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Foreword

			Everyone wants to know: How do you create an extraordinary company?  

			In Become Unmistakable, Mike Novakoski and John Parker lay bare how Elzinga & Volkers grew from a small construction firm in western Michigan to an award-winning, nationally known company that is in high demand by clients and as a place to work. Mike and his colleagues engineered this transformation by putting people—the very people who create value for the organization—first. When you read this honest and inspiring book you will see that it is not just tech companies that create value by treating people right. This approach can be used in any industry, even one where people get dirty every day.

			One of the most important things Mike has done at Elzinga & Volkers is to change how colleagues treat each other. This starts with language. To call someone a “subcontractor” signals that they are below others and therefore less important. Elzinga & Volkers began calling these skilled professionals “trade contractors,” putting them on an equal footing with general contractors and other professionals on worksites. The construction industry, as the book reports, is beginning to follow their lead and adopt this designation for tradespeople. 

			Another telling language choice at Elzinga & Volkers is the use of “unmistakably” in their projects. They want their clients to know that they are special and different, that there is something unmistakably Elzinga & Volkers in their work. This is not just good marketing; it is the product of a broader philosophy that puts people first.

			By focusing on safety as the number-one priority at E&V construction sites, Mike and his team signal that taking risks and getting hurt to meet a deadline or budget is simply not acceptable. One part of this commitment to care for those who work for them is that they offer safety-training courses at no cost not only to their staff, but to the tradespeople who work on a per-project basis. This strongly demonstrates that people come first.

			In turn, everyone at Elzinga & Volkers puts in the extra effort that has made it a premier builder. People line up to work for them, and those who are hired enjoy being part of their organization—part of the Elzinga & Volkers family, Mike would say. The book describes the important “little things” that remind colleagues that they are a family, including personal Christmas gifts and letters from Mike—not just to the employee, but to his or her family as well. In fact, the book describes how colleagues’ families are included in celebrations at work. Mike reports that one of his best success metrics is when spouses spontaneously tell him that their families are happier because the employee loves what he or she is doing and is treated like a professional. Happy employees are inevitably happier spouses, parents, and citizens. 

			But it goes farther than that. Mike is clear that his Christian values infuse how he runs his business. He believes he has an obligation to bring compassion and love to work so that people know that values are their most important asset. This is not only an important moral approach; the book makes clear that it is smart business. Elzinga & Volkers is unmistakably profitable, because people want to give their utmost effort to support each other and ultimately “wow” their clients. Become Unmistakable not only outlines the successes Mike’s approach has produced, but also goes through the mistakes they have made and what they have learned from them.  

			You will see the gears moving by reading Become Unmistakable. It’s not always pretty, but Mike and his team have made revolutionary changes at Elzinga & Volkers that have transformed their industry. If they can do it, then you can transform your organization, too, whatever industry you’re in, whether for-profit or nonprofit. It’s time to become unmistakable.

			Paul J. Zak, PhD

			Author of Trust Factor: The Science of Creating High-Performance Companies

			
Introduction

			I grew up as a raving fan of The Wizard of Oz. I would watch the 1939 film on television each Easter Sunday and really connect to the different characters. Watching the journey that Dorothy took with the Lion, the Scarecrow, and the Tin Man, I couldn’t help but focus on her underlying misery. I saw Dorothy’s sadness about her life as she sat on her farm in the Kansas dust bowl. Only “somewhere over the rainbow” could her dreams come true. But she also had a belief that she could attain something more in life, that one day she would get there.

			And then Dorothy decides to run away. The twister comes. She’s accidentally knocked unconscious, and the house goes up in the air, spinning around. The movie is in stark black and white, and there’s a foreshadowing of the Wicked Witch. Dorothy’s house is spinning, and it hits the ground with a loud thump, followed by total silence. She walks slowly to the door. You see just the door handle and Dorothy’s hand reaching out for it. She turns it slowly. As she’s opening the door, she moves out of the way to reveal a full view of a scene in Technicolor.

			Technicolor was a big deal in the filming technology of 1939, and a perfect expression of the amazing life journey that Dorothy was beginning.

			At this point, Dorothy is looking out into Munchkinland, where her house has landed on the Wicked Witch of the East, killing her—to the gratitude of the Munchkins. She is beginning an exciting journey, meeting new characters, and facing and solving challenges together with them. The important thing is that she is okay being lost because she is with these partners on her fantastic journey. That’s why the emotional farewell that she has with them is so memorable. As you may recall, she finds the wizard is just a magician from Kansas who got caught up in the same storm—but who also has a hot air balloon, and who says he can get her back to Kansas. Before they launch the balloon, she says goodbye to her three relatively new friends. She gets to the Scarecrow last, and says in a crackling voice, “I think I’m going to miss you most of all,” and gives him a hug.

