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PRAISE FOR 
RIGHT-BRAIN JUSTIFIED




“Pride, greed, unbridled ambition, and selfishness pervade our working world. We revel in divisiveness. Ironically, our hearts long for connection. We want deep, meaningful relationships in all areas of our lives, even at work. Mike Novakoski and Rob Dwortz unlock the science behind our longings in Right-Brain Justified and give us a sound methodology for scaling deeply connected relationships in our companies. The result? Teams operate in their collective superpowers and deliver exceptional results.”


—Shaun Castillo,


President, Preferred Technologies, Houston, Texas


“Novakoski and Dwortz provide a well-researched and scientifically-backed framework for individuals aspiring to become exceptional leaders. This book offers valuable insights and actionable strategies that are essential for leadership development. Keep a writing instrument nearby, as you’ll find it valuable to highlight and reflect on the key lessons presented.”


—Dr. Karen Bridbord,


PhD, Chief Talent Officer, Alberici Constructors, Licensed Psychologist


“Your status quo will be challenged in reading Right-Brain Justified. Most companies have yet to fully unleash the superpower of their employees.”


—Jason Putnam,


CRO, Plum


“If you want to build the kind of company where people not only want to come to work—they want their friends and family to work there as well—then this is the book for you. In this highly readable guide, the authors share compelling stories and practical ideas to scale your own unmistakable culture.”


—Patty Keenan,


Chief Talent Officer, Miller Electric Company


“Right-Brain Justified offers a practical guide to building workplace cultures centered on trust, authenticity, and human connection. As proven experts, Mike and Rob combine real-world case studies, with actionable strategies through their uMap™ platform, to show how leaders can improve retention, engagement, and performance. This is an essential read for anyone looking to elevate leadership and create meaningful impact.”


—Jennifer Kluge,


President and CEO, National Association for Business Resources and The Best and Brightest Programs


“Right-Brain Justified is an inspiring and practical guide to cultivating unmistakable leaders who embrace both the analytical and human aspects of leadership. With compelling case studies and actionable frameworks, this book challenges us to create cultures that nurture authenticity, vulnerability, and trust. A must read for anyone committed to building meaningful and transformative workplaces!”


—Jordan Raynor,


bestselling author of The Sacredness of Secular Work and Redeeming Your Time


“Modern competitive advantage hinges on Unmistakable employee engagement and manager effectiveness. Mike and Rob illuminate the intangibles that ignite company performance in this great read and detail the proven strategies that any CEO can deploy to set a new industry standard of excellence and success.”


—Craig Wiley,


CEO, Transcend


“Right-Brain Justified puts a new spin on extraordinary leadership. Rob Dwortz and Mike Novakoski empower us with an easy read that reminds us of the power each of us has to impact the potential of those around us. Right-Brain Justified helps answer some of the most important questions, several of which you may not even have realized you had. An absolute must read for those who see the potential in others and want to use authenticity and vulnerability to connect on a meaningful level.”


—Elizabeth Bull-Davie,


Training & Development Lead, Niles Industrial Coatings
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To my family—your love is my foundation. And to those who lead with the heart, cultivate trust, and elevate leadership through genuine connection—you are the architects of a culture that inspires and endures.


—Michael D. Novakoski


First and last to my incredible family. In the middle, to the amazing team at BU and all the lefties who aspire to be ambidextrous.


—Robert D. Dwortz




 


INTRODUCTION




DARING LEADERS WORK TO MAKE SURE PEOPLE CAN BE THEMSELVES AND FEEL A SENSE OF BELONGING.


—BRENÉ BROWN





Probably one of the greatest fictional depictions of the American employee is Robert Parr. Not familiar with Robert Parr? Perhaps you know him instead as his alter ego, Mr. Incredible. In the Pixar film The Incredibles, Robert Parr, a.k.a. Mr. Incredible, toils away as an anonymous cubicle worker while he secretly possesses some amazing superpowers.


