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R&D at Jubilant Ingrevia Limited, leads innovation 
across CDMO, fine chemicals, nutrition and new prod-
uct development. With over 33 years of experience in 
pharmaceuticals, agrochemicals, specialty chemicals 
and polymers, he has driven technology scale ups, 

Introduction

Flow chemistry – also termed continuous flow 
chemistry concerns the constant movement of re-
actants going through a reactor and producing 

specific products. Unlike traditional batch chemistry, 
wherein a single vessel is used to mix and process re-
actants in distinct batches, flow chemistry relies on a 
nonstop stream of reactants and intermediates in pro-
ducing products, permitting constant input and out-
put.1 It is also a solution that can be bespoke and entire-
ly tailored to the specific needs of a reaction. 

Multiple Advantages
As a transformative model in chemical synthesis 

and manufacturing, continuous flow chemistry has 
been gaining growing popularity. This technology has 
quickly become a powerful tool to address efficien-
cy in complex multi-step drug manufacturing as flow 
chemistry has multiple advantages. Flow chemistry is 
undertaken through tubes or microreactors which al-
lows for more surface to volume ratio, more mass and 
heat transfer, increased reaction efficiency, enhanced 
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Where Flow Chemistry Meets AI: A New Era in 
Chemical Innovation

safety, less waste, better scalability and extra repro-
ducibility. Therefore, flow chemistry ensures precise 
control over reaction conditions while permitting re-
al-time monitoring and analysis of kinetic reactions, 
leading to high-quality products and smooth process-
es. Commercially, this is helping market leaders meet 
their product demands and aiding smaller national 
companies to reduce their time to market. 
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Abstract
Flow chemistry has already transformed chemical manufacturing by offering safer, scalable and more ef-
ficient synthesis routes compared to traditional batch processes. At the same time, artificial intelligence 
has emerged as a powerful enabler for predictive modelling, process optimisation and real-time decision-
making. The convergence of these two disciplines opens up a compelling opportunity for the industry to 
achieve unprecedented levels of efficiency, sustainability and innovation. AI can assist in reaction condition 
prediction, anomaly detection and continuous optimisation, while flow chemistry provides the controlled en-
vironment necessary for rapid data generation and feedback. Together, they enable faster route scouting, 
greener processes and a more agile R&D ecosystem.
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Considering its advantages, flow chemistry has 
emerged as a proven option for traditional batch chem-
istry. It is also extremely useful when chemists use haz-
ardous or gaseous reagents in synthetic procedures.2 
In recent years, flow chemistry has transitioned from 
simply being utilised as a basic laboratory technique to 
an on-ground industrial practice with complex multi-
step processes. As a result, it presents opportunities for 
both chemists and chemical engineers.
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Slow Implementation, Comprehension Issues
Despite its advantages, the synthetic community 

viewed flow chemistry with some scepticism, result-
ing in relatively slow implementation. This reluctance 
could be attributed to low interdisciplinary knowl-
edge, high investment costs and its perceived com-
plexity. As an interdisciplinary sphere, knowledge of 
chemistry and chemical engineering is critical to un-
derstand the subject. Nonetheless, implementation of 
flow chemistry could begin with a basic understand-
ing of its principles.  

AI and DIY Advancements
Flow systems generate massive datasets like flow 

chemistry rate, temperature, pressure, conversion rate, 
impurity profile, etc. Yet until recently, such adjust-
ments were primarily rule-based or manual. The lim-
its of what is possible are being pushed by the inte-
gration of AI (artificial intelligence) and ML (machine 
learning), transforming such systems into self-optimis-
ing, adaptive reactors. Recent Do-It-Yourself advance-
ments in assembled flow setups, inexpensive electron-
ic toolkits and 3D-printing technology have also made 
it more accessible, affordable and intuitive. 

The molecular toolbox is also being expanded with 
novel avenues in reaction chemistry, such as green and 
cascade catalysis. Machine intelligence, sustainable 
manufacturing and other next-generation engineering 
concepts are becoming a ground reality, opening in-
terdisciplinary work opportunities. The emergence of 
photo and electrochemistry has also led to flow tech-
nology becoming popular because of its capability to 
manage scalability challenges of synthetic modes.

Scope for Future Industries, Healthcare and Green 
Chemistry

Flow Chemistry is also laying the groundwork 
for future industries like biopharmaceuticals, contin-
uous-flow biologics and the impending nanomateri-
als revolution. Tremendous opportunities are pres-
ent for flow chemistry in pharmaceuticals research 
and manufacturing, plus fine chemicals, which have 
always been undertaken through batch-wise opera-
tions. Continuous-flow manufacturing needs empha-
sis, as this transformative technology can boost afford-
ability by lowering costs as much as 40% and reduc-
ing prescription drugs’ lead time by 90%.  The next-
gen manufacturing approach could lower healthcare 
costs and improve access to lifesaving drugs across re-
gions worldwide where access to healthcare remains 
restricted. This highlights why flow chemistry is cru-
cial for the future of healthcare. 
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Another crucial area is green chemistry, which is 
growing more important by the day. Here, flow chem-
istry is facilitating faster discoveries of synthetic meth-
odologies and greener catalysts. By undertaking reac-
tion chemistry in flow, one can drastically curb its en-
vironmental footprint in the lab and production scales. 
Specific compound classes earlier seen as extremely 
hazardous to use during synthesis and manufacturing 
are now within reach through flow chemistry. Tight 
control over runaway conditions or taming of unsta-
ble compounds via flow reactors enables greener path-
ways to useful products. Consequently, flow chemis-
try has made chemical research and manufacturing 
safer and greener.