			Whatever that scene meant to me as a child, it has taken on a new meaning in a business context. The dust bowl of Kansas, the grim black and white world, represents the life of most workers who can’t wait to punch out. They are always looking forward to the weekends and dread coming back into work on Mondays. On the way home from work, they buy a lottery ticket, so they can have a chance at Oz.

			At our company, we expect our front door to open into a colorful world like Oz, with lots of excitement, great stories, bonding, and shared memories. We expect to solve big challenges together as a team, so our work life is like living a dream. The kind of dream where, suddenly, you realize forty years have passed and it’s time to retire. As you say your goodbyes to everybody, your voice is cracking and you’re giving hugs, and your tears flow because you don’t want this work life to end. You love these people.

			In this book, you’ll learn how our Michigan construction company got to that vision. Elzinga & Volkers became unmistakably 
different in an industry that is generally very set in its ways. Our company culture puts people before profits, and we have a thriving business with a unique model that has provided inspiration to others seeking our advice from around the world. We want to show you how right-brained leadership brought us Technicolor success!

			The pages ahead will explain how and why we came to brand our company Unmistakably Elzinga & Volkers.

			Right-brained thinking, or operating “from the heart,” will be explained further in chapters 1 and 2. A lot of businesses rely on left-brained leadership, watching numbers, cutting costs, seeking the lowest price. Instead, we have emphasized right-brained leadership in our business, which leads to an employee-centric culture. We’ll explain that concept further in chapter 6, but, essentially, it’s about creating a company culture that values treating people right, starting with how we treat our employees. We believe having happy, engaged, and empowered employees will naturally make for happy clients, repeat customers, and a better business overall. We also believe that chasing dollars and competing on price has created a commodity mind-set in our industry, further explained in chapter 7. A company whose leaders operate from the right brain will perform quality work and be awarded contracts without necessarily offering the lowest price. This attitude creates a magnetic atmosphere that others want to be a part of. Some clients will choose to pay a premium for our services because of the value that our behavior creates.

			We’ve had many opportunities to speak to business groups about what we’re doing. Audiences have connected with our vision of Oz and asked for more details, which prompted this book. It is the easiest way for us to reach the most people to inspire what we hope will be a broad shift in approach for any business, whether nonprofit or for-profit. We love speaking in public and consulting with other business leaders about our success, but we have a company to run!

			“We” refers to co-authors, Mike Novakoski, CEO of Elzinga & Volkers, and John Parker, vice president of project development at Elzinga & Volkers. We are the public face of our company when it comes to activities such as making conference presentations and addressing civic groups. But our leadership style is inclusive, so generally we also are speaking for our entire executive team right on down to the newest employee. Sharing what we have learned is part of our company culture, and speaking for ourselves, we can say it’s also part of our Christian principles. Whatever higher power you believe in, or whether you are atheist or agnostic, we feel our approach to business relationships can and will benefit you. We feel blessed, and believe it honors God to share our wealth and that our successful ideas are good things we have that we should not be keeping to ourselves. We also believe in respecting the privacy of those we work with, so in some cases we have withheld names or other identifying details in stories about our colleagues.

			Mike Reflecting on Hiring John

			John joined Elzinga & Volkers as an assistant project manager in 2005 at age twenty-one, right out of college. When I interviewed him, you would have thought he had ten years of experience in how he carried himself. John rose very quickly up the ladder because he understood what we were trying to create. He didn’t sit back and enjoy the ride. He drove. He was part of the development of a lot of our innovations. John has an artistic sense that helped us deliver our message through visual, graphic communications. During presentations, when my talk gets touchy-feely, John will bring up facts and figures and explain our situation in a way that left-brained people can understand better.

			John and I play off each other well. A lot of CEOs surround themselves with bobble-headed people who say, “Yes boss, whatever you say.” John’s not afraid to disagree and offer alternatives. That healthy conflict is something I’ve always valued.

			The ideas presented in this book were developed over more than a dozen years. Sometimes by reading business books and attending educational events. For example, we first heard the term “right-brained” applied to business leadership in a management-innovation program only a few years before writing this book. The instructor showed a slide of a bald head with a big, metal toggle switch on top. 

			“Our goal for the next thirty weeks,” he said, “is to teach you the value of what’s on each side of this toggle switch, and to lubricate this switch so each day you can toggle between right and left brain when appropriate.” We had an “aha moment,” realizing that our defining characteristic, which set us apart as managers in a left-brained business world, was the right-brained leadership we had developed.

