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INTRODUCTION

As soon as the Miami Marlins’ new general manager was announced in November 2020, the response was immense. The Washington Post breathlessly described the new GM this way: “There may have been no more qualified general manager candidate in baseball than the one the Miami Marlins just hired to lead their baseball operations department. The résumé was extensive. Respect around the game, universal. And the news, which came Friday morning, was historic.” Other headlines were equally dramatic: “A Baseball First, at Last,” trumpeted the New York Times.

The target of this enthusiastic reporting? Kim Ng (pronounced “Ang”), the first female general manager and second Asian American ever to lead a Major League Baseball (MLB) team. In fact, Ng is the first-ever female GM not only in professional baseball, but among all four of the major American men’s sports.

Almost as soon as her new role was announced, people began to ask why it had taken so long. “If you look at her résumé, she would have been on the fast track to becoming an MLB general manager,” said former Mets pitcher Ron Darling. “She was on the slow track, quite frankly, because she was an Asian woman.” Darling wasn’t the only one to raise this point. “I felt from 15 years ago that she was always the best candidate for the job, and for whatever reason, people weren’t prepared to make that move,” said Dan Evans, the former GM of the Dodgers and one of Ng’s many supporters. What Evans was referring to was the fact that, up to that point, Ng had been interviewed and passed over multiple times for a GM position. By one count, she had interviewed more than ten times for the role. It had gotten to the point that Ng once joked, “Always a bridesmaid,” when asked to comment on having been passed over yet again.

Given this backdrop, perhaps it is not surprising that the first forty-five minutes of questions from reporters during Ng’s first press conference as the Marlins’ general manager were not about her strategy for leading the Marlins, but rather about her perseverance through years of being overlooked for the GM position. Indeed, an entire book could be written about the factors that hold people back, about why doors so often do not open for people even when they have been standing right in front of them and knocking for some time.

This is not that book. This book is about the people who notice that someone is outside and mobilize other people to open the door.

Kim Ng’s door-opener was Baseball Hall of Famer, New York Yankees legend, and Miami Marlins’ co-CEO and part-owner Derek Jeter. As Jeter described on The Today Show, “Kim was the first person I called,” he said. “She was the only person I called.”

Kim Ng finally got the job she wanted and deserved because Derek Jeter sponsored her.

SPONSORS OPEN DOORS BY MAKING OTHER PEOPLE WANT TO OPEN DOORS

When I first started working on this book, my husband, Jeff, was my primary cheerleader. Whenever friends asked us how life was, I would respond with the usual vagueness. “We’re good; everything’s fine!” But Jeff would announce proudly, “She’s just being modest. She’s working on a book!” Of course, the next question would invariably be “What’s the book about?”

“It’s about sponsorship!” I would chirp, putting on a bright smile, but carefully watching their faces. About half of the people would furrow their brows in response, asking, “Sponsorship? What’s that?” The eyes of the other half would light up and they would ask, “Oh, that’s like mentorship, right?”

Most people don’t know what sponsorship is, and the people who think they know what it is think that sponsorship is the same as mentorship.

Maybe you’re part of that 50 percent who have never heard the term. That’s understandable; unless you’re in the business world, most people think of sponsorship as the financial backing an athlete gets from a company, like Nike sponsoring Tiger Woods.

Or maybe you’re part of the group who’s heard of sponsorship but have always thought of it as being the same as mentorship. That’s understandable too; for a long time, the two terms have been conflated, or sponsorship was seen as a form of mentorship.

Here’s a simple saying to help us get clarity before we begin: “Mentors talk to you; sponsors talk about you.”

The main difference between mentorship and sponsorship is who is acted upon. When we mentor people, we are trying to change them. Think of an influential adult with whom you had a relationship when you were a child. Maybe you had a trusted person who listened to you when you had trouble at school or at home and gave you guidance on how to move forward. Perhaps you had a teacher who provided you the nudge you needed when you weren’t sure if you would enjoy a new activity, and due to their encouragement, you discovered a love for dance or art or history. Or a manager who nurtured you in your first job and gave you impactful feedback when you felt completely in over your head. This kind of support—coaching, feedback, advice, encouragement—all falls under the category of mentorship. When we mentor people, we are trying, subtly or not so subtly, to affect their behavior, their attitudes, or their skills and abilities.

Now think of a person who perhaps advocated for you to receive accommodations when you were having difficulties at school or at home. Maybe you had a teacher or two write recommendation letters for you when you applied to college. Perhaps you had a coach or orchestra teacher who made sure you were on the field or on the stage when a talent scout was present, making it so that the scout was able to see you perform. Or a manager who defended you in closed-door meetings, perhaps changing the narrative about why a project was not as successful as hoped. This kind of support—advocacy, visibility, protection—is sponsorship. When we sponsor people, we are trying, subtly or not so subtly, to affect how other people (whom I’ll be calling the audience or target for the rest of the book) behave toward or think about our protégés.

