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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.















1 HOW TO NETWORK LIKE A SPONSOR



I can always tell when it’s recruiting season on campus because half my students don’t show up to class.


College recruitment events are a coordinated effort between colleges and companies, and it’s a lot of work for all parties involved. Companies send staff to the college, where they spend one or two days at a career fair, giving out corporate swag (I am in possession of an inordinate amount of logoed thermos mugs, totes, and battery banks) and interviewing potential candidates. The school supplies the space for the event and logistical support. To me, career fairs seem like a giant headache, but they’re probably worth it for the companies. They’re almost certainly worth it for the colleges. Career fairs help companies generate a large pool of qualified applicants. And these events presumably increase the odds that students will become gainfully employed after graduation, which impacts a college’s rankings. Career fairs are, in a way, a sponsorship event writ large; colleges sponsor their students to recruiters. Should a suitable match be made, the colleges can report higher postgraduation employment numbers, students get jobs, and companies get qualified new hires. Win-win-win.


Rationally, I understand why career fairs make sense. Even so, for a long time, I detested (and to some degree still detest) them. By design, they reflect our societal bias toward extroverts. And in my more cynical moments, I see them as a form of institutionalized hazing due to the amount of stress they put on students.


I remember one faculty recruiting event at Harvard Business School the year I was on the academic job market. At these events, job candidates are invited to mingle with HBS faculty, usually in a fancy hotel’s ballroom and plied with good food. But it’s hard to enjoy the experience, because in most academic fields, there are always many more job candidates than there are faculty or faculty openings. For every open position, a school might receive a hundred or more applications. When a desired resource, like a job, is that scarce, it makes people do all sorts of crazy things.


The year I went, the second the doors opened, a sea of job candidates rushed the room. Like a school of hungry piranhas, they collectively scanned the room, looking for HBS faculty to approach. In this case, the faculty were over by the hors d’oeuvres table, where they were summarily mobbed by job candidates, each trying to insert themselves into the conversation with a witty comment, hoping to impress. Candidates recited their elevator pitches. They claimed all sorts of flexibility: they were willing to move anywhere, teach any course, collaborate with anyone on any topic. The volume of the frenzy steadily increased.


I watched all of this from a corner, furiously stuffing food in my mouth, hoping to discourage people from approaching me. From my corner, I judged them. I judged my fellow students for groveling. I judged them for “playing the game.” I judged the faculty for being willing participants in what I considered to be a degrading experience for job candidates.


But if I’m being honest, I was also disappointed in myself for not having the courage or mental fortitude to do the thing research shows is one of the strongest predictors of getting a job: networking.


My distaste for networking stems from the fact that I see it as a sorting mechanism, an exercise where we evaluate people based on whether they have resources we want. Having done this assessment, we then put our attention and efforts into cultivating relationships only with those we have deemed to have value, in the hopes that we will someday be able to utilize that value. I mean, what is a job fair but a place where recruiters look for valuable candidates and candidates compete to convince recruiters of their value? Networking in this way is fundamentally about value identification, extraction, and exchange.


Now, I acknowledge that nobody really recommends thinking about networking in this way anymore. When was the last time you heard someone say, “Go out and use people!”? But the reality is that it’s hard to remove that cold evaluation from networking. Fundamentally, people looking to optimize their networks must evaluate the resources available to them. At the heart of this perspective is the notion that people are resources to be used.


The problem with sorting people based on our perception of their potential value to us is that we are often wrong. We make snap judgments on the basis of who someone is and how they look—stereotypes—rather than on what they are actually capable of. If our ability to discern who has value is inherently flawed, so is the way we network.


HBR’s most popular article on networking, “Managing Yourself: A Smarter Way to Network,” advises readers to assess their existing networks for the types of resources their connections currently provide to them. There are six kinds of resources that people can provide: information, political support and influence, personal development, personal support, a sense of purpose, and accountability for work-life balance. “It is important to have people who provide each kind of resource in your network,” the authors write. “Categorizing your relationships will give you a clearer idea of whether your network is extending your abilities or keeping you stuck.”


