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Positioning the Rising Generation for Success: Defining 

Role, Purpose, and Path to Legitimate Leadership 
By Shawna Lecuyer, The Family Business Consulting Group, Inc. 
 

If you’ve ever welcomed a rising-generation 

family member into the business, you’ve likely 

experienced both the excitement and the 

uncertainty that can accompany this transition. 

There’s pride in seeing the family legacy continue 

and hope in watching a younger leader step in, 

but what happens next can either generate 

meaningful momentum through confidence, 

credibility, and early wins, or gradually erode trust 

and enthusiasm. 

Legitimacy Begins with Clarity 

Some families begin with thoughtful employment 

guidelines for joining the business such as requirements for outside work experience, educational milestones, 

and clear entry points. These are important, but even in the best systems, one critical piece often goes missing: 

integration. Without a clear plan for how the rising gen will contribute and grow, their path can feel aimless. 

They may rotate through departments or shadow executives, but without ownership or deliverables, they 

struggle to build a sense of impact. 

Over time, this lack of direction takes a toll on the rising leader and the team around them. Non-family 

employees may see the role as symbolic, leading to feelings of unfairness or confusion. Meanwhile, the rising-

gen individual may begin to question their own value. What starts as excitement can quietly turn into 

disengagement. 

This article outlines steps for a better path, one built on clarity, contribution, and connection. It’s an invitation to 

design more meaningful on-ramps for the rising-generation to foster legitimacy and leadership from the start. 

Why Role Clarity Matters More Than Ever 

Even in families guided by strong values, role clarity can be elusive. It’s easy to assume that inclusion or offering 

the rising-gen a seat at the table is enough. Real development, however, happens when we move from 

inclusion to integration, which starts with defining how, where, and why a rising leader will contribute. 

Imagine a scenario: Alex returns to the family business after earning an MBA and spending four years in a top 

consulting firm. He’s asked to “learn the ropes” by shadowing the COO and “help out” where needed. Six 

months in, he’s still unclear about his responsibilities. His peers don’t know whether to treat him as a leader or a 

learner. The result? Frustration all around and a missed opportunity for growth. 
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Clarity doesn’t require rigid rules, but it can suffer without intention. With intention, families can avoid the many 

common pitfalls: 

• Undefined roles that delay credibility 

• Erosion of confidence due to lack of structure or goals  

• Ambiguity which can foster resentment among peers 

• Passive participation which then replaces purposeful development 

Without clear, measurable outcomes, leadership identity remains out of reach. 

Establishing Role Clarity and Defining Success 

Clarity means more than outlining tasks. It’s about ensuring the role is connected to business goals, 

acknowledged by leadership, and the family employee is equipped with the tools and feedback for success. 

Here are ways families can build that clarity: 

Define the Role with Intention 

Consider starting with a defined job description, even for short-term or developmental roles. Ideally, it would 

outline not just responsibilities, but who the rising-gen leader reports to, who will be their direct reports, what 

decisions they can make, and how their work will be evaluated.  

Cross-functional roles, such as a project manager can be a helpful entry point. For example, leading the launch 

of a new program or overseeing a sustainability initiative gives the rising leader the ability to learn and interface 

with the team while allowing visibility and accountability. The role becomes a proving ground rather than a 

placeholder. 

Clarify Purpose and Value Creation 

Purpose is the bridge between tasks and meaning. Connecting the rising-gen’s responsibilities to broader 

strategic goals clarifies purpose. Are they improving operational efficiency? Enhancing culture? Helping 

innovate a product line? 

When purpose is visible, motivation increases. People want to know they matter, especially when they’re 

stepping into a legacy they care about. 

Define What Success Looks Like 

Every role needs milestones or checkpoints to reflect, recalibrate, and celebrate. For rising-generation leaders, 

success markers should be tied to meaningful contributions. Rather than assigning pet projects that have been 

sitting on a shelf, focus on integrating them into the core business where their efforts can make a tangible 

difference. 