			It’s worth noting that we came to this realization while working as general contractors. The prevailing view in our construction industry is that business simply rises and falls with the economy. When the economy is down, contractors lower their prices, and only when there’s a boom in business do they worry about keeping their people happy, paying them a bit more so they’ll stay. Our view is more introspective, believing we have control of our business, and not blaming outside forces.

			We found that the way we were breaking out of the commodity mind-set in the construction industry was unique and of enough interest that we should share it. As our message resonated and we were invited to speak to bigger and bigger groups it became clear that we had developed simple, logical ways of doing business that could apply to any employer. We continued to be validated by people asking us to consult for their non-construction-related businesses, as well as by winning both local and national awards for what we do. Our hope is that at least some employers who are mistreating their people may realize the error of their ways and make a course correction that will benefit their businesses. That seems idealistic, but when we speak about these ideas we see audience members leaning forward in their seats, smiling and nodding their heads. They come up afterward eager to talk about what we are doing; one woman even asked for a hug.

			The affirmation gives us faith in our philosophy and nurtures our souls. The challenge of applying our philosophy to different businesses hones our thoughts and helps us improve our programs for our people. As another benefit, we hope to chip away at negative stereotypes of the construction industry, which tends to have more of a reputation for crudeness than civility and professionalism. The fact is that general contractors we meet from around the world through professional organizations are complimentary and accepting of what we are doing. They understand that their industry requires the right resources, and with talent at a premium, not having the right people is their big constraint.

			You may be questioning whether you are in a position to benefit from this book. So, let’s get several things out of the way:

			
					We are telling our story from the viewpoint of a privately owned construction company but are speaking to all industries, nonprofit and for-profit, including those at public companies responsible to shareholders. A lot of what we do has nothing to do with spending money. And it is not aimed at any particular demographic or generation. Even a sole proprietor can benefit from our approach, because it’s all about relationships.

					We employ about two hundred people. You may wonder if our experiences apply to organizations with tens of thousands of people. The practices described in this book are based on simply treating people right, a concept that can be applied to groups large and small. If you are from a large organization, try to think about these concepts as they apply to the people right around you, a project team that you are part of, or a specific division of your company. If you are the leader of a large organization, think about how you can affect the group of leaders who report directly to you. The bottom line is that your behaviors as a leader will influence others to make changes throughout the organization, no matter the size. 

					It doesn’t take a Harvard MBA to implement what’s in this book, because it’s mostly common-sense, golden rule stuff once you look at it from a right-brained, human perspective.

					If you are a left-brained manager, an engineer or a numbers person, for example, our philosophy may be more of a challenge. But if you can be open to thinking about emotion-based people skills, you’ll have a great opportunity to look at yourself differently and discover new strengths and powers. We know you like data and concrete results, so we’ll offer you proof of concept.

					Those who enjoy building teams and continuously learning will get great benefit. 

					The charismatic, humble, and giving servant/leader will have the easiest time with our approach. If that’s you, maybe you don’t need this book—but will find it provides validation and new ideas.

			

			You also may be wondering whether we are worried about helping our competition get better by sharing our story. When you feel humble and grateful for what you have, as we do, you know that the way to remain that way is to give away what you have. This is a Christian principle, but we’ll be showing through our stories in this book how it is also a sound and proven business principle.

			Most business owners think they are providing a great place to work, and they use the term “family” pretty loosely to describe their workforce. When I started at Elzinga & Volkers as an estimator in 1988, it was more Kansas than Oz, more black-and-white than Technicolor. I got into leadership of a company that was performing in an average way at best. With some bravado, or perhaps to impress shareholders, the company’s leadership team listed “being the best contractor in West Michigan” in its business plan. We had no idea how or if the company could get there.

			With about two hundred employees, Elzinga & Volkers is the kind of general contractor that can work nationwide on large projects, not skyscrapers but buildings well-known in their region. Our job is to look at the architect’s drawings and put together all the resources necessary to complete a construction project. It could be new construction, renovations, or additions.

			We are very good at managing construction in highly regulated industries, such as health care, senior living, and food and beverage. Imagine a hospital needs a complex renovation where walls will be gutted near people on life support or people at risk of infection in the operating room, intensive care, or the neonatal unit. That hospital needs a construction manager who knows how to work without interfering with its services and the health of its fragile patients; we’re the experts on that.

			Enough clients are attracted by our expertise that we require no specified sales force and spend very little on advertising. We are a living example of “pull marketing,” the concept in which reputation brings in business.