So right out of the gate, the authors are saying that the best networks are the ones that help us get resources.


Having assessed the resources available in your network, the authors instruct you to see if there are relationships you should “back away from.” These are relationships that “sap you of energy or promote unhealthful behaviors.” This is a piece of advice I agree with. However, I find the next step less useful: you are to look to see if your relationships provide too many of the same benefits. If too many of your connections provide redundant resources, the recommendation is to “de-layer” your network by selectively culling your contacts, so you can focus more time and energy on more valuable relationships.


“More valuable relationships” are those with people who can fill resource gaps. To determine who these people might be, you are to write down three professional or personal goals and then identify people who can help with the achievement of these goals. Perhaps existing contacts can provide these resources that you just haven’t capitalized on yet. If not, then you should find new contacts who can provide the resources that your current network lacks.


I don’t know about you, but writing all of that makes me feel icky. I don’t want to go through life treating my relationships as though they are battery banks where once I’ve used up one person’s energy/resources, I toss them and move on to the next. Yet some of the most common networking advice essentially boils down to the idea that the point of networking is for people to extract value from their connections, making sure that they are using their connections to their fullest potential.


If the point of social relationships is to be as efficient as possible in whom we spend time with and to maximize the likelihood we have access to the resources we need, then this approach makes sense. But it objectifies us. We aren’t being told to see other people as people. We are being told to see them as tools to be used. To be fair, the authors include a few admonitions to “look for ways to give back to [your] contacts.” However, fundamentally, the approach here is still the same as it ever was: to classify people as having more or less value and to prioritize the ones who have the resources we want.


This is a cold and calculating way to approach social relationships.


Now, it’s unlikely that we will ever be able to completely extinguish the act of assessing people on the perceived value they might bring. After all, part of the reason stereotypes exist is to help us navigate an increasingly complex social world, in which the sheer amount of information we have access to far exceeds our ability to thoughtfully consider each and every person we engage with. Even so, I want to propose a more humane approach toward networking, one that isn’t about sorting people on the basis of their potential value to us.


Like the classic networking for resource-extraction approach above, networking for sponsorship is also an inventory exercise. However, what is being inventoried is different. Whereas the standard networking approach involves inventorying our networks for who has the resources we need, a networking-for-sponsorship approach mentally catalogs who knows what and who needs what.


“Taking inventory” and “taking stock” are terms usually used in retail, in which retailers keep track of what products they have. That way, when a customer wants something, the retailers know if they have it and where to find it. In a similar way, networking as a sponsor requires that you know what problems people in your network have (customers) and whom you know who can solve those problems (desired products). So the goal of networking is to have as complete an understanding as possible about the people who need help and the people who can help them. Networking for sponsorship is fundamentally about identifying and making fruitful connections.


Now, I admit that seeing people in our networks as customers and products is not that different from seeing people as tools to be used. But I want to stress that the approaches are different in that the taking of inventory does not involve evaluating people on their potential benefit to us. It merely asks us to act as knowledge managers for the collective. We can keep track of who in the network has what resources and who has what needs. Having this information makes us better at facilitating mutually beneficial relationships for other people.


In this approach, mutual benefit is not just nice to have. Mutual benefit is the point.


This reframes networking from “What can this person do for me?” to “Whose problem can I help solve?” This isn’t to say that we won’t benefit from this kind of networking—we absolutely will. But the point is to stop looking to extract value from our relationships and start looking to add value that benefits the collective.


THE VALUE OF GOSSIP AND WHY “WHO YOU KNOW” MATTERS


Most of us have heard the adage “It’s not what you know; it’s who you know.” The simple interpretation of this saying is that social capital (the resources we possess through our social relationships) is more consequential for success than human capital (the internal resources we possess, like skills, intelligence, and formal training). And while that may be true (evidence certainly suggests that success is at least a combination of both, not just one or the other), this interpretation misses much of the nuance that makes social networks so valuable (and challenging to study!).


