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Young executive needs to build trust, confidence in his
leadership
By Ed Brenegar
REAL LIFE LEADERSHIP

Question: I’m a young man who has just taken over the leadership of our family’s business. We are an
old, traditional business that needs to adapt to changes in our industry. As a young company president,
how should I approach making these changes?
Answer: Be patient. Your enthusiasm may create resistance to your leadership.

Your youth is both an asset and a liability. You bring fresh energy, new ideas and optimism about the
future that is very important. But your liabilities could well be the same as your strengths — too much
energy, too many new ideas and an optimism that could be viewed as unrealistic.
Your role as president is to be like an orchestra conductor. You have all kinds of people to lead in your
business. The key is helping them all work together at their highest level of performance.
Make it your first objective to build trust and confidence in your leadership. Build trust by listening to
people. Listen for their perceptions of their roles and contributions to the business and what ideas they
may have about the future. If you build trust and meet the company’s objectives, the employees’
confidence in you will grow.
If the business is not meeting its performance objectives, then you have a greater challenge than
simply winning trust and confidence: You must bring change to a venerable institution that most likely
has never embraced change as a necessary strategic objective.
Once again, patience is essential. If you see dramatic change — such as a reorganization of the
business — as the course you must take, then you must lay the groundwork for it. Gut feelings and
inspiring ideas you heard from a conference presenter are not a basis for change. You have to be
clear about the issues, both internally within your business and externally in your industry and market
area.
Listen, investigate and do your homework. Talk with your employees and family members about the
issues you see. Listen to them. They will help you know the best way to make the needed changes.
You need a clear strategic vision for where you want to lead the company. Prioritize the changes to be
made. Your discussions with stakeholders will help them trust you.
Build capacity for your employees and family members to adapt to the changes that need to be made.
Change doesn’t have to be hard. When people understand why the change is necessary and what your
expectations are, most will adapt to the changes.
As you learn to lead as president of your family’s company, keep in mind Peter Drucker’s simple
distinction: “Leaders lead people, not organizations.” Build employees’ trust and confidence in you, and
it will grow in them as well. You can’t do this alone. Help them join you in leadership.

This is the opinion of Ed Brenegar, president of the Community of Leadership, a leadership
development and transition planning consultancy. He writes the Leading Questions blog at
http://edbrenegar.typepad.com. Send questions to him at ed@edbrenegar.com.
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