
Exposition—a 46 percent increase over
2002. Four companies were hiring dur-
ing the weeklong conference. More than
800 resumes were posted there; 24
interviews were conducted. While it’s
hard to know exactly how many indus-
try jobs have been lost, a Wall Street
Journal study last year found that more
than 500,000 jobs had been wiped out
in telecommunications in fewer than
five years.
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ried. It’s depressing,” said John
Crawford, an optical engineer and one
of the three who was unemployed. “But
by and large, the group saw this as a
challenge, an opportunity.”

The human toll of the telecommuni-
cations slump has been significant, and
the numbers are daunting: More than
1,450 people were seeking jobs through
the career center at this year’s Optical
Fiber Communication Conference &

O SA’s New England Local Section
leaders meet once a month for
dinner, conversation and to 

discuss business: promoting science in
schools, hosting optics-based program-
ming for local scientists and sharing
professional tips. Last September, the
group realized that three of its 11 execu-
tive council members were unemployed.
“There were some who’d never had this
experience, and they were sort of wor-

In Search of a 
New Start

In Search of a 
New Start

Kim Douglass
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“There are a lot of people who have
megawatts of reputation who are trying
to pay the mortgage,” said Alan Willner,
who teaches electrical engineering at the
University of Southern California and
has been active in the industry for more
than a decade.

Historically, engineering-related pro-
fessionals have tended to experience
booms and busts, said David Card, a
labor economist at the University of

Telecom 

Jobs May Be 

Scarce, But 

Hope Endures

Chris Moylan was educated at
Princeton and Stanford universi-

ties before he joined IBM as a
chemist in 1984. He went to work
there—“using light to make interest-
ing things happen to chemicals”—
because he was ensured a
well-equipped laboratory, the free-
dom to focus on pure science, and
the assurance that if he did good
work, he would never be laid off. By
the early 1990s, he was working in
photonics, trying out materials that
would enable light switching in
nanoseconds. “I would have been
happy to have that job for the rest of
my life.”  In 1997, IBM’s promise of
full employment fell apart, and
Moylan lost his job.

“When I started, layoffs were a
shameful symptom of management
error.” Now, they are a standard
business tool, he said. For Moylan,
three other jobs followed; two of
those companies have since folded.
Among them is Lightwave
Microsystems, a company Moylan
worked at for 16 months. He stum-
bled upon that job following his
appearance in a community theatre
production of “Annie Get Your
Gun”; Moylan was part of the

From the Laboratory to the Classroom

ensemble, and one of the company’s
co-founders was in the audience. By
last fall, he was out of work again.

He calls the telecommunications
business “broken,” in part because
the science isn’t getting done. “In
photonics, all the work was in start-
ups, but photonics devices are hard
to produce because they require
expensive equipment. So start-ups
don’t survive.” Now he’s writing
grant proposals for the Electrical
Engineering Department at the
University of California, Santa Cruz,
lecturing at Stanford and substitute
teaching in local public schools. One
day recently he was able to help a
classroom full of high school stu-
dents grasp trigonometry relation-
ships. “It was fun, really gratifying,”
he said. On days like that, he consid-
ers becoming a science teacher.

“When I 
started, layoffs 

were a shameful 
symptom of 

management 
error. ”

— Chris Moylan

Chemist Chris
Moylan found
one photonics
job through a
contact he made
in community
theater. Here, 
he poses with
wife, Julie, in a
production of
The Music Man.



California, Berkeley. Engineers working
in the oil, steel, auto and airline indus-
tries have gone through similar low peri-
ods, he said. “The skills they have are
really very, very targeted to one narrow
set of employers or demands,” he said.
Telecom’s fall might be unique in part
because of the speed with which it soared
and sank, he said. “In the late 1990s, you
couldn’t find anybody who thought this
was going to end. … What might be
alienating is that not all sectors of the
economy are quite as bad,” Card said. “It’s
kind of disconcerting, because you feel
you’re a good worker, and there are other
jobs out there for other kinds of people.”

For T. Hendrow, who attended OFC in
part to find work, there’s some comfort
in knowing he is not alone in his quest.
“It’s not so embarrassing anymore to talk
about,” he said. Hendrow has a doctorate
in optical sciences from the University of
Arizona. He worked in product develop-
ment and marketing for more than 15
years. “You realize it has nothing to do
with a lack of skills. It’s not personal.
Still, knowing that doesn’t put bread 
on the table.”

Finding creative solutions to the
downturn might. Late last year, OSA’s
New England Local Section hosted a one-
day career transition workshop for its
members. Speakers addressed how to
become a consultant, start a new business
and maneuver the tough job market. The
event drew about 60 people. Crawford,
who lost his job at Zygo TeraOptics in
Westborough, Mass., late last summer,
organized the project while he was job
hunting. “My first reaction was, ‘Finding
a job is a full-time job. I’m not sure I’m
going to have time to do that.’ But talking
about the career transition workshop
helped me to have a thing to call people
about.” It also helped land Crawford a
job. Now he’s employed at MicroE
Systems, in Natick, Mass.

