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Stepping into a senior role at a young age can be both exhilarating and daunting.

For young project managers, the journey to leadership is often fraught with unique challenges, including
scrutiny of capabilities, the need to prove worth, and navigating biases.

However, these challenges can be transformed into powerful opportunities for growth. And for those
willing to take the leap into leadership, you will be providing a unique perspectives, from which to
influence those around you.

In the following article we examine the positives as well as the challenges of early leadership attainment,
strategies to amplify your voice, leverage allyship, deal with detractors, and overcome both external
prejudice and often internal negative self perception and imposter syndrome.

We take a look at the unique experiences of underrepresented individuals, such as women, minorities, and
individuals with disabilities, who face particular barriers crossing over into leadership.

The Double-Edged Sword of Early Leadership
From day one, young leaders often face intense scrutiny. Capabilities are questioned, and there is a

constant pressure to prove worth. This scrutiny, while disheartening, can be a catalyst for developing
resilience and a robust skill set early in your career. Being young means you bring fresh perspectives and
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innovative ideas to the table. A fearlessness that has yet to be tainted by the rigors of pessimism, age and
disparagement—this is an advantage that should not be underestimated.

Turning Lack of Experience into an Advantage

While experience is traditionally valued in leadership, a lack of it can also be an asset. Young leaders often
approach problems with a beginner’s mindset, unburdened by preconceived notions or outdated practices.
This allows for creative problem-solving and the ability to adapt quickly in a rapidly changing business
environment. Additionally, younger leaders are typically more tech-savvy and can leverage digital tools to
streamline processes and enhance team collaboration. Your lack of experience can be compensated by
engaging great mentor and support systems. Create a ‘trusted council of advisors’ to be a sounding board
for ideas, and leverage the hard-gained lessons of others. Forgoing the need for the obligatory war-
wounds.

Amplifying Your Voice and Influence

To establish your presence and influence, consider the following strategies:

1. Build Credibility Through Results: Consistently deliver on promises and let your work speak for
itself. Successful project completions and tangible results will build your reputation and influence over
time. Capture both your project wins and your inevitable learning, both are equally valuable in measuring
your credibility in the field.

2. Leverage Social Media and Professional Networks: Use platforms like LinkedIn to share insights,
achievements, and thought leadership. This not only amplifies your voice but also connects you with

industry leaders and peers.

3. Seek Mentorship and Sponsorship: Formal mentorship and sponsorship initiatives are invaluable.
Mentors provide guidance, while sponsors advocate for your advancement within the organization.

Leveraging Allyship and Dealing with Detractors

Building a strong network of allies is crucial. Allies can offer support, share their experiences, and help you
navigate organizational politics. To cultivate allyship:

1. Identify Supportive Colleagues: Look for colleagues who are supportive and willing to champion
your ideas.

2. Communicate Openly: Foster open and honest communication with your team and peers.
Transparency builds trust and encourages collaboration.

3. Address Detractors Constructively: When facing criticism or resistance, engage detractors in
constructive dialogue. Understand their concerns and address them with evidence and empathy.

Overcoming Systemic Prejudice Within Our Organizations
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For some, including women, minorities, and individuals with perceived disabilities, stepping into leadership
roles can be particularly challenging due to societal and organizational biases.

The McKinsey Women in the Workplace 2023 report highlights the prevalence of performance bias, where
women, for example, must often work harder to prove their worth.

Here are some of actionable steps, highlighted within the report, that can be undertaken by organizations
and those already in positions of power to combat bias:

1. Monitor and Adapt Promotion Processes: Businesses should actively monitor promotions to identify
and eliminate barriers hindering advancement for those within these defined groups. Transparent and fair
evaluation criteria are essential.

2. Implement Bias Safeguards: Leaders must ensure that decision-making processes are free from
bias. This includes regular training on unconscious bias and establishing diverse hiring panels.

3. Mentorship and Sponsorship: Organizations should create formal programs that provide guidance
and access to senior leaders for underrepresented groups.

4. Inclusive Language: Simple changes in workplace language can foster a more inclusive environment.
Ensuring that job descriptions and internal communications are free from gender bias can make a
significant difference.

Dealing with Imposter Syndrome:

Imposter syndrome, can effect anybody, whether you are in the early stages of your career or a seasoned
professional. Male or female, and regardless of race and ethnicity.

It is the pervasive feeling of self-doubt and inadequacy despite evident success and competence.
Individuals experiencing imposter syndrome often attribute their achievements to others or to luck rather
than their skills and hard work, fearing they will be exposed as a “fraud.” Of course for some, blessed with
natural self-confidence, this may be a completely alien concept. However for many others this is a daily,
even hourly struggle.

This phenomenon can significantly impact one’s mental health, leading to anxiety, stress, and decreased
job satisfaction. The roots of imposter syndrome often lie in perfectionism, familial expectations, previous
negative experiences and cultural pressures, which can be exacerbated in high-achieving environments.

Imposter syndrome can undermine confidence and hinder performance. To combat this:

1. Acknowledge Your Achievements: Regularly reflect on and celebrate your successes. Keep a record
of your accomplishments to remind yourself of your capabilities.

2. Seek Feedback: Constructive feedback from trusted colleagues and mentors can provide reassurance
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and help you improve.

3. Mindfulness and Self-Compassion: Practice mindfulness and self-compassion to manage stress and
maintain a positive outlook.

Addressing imposter syndrome involves recognizing and challenging these negative thoughts, seeking
validation and support from mentors and peers, and practicing self-compassion and mindfulness to build
confidence and resilience.

It is an essential piece of work that must be done if you are to thrive in the leadership arena.

Embracing the Leadership Journey

Stepping into leadership at a young age is undoubtedly challenging, but it also offers unique opportunities
for growth and innovation. By turning perceived disadvantages into strengths, amplifying your voice,
leveraging allyship, overcoming biases and one’s own internal self-doubt, you can navigate the
complexities of early leadership successfully.

Remember, your fresh perspectives and innovative ideas are valuable assets that can drive positive
change in your organization. Know and have confidence that you are there for a reason, and step up to the

plate and embrace the challenge beyond.

Let’s continue the conversation on overcoming performance bias and supporting young leaders in their
journey. Have you felt overlooked because of your age or gender? Share your experiences and insights
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