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Getting a charge
ABT grows business 
by offering clients 
maintenance services

Nothing gets done in modern industry with-
out power, and that happens to be the specialty 
of Advanced Battery Technologies in Greens-
boro. The company sells power systems both 
for vehicles and for backup generators, with 
customers all over the country.

ABT, as it’s known, is marking its 10th anni-
versary this year with a move into a new, larger 
headquarters building and is looking to expand 
its staff of 30, of which 17 are in the Triad.

Describe the business: ABT engineers, 
furnishes, installs and maintains battery and 
charging systems for vehicles, such as forklifts 
and airline ground support and also for back-
up power for things like telecommunications  
systems and data centers.

Biggest obstacle? “Batteries have tradition-
ally been sold mostly by relationships, which 
makes it hard to break in,” Fearn said. “We had 
to find something unique that would give peo-
ple a reason to listen to us. Part of that came 
from using my 23 years in manufacturing to 
help customers really understand the technol-
ogy and what it could do.” ABT also part-
nered with a manufacturer, Hawker, that Fearn 
had consulted with before and that had some 
unique technologies that weren’t widely used 
in the U.S. at that time.

Biggest competition? Several battery 
brands — Exide, Douglas, Deka. “Since prob-
ably 75 percent of the business is basically a 
commodity, you have to compete on price. But 
you can distinguish yourself with innovative 
products,” Fearn said.

Best decision? Taking a risk on Guaranteed-
POWER service, a turn-key, all-inclusive bat-
tery power contract that allows clients to have 
stable costs and reduce the size of their fleets 
because they don’t have to worry about poor 
maintenance or a lack of knowledge sidelin-
ing their vehicles. It shifts some risk to ABT 
because the company then becomes respon-
sible for that maintenance and bears the cost if 
something goes wrong. But customer reaction 
has been overwhelmingly favorable.

You’d think that a family business col-
umnist would be writing about higher 
level, mind-expanding, profit-enhancing 
subjects, wouldn’t you? Choose LLC sta-
tus to reduce costs. Launch a marketing 
make-over to increase sales. Realign man-
agement structures to improve efficiency 
and boost performance. But “put it in 
writing” as a means of achieving all those 
things and more?

As it turns out, the fail-
ure — in some cases, 
the absolute refusal — of 
family owned companies 
to document and com-
municate in writing is 
one of their biggest bar-
riers to lowering costs, 
increasing sales, improv-
ing efficiency and boost-
ing performance. And 
all those changes lead 
to enhanced profits, to 
say nothing of much less 
stress in the workplace. 
But people who will write 
out the staff’s lunch or-

ders in excruciating detail before phoning 
the pizzeria will trust a complex schedule 
of sales meetings to memory.

What should owners, executives and 
employees of a family business always put 
in writing?  Almost everything. Here are 
some particular examples and reasons 
why getting them on paper or into cen-
trally filed e-mails is so important.

I once worked with the senior manage-
ment team — a father and three sons — of 
a $35 million company that constantly 
fussed about which of the company’s line 
managers reported to which son. 

“That’s Johnny’s job, and Johnny re-
ports to me,” one son insisted. “How does 
he know?” I asked. “Well … because he 
just should” was the only possible answer 
because the company had never had an 
organizational chart with reporting lines 
and job descriptions. 

That’s not uncommon in family compa-
nies that have grown opportunistically (not 
strategically), doing things the way they’ve 
always done them because that’s easier 
than thinking those things through. But 
at some point, uncertainty about organiza-
tional relationships and responsibilities will 
bite a big chunk out of efficiency and cost 
control. It will take some time and atten-
tion, but your company and the work you 
do there should be described in writing. 

Policies are statements of how you run 
your company and why. Effective, transpar-
ent management is supported by policies 
that govern hiring, supervising and firing 
personnel (including family employees); 
compensation and promotion; vacation and 
sick leave; advertising; community rela-
tions; succession and a number of other 
functions that shouldn’t be played by ear. 

Policies reflect the character of the 
company and the vision of the family. 
They avoid crisis management by provid-
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listen to us. Part of that came from using 
my 23 years in manufacturing to help cus-
tomers really understand the technology 
and what it could do.” ABT also partnered 
with a manufacturer, Hawker, that Fearn 
had consulted with before and that had 
some unique technologies that weren’t 
widely used in the U.S. at that time.

Biggest competition? Several battery 
brands — Exide, Douglas, Deka. “Since 
probably 75 percent of the business is basi-
cally a commodity, you have to compete on 
price. But you can distinguish yourself with 
innovative products,” Fearn said.

Best decision? Taking a risk on Guar-
anteedPOWER service,  a turn-key, all-
inclusive battery power contract that allows 
clients to have stable costs and reduce the 
size of their fleets because they don’t have 
to worry about poor maintenance or a lack 
of knowledge sidelining their vehicles. It 
shifts some risk to ABT because the com-
pany then becomes responsible for that 
maintenance and bears the cost if some-

thing goes wrong. But customer reaction 
has been overwhelmingly favorable. 