Mentors act on mentees. Their task is to make mentees better, to make mentees ready and attractive candidates for great opportunities. But, as we see with Kim Ng’s story, just because a mentee is excellent does not mean that people are necessarily willing to take a chance on them. A mentee whom a mentor has helped to craft into an exceptional candidate can still be left out in the cold. This is where sponsors come in. Sponsors act on audiences. Their task is to make audiences notice their protégé, to think well of them, to want to open the door and invite the protégé to come right on in.

If Jeter had mentored Ng, he might have given her tips on how to ace her interview or tell her what skills she needed to further develop before she would be considered seriously for a GM position. But the only time Jeter spoke with Ng before her interview with the Marlins was to ask her if she was open to applying for the position. Once he knew that she was willing to be considered, he persuaded a group of concerned decision-makers to see Ng differently, to see her as the obvious choice—the only choice—to hire. He sponsored her.

If you’re anything like me, you read the above and thought to yourself, “Wow, I wish I had a Derek Jeter in my life.” I mean, who wouldn’t want a powerful sponsor advocating for us? But the desire that so many of us have for finding sponsors obscures the fact that we, too, can be sponsors.

Now before you think to yourself, “But I’m no Derek Jeter! Sponsors are people with power, people who make the decisions. I don’t have control over anything or anyone,” know this: anyone can sponsor, because our ability to sponsor and our effectiveness as sponsors rest on whom we know and who trusts us. Even though most of us don’t have the power to hire someone to be the GM of a Major League Baseball team, we can still be sponsors because almost everyone knows other people who trust them. This means that almost everyone can use sponsorship to convert that trust into changed relationships between the people we want to help and the people who trust us.

HOW I GOT HERE

In 2018, Leanne Meyer, then a director in executive education at the Tepper School of Business (where I work), emailed me to share that they had started working with a new client, The Advanced Leadership Initiative (now Institute). TALI had commissioned Tepper Executive Education to find them a faculty member who would build a new custom program for Black professionals. The program would be the flagship program for the organization, and Leanne wanted to know if I would be willing to lead it.

I was confused. Why me? First, not to state the obvious, but I’m not Black. I’m Asian. Didn’t it seem inappropriate for an Asian person to be chosen to lead a program for Black professionals? But setting that aside, I had never led, never mind played a significant role in, an executive education program before. And now, Leanne was asking me to spearhead a new program; wouldn’t it make more sense to reach out to a more seasoned faculty member first?

But after speaking with Leanne in more detail, I learned a few things. First, at that time, Tepper did not have a single Black faculty member, making me, one of a handful of non-White faculty, the next-best option (yikes). I also learned that this initiative was brand new and somewhat experimental, and funding was not at all assured. Finally, and most important, Leanne told me the leaders of TALI wanted the program to have an explicit focus on sponsorship. Aha, I thought. Now I get it.

Sponsorship was something I had been researching for several years by that point and had become the focus of my work. And the fact that this program was nascent and running on a shoestring made any potential missteps I might make as a novice faculty director less visible. Leanne had, in essence, pitched me the perfect stretch assignment. Having nothing to lose, I proposed something much more ambitious than I would have suggested otherwise.

To my surprise, the leaders at TALI, all of whom were Black, liked the concept and gave Leanne the go-ahead to move forward with me as faculty director. Leanne introduced me to Evan Frazier, the cofounder of TALI, who I later learned was friends with Leanne outside of TALI business. Leanne must have done a good job selling me—sponsoring me—to Evan because there was never a time when I felt that Evan questioned whether I was the right person to lead this new program. That was not the case with the other TALI cofounder, Greg Spencer. Greg’s reception was… chilly. I could tell by the way he appraised me and spoke about the program that he had significant reservations about my suitability.

I didn’t blame him. I had zero corporate experience and was someone who didn’t and would never have the lived experience of a Black person in the United States. All the doubts that Greg had I had too.