A role for local sections
Such workshops could prove useful for
members of local sections around the
world, Crawford said. Local sections can
keep lists of companies that hire optics
professionals and of members and the
names of companies they have worked
for. Local sections also offer a forum for
scientists to talk about the boom/bust
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A NEW START IN TELECOM

For most of the 1990s, Adriana
Cadavid was happily settled at

Focas Inc. in Alpharetta, Ga., work-
ing to expand the fiber optic com-
pany’s venture business in Latin
America and managing its marketing
budget. When the company was
sold to a competitor in 2000,
Cadavid lost her job. Almost imme-
diately, she found a place at Lucent
Technologies. Within a year, “we
were told layoffs were coming. I
know what this does to a company. I
had gone through this emotional
strain.” Cadavid chose to resign
rather than go through the anxiety
of a layoff.

September 11 and the telecom
bust followed soon after, and
Cadavid found herself in a crowd of
job seekers. She decided to use the
time to focus on her health, after
years of long hours, rich restaurant
food and limited time for exercise.
She lost weight, tried meditation
and yoga and took an interest in
alternative medicine. Her new inter-
ests could help shape her next
career move.

From Marketer to Volunteer

She knows something about fiber
in power utility lines. “But that’s not
all fiber is good for. Fiber is used in
medicine.” She is volunteering in a
local hospital, helping the marketing
department develop a new database
for its public awareness campaigns.
And she has started asking questions
of the purchasing department: “Do
you buy from Siemens? Do you buy
from Agilent?” The questions could
lead to work, she said. In the mean-
time, “I’m learning something. And 
I feel good about that.”

Within a year, 
“we were told 
layoffs were 

coming. I know 
what this does to 
a company. I had 
gone through this 
emotional strain.”

— Adriana Cadavid

Adriana Cadavid
(left) is volun-
teering at a local
hospital to try
and make con-
nections in
biomedicine.
Here, she helps
Nadine Walley
in the hospital's
marketing
department
develop a
database.
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tendencies of their profession, said
Crawford, who has been laid off three
times in 11 years. Crawford’s grandfather
was a loom builder in the first half of the
20th century. “His life experience almost
exactly paralleled mine,” Crawford said.
“He was moving around from place to
place, building different kinds of looms.
When I thought about it, I realized this
isn’t a new thing. This has been going on
for generations.”

Tingye Li, a telecommunications pio-
neer, encourages the engineers of the
future to study the fundamentals of
optics. “Then it doesn’t matter what the
ultimate application is, whether it’s tele-
com or sensing or medical instrumenta-
tion. When one field blooms, you go into
that. When another field blooms, you can
switch immediately.” Li majored in elec-
trical engineering as an undergraduate,
but he also spent much of his time study-
ing math and physics. When he had com-
pleted his studies, “I just went with
whatever field was opening to me,” and
he has since worked in everything from
lasers to optical fiber communications.

Willner echoed Li. When Willner
started at Bell Laboratories in the late
1980s, he worked in semiconductors.
Wavelength division multiplexing
(WDM) was something few people out-
side the industry had heard of. Now,
“even my mother knows what it is,”
Willner said. Such fields sprang out of
this ever-evolving industry, he said. “So
the question is, ‘What are the emerging
fields now?’ That’s where the Society 
can help.”

Kim Douglass (kdougl@osa.org) is assistant manag-
ing editor of Optics & Photonics News.

A NEW START IN TELECOM

R ather than find work in the
existing industry, Raghu

Mannam is choosing to invest in
improving it. Mannam was laid off
early in 2002 from Hitachi Telecom,
where he worked as a group man-
ager for systems engineering. The
company’s primary customer had
gone bankrupt. “I looked around for
a couple of months, but the market
was really going down. So I decided
that innovation is the only way.” At
Scientific Atlanta, he had developed
satellite routers; at NEC, he had
worked on a nationwide SONET net-
work. He felt equipped, therefore, to
start NexGen Telecom, Inc., out of
his Duluth, Ga., home. The company
is his tool for marketing the NexGen
Transport & Forwarding Node, a
product he developed to switch
packets in their native protocols
within the SONET layer. The project
has not been cheap; filing a patent
costs $10,000 and finding funds for
the development of a new product
isn't easy in this economy.

Still, he is not giving up. “I won't
let it affect my quality of life.” He has
friends who are struggling with

From Employee to Entrepreneur

depression because of their difficulty
finding work. “Many of my col-
leagues have told me they would not
want their children to be engineers
because of the risks and the hire-
and-fire tendency in their profes-
sion.” But Mannam believes there is
hope in the science. “First, all the
manufacturing went out of the
country, so there was a big loss of
engineering jobs. Then, the develop-
ment of software went to Asian
countries. Now, even telecom hard-
ware and software is being out-
sourced offshore. What is remaining?
Only innovation. The only hope for
American engineers is to work on
technology advancement by con-
stant innovation.”

“I looked around for 
a couple of months,
but the market was

really going down. So 
I decided that innova-
tion is the only way.”

— Raghu Mannam

Raghu Mannam
used the career
center at OFC
2003 in Atlanta.
Here, he scans
the job listings.

Study the fundamentals
of optics, because “then it
doesn’t matter what the
ultimate application is...
When one field blooms,
you go into that. When
another field blooms, you
can switch immediately.”

— Tingye Li
Telecommunications pioneer
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