That’s a pretty apt metaphor for the professional lives of many working people today. Most companies have yet to fully unleash the superpowers of their employees. Instead, they toil in almost cartoonish fashion—in black and white, down bleak, gray corridors in soulless cubicles or in faceless, interchangeable positions. If you’ve never seen The Incredibles or don’t remember the movie, at one point poor Robert Parr has the ability to stop a mugging, but his pencil-pushing boss threatens to fire him if he does.


This sort of cartoon scenario happens to far too many people who are unable to bring their superhero- or whole-selves to the workplace. This disconnect between human potential and workplace reality is what inspired us, the authors, to create a different kind of company culture—one that celebrates and nurtures the whole person, including what we call the “right-brain skills” that make us truly human, and one that can be scaled.


RIGHT-BRAIN JUSTIFIED


You will learn more of our story in the pages of this book, but, by way of introduction, we’re Mike Novakoski and Rob Dwortz, cofounders of Become Unmistakable (BU), a software platform and training company designed to build confident managers and unmistakable teams.


When we first met, Mike, also the president and CEO of EV Construction, was actually living the principles we will explore in this book. In buzz-worthy fashion, Mike had transformed a Michigan-based, commercial construction company into a place where vulnerability is considered an asset and team building a way of life. With Rob’s equally people-focused mindset and background in banking, the two of us discovered that we shared a commitment to servant leadership and looking at people and managers in an entirely new way.


Over time, as we created what became our company, BU, and developed a manager upskilling Software as a Service (SaaS) platform and companion mobile app called uMap™ that genuinely teaches established and aspiring leaders how to manage people, we started developing a comprehensive mindset. Could the big ideas we had about people development actually be implemented and scaled across different companies and industries? In a business world dominated by conversations about the growth of AI, could we develop tools that would facilitate the transition from a knowledge-based economy to a relationship-based economy?


The answer was yes.


But we should back up a step or two. Mike, at EV, was creating some newsworthy changes in his industry. EV Construction was considered the company to work for in his area of Michigan (you don’t have to take our word for it—there are plenty of awards to attest to this), and the man and his team were doing things differently, very differently. Last we checked, most major commercial construction companies don’t have a 2 percent voluntary turnover rate—or an ice cream truck (but more on that later).


What we discovered along the way was remarkable: We could actually train people in human skills and people management, the right-brain skills associated with empathy and creativity. And the more we “right-brain justified” our workplace with these right-sided skills, the greater was our success.




[image: img3.jpg]


Figure 1.1: Right-brain justified.





Consider your basic Excel spreadsheet. As you type text characters and press “enter,” the letters are pushed to the left, or become “left justified.” If you type numbers and do the same, the numerals become “right justified.” Now, imagine your brain has a tiny switch in the center that allows you to toggle left or right as the situation demands. In which direction does your toggle default? In other words, are you left-brain or right-brain justified?


In this book, we will explore the brain science of our left and right brains. Now, to be clear, and we’ll discuss this more as you read on, there is no perfect division between the left and right sides of the brain. We’re speaking somewhat hypothetically here. The right side, however, is generally considered our more creative side: our imaginative side, our intuitive side, our artistic side, our emotional intelligence (EQ) side. The left brain tends to be thought of as our more scientific side—the numbers and dollars and cents side.


Or, we sometimes think of a drill sergeant cadence: Left … Left … Left, Right, Left. We’d like to see it more: Right … Right … Right, Left, Right.


As leaders, we were certain of one thing: you cannot manage people effectively using only left-brain thinking. People do not fit neatly into Excel sheets.


In fact, as leaders, we developed a very important theory when we founded BU:




THE MANAGER-EMPLOYEE RELATIONSHIP IS THE MOST CRITICAL RELATIONSHIP IN ANY ORGANIZATION. RELATIONSHIP SKILLS CAN BE LEARNED, PRACTICED, AND MEASURED LIKE ANY OTHER JOB SKILL. WITH DEFINED PROCESSES, THE MANAGER SKILL CAN BE SCALED AND SUSTAINED THROUGH DISTANCE AND TIME. THESE CRITICAL RELATIONSHIPS ARE THE LIFEBLOOD OF GREAT CULTURES TOO.





