

Mr. McMullen: “Our goal is to grow 

organically as opposed to through acqui-

sitions and joint ventures, at about two 

times the level of the underlying growth 

for the markets we are serving. To 

achieve that, we are focused on three ar-

eas: The first is through market share 

gains in our four major markets. That 

comes through the development of new, 

value-added products that bring more 

value to the marketplace and thereby cap-

ture a significant share of those core 

markets. We have been quite successful at 

doing that. One example is a paper coat-

ing product that is winning market share 

consistently in the paper industry, be-

cause it is a more efficient coating. It is 

higher strength and promotes better 

printability, two very important charac-

teristics to our paper customers. 

 

The second area of focus is adjacent mar-

kets, where our technology and products 

are relevant to winning business in new, 

related end uses. An example would be a 

few years ago when we looked at our up-

holstery business and recognized that we 

were selling a lot of upholstery materials 

into commercial and residential seating 

applications – some transportation appli-

cations like motorcycles and bus seating – 

but marine was an industry we were not 

serving much at all. Once we identified 

the opportunity, we put resources behind 

understanding the product requirements 

of the marine industry and how we could 

leverage our technology and manufactur-

ing capability to meet those needs. We 

have developed a very comprehensive 

program that continues to help us consis-

tently gain market share in marine uphol-

stery today. 

 

The third area of organic growth is glob-

alization: translating our leading market 

positions in North America to our off-

shore markets. Today about 15% of our 

sales go to markets outside North Amer-

ica. We have two joint ventures in Asia as 

part of our Decorative Products business 

where we are a 50% owner; we do not 

consolidate those sales. We see opportu-

nities of leveraging those joint ventures 

more as we go forward; one is in Thai-

land and the other is in China. Both are 

growing, but particularly the one in 

China. We also have manufacturing ca-

pability and sales and marketing offices 

for our decorative products throughout 

Europe. In our Performance Chemicals 

business, we are moving aggressively to 

expand our Asian capability. We have 

sales and technical service offices in 

China. We are currently evaluating op-

tions to expand on that with manufactur-

ing capability. Our European business 

has been growing in chemicals as well.” 

 

CEOCFO: What is the financial picture 

of the company? 

Mr. McMullen: “Greatly improved. We 

recently completed a refinancing where 

we replaced very expensive 11¼% high-

yield bonds with a term loan. Our cost of 

debt – our interest cost – will go down 

dramatically, about $6 million this year 

and 10 to $12 million next year. Our lev-

erage is much lower than it has been; it is 

around 3 times debt-to-EBITDA today, 

whereas a couple of years ago it was in 

the range of 5 to 6 times. Our profitability 

has been up considerably and we look to 

improve margins as we go forward as 

well. One of the challenges we have faced 

throughout the last several 

years is continually increasing 

raw material costs. Most of the 

key raw materials we buy are 

petroleum based and over the 

last three years, they have been 

consistently setting new record 

highs each quarter. That has 

certainly been a very stiff head 

wind that we have been trying 

to overcome with many of the 

actions we have been taking.”  

 

CEOCFO: Why should potential inves-

tors be interested in OMNOVA and what 

might be overlooked? 

Mr. McMullen: “We have done a lot of 

work at OMNOVA to become a very lean 

company. As a result, we have tremen-

dous operating leverage. A small amount 

of incremental volume will drop through 

to the bottom line in a significant way. 

The opportunity for us to see improve-

ment in earnings going forward is there. 

Not only have we taken a lot of cost out 

of the business, our interest cost will be 

much lower going forward with the refi-

nancing. As a result of accounting 

changes a few years ago, we have signifi-

cant net operating losses and that means 

we won’t be a federal taxpayer for the 

next several years, which provides even 

greater operating leverage. I think our 

leadership positions in the markets we 

serve allow us to know the customers very 

“We believe the real advantage long term is that 

we can play a consolidating role. We think there 

are economies of scale, and that our size and 

breadth really provide us with a competitive 

edge. We have true leadership positions – either 

number one or number two – that we think we 

can leverage in virtually all the markets that we 

serve.” - Kevin M. McMullen 



well, understand their needs and chal-

lenges and then develop products and 

services that meet those needs and chal-

lenges. It gives us the opportunity to be 

able to grow at faster than market growth 

rates using our technology, which is quite 

strong. I think those are the key points as 

to why OMNOVA Solutions is an inter-

esting investment.” 

 

CEOCFO: What should readers remem-

ber about the OMNOVA story? 

Mr. McMullen: “We have a great group 

of people here that are very focused. It 

has been a challenging operating envi-

ronment, but our team is taking actions to 

make sure we continue to be lean going 

forward, to make the right investments to 

grow and expand globally, and we are 

making progress. It is never as fast as 

anyone would like. Our people are the 

source of the value that we can create for 

our investors as we go forward.” 
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