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Introduction
Ecolab Inc. stands today as a testament to American ingenuity, resilience, and a
steadfast commitment to public health and environmental stewardship. Founded in
1923 in Saint Paul, Minnesota, Ecolab’s journey from a small startup—originally known
as Economics Laboratory—into a global S&P 500 powerhouse offers a compelling
narrative not just of business growth, but of evolving values, innovation, and social
responsibility. For over a century, Ecolab’s products and services have touched nearly
every corner of daily life, from clean water and safe food to infection prevention in
critical healthcare environments.

The history of Ecolab is intricately tied to the broader story of industrial America and
the world’s ever-changing needs. What began as a niche provider of carpet cleaning
solutions for hotels swiftly grew into a diversified enterprise serving industries as
varied as food service, healthcare, energy, manufacturing, and hospitality. This
transformation was propelled by a perpetual drive for innovation—developing the first
electronic dispensers for dishwashers, germ-killing detergents for military use, and,
more recently, digital systems powered by AI to optimize water and energy use on a
global scale.

But Ecolab’s significance goes well beyond technology. With expansion came
responsibility and a growing emphasis on sustainability, inclusion, and the well-being
of its associates and customers. The company forged a reputation for placing
environmental stewardship at the core of its mission, setting ambitious sustainability
targets, and cultivating a distinctive corporate culture built on values such as spirit,
pride, and integrity. Today, Ecolab not only helps businesses operate more efficiently
but actively partners with customers to achieve critical environmental goals, including
water conservation and carbon reduction.

The company's ability to thrive has also depended upon bold leadership and strategic
foresight. Navigating the challenges of economic recessions, shifting regulatory
landscapes, and changing consumer expectations has required vision, adaptability,
and an unyielding pursuit of excellence. Under the stewardship of leaders like Merritt J.
Osborn, Douglas Baker, Jr., and Christophe Beck, Ecolab has consistently delivered
value to shareholders while maintaining a strong sense of purpose and ethical
responsibility.

This book charts the remarkable odyssey of Ecolab Inc.—from its humble beginnings to
its ascension as a world leader in water, hygiene, and infection prevention solutions.
Readers will discover not only the pivotal events and decisions that shaped the
company but also the principles and people who carried its mission forward. Through
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historical analysis, exploration of current strategies, and an informed look at future
prospects, this volume seeks to illuminate why Ecolab’s story matters—and what it
can teach us about the intersection of business success, societal needs, and
sustainable progress.

As we embark on this account of Ecolab’s evolution, we find not just a chronicle of
milestones and metrics, but a reflection of the larger American and global journey: a
relentless pursuit of betterment, service to others, and stewardship of resources for
generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of Economics Laboratory:
The Early Years (1923–1940s)
The story of Ecolab Inc. begins not with a grand corporate strategy, but with a simple
problem and a determined salesman named Merritt J. Osborn. In 1923, Osborn, a
former salesman with an eye for practical solutions, was staying in a hotel in St. Paul,
Minnesota, when he noticed the cumbersome process of cleaning carpets. To truly
deep clean them, hotels had to remove their heavy carpets, a time-consuming and
disruptive ordeal that often meant closing off rooms for days. Osborn saw an
opportunity. He envisioned a product that could clean carpets in situ, allowing hotel
rooms to be quickly turned around and revenue to be maximized.

This initial spark of an idea led him to found "Economics Laboratory" in St. Paul,
Minnesota, that same year. He set up a modest office in the basement of the Endicott
Building and, demonstrating his early commitment to building a capable team, hired
Ida Koran as his secretary and assistant. His first product, aptly named Absorbit, was a
carpet cleaner designed to address this very issue for hotels, eliminating the need to
remove carpets for cleaning. Absorbit was formulated as a heavy-duty powder,
designed to cut through grease and grime on various surfaces, including fryers, filters,
and floors. However, while innovative, Absorbit didn't quite become the runaway
success Osborn had hoped for. Its market potential proved somewhat limited, sending
Osborn back to the drawing board to seek new avenues for growth and stability.

Undeterred by the initial lukewarm reception to Absorbit, Osborn shifted his focus from
the hotel room to the hotel kitchen. It was here that he observed another burgeoning
industry trend: the increasing adoption of mechanical dishwashers in commercial
settings. These early machines, while promising, struggled with effective cleaning,
largely due to the absence of specialized detergents. Osborn recognized this gap as a
significant opportunity. He sought to create a superior soap that could revolutionize
dishwashing efficiency in the rapidly commercializing hospitality industry.

His second attempt, Soilax, proved to be the breakthrough product Economics
Laboratory needed. Introduced in 1924, Soilax was a chemical detergent specifically
designed for mechanical dishwashers. Its effectiveness quickly garnered popularity not
only in hotels and restaurants but also found its way into private residences across the
nation. Soilax was notable for being one of the first colored detergents, appearing pink
in dry form and turning green when properly mixed with water. If too much was
added, it would turn yellow, signaling an overly strong solution. This innovation
provided the financial stability and long-term survival that had eluded Absorbit.
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The success of Soilax also cemented a foundational principle for Economics
Laboratory: a relentless focus on the customer. Osborn believed that every product
should "save time, lighten labor and reduce costs to those we serve." This
commitment to customer-centric innovation, prioritizing safety, cost-efficiency, and
ease of use, became deeply ingrained in the company's business model. Osborn was
known to emphasize that their products needed to "Get the Job Done."

In 1928, building on the success of Soilax and his vision of comprehensive solutions,
Economics Laboratory ventured into the equipment sector. They introduced their first
product dispenser, designed to inject Soilax directly into dishwashing machines. This
marked the inception of the company's "systems" approach to meeting customer
needs, providing not just the chemical product but also the means for its efficient and
effective application. This early foray into dispensing technology laid the groundwork
for future advancements.

Throughout the 1930s, Economics Laboratory began a nationwide expansion, steadily
growing its presence across the United States. Sales figures reflected this upward
trajectory, surpassing $500,000 by the end of the decade and reaching an impressive
$5.4 million by the close of the 1940s. The company’s customer base broadened
beyond hotels to include restaurants, food processors, and dairies, establishing a
cornerstone of their future success.

The onset of World War II presented unique challenges and opportunities for American
industries, and Economics Laboratory was no exception. During this tumultuous
period, the company demonstrated its adaptability and commitment to public health
by developing one of the first germ-killing detergents, MikroKlene. This specialized
product was distributed to U.S. forces for sterilizing mess kits, playing a vital role in
maintaining hygiene and preventing the spread of disease among troops. The sales of
MikroKlene were instrumental in sustaining the company through the four years of the
war. This contribution underscored the company's growing expertise in infection
prevention, a field that would become increasingly central to its mission in the
decades to come.

As the 1940s drew to a close, Economics Laboratory continued its trajectory of
innovation. In 1946, demonstrating their ongoing commitment to efficiency in
commercial kitchens, the company developed one of the first electronic dispensers for
commercial dishwashers. This pioneering step highlighted their foresight in integrating
technology with chemical solutions, a practice that would define much of their future
growth. This period also saw the development of the first rinse additive in 1948, a
product designed to speed up the drying process in automatic dishwashers by causing
water to sheet off dishes. Furthermore, Economics Laboratory introduced a consumer
version of their successful commercial product, Soilax, under the name Electrosol,
which quickly gained popularity in the consumer automatic dishwasher market. The
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initial decades of Economics Laboratory, marked by Osborn's entrepreneurial spirit
and a dedication to solving practical problems for businesses, laid a robust foundation
for what would become a global leader in water, hygiene, and infection prevention.
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