But what Greg, Evan, and Leanne didn’t know was that before I started studying sponsorship, I had studied the topics of power, status, and social hierarchies (all of which are relevant to sponsorship, as we’ll soon see). One of the fundamental themes of my research is understanding the ways that people manage knowing that they are participants in unequal systems. Much of this work has been done by looking at people’s experiences of and responses to racial hierarchies, specifically White Americans’ beliefs and attitudes about their racial group’s dominance in the American racial hierarchy. Several of my papers explore White Americans’ discomfort with being a member of a group that is privileged. Other papers have demonstrated that this discomfort can motivate White Americans to dismantle power differentials between racial groups. Yet more have explored how White Americans’ discomfort can lead to behavior that reinforces existing power differences. By the time Leanne reached out to me about the TALI program, I had been studying the psychological underpinnings of social inequality for more than a decade.

When you’ve been studying something for that long, and especially when you’ve been studying something as depressing and demoralizing as social inequality, you get tired of it. I wanted to be done with writing about the intractability of social inequality. I wanted to focus on potential solutions, on things people can do to truly move the needle. My need to do something different, something constructive, is how I came to sponsorship. I wanted to understand how people in positions of power can raise up others, particularly those from lower power groups, rather than hoard visibility, resources, and opportunities for themselves.

In short, I was (and am) an expert in racial inequality and an expert in sponsorship. And aside from not being Black, there wasn’t a single other person at Tepper, or at Carnegie Mellon more broadly, who would have been better suited to lead a program that was designed to affirm the lived experiences of Black professionals and to facilitate relationships between the program participants and corporate leaders in positions of power.

The program we built together—the Executive Leadership Academy (ELA)—has been, by all accounts, a resounding success. As its prominence has risen (it now has a national version), so too has mine. Corporations outside of Pittsburgh heard about it and wanted versions of their own. I now teach in or direct several other programs in addition to this original program, almost all of which have the objective of accelerating the careers of people from marginalized communities. But the ELA will always have a special place in my heart, because beyond the professional satisfaction from having helped to build something successful, I have been changed by the relationships I’ve had the fortune to build through it.

One of the relationships I am most grateful for is with none other than skeptic number 1, Greg Spencer, whom I am now pleased to call friend, mentor, and sponsor. Even though I am no longer the faculty director for the ELA, I still teach in the program about sponsorship and its inner workings (much of the content of which we’ll be covering in this book). In the most recent session I taught for the ELA, I was introduced without mention of my involvement in the creation of the program. I decided not to say anything about it, but Greg later shared with the group that I was the original faculty director who had designed much of the curriculum. The change in the participants’ attitude toward me was palpable. It’s not that they had been unreceptive previously, but they were much warmer after Greg’s announcement. One of the participants later playfully chided me, “Why were you being so humble? You helped make this program! You should have told us!” I replied, “Sure, I could have. But would it have made the same impression?” He stopped and thought and then said, “So that’s what you mean when you say that sponsorship is powerful.”

Information is so much more impactful when it comes from someone you trust. In this context, Greg was more trustworthy than I was, because with this group of Black professionals, he was an insider. For him to vouch for my bona fides was so much more effective than anything I could have said or done.

THE RISKS OF SPONSORSHIP

While the saying “Mentors talk to you; sponsors talk about you” highlights the difference of who is acted upon, it doesn’t address another key difference between mentorship and sponsorship: the level of risk taken on by sponsors. The high-profile nature of Derek Jeter’s sponsorship of Kim Ng has irrevocably tied his legacy and reputation to hers. Nor is Ng’s career purely her own; how well she does as the GM of the Marlins also has implications for Jeter’s reputation.

Actually, how well she did.

Fans of baseball will likely know that Kim Ng’s story doesn’t have a happy ending (yet). Jeter left the Marlins in 2022 over disagreements with his co-owner’s business approach to the team. Jeter’s departure meant that Ng lost a key supporter, but it also meant that she gained more latitude in the Marlins’ hiring decisions. Her trades that season are widely credited with helping the Marlins reach the playoffs for the first time in decades. Even so, at the end of the season, the owner of the Marlins informed her that he would be hiring a president of baseball operations, effectively demoting Ng to second in command. In response, she opted not to renew her contract and remains unaffiliated with a team as of this writing.

Ng’s story is a complicated one that we will return to later in the book. Here, however, I want to focus on the flip side of sponsorship: the impact that sponsorship can have on sponsors. When people engage in sponsorship, they “lend” their reputation to the protégé. What this means is that the sponsor’s and protégé’s reputations become inextricably intertwined. Ng’s success has reflected well on Jeter. But if Ng had done poorly, Jeter’s credibility could have been damaged. His future ability to sway other groups to hire his preferred protégés could have been weakened.

The more visibly and explicitly a sponsor advocates for a protégé, the more reputational damage they can incur if the protégé should fail.

Mentorship isn’t as risky for mentors as sponsorship is for sponsors, and that’s part of why we don’t see sponsorship occurring as much as mentorship. But this all begs the question: If sponsorship is so risky, why would anyone choose to do it?