A focus on “who you know” obscures why who you know matters. Who you know necessarily impacts what you know. So a more accurate—and, yes, awkward—turn of phrase might be “It’s not who you know, but what who you know knows.”


I’ll use myself as an example of how this works. I’ll be the first to admit that I’m not very up-to-date on the latest news in the organizational behavior world. As a result, I am heavily reliant on friends who are better connected than I am to the people who are movers and shakers in that circuit. One of those friends is a woman named Gabe. Gabe is an immensely agreeable person who seems to be friends with everyone. This means that people are willing to tell Gabe what’s going on in their departments or with colleagues in the field. She always has the latest on who is on the job market, who is moving schools, or who has a questionable reputation.


In the traditional networking-for-extraction approach, Gabe is more valuable as a connection than I am because she has more resources—information, connections—than I do. She can parlay that resource (information) into trading for other resources (additional information), effectively increasing the informational resources she holds. In a networking-for-sponsorship approach, Gabe is similarly more valuable as a connection than I am, but for slightly different reasons. She has access to a large inventory of people with a wider variety of both people with problems and other people with skill sets who could solve those problems. In effect, Gabe is better positioned to make mutually beneficial connections than I am—probably than most of us are!


Who you know impacts your inventory, which impacts your ability to sponsor effectively.


[image: image]




Perhaps a less charitable moniker for what Gabe does is “gossip.” Here I want to make a case for why gossip can (but not always!) be a good thing. Whatever your feelings are about gossip—I, for one, get extremely anxious at the thought of other people talking about me—the reality is that gossip serves important social functions. Gossip is really about trust. It’s helpful to know who you can trust, who can be relied upon, who is more likely to be generous to others. It is through gossip—and the reputations that they build—that we as a collective can enforce group norms; it allows us to praise good group members and to punish bad ones.


Gossip can be about all sorts of topics, but if you are really paying attention, what you’ll tend to find is that it more often conveys information about who is untrustworthy and who is a bad group member. Someone was indicted for tax fraud? Someone cheated on their partner? We’ll gossip about that. Someone showed up at a party and left without paying for their share of the bill? Someone took credit for a project but didn’t actually contribute to the work? Gossip. When we gossip about someone, it’s usually to talk about how they have done something that violates our sense of what is appropriate behavior.


In one study, researchers tracked the gossip within a sorority house on a university campus. Each sorority sister was given a list of the names of the other sorority sisters and asked to indicate how well they knew and liked each sister. Then they were also asked to indicate how much each sorority sister was gossiped about and what their general reputation was. The researchers found that the sorority sisters who were most often named as the subject of gossip were the ones with controversial reputations. Targets of gossip were rated as being more well known but less well liked, as deserving less status, and as having less admirable reputations.


I don’t know about you, but I would hate to be identified as someone other people talk about. And this is actually one way that gossip is good: The fear of being gossiped about keeps a lot of us in line. Another reason it can be good is that gossip can save us from making regrettable decisions based on a lack of information. Gossip might lead us to turn down a job offer to work with an abusive supervisor. Gossip can help uncover job opportunities that we might not have known about otherwise. So, while it never feels good to be the topic of gossip—especially when the gossip may not be factually correct—imagine a world without gossip. A world like that might be more equal and liberating, but it would also be far more taxing and costly to navigate.


As sponsors, what we want to trade in is good gossip. We’ll talk more about what this means in Chapter 8, but the short version is this: when we say nice things about other people, people see that we both notice what’s positive about other people and are willing to say nice things about other people. Both of these increase people liking us, further increasing the impact of our sponsorship.