			A Brief History of Elzinga & Volkers

			1945: Peter Elzinga and John Volkers form a partnership to design and build homes in Fremont, Michigan. That and various projects in Holland, Michigan, lead to the incorporation of Elzinga & Volkers, Inc.

			1950: Elzinga & Volkers grows regionally in western Michigan with major projects in various industries

			1965: Ed Haltenhoff, the chief engineer of the state bridge authority—who oversaw the opening of the Mackinaw Bridge connecting the Upper and Lower Peninsulas—joins E&V as general manager.

			1977: After helping form GMB Architects and Engineers, E&V uses this partnership to establish itself as a national construction manager.

			1985: Leadership of E&V is transferred to the company founder’s sons, Marshall and Paul Elzinga, after Ed Haltenoff retires.

			1988: Mike Novakoski joins E&V and the company, with operating offices in four states, is recognized as among the top one hundred US construction-management firms and a national builder of “big box” stores. E&V also has worked on more than 650 school projects around the country.

			1994: Mike King joins the company as general manager and later becomes president and CEO.

			1995: E&V Professional Services is established as a wholly owned subsidiary to serve the food and beverage industry with supplemental staffing and professional services.

			2005: Mike Novakoski becomes president.

			2007: E&V is first recognized among the 101 Best & Brightest Companies to Work For, which is the result of a new employee-centric corporate culture.

			2010: Mike King retires as chairman and CEO, and company leadership transitions to Mike Novakoski and his executive team.

			2015: E&V Professional Services is rebranded as the EV Group to reflect a new, broader service offering and growing client base.

			2016: E&V is recognized as the Michigan Contractor of the Year for the second time, having first won the award in 2012.

			To commemorate its seventieth anniversary in 2015, the company published a book titled Unmistakably E&V, which provides the full story of the many creative, dedicated, and talented people who built the firm. The book you’re reading, in contrast, is organized around our ideas, not our company history. The first few chapters explain the genesis of our people-before-profits philosophy, how we came to realize it required right-brained leadership, and how we learned to lead from the heart. The next four chapters are about spreading the ideas outward from individual leaders into a company or organization’s internal culture. We cover the processes of recruiting, onboarding and training employees, and the power of maintaining an employee-centric company culture. The final four chapters show what happens when the ideas are projected outward, so that you have an external culture that mirrors what happens within your walls and affects how clients, customers, partners, and the community regard you.

			We struggled over the years to find a word or phrase to express our journey from competing on price in a commodity industry to becoming somewhat of an oddity in our industry (more about this in chapter 7). We tried out some taglines such as “the E&V Experience.” Finally, the simplest term we found to express our vision was that we were unmistakable in every way.

			We’ll start at the beginning in chapter 1 with the origin of a new vision for our company. 

			
Chapter 1

			
An Unmistakable Vision: People before Profits

			We’re going to recount how our company got onto the route toward a less bottom-line-oriented, more right-brained leadership. You may be surprised to learn it involved me getting an MBA with an emphasis in finance. So, how could that be? 

			—Mike

			Elzinga & Volkers was only my third job. I had a paper route from ages ten to sixteen, and I worked through college at a service station, pumping gas and fixing cars. Butch Paganelli, sole proprietor at Paganelli Shell, led his young staff with a lot of personality and heart. The stocky Italian-American made my time there fun and certainly memorable, even when he playfully threatened to put his size eight-and-a-half, triple-E shoe to my rear end if I didn’t hustle out to the full-service island when a customer was there waiting. 

			After I got a degree in construction management from Ferris State University, E&V hired me right out of college in 1988. I started in a temporary position as an estimator and was promoted twice in project management in the first few years. You can see that, since I’m still at E&V, I have tremendous job loyalty. However, after a year or two at the company, I started to recognize I wanted to bring something different to the table. To set myself apart at a company owned by an architect and an engineer, I wanted to study business with an emphasis on finance. Getting an MBA was my way of bringing extra skills to the management team, and from what I read, a lot of company CEOs came from a finance background. I guess one could say that, at an early point in my career, I knew I needed to stand out and have a unique skill set to be considered unmistakably different! There were dozens of people like me competing for management’s attention.

			I was already starting to think about what I would do differently if I ran the company. One thing was obvious: those first two promotions resulted in no more pay. I went to my direct supervisor to ask why. 

			He said, “Well, jeez, look at what a great opportunity you have. You should just be appreciative of that in your young career.” And I really understood the limitations of left-brained leadership for the first time. Probably, not much money would have been involved, but I felt slighted, and I questioned whether the company really cared about me. That was a turning point in my thinking about how a company should embrace its people and not treat them as just there to get the job done. I also didn’t feel connected to anybody at E&V outside of my immediate project team. At a construction company, that can be as few as a half-dozen people.