Simple: high risk, high reward.

Many people assume that the payout of sponsorship accrues only to the protégé, when in fact sponsors can benefit a great deal as well. When we elevate others who subsequently live up to our attestations, we are elevated in turn. Derek Jeter didn’t just give Kim Ng the opportunity of a lifetime; in elevating her, his profile was also raised. Baseball commissioner Rob Manfred has praised Jeter for his steadfast commitment to diversity and inclusion, calling Jeter a “highly respected voice on our diversity and competition committees” and pointing out his willingness to hire women into top roles (in addition to hiring Ng, Jeter brought in Caroline O’Connor to the Marlins, and she was later promoted to president of business operations, the second woman to rise to this position in Major League Baseball).

In effect, Ng was not the only beneficiary of Jeter’s sponsorship. Jeter was too. So it goes with sponsorship in general: protégés and sponsors alike benefit from sponsorship. The mutual social elevation that comes from successful sponsorship is why, when people ask me how they can find a sponsor, I tell them they are thinking about it all wrong.

If you want others to sponsor you, be a sponsor. When we elevate others, people will want to elevate us.

THE REWARDS OF SPONSORSHIP

Being a sponsor was key to my being “discovered” by Nicole Torres, a cohost of the popular Harvard Business Review (HBR) podcast Women at Work. Up to that point, my research had a decidedly academic bent; no one outside of the ivory tower was likely to care about or pay attention to my work. But the work I was doing on sponsorship was not work I wanted to be hidden away in esoteric academic journals. I wanted it to be out in the wild, where it could have a greater impact. So I was thrilled when some of the work was accepted by a small academic conference at Harvard Business School. I knew it would be a great opportunity for the research to have wider visibility.

It had been, if I might say so myself, one of my better presentations. I could tell the audience was with me and thought the research was cool. I was flying high. But I hadn’t done the work alone. My coauthor, then doctoral candidate Elizabeth Campbell, was a huge part of it. While the core ideas behind the research were mine, Elizabeth was the one who had collected the data and analyzed them. She had been working on the research as closely as I had, and I wanted to ensure that she would get that recognition, even though I was the one giving the talk. So at the end of the presentation, I made an impassioned request that any school looking to hire a new faculty member in the next few years should seriously consider hiring Elizabeth.

As it turns out, my sponsorship of Elizabeth is what captured Nicole’s attention; I had shown that I wanted to be a sponsor more than I was looking to be sponsored. She saw that I walked the talk. She was sufficiently impressed that she had the podcast producer invite me to participate in an episode on sponsorship.

Being on the Women at Work podcast allowed me to meet Amy Gallo, an editor at HBR, who later interviewed me for her book Getting Along. After the interview, I asked Amy about book writing and shared that I was thinking about writing one. Amy strongly encouraged me to take the plunge and do it. She also asked me to send her a pitch for an article, which resulted in an HBR piece, “Don’t Just Mentor Women and People of Color. Sponsor Them.”

Sponsoring Elizabeth is how I caught the attention of Nicole Torres, who then introduced me (a form of sponsorship) to Amy Gallo, who then sponsored my work to the editors of HBR and offered to introduce me to book agents and publishers. Being a sponsor got me sponsors.

USING SPONSORSHIP TO RETHINK NETWORKING

The idea that we should sponsor others to get ahead is an inversion of the usual logic of how to advance in life. That logic goes: Identify who in your network has the resources you need. Initiate contact—network—with people who have the resources you need and build relationships with them, so that when you need access to those resources in the future, your contacts will share them with you. Seeing relationships in this way is why so many of us are hell-bent on finding sponsors; we see ourselves as lacking the visibility we need, and so we are desperate to try to find people who will elevate us.

When you’re in a position of needing something that only someone else can provide—in this case, visibility—you are in a low(er) power position. In this way, networking in its usual incarnation emphasizes differences between those with power and those without. Those with power—resources—use networking as an opportunity to trade resources. But those who lack power aren’t seen as good networking partners, which often means that they don’t get a lot of attention. After all, if the point of networking is to find people with the resources we need, connecting with people who lack those resources is functionally a waste of our time.

Sadly, there are groups of people who are assumed to be less valuable as network partners. Women are often perceived to have networks of lower “value,” in that they aren’t expected to be connected to other well-connected people (this is not, in fact, true). The thing is, if someone holds the view that other people are only “worth” networking with if they can provide something of value, like introducing them to important people, then they are unlikely to pay attention to or spend time building a relationship with someone they assume to lack value in this way. Perhaps that is why researchers have found that even though men and women engage in the same amount of networking, to whom they reach out and who accepts their outreach differ. Specifically, men are more likely to reach out to and to accept outreach requests from other men than they are to women, resulting in men having less gender diversity in their networks than do women. But because men tend to be in positions where they make decisions about promotions or raises, these network differences are then associated with gender inequality.