SPONSORSHIP MEANS GIVING UP POWER


Because Gabe is close to many important people that I am not close with, Gabe acts as a “broker” for me—someone in a network who straddles two different individuals or groups that are otherwise not connected. People who are “in the know” are those who, through their connections, receive new information and, critically, control who they will share that information with. Their ability to control who has access to information constitutes a form of power. I depend on Gabe for access to information about our field and have very little privileged information to exchange. So, in our particular relationship, she holds more power than I do.


Another way to think about the power of brokerage is the metaphor of a bridge. Imagine you have two friend groups, one of which is composed of people who went to college with you and another of which is composed of your friends from work. If there’s no other overlap in those groups besides you, then you are the bridge (broker). As that bridge, you have the power to choose whether to share information across the two groups or to keep information to yourself. Let’s say that you and your friend Pat are both looking for new jobs. You find out that your friend from work Sam is looking to hire. The position is one that both you and Pat would find appealing. As a broker, you now have a choice: Do you tell Pat about this potential job opening? Or do you keep it to yourself so that you don’t have to compete with Pat for the role?


That you have unilateral control over this decision is indicative of the power you hold through your position as a social bridge. And power, for some individuals, is the entire point of networking: to ensure that they are consistently the first to receive information and hold the ability to control who has access to that information so they can get ahead. Indeed, the research consistently finds that people who can act as brokers benefit in many different ways. They are more likely to be hired, get bigger raises, and have faster times to promotion.


Now, one way to capitalize on the power that comes with brokerage is to hoard it. The other is to give up control over the resource and to share it with others. Let’s imagine that while you are enticed by Sam’s open position, you know that Pat is really a better fit for the role. You decide to help Pat get the role. Here, again, you have some choices. You could tell Pat about the job opening and encourage them to apply (which would count as mentorship). A more impactful option, however, would be for you to introduce—sponsor—Pat to your work colleague Sam. Note that if you choose to sponsor Pat to Sam, you are, functionally, giving up the power that you held by being their sole connector. Your power, in this case, doesn’t just come from knowing about the open position; it also comes from your ability to decide whether to connect Pat and Sam.


In effect, sponsorship is an act of giving up power. And if power is the currency we most care about, then none of us should be sponsors. But, as we will discuss throughout the book, being a sponsor has benefits for sponsors as well as protégés. The question, then, is why? If having power is good, then why would giving it up through sponsorship be good for sponsors?


Because even though sponsorship involves giving up power, it gets us status.


THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN POWER AND STATUS


As with mentorship and sponsorship, most people see power and status as interchangeable. One reason people don’t readily distinguish between them is that they often go hand in hand; famous people are often rich, and rich people are often famous. But there are people who are famous who aren’t über-rich, like the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. or Mister Rogers. And there are people who are rich but not famous, such as Françoise Bettencourt Meyers, the world’s wealthiest woman and granddaughter of the founder of L’Oréal. I bet many of you have never even heard of her.


Another reason power and status are often lumped together is that their outcomes are often similar; we use power or status (or both) to get others to do what we want. The powerful exert their influence through coercion, and those with status exert their influence through compliance. We do things for powerful people because we have to (they can give us things we want or withhold things we need); we do things for high-status people because we want to. We are kind because Mister Rogers tells us to be kind. We care about social justice because Dr. King told us that we should. Neither of them held or holds power over us, but they can influence our behavior all the same.


But let’s say you had to choose one or the other. Would you rather have power? Or status? There is growing social scientific evidence that suggests that if there’s one to avoid, it’s probably power, because power often changes people for the worse. Power refers to having control over others’ access to resources (like compensation or a hierarchical position), and one implication of having control is the ability to focus purely on what you want without regard for consequences. This can lead people with power to objectify others, seeing them not as individuals, but as objects to be used to help achieve the power holder’s goals. It also means that if people aren’t relevant to the powerful person’s goals, they effectively become invisible to the powerful person.


Power changes how we see and approach the world such that we are concerned, first and foremost, with maximizing what is good for us, typically without regard for what is good for others. A focus on attaining power undergirds the value-extraction orientation to networking.