For our more analytical left-brain readers who need proof—we have that too. Yes, real return on investment (ROI) for investing in your people the BU way.


But, bottom line, we realized we were onto something. What we discovered led us to identify six fundamental challenges that virtually every organization faces.


THE BIG SIX


Every single business owner, C-suite executive, entrepreneur, human resources leader, or manager holding this book is unique. We work across all different segments and sectors, facing distinct challenges in our respective fields. But many of us have the same six problems when it comes to people development, the same six areas where we struggle—and, until now, we did not have a solution for them.


We aren’t hitting the mark when it comes to creating workplaces where people are excited to work—where everyone is united in a purpose and brings their best self to the workplace. We don’t want a company filled with Robert Parrs. We want companies filled with Mr. and Mrs. Incredibles (and while we’re at it, we want to help develop those kid Incredibles too—and yes, we are into second-, third-, and even fourth-generation employees at Mike’s EV Construction company). The company actively works on creating an environment where the children of their employees are drawn to want to work there at a young age, and how they do that is through fostering an incredible employee experience that brings joy, excitement, pride, and passion—qualities that are brought home and discussed at the dinner table. As you read, you will learn how your organization can create their own version of this: a company culture that will improve your employees’ experience and show them you really care.




HERE ARE THE BIG SIX AREAS THAT WE WILL ADDRESS:


AREA 1: MEANINGFUL CONNECTION


AREA 2: BUILD VERSUS BUY


AREA 3: UPSKILLING MANAGER TALENT


AREA 4: CREATING ENTHUSIASM UNKNOWN TO MANKIND


AREA 5: CONSISTENT DELIVERY OF CULTURE


AREA 6: UNLEASHING HUMAN POTENTIAL





AREA 1: MEANINGFUL CONNECTION


As Gen Xers, we were trained to work independently, to separate work life from personal life, and to prioritize the former. In our work environments, if we never had to speak to our bosses (and we called them “bosses”), that was a good thing. It meant we were performing well—not exactly a connected generation.


The bulk of the workforce today, millennials and Gen Zers, require connection to their colleagues and organization’s purpose to do their best work. They are wired to connect (we all are, really) and crave feedback—but feedback given in a way that emphasizes strengths. Their attitudes toward work are healthier than previous generations despite the claims that they don’t want to work (this is crap). If we as leaders invest in connection, we can unleash their potential.


AREA 2: BUILD VERSUS BUY


Talent markets can swing wildly. One moment, markets are starving for talent and organizations over-hire, then the next they over-correct and reverse the cycle with mass layoffs (technology people can relate). While bringing in experienced outside talent (“buying”) can seem expedient, there’s unique value in building your own talent from within, teaching them your organization’s way of working rather than inheriting practices from previous employers. Developing a path from within where talent can upskill and reskill based on a collaborative relationship with management that matches organizational needs with the skills and desires of employees is the path to a stable, predictable, and highly skilled workforce.


AREA 3: UPSKILLING MANAGER TALENT


The key to retention, talent development, engagement, connection, and, well, everything that creates a successful company is effective managers. Most managers have one thing in common—they were promoted to manager because they were good at a job. And that is how it should be—talent should be rewarded. However, the people who are the best at their jobs are not necessarily the best people-managers.


A massive skills gap exists in the management ranks across industries, specifically in the human skills areas of relationship building and influence. Even more challenging is the lack of consistency in how managers approach these critical responsibilities, leading to varying employee experiences and outcomes within the same organization. Leaders need not only effective methods for determining who will be the most effective managers, but also a systematic approach to developing these managers that ensures consistent, high-quality leadership practices across the entire organization.


AREA 4: CREATING ENTHUSIASM UNKNOWN TO MANKIND


THIS IS OUR RIGHT-BRAIN VERSION OF “EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT.”


Stop having your employees live strictly within their job descriptions. The power of leveraging an energized employee who offers their discretionary effort is amazing. It unleashes creativity, collaboration, and joy.