The Role of AI and Automation in the Virtual 
Chemist

Interestingly, the virtual chemist of the future 
is already taking shape. Streamlined transfer of 
knowledge between the synthesis lab, virtual reality 
and chemical manufacturing is speedily evolving. 
Simultaneously, deep learning algorithms are decod-
ing synthesis methodologies and suggesting catalysts 
or conditions for predetermined goals, accelerating the 
flow chemistry revolution. 

Together with automation, machine intelligence is 
revolutionising organic synthesis in flow. AI now as-
sists in designing multistep organic synthesis backed 
by advanced robotics and reconfigurable reaction plat-
forms. Using AI with the fundamentals of chemical re-
action engineering can help discover novel methodol-
ogies or new catalysts while also offering information 
that is scalable for manufacturing.

While using artificial neural networks in chemical 
process diagnostics is not actually a new concept, it can 
enable a more efficient, deeper comprehension of con-
tinuous-flow manufacturing of pharmaceuticals and 

Continuous flow technology clearly has many advantag-
es over conventional batch process.  It enables precise 
control over key reaction parameters such as heat and 
mass transfer, residence time and safety, which direct-
ly impact the versatility, productivity and efficiency of 
the overall process. It also generates a lot of in-pro-
cess data which are crucial for reaction optimisation. 
Processing these data manually can be inefficient. 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) on the other hand, comes with 
the core strengths of analysing massive volumes of 
data rapidly.
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fine chemicals. Since huge volumes of data are gener-
ated in meeting regulatory needs, this offers a chance 
for big data analysis, real-time data analytics and ad-
vanced multivariate optimisations. On-the-go changes 
driven by machine intelligence can make manufactur-
ing more efficient and safer. To illustrate, organic au-
tonomous reaction search engines can promote an un-
derstanding of reactivity early during discovery. 

The Key Advantages of Flow Chemistry in 
Commercial Production
•	 Mass Transfer 

For synthetic organic chemists, the primary advan-
tage of flow chemistry is its improved mass trans-
fer. This is defined as the net movement of one el-
ement, such as one of the reactants, from a specific 
point within the reactor to another due to convec-
tion and/or diffusion. Mass transfer denotes the lev-
el of mixing in the reaction mixture. In other words, 
if the mass transfer is better, the mixing is more ef-
ficient. This parameter is particularly vital in mul-
tiphase reactions, such as gas-liquid ones, wherein 
one of the reagents must migrate from one phase to 
another via diffusion. 

•	 Heat Transfer
Microchannels’ high area-to-volume ratio ensures 
that heat transfer is more efficient than conven-
tional reactors like round-bottom flasks. Given the 
greater heat exchange surface, it is easier to prevent 
hot spots while mitigating the threat of thermal 
runaways. In flow chemistry, the primary advan-
tage of efficient heat transfer for organic synthesis 

is the capability to function well under both isother-
mal and superheated conditions.
The almost-isothermal behaviour of microreactors 

lets chemists control the temperature of the reaction 
precisely. This results in enhanced chemical selectivity 
as well as safer handling of exothermic reactions, in-
cluding halogenation, nitration and organometallic-
based reactions. In flow reactors, the other benefit of 
enhanced heat transfer is the capability to manage su-
perheated reactions at higher pressure. Many reac-
tions can still be slow even under reflux conditions, but 
the reaction rate may be boosted further under super-
heated conditions by utilising a simple back pressure 
regulator. 

Multistep Synthesis 
The potential to streamline several transformations 

within a single, continuous, uninterrupted reactor 
network remains an attractive opportunity in flow 
chemistry. This is because multistep syntheses in batch 
are tiresome, time-consuming and labour-intensive 
processes. Often, the product of one step needs to be 
purified before the next step is done. On the other hand, 
organic chemists use a one-flow, multistep synthesis 
process to expedite synthetic routes. 

Bacteria are the masters of natural flow chemistry, 
manufacturing highly complex molecules from 
environmental substrates. Cultured bacteria can be 
used to manufacture these natural, biological, APIs in 
large quantities using optimal conditions in the con-
text of continuous manufacturing just as they can in 
‘traditional’ batch manufacturing. The US FDA has 
signalled staunch support for continuous manufactur-
ing, citing improved quality. 

