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Chapter 5
Career Sponsorship: An Effective Way
for Developing Women Leaders

Jovina Ang

Abstract Other than an effective career progression strategy, this research, which
comprised of an autoethnography and an in-depth qualitative case study research
showed that career sponsorship could be an effective strategy for developing women
leaders. In the sponsor relationship, sponsors invest considerable time, effort and
resources in developing sponsees, thus, preparing them for the top jobs. In addition
to developing the skills on the leadership strataplex, career sponsorship has been
shown to be an enabler for developing confidence, which is one of the necessary
ingredients for developing executive presence. Career sponsorship also fills the gap
and addresses the shortcomings that arise from traditional and women leadership
development programs.

Keywords Women · Leadership · Leadership development · Career sponsorship ·
Sponsor

5.1 Introduction

The representation of women at the higher levels of management remains low despite
concerted focus from governments and companies driving advancements in educa-
tion, health and employment for women in the past 30 years (Tuminez, Duell, &
Majid, 2012).Globally,women represent 33%of seniormanagers and 20%ofC-suite
executives (Thomas et al., 2017). If we were to continue at this rate of progression,
it is estimated by the World Economic Forum that it will take 217 years to achieve
gender parity in terms of wage equality, seniority and labour force participation in
the workplace.

1
Unless there is a pipeline of qualified women, the road to achieving

1World Economic Forum. (2018). Closing the Gender Gap. https://www.weforum.org/projects/
closing-the-gender-gap-gender-parity-task-forces.
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gender parity and having greater female representation in senior leadership will be
a very long and arduous one—which is why there needs to be a renewed focus and
an alternative way for how organizations develop women leaders.

It is without a doubt that leadership development programs are a critical compo-
nent for changing gender parity and the female representation equation. Leadership
development programs typically aim to build the skills, knowledge and capability for
senior leadership. Some programs even go one step further—to inculcate a mind-set
shift and build a leadership identity (Ibarra, Snook, & Guillen Ramo, 2010b) for
emerging leaders to rise to the top.

Despite recognizing how leadership development programs could accelerate their
learning, many women hold themselves back from participating in these programs.
Theyhold themselves back for several reasons.Oneof these is time constraint because
in general, women have a lotmore personal and family commitmentswhen compared
to men. Women also need to prove themselves more in their roles (Edison Stevenson
& Orr, 2017) and attending a leadership development program would present as
another tax on their time. These are some of the reasons why women need a lot
more encouragement to participate in career and leadership development programs
(Tharenou, Latimer, & Conroy, 1994).

Huge amounts of money are invested annually in leadership programs. It has been
reported that US companies invest upwards of $14 billion annually.2 In spite of this,
it has been concluded that many leadership programs fail because of two reasons.
One, most leadership development programs focus on building current competen-
cies. While focusing on competencies increases the leadership capability of the indi-
vidual for solving existing business problems, it might not be enough for these future
leaders to navigate the constantly changing work environment that is characterized
as volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA). Two, many leadership pro-
grams are stand-alone programs, hence, are not integrated into the work itself. Even
though most leadership programs are anchored on research or are designed to simu-
latework e.g., computer simulations or project based, behavioral changemight not be
sustained as the lessons learned in the classroom are not translated to the workplace
as typically there’s no follow up or personal commitment to change.

As constant and disruptive change is becoming the norm in the work environment,
Fernandez-Araoz, Roscoe, and Aramaki (2017) argued for an alternative approach to
leadership development—that is, to focus on developing leadership potential. Unlike
focusing on competencies, focusing on leadership potential not only addresses the
skills, competencies and capabilities for leaders to solve current problems but also,
future problems—which is why leadership potential development is a necessary step
towards building the necessary leadership capability for driving future growth of
organizations. In this VUCA world of work, it is likely that future leaders would be
faced with a myriad of challenges ranging from innovating new business models to
motivating a diverse, global and extendedworkforce comprising employees, partners,
contractors and even ‘machines’.

2Loew, L. & O’Leonard, K. (2012). Leadership Development Factbook 2012: Benchmarks and
Trends in U.S. Leadership Development, Bersin by Deloitte, July 2012.
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There is another advantage why focusing on leadership potential matters. When
individuals exercise their leadership potential, they not only continue to develop
their leadership capability, they are able to continually learn to acquire new tools,
skills and knowledge that are necessary for driving continued growth for their orga-
nizations. Interestingly, studies have shown that men tend to be evaluated based on
leadership potential whereas women tend to be evaluated based on experience and
past performance for promotions (Carter & Silva, 2011).