Yes, done intentionally, applying right-brain thinking can make Fridays and Mondays feel equally enjoyable for your team members.


Easier said than done? Not really. When you learn to think in a “right-brain justified” way, you will unlock your teams’ and managers’ superpowers. Employee engagement will, we promise, become the “fuel” of your company—even more than coffee!


AREA 5: CONSISTENT DELIVERY OF CULTURE


Ask any executive if their organization has a strong culture, and the answer will be an emphatic “Yes!” Ask them the next question—“Is it consistently delivered across your organization?”—and you will hear an equally consistent but opposite response. The reality is that all organizations have some good and some bad managers, but most managers live somewhere in the middle. They are well intentioned but lack the skills and guidance to deliver consistently.


The world needs a platform that “fills the gap” by mastering the power of relationships and connections to consistently deliver culture. (Spoiler alert: We created that platform.) Most software that companies operate with doesn’t address this issue.


BU, our manager upskilling platform, includes a convenient mobile app and SaaS, which we call uMap™, along with training, coaching, and microlearnings. It is a product that can pull all these areas together and energize them—because people are the foundation of every company, and the company’s success or failure depends on them. They are any company’s greatest resource.


Why haven’t most companies figured this out yet? Because relationships are hard—and people are complicated. We are trained to be shallow in our business relationships, limiting conversations to topics like news, sports, and weather as opposed to deep and vulnerable discussion. But our brains are actually wired to seek connection. Business is selfish by nature in many cases: Most are about maximizing shareholder wealth in the short term, and this is often at the expense of the people who are the most precious resource of all.


AREA 6: UNLEASHING HUMAN POTENTIAL


We all struggle to stand out. Why do people want to work for Mike Novakoski (affectionately called Mike Nova) and EV Construction over many of their competitors? Because EV ensures that the people who work there don’t feel like worker bees or drones—but like people.


EV, and all of BU’s clients, filter the employee experience through the right brain to unleash human potential. This same powerful approach extends beyond employees to customers and all stakeholders, creating a unified, right-brained experience that amplifies connections and drives deeper engagement. By tapping into what makes each of us unmistakable, we discover hidden talents and aspirations. We unlock the abilities and potential of each person to become the best version of themselves, regardless of whether or where they went to school.


The call to do the unmistakable—to tap into authentic qualities that can’t be easily replicated, to go beyond the ordinary to create meaningful impact in a way that’s uniquely yours—is exciting.


All six of these categories tend to make leaders cringe. No one has it all figured out. We don’t either—we’re constantly improving our methodology and our ideas. Here’s a secret: Your organization can stand out by filtering it through the right brain.


J.A.R.V.I.S., TAKE THE WHEEL


These days, artificial intelligence (AI) dominates the discussion in every conference and every boardroom around the world. It sends a shiver of fear through some (imagine murderous AI—we all know how those movies end!). Others are excited about what AI can mean for our processes and companies. Today, every technical process and every repetitive process across industries is under review for how it may be replaced by AI to increase efficiency and reduce the human element. Much of the knowledge that has contributed to the knowledge-based economy of the past years is on trial. What’s left when AI replaces technical knowledge?


The answer: relationships. Relationships, and more importantly, relationship skills, cannot be replaced by AI. It is these essentially human qualities that will define success in the new relationship-based economy. The quality of these skills in any organization will determine the winners and losers in the next age of competition. While AI reshapes our technical capabilities, it’s also forcing us to confront how we’ve traditionally approached business and people management. This realization led us to examine some uncomfortable truths about conventional workplace models.


BREAKING THROUGH THE OLD MODELS


What we discovered on our journey to a right-brain-justified world is that too many of us are using old black-and-white models of business management that have been part of our training for decades, or even centuries. The idea is that the employees are simply a tool or an asset that we plug and play, and they are no more than that.


We just need them to push the button on the machine. We just need them to push data on through. There’s no joy in it for the employee.