Significantly, the pharma industry is paying great 
attention to the multistep flow synthesis concept. 
There are enormous advantages of continuous manu-
facturing vis-à-vis batch manufacturing via improved 
safety and performance, alongside lower capital ex-
penditures. This is especially true if small-volume con-
tinuous manufacturing is adopted. In this situation, 
small-scale equipment suitable for a flexible environ-
ment, like a standard laboratory fume hood, is run 
continuously to achieve productivity of several kilos 
each day.4 Commercially, this is helping market lead-
ers meet their product demands and aiding smaller na-
tional companies to reduce their time to market.

Significance of Safety
Besides fast heating and mass transfer of microre-

actor technology, the process’s overall safety is vastly 
improved due to precise control of reaction conditions 
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Flow Chemistry is also laying the groundwork for future 
industries like biopharmaceuticals, continuous-flow bi-
ologics and the impending nanomaterials revolution. 
Tremendous opportunities are present for flow chem-
istry in pharmaceuticals research and manufacturing, 
plus fine chemicals, which have always been under-
taken through batch-wise operations. Continuous-flow 
manufacturing needs emphasis, as this transformative 
technology can boost affordability by lowering costs as 
much as 40% and reducing prescription drugs’ lead time 
by 90%.3 The next-gen manufacturing approach could 
lower healthcare costs and improve access to lifesav-
ing drugs across regions worldwide where access to 
healthcare remains restricted. This highlights why flow 
chemistry is crucial for the future of healthcare.
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and small reactor volumes. Hazardous reactions or 
even those impossible in standard conditions can be 
undertaken with comparatively less risk in flow con-
ditions. This includes processes involving explosive 
reagents and reactive, toxic gases. Apart from safely 
managing toxic reagents in flow, microreactor technol-
ogy permits the generation and utilisation of sensitive 
reaction intermediates without any need to store haz-
ardous amounts of materials.

Some Challenges and Limitations
Notwithstanding the potential, AI-powered flow 

chemistry confronts some 
barriers. For example, ma-
ny reactions lack ade-
quate high-quality datas-
ets required for training. 
Without this, AI models run 
the risk of bias or overfit-
ting. Meanwhile, real-time 
optimisation needs sub-
stantial processing power. 
Regulatory uncertainties are 
another issue, highlighted 
by the fact that the US FDA 
is still struggling to validate 
AI-driven syntheses. 

Additionally, reactions 
generating solids or involving multiphase mixtures 
tend to clog microreactors since it is challenging to de-
sign reactors that can handle slurries or suspensions. 
Further, not all reactions easily translate from batch 
to flow as photochemistry, polymerisation and bioca-
talysis need specialised reactor designs. Creating flow 
infrastructure also needs major initial investments in 
sensors, microreactors and pumps. There is organisa-
tional resistance too, since most chemists are only fa-
miliar with batch processes. It will require a huge cul-
tural change for research organisations to train scien-
tists on how to design and interpret flow experiments 
while also trusting AI. 

Pathway to Future-ready Industries
Continuous flow technology clearly has many ad-

vantages over conventional batch process.  It enables 
precise control over key reaction parameters such 
as heat and mass transfer, residence time and safe-
ty, which directly impact the versatility, productivi-
ty and efficiency of the overall process. It also gener-
ates a lot of in-process data which are crucial for reac-
tion optimisation. Processing these data manually can 

be inefficient. Artificial Intelligence (AI) on the other 
hand, comes with the core strengths of analysing mas-
sive volumes of data rapidly.

Integration of AI with flow chemistry provides da-
ta-rich environment for self-optimising and autono-
mous chemical synthesis platforms. This can signifi-
cantly reduce the number of reactions required at the 
optimisation stage and eventually seamlessly integrate 
itself into continuous chemistry. AI can rapidly explore 
vast chemical spaces, identify optimal synthetic routes 
and minimize the traditional trial-and-error approach, 
leading to a paradigm shift in how processes are con-

ceptualised, designed and 
developed.

Recently, the develop-
ment of autonomous, AI-
driven chemical synthesis 
robots provide significant 
breakthrough in the integra-
tion of automation and arti-
ficial intelligence in chem-
ical synthesis. As these ro-
bots record, learn and gen-
erate new positive and neg-
ative data, it will definitely 
pave way for automatic and 
logic driven chemical labs 
for future-ready industries.

Conclusion
The convergence of flow chemistry and artificial in-

telligence marks a transformative shift in chemical in-
novation. By combining precise, continuous process-
ing with data-driven intelligence, the industry can 
achieve safer, greener and faster development cycles. 
Overcoming data, infrastructure and skills gaps will 
be key to realising scalable, autonomous and future-
ready chemical manufacturing.
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While using artificial neural networks in chemical pro-
cess diagnostics is not actually a new concept, it can 
enable a more efficient, deeper comprehension of con-
tinuous flow manufacturing of pharmaceuticals and 
fine chemicals. Since huge volumes of data are gener-
ated in meeting regulatory needs, this offers a chance 
for big data analysis, real-time data analytics and ad-
vanced multivariate optimisations. On the go changes 
driven by machine intelligence can make manufac-
turing more efficient and safer. To illustrate, organic 
autonomous reaction search engines can promote an 
understanding of reactivity early during discovery.