It is also recognized that leadership programs need to address the development of
a leadership identity and a leadership mindset. In general, women need more help
in developing their leadership identities and leadership mindsets. This is because
women tend to engage in ‘protective’ self-preservation. Hence, women are less likely
to stretch themselves and position themselves as leaders for the fear of disapproval
from others (Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2016). In so doing, women create an internal bar-
rier that hinders them from taking on the big bold leadership roles to move upward
on the corporate hierarchy. The concept of developing a leadership identity and a
leadership mindset has led some scholars to put forward a case for women-only
leadership programs. Women-only leadership development programs can create a
safe and secure platform for women to discuss issues faced only by women in the
workplace and learn and share from each other and female role models. In other
words, these programs provide a platform for women to step outside their comfort
zones and stretch themselves to fully immerse themselves in their learning and devel-
opment. Thus, these programs can help women to build a leadership identity and a
leadership mindset (Ely, Ibarra, & Kolb, 2011; Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013). While
there are advantages of these women-only programs, there are also disadvantages.
Many organizations shun away from women-only development programs due to the
political inappropriateness for differentiating women from men. In promoting such
programs, essentially, these organizations are positively discriminating against men
as inadvertently, these organizations are giving women preferential treatment for
training and leadership development. Also, some women avoid these programs for
fear of being stigmatized by their male colleagues.

5.2 Career Sponsorship as a Leadership Development
Strategy?

There aremany elements that make up a successful leadership development program.
Leadership development programs especially those that are designed to develop
women leaders need to incorporate elements of developing leadership potential, a
leadership identity, and a leadership mindset. Given that many leadership develop-
ment programs do not fulfill all of these criteria, I wanted to investigate whether
career sponsorship could be put forward as an alternative leadership development
strategy.
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Career sponsorship is still a relatively new construct. We were not even talking
about sponsorship until a few years ago. That said, the construct of career sponsorship
has been gaining prominence in the corporate world. Many organizations includ-
ing Deutsche Bank,3 Women in Communications and Technology4 have introduced
career sponsorship programs because it has been shown an effective strategy for
advancing women to senior and executive leadership (Hewlett, 2013; Ibarra, Carter,
& Silva, 2010a).

What is career sponsorship? Career sponsorship is defined as a dyadic relationship
between a senior and more experienced leader (sponsor) and a junior and less expe-
rienced employee (sponsee) (Hewlett, 2013; Ibarra et al., 2010a, b) that is focused on
accelerating the career progression for the sponsee. Career sponsorship is an effec-
tive career progression strategy because there is a senior champion who believes in
the sponsee’s leadership potential and who is willing to advocate for the sponsee’s
career advancement whether this is access to stretch assignments, new roles, or pro-
motions. It has also been shown that career sponsorship can accelerate the careers of
both men and women (Ibarra et al., 2010a, b). It also explains why womenwith spon-
sors are twice more likely to reach the C-Suite compared to those without sponsors
or more precisely, 61% compared to 32%.5 My study of 100 global senior leaders
also confirmed the effectiveness of sponsorship of progressing on the organizational
hierarchy by an average of 1–2 levels (Ang & Reb, 2017).

Other than helping their sponsees progress, sponsors invest a lot of time focusing
on one-on-one coaching and providing guidance for women to overcome their career
barriers (Foust-Cummings, Dinolfo, & Kohler, 2011). Sponsors also spend consid-
erable time nurturing and teaching their sponsees (those who are being sponsored)
to be leaders (Ang, 2019) before positioning them for the senior roles.

5.3 Research Methodology

The research methodology to examine whether career sponsorship could be an effec-
tive leadership development strategy is anchored on two studies—an autoethnogra-
phy (Study 1) and an in-depth case study research (Study 2).

3Deutsche Bank. (2015). The Women Global Leaders programme: the story of a successful part-
nership between INSEAD and Deutsche Bank, June 25. https://www.db.com/cr/en/concrete-the-
women-global-leaders-programme-the-story-of-a-successful-partnership.htm.
4Women in Communications and Technology. (2018). The Protégé Project. https://www.wct-fct.
com/en/programs/prot%C3%A9g%C3%A9-project.
5Titleman Colla, N. (2018). Sponsorship is an important key to unlocking women’s career
potential. The Globe and Mail, March 8. https://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/
careers/management/sponsorship-is-an-important-key-to-unlocking-womens-career-potential/
article38204533/.

