Pirate Entrepreneurs get tips from local innovators
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On Tuesday night, Pirate Entrepreneurs, a university organization that spotlights entrepreneurs and investors in the Greenville and surrounding areas, presented its last event of the year, "The Role of Innovation in a 150+ Year Old Eastern N.C. Company," with special guest speaker James Hackney, the former CEO of Hackney Industries. 

According to Hackney's wife, Marty Hackney, the director of Entrepreneurial Initiative in the Office of Engagement, Innovation and Economic Development at ECU, previous Pirate Entrepreneurs' meetings were mostly about the beginning and process of prototype design. 

"In this meeting Jim will go through the ways in which to make prototypes last and how they can be affected," she said.

The Pitt County Development Commission sponsored the event and donated food from Ledo's Pizza.

"This is a great opportunity to engage entrepreneurs and to continue in the process of developing their ideas," said Joseph Dawson of the Pitt County Development Commission.

During his 25-year stint with Hackney Industries and as a former CEO of the company, Hackney was highly instrumental in helping the corporation grow from $25,000 sales in 1965 to over $50 million in 1999.

"One of the most important things to know about innovation and entrepreneurship is, either survive or go," Hackney said.

A company that originally started out as a horse-and-buggy manufacturer, Hackney and Sons has become one of the leading manufacturers in North Carolina. Their main line of work deals with Beverage Delivery Truck Bodies and its drivers, refrigerated vans, and recently, emergency vehicles.

Hackney at first focused on engineering innovation represented by several manufactured products that Hackney and Sons has produced throughout the duration of its existence. 

"It's something I've been involved in for all of my life," Hackney said, "This is what I do."

Hackney Industries is responsible for many innovative ideas, including prop-frame milk wagons that made it easier for truck drivers to unload products at a lower level, poured-type insulation in refrigerated vans, which dramatically enhanced thermal heating and cooling capabilities and Galvanized Steel Beverage Bodies and trailers helped combat against erosion in Northern states that are afflicted by intense cold and salt laid on the roads. Freeway Spray lubricant was designed for use on aluminum and non-phosphorous metals -- something that WD-40 cannot do. 

 
Many other innovations have been developed by Hackney Industries, including easy-off step platforms, which Hackney said was his only patent, and on-tap beer keg dispensers.

"These kegs weigh 150 pounds apiece," Hackney said, "and this invention made it a lot easier for the unloading process from the backs of our truck cabs."

After sharing his company's innovations, Hackney gave tips about the process of innovation and how to be a successful innovator.

"It's great to say you want to innovate, but how do you go about doing it?" Hackney said.

Hackney gave seven rules to help guide future innovators in hopes to broaden their views on the subject. His first rule: Get out in your customers' places of business.

"You need to live where the product is used and talking with the people who actually use the product is essential," Hackney said. "You need to seek product criticism and use it as an opportunity for innovation."

Other rules included knowing competitors, thinking like a consumer, specifically figuring out what is irritating about the product, trying new ideas and being persistent.

"Be persistent if you're convinced you're right and don't get discouraged," Hackney said. "Getting defensive while pitching a potential idea is quite possibly the greatest enemy of innovation."

Hackney also suggested moving fast, noting that shortening development time is essential for creating beneficial and innovative technology. 

According to Hackney, the key to innovation is making the product different.

"You need to make your product different even if the difference is minor. As humans, we tend to buy on emotion as much as logic," Hackney said.

His last rule was that innovation is not limited to product design. Other factors include manufacturing methods and quality control, marketing and advertising and user manuals.

"I enjoyed the seven rules of innovation," said Makana Dumlao a graduate of Western Carolina University with a bachelor's in business administration who attended the presentation. "They gave me a new perspective on what it means to be an innovator and I hope to potentially apply this information to my own work."

