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Proving What
You’re Made Of

By  R i c k  N a s h l e a n a s  
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After several months of tactical, how-to-

get-a-job articles, I want to encourage
all of you to take a renewed interest and

initiative in personally managing your career.
IT professionals, including mainframers,

have gotten a little soft. It’s completely under-
standable. We enjoyed years of steady demand
and steadily increasing salaries. Y2K, the dot-
com boom and general economic expansion fed
a flurry of demand for all IT talent, including
mainframe expertise, throughout the ’90s.
Literally, you did not have to look for a job. With
the major Internet job boards, the employers
found you. In fact, you almost wanted an unlisted
telephone number and e-mail address so that
headhunters didn’t find you. Remember the
calls from non-technical headhunters who asked
if you had “MSV, sorry, MVS experience”?

GOTTEN RATHER HAUGHTY

After years of extremely strong demand for
our talents, we have started to believe that we
should be compensated better than most spe-
cialties out there. Some of us almost took on
the air of the most high-minded celebrities
when it came to returning telephone calls or e-
mails from recruiters. Expansion of the H1B
program that allowed non-US citizens to work
here was a dark cloud that some saw as poten-
tially damaging the monopoly IT market that
we enjoyed. Yet, the demand for our talents
was so severe that even this expansion didn’t
really seem to personally hurt much in the
overheated job market of the 1990s.

THE BAD NEWS HITS

The stock market dove. Demand for all but
the most necessary positions dried up.
Corporate scandals and bankruptcies threw
more uncertainty into the market, often pushing
their former employees into a worsening job

market. Massive nationwide layoffs hurt even
the previously invincible tech market.
Remember those headhunters who wouldn’t
leave you alone? Half of those headhunting
firms are no longer in business. Now, the shoe
is on the other foot. Now, potential employers
are not returning your calls or e-mails.

ADDITIONAL COMPETITION

Smaller mainframe shops are moving away
from the big iron. Perhaps they shouldn’t have
been there in the first place. Looking back, per-
haps it has been a gradual process of internation-
alization of the IT market. First it was H1B
workers, and now, entire IT departments are
moving overseas. If not overseas, companies
have outsourced domestically to save costs so
that companies can concentrate on their “core
competencies.”You may now be the employee of
an IT outsourcer whose customer is your former
company. Your job is not as secure, and perhaps
your compensation is not quite as lucrative.

SELF-DOUBT GROWS

Being laid off is bad enough, but when you
can’t get a single face-to-face interview, your
self-esteem suffers.....badly. When weeks
extend to months and perhaps years, you have
a more difficult time proving that you are tech-
nically on top of your game. You must answer
questions about your extended unemployment
rather than talking about how valuable you
would be as an employee.

BACK TO BASICS

You cannot create a new job requisition for
yourself. When the economy and job market
returns, you need to turn your hunger for a
new position into a positive, energetic effort.
In the overheated job market of the 1990s, IT

workers reveled in the concept of a free agent
economy. The demand for IT talent was so hot
that all IT talent could search the market (often
on the Internet) and select which gig would be
the next best opportunity. It was all so glam-
orous and so Hollywood. In today’s down mar-
ket, the dark side of the free agency job market
is that you are directly competing with a large
number of excellent candidates for a job that
will now pay less than before. What to do?

SHOW WHAT YOU’RE MADE OF

Treat your skills and experience the same
way that a corporation would evaluate their
company’s competitive advantages and market
position. Evaluate where you are, determine
where the market will be going, identify
investments you need to make to meet market
demand, make the investments, and then mar-
ket yourself. Assume the positive, can-do
attitude of a new college grad. Embrace the
opportunity to learn new things (technical and
non-technical).

You have built up an impressive experience
base; don’t throw that away. When you invest in
yourself, build upon your existing knowledge
and build your income. In this new economy, be
prepared to make an investment in yourself, and
don’t expect that your current employer will
place the same emphasis on your career. Even
though you might have a hefty amount of expe-
rience, you still need to take (smart) chances.
Reach out to your old friends in the industry—
not to “get something,” but to stay in touch. You
never know when you’ll be able to help one
another out. These are only a couple of sugges-
tions. I know you can fill in the rest.

NOW, THE HARD PART

The most difficult part of this prescription is
that you can never stop this regimen for it to be

©2003 Technical Enterprises, Inc. Reproduction of this document without permission is prohibited.



successful—whether you are successfully employed or not. Like exercis-
ing or eating right, you must continue the program (even though it is
difficult) or lose the benefits. What are the benefits? By staying in touch
with market demand and investing in yourself, you remain valuable to
potential employers. As an innovator, you are less likely to be outsourced.
You will be able to maintain, even grow, your income stream as your
market demand is recognized in better job offers.

E-mail your comments and questions to Rick at ask-rick@
monarchtech.com. Watch for your response in the Ask Rick column in
NaSPA’s E-News e-mail newsletter.  

After founding, growing and selling an international
mainframe software company, NaSPA member Rick
Nashleanas now runs Monarch Technology —
www.monarchtech.com — a national recruiting
firm specializing in mainframe and software
company positions.
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