A hard lesson? How much time and ef-
fort can go into studying and recommend-
ing solutions that just goes into a black hole 
if you don’t get the job. As many as 1,000 or 
1,500 hours could be put into a big contract 
proposal that might come to nothing. ABT 
has gotten better at developing models 
based on prior sales that tell it how to get 
a proposal on the table without too much 

time spinning its wheels.
Long-term goal? “We’ve got five 

branches in three states so we have room 
to grow geographically,” Fearn said. “We 
see ourselves becoming more of a power 
management company, where we serve 
customers nationwide and remotely moni-
tor their fleets for power consumption and 
needs. We’re already doing some of that.”

Advice for other entrepreneurs? It’s 
all about finding good people. Even when 
you’re dealing with something that is a 
commodity, if you have people you can train 
to really understand how things work and 
how they fit together, you’ll have a leg up.

Something surprising about the 
business?  “That we remotely monitor 
more than 3,000 batteries and chargers 
from here to California,” Fearn said. “I 
can tell you from my desktop in Greens-
boro if there’s a battery in a forklift in 
California that needs water.”

— Compiled by Matt Evans

Why not help out
the business and 
put it in writing?

Please see Family Business, Page 14
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Don’t miss these upcoming Triad opportuni-
ties for networking and business leads:

Downtown Winston-Salem Partnership 
Annual Membership Meeting

The Downtown Winston-Salem Partner-
ship will hold its annual membership 
meeting. Guest speaker: Mitchell J. 
Silver, director of the Department of 
City Planning in Raleigh.

Date: Feb. 16
Time: 7:30 a.m.
Location: Embassy Suites Hotel, 460 

N. Cherry St. in Winston-Salem
For more: Go to www.dwsp.org or call 
(336) 354-1500

City of Greensboro Business Summit
The City of Greensboro wants sug-
gestions on ways it can help local 
businesses succeed. City staff and 
representatives from community or-
ganizations and businesses will be 
on hand to discuss local resources 
and financial assistance programs for 
business owners.

Date: Feb. 17
Time: 8 a.m. to 10 a.m.
Location: Greensboro Coliseum Spe-
cial Events Center, 1921 W. Lee St.

To register: Call (336) 373-2489 by 
Mon., Feb. 15 to reserve a seat

Recruiting Industry in Alamance County
The Alamance County Chamber of Com-
merce will host the Business Develop-
ment Series titled, “The Buffalo Hunt: 
Attracting and Recruiting Industry in 
Alamance County.” 

Date: Feb. 18
Time: 11:30 a.m. to 1:30 p.m.
Location: Chamber office, 610 S. Lex-
ington Ave. in Burlington

Cost: $10 for members, $15 for non-
members; includes lunch

To register: Call (336) 228-1338 by 
Feb. 16

Datebook submission information should be 
sent to Research Director Stephanie Nickell 
at snickell@bizjournals.com. For more area 
events, or to post your own event, go to triad.
bizjournals.com/triad/calendar.

Getting a charge

Address: 518 Teague St., Greensboro 
27406

Phone:  (336) 389-1379
Web site: www.advancedbatterytech.com
Who is in charge: Ken Fearn, president 
and founder

Year founded: 2000
Employees: 30

ABT grows business
by offering clients
maintenance services
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Sarah and Ken Fearn are the owners of Advanced Battery Technologies Inc. in Greensboro.
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Sarah and Ken Fearn are the owners of Advanced Battery Technologies Inc. in Greensboro.

A hard lesson? How much time and effort 
can go into studying and recommending solu-
tions that just goes into a black hole if you 
don’t get the job. As many as 1,000 or 1,500 
hours could be put into a big contract pro-
posal that might come to nothing. ABT has 
gotten better at developing models based on 
prior sales that tell it how to get a proposal 
on the table without too much time spinning 
its wheels.

Long-term goal? “We’ve got five branches 
in three states so we have room to grow geo-
graphically,” Fearn said. “We see ourselves 
becoming more of a power management com-
pany, where we serve customers nationwide 
and remotely monitor their fleets for power 
consumption and needs. We’re already doing 
some of that.”

Advice for other entrepreneurs? It’s all 
about finding good people. Even when you’re 
dealing with something that is a commod-
ity, if you have people you can train to really  
understand how things work and how they fit 
together, you’ll have a leg up.

Something surprising about the business? 
“That we remotely monitor more than 3,000 
batteries and chargers from here to California,” 
Fearn said. “I can tell you from my desktop in 
Greensboro if there’s a battery in a forklift in 
California that needs water.”

— compiled by Matt Evans

Advanced Battery Technologies, Inc.