In contrast, status refers to the respect and admiration with which we are held in the eyes of others (like popularity). The fact that having status depends on the actions and beliefs of others means that it is inherently relational; status is earned, often given to those who are seen as putting the needs of the group over their own. The logic here is that because our collective survival used to be based on individuals’ willingness to place the group’s welfare above their own—to hunt together and share the kill, to plant together and share the harvest—humans reward group-oriented behavior by “giving” status to those who contribute to the group.


Status, similar to power, also changes people, but its impact is different. Having status makes us more, not less, attentive to others’ needs. And status undergirds the sponsorship orientation toward networking. This is why I advocate for people who want to find sponsors to be sponsors first. Sponsoring other people is a way to show our willingness to forgo our own interests—we are giving up the power we hold as brokers to help others in our social circles. In return, we are given status, which makes others want to reciprocate our good deeds in turn.


Nice people can indeed finish first, and sponsorship is one of the ways that happens.


CASE IN POINT: HEIDI ROIZEN


It’s hard to be a business school professor and not talk about Heidi Roizen. Roizen was one of Silicon Valley’s first female CEOs, having cofounded a software company called T/Maker in 1982, which she sold in 1994 to Deluxe Corporation. She then worked from 1996 to 1997 at Apple with Steve Jobs, where she was responsible for building and maintaining relationships between Apple and its development partners, such as Microsoft, Intuit, and Adobe. In 1999, she became a venture capitalist, first serving as a managing director of Softbank Venture Capital before moving on to a different firm as a partner. Roizen is perhaps most well known these days for being the subject of a popular case study used in business schools around the world. It details how she built her career through extensive networking. She is famous for hosting exclusive parties, where she would invite the titans of tech and other “interesting” people over for informal dinners at her home.


The case is primarily used to illustrate the power of networking. However, interest in Roizen exploded after a professor at Columbia University, Francis Flynn, ran a study using his master of business administration (MBA) students. Flynn had the students read Roizen’s case but with a critical twist: he assigned some students to read about Heidi Roizen and others to read the same story, but about someone named Howard Roizen. He then asked them to rate how much they perceived Roizen to be competent and likable and how much they would want to work with Roizen. Perhaps unsurprisingly, there were big differences in how the students saw Heidi versus Howard. They acknowledged that although Heidi was just as competent as Howard, they liked her less. They were also less inclined to work with Heidi than they were with Howard, seeing Heidi as being overly aggressive. In this way, the case became an illustration of how people’s perceptions of the same behavior can differ depending on gender. When Howard exercised his power to connect otherwise disconnected people, that was seen as being helpful. When Heidi did the same, that was seen as being manipulative.


Echoing these findings, other researchers asked MBA students to map their own networks and the networks of their peers and rate each other on competence and warmth, just as Flynn had his MBA students rate super-networker Heidi or Howard. And, just as Flynn’s MBA students rated Heidi Roizen as being less warm and likable than Howard Roizen, the researchers found that female students who were seen as potential super-networkers—to have a lot of brokerage opportunities in their network—were also perceived to be less warm than, but just as competent as, male students with similar networking opportunities.


I want to stress here that these ratings are based not even on how much the female students actually broker, but on students’ perceptions of their female peers’ opportunities to broker. Simply being in a position of potential power, even without exercising it, was enough to reduce people’s liking of a woman. Heaven forbid, then, that a woman actually uses her power. Indeed, when women negotiate a job offer and have other job opportunities waiting in the wings (ostensibly giving them greater power in a negotiation), those negotiations are more likely to end with an impasse than if the job candidate is a man. Meaning, even though having good outside options usually helps people to get what they want, when women are in this position, people would rather walk away from a potentially mutually beneficial agreement than give women what they want.


