Testing for money-making ideas finds the ‘rainmakers’

By Cheryl Wade of the Midland Daily News – Sunday, May 20, 2001
Greg Stevens believes his company has a test to find the people most likely to come up with money-making ideas. 

The biggest indicator, he said, is a personality test that’s been used around the country for decades. 

Stevens, president of WinOvations in Midland, worked for The Dow Chemical Co. for 21 years, the last 10 in new business development. Over time he noticed some people had a knack for seeing opportunities that made money while others never seemed to see them. Two people who used the same tools to evaluate an idea would respond in opposite ways - one would kill it, the other would change it and make it a winner. 

“Business development is a very tough game; it’s one of the toughest games in the world,” Stevens said. 

Stevens and Jim Burley, marketing professor at Central Michigan University, researched venture capitalists and developers in small business and patent literature to come up with a “universal success curve” for new business development. Research indicates one out of 125 patents the government issues ends up having significant commercial use; one out of 3,000 ideas called out in a brainstorm session ends up a business success. 

In other words, Stevens said, “the odds are abysmal.”

So, why not help companies find the people who can make ideas work and train them to do it better, he reasoned. 

Stevens’ 10-year study eventually led him to the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, a personality test that measures 16 personality types that can be graphed along four axes. Is the person a thinker or a feeler, an extrovert or an introvert? Does the person like to get closure quickly in a situation or need more information as it unfolds? 

“What we found were incredibly strong correlations” between profitability and personality types, he said. From these, he developed the “rainmaker index” that can predict which people will have money making ideas. 

People who scored in the top third of the index identified projects that earned 95 times more profit than ideas that came from people on the bottom third, Stevens said. 

“It’s almost black and white,” he said. “There are exceptions but exceptions are exceptional.”

Who are these rainmakers? In some ways they’re walking paradoxes. They’re people who go by their gut intuition but they’re more likely to check the facts than to react emotionally. They tend to be creative yet logical. Their thought processes branch in many directions but, on the negative side, they tend not to focus. They’re individualistic and tend not to get along with others at work. 

“Managers have trouble with these folks,” he said. “These people have a hundred ideas a day. But left to their devices they don’t normally sort out the one from the 100.”

With a little training to discipline themselves, these rainmakers can become nine tames more accurate in predicting successes than the norm for business people in this kind of work, Stevens said. They learn to figure out if their ideas fit into the company strategy; if there’s a customer for the product; if it is valuable to the customer and the company and if the company can sustain a competitive edge with it. 