			A leadership transition began five years after I started with the company. The Elzinga family ownership’s second generation was nearing retirement and decided to bring in a new CEO from the outside, Mike King, in 1994. He had a background in accounting and finance, and he had run a Fortune 500 construction company in California. He arrived with a bottom-line mindset, a focus on profit and loss statements. After a few years of night-school studies at nearby Grand Valley State University, I was the only one in the company at that time with an MBA. So, I had been trained in the idea that “maximizing shareholder value” was the primary goal of management. I could have used that knowledge to become Mike King’s act-alike heir.

			I knew that to grow as a leader I had to find mentors and become less introverted, so I got involved with various chamber of commerce leadership programs. I attended conventions where retired executives spoke, read a lot of business books, and finally came to a realization: what I yearned for was quite opposite of Mike King’s left-brained approach. Left-brained business leaders watch the numbers, cut costs, seek the lowest price, and seldom seem to be enjoying their jobs. Their skills seem more like a burden than a gift. The right-brained approach is to lead from the heart.

			For a case study in one of my finance classes, I asked our CEO if he would share the company financials with me. He was more than happy to let me do my evaluations. Soon I was sitting in meetings with higher-up executives, offering ideas and different ways of attacking our business challenges. I was that cocky twenty-something who wanted to make things happen and was a little frustrated with the old school. When it came time for an annual review, one of the VPs said to me, “You’re doing really well, but you need to make sure that you remain humble.” And that was good advice, because I was in my mid-twenties and hadn’t earned a place of respect yet.

			So, from humble beginnings, a decade-long transition of our company began. I grew increasingly confident that Mike King’s bottom-line decision-making, which ensured the company survived when it was financially much weaker, was not the way forward. Growth required hiring and retaining top talent—and making the company and its work unmistakable. We had not yet begun to use that word to brand our business approach, but it’s the best label we’ve come up with for our concept of having happy, engaged, empowered employees who will do the right thing when nobody is watching. To fulfill those goals, we would have to put people before profits.

			Right-Brained People Skills

			Like a lot of industries, construction depends on people coming together as a team. We get a request for a proposal from an owner or architect, then we put in a proposal to build a project. We turn drawings on paper into reality. How profitable we are depends on the estimator getting the cost right, and the project managers lining up and overseeing all the necessary trade contractors that handle parts of the job. A field manager (commonly called a superintendent in our industry), a project engineer, and a field engineer all may be involved in coordinating the daily efforts with the support of the project manager and administrative staff back in the office. Each part of the job, such as concrete, steel, or carpentry, may have a foreman. In effect, the project manager and field manager are really people managers, coordinating multiple teams while also communicating with the owner and the architect.

			What Is a Trade Contractor? 

			You’ll notice this book avoids using the word “subcontractor.” Years ago, we decided that the word was demeaning, and we began calling the skilled tradespeople we work with “trade contractors.” As we began writing this book, we attended an annual awards ceremony for our local industry group in western Michigan and were delighted to find that it had not only adopted our terminology but was recognizing the general contractors and trade contractors on a more equal footing. (Chapter 8 has more details about this change in terminology.)

			People skills—so-called “soft” skills—obviously come in handy with all that coordinating and communicating. Yet the construction industry is almost entirely male-dominated, and therefore led by more task-oriented, less expressive managers than some other industries. 

			A lot of things can go wrong in construction. Weather is beyond our control. Owners who hire us may not have been forthcoming about their price restrictions, schedule demands, or quality expectations. They may have hired an architect inexperienced with the specific type of project or who may be overwhelmed with work. Trade contractors may have felt pressure to bid a price for which they cannot meet our quality and safety expectations. 

			Imagine that a project is behind schedule, over budget, or the owner is unhappy about something. The general contractor’s upper management must get involved and decide between callously enforcing the letter of the contract or doing the right thing to make sure that the client is pleased, and the trade contractors are treated fairly.

			A left-brained leader like Mike King would be able to handle these decisions dispassionately. For example, he might anticipate that a risky situation needed to be priced higher for our protection. He might cut staff to control costs, something that kept our company alive through the Great Recession that began in late 2007. And if a client called thirteen months after project completion with a legitimate problem that would have fallen under a twelve-month warranty, Mike’s default answer would be, “No, per our contract, we’re not responsible to cover it,” (although he didn’t treat all situations that way). Mike’s left-brained approach likely saved us a lot of irreversible pain during the recession.
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