While these studies didn’t factor in race, we can assume there would be similar results for a man or woman of color. This is the danger of networking as a woman or anyone who is socially proscribed from having and exercising power. If networking is about control over resources, then only some people are supposed to do it and benefit from it. This reality, then, is another reason I dislike networking; when networking is about navigating access to resources—exercising power—it works better for those who already have power than those who don’t.


Roizen’s story illustrates two separate but equally important points. Yes, it highlights the extreme gender disparity when it comes to who can have and use power. But it’s also a story about the value of sponsorship, because even though hypothetical Heidi Roizen wasn’t particularly well liked by the MBA students, real-life Heidi Roizen is quite well liked by all who know her.


According to Roizen, her approach to networking is not at all about extracting value from her relationships. Rather, networking is about what she can give. She looks for interesting people who are doing interesting things and who share her values. One friend describes her as someone who “simply likes to get to know and be friends with good-quality, talented people—that’s her primary motivation.” Another friend says, “Part of Heidi’s skill is that she truly understands the meaning and value of a win-win relationship.… Heidi knows her role is to be the ‘door’… through which people make connections.” Indeed, Roizen has a policy that she doesn’t make introductions unless it’s a win-win for the person who wants the introduction and the person to whom she might be making the introduction. For this reason, Adam Grant calls Roizen, in his book Give and Take, an “Otherish” giver, a person who gives when it’s good for the recipient and good for themselves.


I have a different name for her: sponsor.


Roizen uses her infamous dinner parties to sponsor people, to create or augment positive relationships between people who might otherwise be unaware of or have only passing knowledge of one another. Because she has already screened her invitees based on how interesting they are or for being good people, the people at her parties can start their conversations knowing that the individuals with whom they are speaking are likely to be people who are worth paying attention to. Roizen’s parties add collective value by ensuring that these relationships are planted in the warmth of a greenhouse, instead of starting in the cold.


Roizen’s success (and popularity) comes from networking with the intention of elevating other people in her community. She networks to find opportunities to sponsor. The people who benefit from her sponsorship then reward her efforts with status. And with that status, Roizen is able to exert influence over others and achieve her goals. In this way, Roizen gets what she wants, but not because people feel like they have to do what she wants. They want to.


Being a sponsor is rewarded with status, and having status is how nice people can finish first.


STATUS HELPS EVERYONE WIN


Rewarding people with status is one way that the collective tries to put a damper on our selfish tendencies. It is a reward that aligns individuals’ incentives with the group’s needs; doing what is good for the group can also be good for the self. Even so, not everyone is deterred from prioritizing their self-interest at the expense of the group. This can show up as choosing not to sponsor. And if sponsors add collective value, those who withhold sponsorship reduce collective value.


I am reminded of my good friend Patrick, who had an extremely difficult time graduating from his doctoral program. Most doctoral students graduate with their PhDs in six or so years; Patrick didn’t graduate until after eight. When he began his doctoral studies, he was extremely happy and satisfied with his experience. He had a good relationship with his adviser, and he was making great progress on his projects. But as the years went by, he started to notice problems. His adviser would assign him to more and more projects, but she also wouldn’t allow him to finish the projects he was already on. She would find something wrong with how he had done the analyses, or she would want him to collect more data. When doctoral students can’t finish projects, they can’t publish papers, and if they don’t publish papers, they can’t get jobs after graduating. Patrick started to worry about whether he would ever graduate, let alone find a job.


Finally, Patrick realized that his adviser had no intention of letting him graduate. The reality was, he was a great graduate student—reliable, motivated, and capable—and she relied on him to do all sorts of work. Once he graduated, she wouldn’t be able to get half the things he did for her done. Once he realized this, Patrick reported his adviser for abusing her authority, and after a tense year of negotiations, the department ultimately let him graduate. However, his adviser was never officially sanctioned for her behavior. Patrick was left disillusioned with academia and decided not to continue with his research. In his case, the academic field lost out on the potential contributions of a highly qualified scholar because he was too valuable to his adviser. Patrick was a victim of talent hoarding.
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