Solving Problems Can Boost Your Career

Establish your image as a problem-solver and your career will be on the right track.  Allen Barnett, an electrical engineer and entrepreneur has proved his mettle in this arena.

The company he established 12 years ago, AstroPower in Newark, Del., is growing at 50 percent a year, It has expanded from a small research organization to the nation's third largest in the development and manufacture of solar power cells.

You have said the first thing is to choose a problem worth solving.  Do you have guidelines for choosing a problem?

Barnett:
First, can you market your solution?  Is the market large enough and profitable enough to make solving the problem worth the effort?  Second, do you have, or can you develop, a competitive advantage that will enable you to sell your solution in your chosen market?  Third, is this something you really want to do?

Would those guidelines be any different if you were still working for a large corporation instead of running your own business? 

When I worked for General Electric, I followed the same rules I do now.  We chose our own problems. That was GE's reputation at the time.

How would you advise the less fortunate?  If they find their ideas blocked, should they try to bring their supervisors around to their point of view, or should they select a different problem to solve? 

If you're right - if you've done your homework and you've got the evidence to prove you're right - you ought to be able to persuade your supervisors to try your idea.

Because AstroPower is a small company, when we come up with a new product, we usually try to find a backer -outside the company to finance the development.  We have a broad range of customers, including government agencies and private corporations.  If we can't succeed in interesting any of them in a new product, then we’re probably wrong. That’s when we decide to start over.

How do you recruit the people you need to solve your problem?

If you've chosen a problem worth solving, it ... will draw the talent and resources you need, because everybody likes to feet he or she is part of a winning team.

What do you do when technical problems arise?  How do you respond when the project appears to be in trouble?

I believe in making decisions on an analytical basis.  I'm always looking for what I call the off ramps - those' points when you realize you're going in the wrong direction and need to try a new one.

If you're going in the right direction, the first three experiments or the first three tests should yield positive results.  If they don't, and if the experiments or the tests are valid, then you need to rethink your position.

What are the advantages in choosing to work for a small, entrepreneurial company instead of a large corporation?

When I was 30, 1 was on a business review team at General Electric.  We were to decide if-we should expand a particular business.  We did decide to expand, but it was a very tortuous process to reach that decision; there were 60 people on the team.

When I asked my boss why the procedure had to be that involved, he referred the question to one of GE's vice presidents.  The vice president turned to me and said, "Young man, if you really want to learn how business decisions are made, why don't you start your own?  You'll learn that much faster."

Doing so was the right thing for me to do at that point in my career.

As far as the choice between a large company and a small company, I don't think it's accurate to assume that a large corporation is necessarily more restrictive than a small one or that small companies are always freewheeling.

Find the job and the company that will give you the greatest possible scope for your talents and the most opportunity for you to grow.
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