For example, success might look like: 

• Leading an operational expansion and presenting key milestones to leadership or the board 

• Launching a new training program and measuring its impact 

• Developing a customer feedback loop that informs product strategy 

These aren’t just task completions. They are opportunities to engage with real business challenges, build 

credibility, and demonstrate value through active participation and performance. 
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Building Credibility Through Contribution 

Assigning the rising-gen leader something they can fully own, whether it’s leading a pilot project, coordinating 

a strategic initiative, or managing an external partnership illustrates ownership. Next to setting expectations, 

this may be one of the more important pieces of integration.  

Ownership allows the rising-gen to show initiative, apply judgment, and experience the pride of seeing 

something through. Perhaps most importantly, it signals to others in the organization that their presence is 

purposeful. 

A Real-World Example: Turning Ambiguity into Impact 

Consider the story of Maya, the third-generation member of a 

manufacturing business. When she joined the company, her 

role was loosely defined as “special projects.” At first, she felt 

invisible. She wasn’t sure how to contribute, and team 

members didn’t know what to expect from her. Some jokingly 

said she was at the company to “freelance” because she 

seemed to float with no clear anchor to a project, process or 

outcome.  

While the rest of the team had clear roles, expectations, and a 

place on the team, Maya’s loosely defined position left her and 

those around her wondering where she fit in. After a few 

frustrating months, the family decided to pause and reassess. What emerged was a defined project focused on 

improving supply chain efficiency. She was given clear metrics, a cross-functional team to lead, and support 

from an operations mentor. 

Six months later, Maya had streamlined several key workflows, saving the company both time and cost. More 

than that, she had found her footing. She could speak with confidence about her impact and had earned the 

trust of her colleagues. It wasn’t a grand title or sweeping change that made the difference—it was clarity, 

ownership, and belief in her potential. 

The Role of Mentors, Feedback, and HR 

Another essential component of integration is mentorship. Having a trusted advisor or coach, preferably 

someone who understands the business but is not a parent, can be instrumental in the rising leader’s 

development. A good mentor offers perspective, helps navigate tricky dynamics, and provides a safe space for 

growth conversations that may feel too delicate within the family. 

Equally important is feedback. Rising leaders need to hear what is working and where they can improve. Ideally, 

this feedback comes not only from family members but also from colleagues across the organization. 

Constructive feedback builds emotional intelligence and resilience, which are two of the most critical attributes 

for effective leadership. 

Too often, however, rising-generation onboarding occurs outside of formal Human Resources processes. When 

this happens, it undermines both accountability and integration. Human Resources should be an active partner 

in the experience, ensuring that expectations, support, and evaluation mechanisms are in place just as they 

would be for any other team member. 
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Bridging Generations Through Thoughtful Integration 

Integrating the rising generation isn’t just a business strategy, it’s an act of stewardship. It acknowledges that 

leadership isn’t inherited, but is instead earned through clarity, contribution, and commitment.  

One way to support this integration and build bridges between generations is to establish regular family 

business meetings with those involved in the enterprise. These meetings provide a forum to discuss shared 

values, strategic direction, and high-level operational decisions. Over time, they not only foster alignment and 

transparency but also help the rising generation understand the “why” behind business decisions, which lays 

the foundation for authentic leadership. 

By creating meaningful, well-scoped roles for rising leaders, families don’t just prepare them to take on 

responsibilities; they empower them to carry forward the values, vision, and spirit that built the enterprise in the 

first place. Perhaps most important, the rising generation begins to see themselves as more than a member of 

the family business. They begin to see themselves as contributors, builders, and eventually, stewards of what 

comes next. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shawna Lecuyer is a consultant with The Family Business Consulting Group. To learn more about our firm and 

how we serve families like yours, call us at (773) 604-5005, email info@thefbcg.com or visit www.thefbcg.com. 

There is absolutely no obligation. 
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