The employer is so focused on profits and losses (P&Ls) that they lose track of the individuals who make it happen. On the other end of this equation, the employee feels myopic—as in “I am only supposed to focus on completing my assigned tasks.” They are not invested in the organization.


We want to shift away from this mindset. We want employees to care about the organization beyond their immediate position. And that’s the idea of shifting employees from task-oriented providers to integral team members with ideas and energy to contribute.


This book will provide established and aspiring leaders, and those who advise them, with the following:


• Practical tools and exercises for developing self-awareness, empathy, and relational skills as a leader. (Yes, you can train people on human skills!)


• The science of psychological safety.


• Strategies for creating a culture of belonging, purpose, and personal growth, which leads to an organization that stands head and shoulders above its competition. Your organization and its people become unmistakable.


• The core elements of uMap™ and how they work together to create a foundation of trust, psychological safety, and engagement. As a platform that greatly assists in scaling culture, uMap™ is backed by real brain science and is a manager upskilling platform that gives managers tools, skills, and resources to connect, align, and coach their people to the highest level, consistently and throughout entire organizations.


• Powerful and inspiring stories along the way.


These old models clearly aren’t serving today’s workforce or businesses. But rather than just tell you about the problems, let us share a powerful story that illustrates exactly what can happen when we break free from these outdated approaches.


“WE DIDN’T KNOW”


We were launching a client in the heavy equipment industry. When organizations implement uMap™, their first experience is a simple sharing exercise. The executive team of this company, starting with the CEO, went around the room sharing the personal information they had included in their uMaps™—important relationships in their lives, personal aspirations, etc. (A brief aside: uMap™ is a tool managers can use to connect with their people; think of it as a far deeper social media page—where people share, in a vulnerable way, the things that are important to them.) Directly across the table, the youngest member of the leadership team, the maintenance manager, started to share his experience. Heading into the meeting, we knew the team harbored some resentment toward this manager. He had been withdrawn socially from the group for some time, seldom attending after-hours social events or celebrations. These were important elements of their culture, but as soon as the day was done, he was out of there!


The manager started to share about his family and very quickly revealed that he had gone through a difficult divorce eighteen months earlier. This was devastating to him as the divorce was not something he wanted. Not a single member of the ten-person executive team around that table knew.


He went on to share that his two boys were his whole life now, and the custody situation wasn’t great. Whenever he had the boys, he left promptly at quitting time so he could have every possible minute with them.


He shared, getting emotional, “I only get them half the time I used to—less than half. I need to make the most of every moment.”


It just so happened that these nights correlated closely with company after-hours events.


He was in a really tough spot, and he shared his pain. The resentment disappeared. Then, his CEO and all of his coworkers came around him and supported him in a way that made for a very powerful moment. The team had the heart to support each other, but the BU and uMap™ framework gave them the space and grace for that powerful moment to occur.


In a culture where authenticity and vulnerability are not encouraged, or often avoided completely, people come to work with these heavy burdens and must try to function without revealing their true needs and strengths. As the exercise unfolded, there were other “we didn’t know” moments. One man, for instance, wanted to get back into offering swim lessons to disabled and special-needs children—he had done it for years in the past at the YMCA where he had previously lived. What an amazing thing to do! No one knew. As the group shared, as this concept spread in the organization, new bonds were formed, teamwork was enhanced, and people found in their “we didn’t know” moments some “me too!” connections, as well.


When people share (something uMap™ makes easier by asking targeted questions), they draw those connections to each other. They have more empathy toward one another. They are more apt to be collaborative, to offer grace, to forgive mistakes and then pursue new goals together after learning from those mistakes. Sharing humanizes us all.


Connection is just the beginning. Now, let’s embark on a journey together—to embrace a right-brain-justified approach that enables leaders to develop people, and the organizations they’re involved with, to their full potential.




 


CHAPTER ONE


IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM


THE UNINSPIRED ORGANIZATION




“MAKE SOMETHING PEOPLE WANT” INCLUDES MAKING A COMPANY THAT PEOPLE WANT TO WORK FOR.