This kind of automatic evaluation of social worth is harmful, not just for the people who are presumed to be valueless, but also for society more broadly, because the collective is unable to fully identify and benefit from the talents of all its members. After all, if women’s networks are just as valuable as men’s, leaving women out means that the resources they have in their networks are less likely to be effectively utilized.

I want to offer a different approach to networks and relationships, one that reconsiders how we assess value and worth. Instead of focusing on what we ourselves can give or get from others (which highlights whether we or they have power or not), we can focus on what—who—we can help others to find. In this version of networking, the value we provide is based not on who we are or what we can do, but on our ability to solicit information from people so that we can connect them with others who would benefit from knowing them. In this world, our value comes from our ability and willingness to connect other people—using our social capital for collective good.

We can open doors for other people. We can be sponsors.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is structured as follows. First, we’ll explore how and why our current approach to social networking undergirds the persistence of social inequality and contrast it with an approach that reconceives the purpose of networking to be about ensuring that the group is aware of its collective resources. Then we’ll look at the first stage of sponsorship: whom we choose to sponsor. Whom we choose to sponsor depends on who is available to us and whom we notice. Next, we’ll consider how the revised version of networking might change whom we engage with and how we engage with them, such that we increase the likelihood that we will obtain the type of information that fosters mutual trust in relationships. With that greater trust and higher-quality information, we will be more effective sponsors, the strategies of which will constitute the latter chapters of the book.

Understanding the nuances of sponsorship has the potential to empower you and make you aware of the immense impact you have on others and, in turn, yourself. But if you are willing, I’d like us to take sponsorship one step further. Yes, this book will help you to see sponsorship in a new and more precise way. But I also hope that it will open your eyes to how sponsorship is not equitably distributed, in terms of both whom we are willing to sponsor and how we are willing to sponsor them. The sad fact of the matter is that two people with the exact same achievements do not always get the same sponsorship and, then, the same outcomes. Our psychology makes it so that we are more likely to know certain people, notice certain people, and trust certain people. None of these factors are correlated with people’s ability and merit. That’s a shame, not just for them, but for us collectively.

Consider a world where Derek Jeter had not sponsored Kim Ng. It’s likely that it would be a place where people might continue to question the place of women in professional sports. When the Dodgers passed over Ng for the general manager position in 2005, the New York Times wrote, “By passing over Ng, [the Dodgers] missed out on [making] history.” Imagine that: as early as 2005, baseball enthusiasts already recognized Ng as being a worthy contender for a GM role. But she didn’t achieve that role until 2020, when Jeter sponsored her and showed the world that there are no rooms where women shouldn’t go. Indeed, part of the reason Ng persevered for as long as she did is that she knew that her success was tied to something bigger than herself. Even though she suspected that some of her interviews for the GM position were not “real” interviews—by interviewing her, teams could claim to have considered a woman for the role—she felt that she had to go on. “[There] had to be somebody who kept that notion of a woman running a club alive,” Ng has said. “It’s pretty crushing when you get turned down… but I thought it was necessary.” Now that she’s been in the GM role, she’s hopeful for how her success will affect others. She believes it has opened teams’ eyes. “[Teams] are increasing the pool of women in more entry-level positions.… [W]e’ve seen more women coaches at the minor league level than ever before, women who are scouts, women on our medical staffs.… [W]e’re starting to really multiply.”

Derek Jeter’s sponsorship of Kim Ng had (and has) impacts that go beyond those incurred by him, Ng, and the Marlins, all of which were positive. His sponsorship also influenced the larger narrative around who belongs. It has led to an expansion of people’s willingness to consider who is qualified. Who is valuable. In this way, Jeter and Ng’s story demonstrates how sponsors—particularly those with power—can use their visibility to not only elevate specific individuals, but also elevate important issues that add collective value for more than just the people involved in any single sponsorship decision. Sponsorship is a way for us to shape the social landscape around us. And while most of us may not be in positions as powerful as Derek Jeter’s or in situations where we can engage in the highly visible forms of sponsorship that he has undertaken, what you’ll see is that those are not the only ways to sponsor.

All of us can be sponsors and, in so doing, effect change. This is the singular message of this book. You, me, WE have an incredible power: the power to change people’s relationships with one another—and through those relationships the social world in which we live—through sponsorship.
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