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What is the difference between a mentor and a sponsor? Why is it important to have one
versus the other? Will having a sponsor really make that big of a difference in my career?
These are questions I'm often asked by the law students and private clients I work with.

In 2013, Sylvia Ann Hewlett released her latest book, "Forget a Mentor, Find a Sponsor: The
New Way to Fast-Track Your Career." Hewlett argues that while mentors who are there to
guide you on a long-term basis are wonderful to have, the best way to propel your career
forward is to find a sponsor who will be your champion and open doors to opportunities for
you.

A mentor is someone who sits back and waits for a mentee to reach out to him for advice on
an as-needed basis. Even though the mentor is willing to listen and provide guidance
long-term, he does not go out of his way to advocate for you for raises, promotions or stretch
projects. A mentor does not see a relationship with a mentee as an investment, and a
mentor does not expect anything in return from a mentee.

A sponsor, on the other hand, is someone who will give you critical and candid feedback, go
to bat for you when someone is bad-mouthing you, connect you to important people within
and outside of your organization and push you to take on opportunities even when you do
not feel ready for it. A sponsor is someone who is powerful within your organization or
community, and by supporting you, she is putting her reputation on the line for you.

Having a sponsor can significantly increase your visibility, promotions and raises. For
example, Hewlett found in her research that only 43 percent of males and 36 percent of
females will proactively approach their supervisor for highly visible projects. This number
significantly increases with a sponsor to 56 percent for males and 44 percent for females.

Seeing the hard benefits of what a sponsor can do to accelerate your career, the answer to
whether you need a sponsor and whether having one really makes a difference is an
emphatic yes.
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What do you need to do to find a sponsor who will support you as a protégé?

Hardcore Networking
You have to be willing to put yourself outside of your comfort zone and put yourself in a
position where you will meet people who are at least two positions senior to you in your
organization. Many lawyers and law students are great at networking with their peers and
subordinates. Very few, however, are strong at networking with people senior to them
because they feel intimidated or because they are worried about bothering very busy
superiors. If you want to find a sponsor, you have to attend events and talk to people who
are senior to you so that they can have a chance to connect with you and know who you are.

You're A Risky Investment
A sponsor is someone who has a great reputation in the organization and is well respected.
Someone with these credentials within the organization likely has many people vying for her
attention.

For a sponsor to pick you as one of the few protégés she's supporting, you have to earn her
trust and show your loyalty to her. You have to understand that your sponsor is putting her
reputation on the line for you when she advocates on your behalf publicly as her protégé.
What this generally means is your sponsor is trading her business capital—something she
likely spent many years to cultivate—to take a risk on you so that you can excel in your
career. As a result, you need to show that you can perform and excel on a consistent basis.

Go for the Gold
You have to be willing to take risks and trust your sponsor when she gives you stretch
assignments. A sponsor is a seasoned expert in the business and will generally know which
projects will help elevate your status in the organization. Even if you do not feel ready to take
on a project because it is something you have never done, trust and have faith in your
sponsor that she is giving you this project because you have the foundation of what it takes
to be successful. Know your sponsor has your best interest in mind because your sponsor is
also counting on you to make her look good.

Why should sponsors and businesses care and invest in creating a sponsor program?
Hewlett found in her research that employees with sponsors were more satisfied with their
advancement in their organization, 70 percent for men, 68 percent for women, and 65
percent for minorities, which is much higher than their unsponsored peers who only reported
a 57 percent satisfaction rate. Those who served as sponsors also reported a higher
satisfaction rate.

Given the National Association for Law Placement's recent report on the lack of retention of
women and minorities at large law firms and the high cost to recruitment and training, having
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a strong sponsor program would serve the business needs of these large firms and other
businesses.
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