—SAHIL LAVINGIA, FOUNDER OF GUMROAD





We have all worked for companies where Mondays feel like you are reporting back to prison after a weekend furlough (perhaps you work for one of those companies now—or have been charged with changing the culture someplace where this is true). It is demoralizing to feel that sense of relief on Friday and to finally let go of your stress sometime Saturday night. On Sunday, you wake up with that familiar knot in your stomach again. Then, Sunday night, after dinner, as you mentally prepare for the coming week, you feel physical tension and toss and turn all night. That should not be how we feel about work. But for too many of us it is.


It can be hard to believe that EV Construction was a place where Mondays were once dreaded too.


“Old-guard” leadership had steered the organization with an outdated way of thinking—carried over from when employees just clocked in on a time card and focused on their assigned tasks. Sure, turnover was high, but that was the industry, right? And you can just replace one project manager with another one, can’t you? The hierarchy was the traditional: one authoritarian leader, or a handful in the C-suite at the top, making all the decisions, viewing employees as commodities, not whole people with hopes and dreams not only for their careers, but their lives.


Any strategic planning or any organizational goals were determined by those people at the apex of the triangle hierarchy. A certain leader was teasingly called “Mr. Burns” behind his back, based on the authoritarian and self-serving Simpsons character. No one smiled much. Results—bottom-line results—were lackluster.


Today the positive energy at EV Construction is palpable. EV is where the concept of uMap™ began. BU took that basic concept of improving employees’ experience, refined it, made it scalable through software, and added in all of the training and brain science to support it—they created the entire platform that is used by thousands and thousands of people today. EV became a testing ground for new ideas, first developing their own innovative programs, and then partnering with BU to experiment with and refine concepts that could be scaled to organizations everywhere.


EV got to be part of the results in real time. But the journey to this transformation wasn’t simple—and it started with recognizing some of the fundamental challenges that plague most organizations today.


WHAT’S THE PROBLEM?


The first challenge many businesses face is a pervasive sense of disconnection and a lack of inspiration in the workplace. It is Robert Parr, as described in the introduction, hunched over a desk, trying to keep his eyes open until lunch. This lack of inspiration manifests in several ways.


EMPLOYEE RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION ISSUES


Companies struggle to attract and retain top talent in a competitive market. Consider that someone can work for just about the same amount of money at your organization versus another organization in the same sector down the street; they have a benefits package, you have a benefits package; they offer two weeks’ paid leave in the first year, you offer two weeks. So what makes an organization a place where people clamor to work (like EV is today)? A place with buzz, where they just do things differently, and employees feel that and want to be there? A place where the organizational culture embraces joy and color, and is not drab and gray? More to the point of this book, if there is a secret formula for this, can it be replicated and scaled?


UNDERPERFORMANCE AND AVERAGE RESULTS


Employees often operate in a myopic manner, focusing solely on their assigned tasks without engaging with the broader goals of the organization. If you treat employees in such a way that they are just a number, that they do not feel seen as whole people with lives and dreams, then they will only give you the part of themselves that you are paying for—the entire relationship will be transactional (and lackluster on both sides).


We see this in the construction industry in a way that’s easy for anyone to understand. At most construction companies, communication is siloed. It’s a challenge to coordinate and schedule crews, so plumbers aren’t waiting two days for the walls to be framed. No one (except maybe those at the top of the hierarchy) sees (or cares about) the big picture. And those at the pinnacle don’t do the work or try to learn about it, so guess what? They don’t see the big picture either. Pre-BU, jobsites at EV were like this.


Someone once posed a question to Mike about radio frequency identification (RFID)—tracking that lets an employer know exactly where their employees are at all times and what they are doing. The construction industry is one where people may spend a lot of time in their vehicles driving between jobsites or heading to suppliers to pick up materials, for example. The concept of RFID is laughable to Mike today. With the right-brain-justified mindset, you will see that employees are empowered. So, for example, if a construction foreperson is at a site and a new employee is struggling with a task, the foreperson is not glancing at the time on their phone and thinking, I better get to my next site. They can instead stop and make that employee feel sure of themselves.
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