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Across the world, young people are mobilizing to address our most urgent challenges from 

climate action to digital justice. They are not waiting to be invited, but are already organizing, 

building, and leading. From designing AI ethics curricula in classrooms to launching 

neighborhood-based climate initiatives, youth are building new forms of leadership grounded in 

care, systems thinking, and justice-informed community resilience. 

And yet many institutions still measure youth readiness using outdated criteria: credentials, job 

experience, or policy familiarity. These proxies reward familiarity with existing structures rather 

than the ability to adapt, challenge, or transform them. As a result, we are missing a generational 

leadership opportunity not because youth are underprepared, but because the systems assessing 

them are misaligned. 

The future doesn’t wait—and our definitions of readiness can’t either. 

 

The Mismeasurement Problem 

Across industries and institutions, youth readiness is still too often defined by resumes, degrees, 

and experience within established systems. These proxies may reflect institutional familiarity, 

but they fail to capture the leadership capacities young people are already cultivating in the face 

of complex global crises. 

Today’s youth are practicing systems thinking, climate literacy, and ethical decision-making, 

often in conditions of precarity, displacement, or exclusion. Many are organizing mutual aid 

networks, challenging algorithmic bias, and building digital-first communities of care. These 



aren’t soft skills or side projects, but critical competencies for navigating and shaping an 

uncertain future. 

Yet because these forms of leadership fall outside traditional metrics, they’re frequently invisible 

to employers, funders, and policymakers. When institutions rely solely on credentialed expertise 

to determine who is “ready”, they miss the very people already doing the work. This 

misalignment is especially acute for young people in the Global South, where structural 

exclusion often compounds with lack of access to traditional credentials. Despite their clear 

leadership value, youth-led initiatives rooted in lived experience and local problem-solving are 

often undervalued by institutions that prioritize credentialed pathways. 

In effect, many systems are trying to measure a seed by its shadow. 

 

Readiness by Design: A New Paradigm 

What’s needed now is a shift from evaluating youth against static benchmarks to designing 

systems that recognize and cultivate readiness from the start. 

This is the core of a principle we might call Readiness by Design: the idea that readiness is not 

something young people must perform in order to gain access, but something systems can 

intentionally foster through trust, legitimacy, and co-authorship. It asks us to stop viewing 

leadership as something that appears only after validation and instead start investing in the 

conditions that allow it to emerge and flourish. Systems can either stifle or accelerate youth 

leadership depending on what they’re built to recognize. 

We see this in action with the Youth Climate Justice Fund, which provides core, flexible funding 

to emerging youth climate justice groups globally. Their model prioritizes accessibility and trust-

based funding, removing traditional gatekeeping mechanisms like complex proposals or 

institutional affiliations. Instead, they invest directly in the wisdom of young people, many of 

whom are organizing in politically marginalized or under-resourced contexts. In doing so, they 

flip the script by treating youth not as applicants to be filtered, but as stewards already leading. 



Similarly, Ashoka Young Changemakers identifies young people not only as future leaders, but 

as present-day co-creators of systemic solutions. Their network amplifies the stories, strategies, 

and impact of youth who are already transforming their communities, many before the age of 18. 

Selection is based not on credentials, but on lived commitment to change. 

These initiatives do more than uplift youth voices; they expose the infrastructural gaps that 

traditional institutions fail to bridge. Readiness is not an individual trait, it’s a relational 

condition. It reflects whether our systems are designed to recognize and resource the 

contributions youth are already making. 

A global report by Capgemini and UNICEF found that only 44% of young people feel prepared 

for green jobs, even though 67% believe climate change will significantly impact their futures. 

The gap isn’t in youth ambition, rather it’s in the pathways we’ve failed to build. 

 

A Mandate for Today, Not Tomorrow 

If we want youth leadership to thrive not just symbolically, but structurally, we must act with 

vision and urgency. We must recognize the assets already in motion, redesign the pathways to 

power, and ensure that youth leadership isn’t treated as a future aspiration, but a present 

imperative. 

This isn’t about fast-tracking unqualified voices. It’s about broadening our understanding of 

what qualifies as leadership, and trusting that young people are more than capable of shaping the 

systems they’re expected to inherit. 

To do this, institutions must: 

• Invest in youth-led work early and equitably, especially in communities that have been 

structurally excluded. This includes multi-year core funding, mentorship infrastructure, 

and flexible support for both formal and informal organizing efforts. 



• Redesign entry points and decision-making spaces to reflect values of inclusion, 

justice, and distributed leadership. That means creating youth advisory boards with real 

influence, co-leadership models in grantmaking and governance, and application 

processes that account for lived experience, not just institutional credentials. 

• Shift from performance-based models of access to partnership-based models of 

trust. This involves rethinking evaluation frameworks, inviting co-authorship in vision-

setting, and treating youth not as passive recipients but as strategic collaborators and 

agenda-setters. 

In the end, youth are not asking to be rescued by the future. 

They are asking to be entrusted with it. 
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