https://www.db.com/cr/en/concrete-the-women-global-leaders-programme-the-story-of-a-successful-partnership.htm
https://www.wct-fct.com/en/programs/prot%25C3%25A9g%25C3%25A9-project
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/management/sponsorship-is-an-important-key-to-unlocking-womens-career-potential/article38204533/
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5.3.1 Autoethnography

Autoethnography is not a traditional research method that is used in Organizational
Behavior. However, this research method is starting to gain prominence in the disci-
plines of Anthropology, Communication, Education and Sociology as scholars start
to recognize the value of learning and uncovering insights from personal experiences.
It is a form of personal reflexive research that comes with deep insights and critical
thinking. It involves taking the readers through an experiential journey from the lens
of the writer. Autoethnography is a research method that allows the researcher to
“enact the worlds we study” (Denzin, 2006, p. 422). It provides a bridge for how the
inner personal world could interact with the outer societal world. Unique insights and
perspectives could emerge otherwise not available from the positivist approach to
research (Wall, 2008) because the process of thinking, reflection and reflexivity could
yield new insights that could not be observed or recorded. In the process of thinking,
reflection and reflexivity, the researcher could systematically analyze personal expe-
rience to understand the cultural phenomenon. As such the researcher could reflect
upon the new insights that are different from what is learned or experienced (Wall,
2008). A well-written autoethnography demonstrates “struggle, passion, embodied
life, and the collaborative creation of sense making” (Ellis & Bochner, 2006, p. 433).
It also requires the researcher to be vulnerable and intimate. It is a research method
that is described as “methodology of the heart, a form that listens to the heart” (Den-
zin, 2006, p. 423). Some researchers use storytelling or multi-way conversations to
let “people to feel the story in their guts, not just know the ‘facts’ in their heads.”
(Ellis & Bochner, 2006, p. 435).

Like any qualitative research, conducting an autoethnography requires the separa-
tion of the researcher and the subject (Lofland, Snow, Anderson, & Lofland, 2005).
This separation enables the researcher to “objectively” observe and describe the
phenomenon, view the interactions between the subject and the phenomenon while
giving him or her a systematic approach to analyze the subject’s immersion in the
phenomenon. Thinking and reflection help with the theorizing process because they
bring together inputs, processes and outputs (Moon, 2001), aswell as help researchers
to synthesize, analyze, and articulate a picture of interlinked and integrated ideas.

It certainly was not easy for me to write my autoethnography because as a
researcher, my intent of writing was to connect my personal experience with theory.
So, at the back of my mind, I constantly reminded myself of the validity and reli-
ability of my autoethnography. While I relied primarily on memories of my lived
experience as I do not have archival notes or journal entries going back over a period
of more than 20 years, I am certain that these memories are accurate even though
I cannot corroborate them with written data. As Wall (2006) says, “an individual
is best situated to describe his or her own experience more accurately than anyone
else” (p. 3). I used these data to identify recurring themes, important anomalies or
one-time occurrences. To add validity to my autoethnography, I triangulated the data
by checking the data with my previous sponsors.
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5.3.2 Case Study Research

I also conducted a case study research because I wanted to examine a phenomenon in
the real-life context (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1981, 2014). The case study method of
inquiry is a form of constructing theories-in-use, amethod that was first developed by
Zaltman, LeMasters, and Heffring (1982). As a research method, case study allows
the researcher to examine a phenomenon in the real-life context, especially when the
boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are unclear (Yin, 1981).

I adopted a theoretical and purposeful sampling approach; leveraging my profes-
sional network in Singapore, Asia and globally to recruit interviewees for the study.
The goals of this approach were to ensure accurate representation of empirical evi-
dence in the data collected, and to sharpen external validity of my findings. While
there is no ideal number of cases, according to Eisenhardt (1989), the examination of
four to ten cases should be sufficient to generalize the findings for a typical case study
research. In this study, I examined 29 cases, of which there was a sample size of 35;
19 sponsors and 16 sponsees. All of the sponsors in the study had at least 20 years of
corporate experience. They included the C-Suite, partners, general managers, vice
presidents, and directors. The sponsee sample comprised of people who had been
sponsored. The sponsees were younger (from ages 27 to 52) than the sponsors (from
ages 43 to 69). There was a good representation of both genders in the sponsor (11
males, 8 females) and sponsee (7males, 9 females) samples. I personally interviewed
all my participants.

An important feature of case study research is the frequent overlap of data analysis
and data collection (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2014). Bearing this mind, I pursued the
following steps in coding and analyzing my data. As a first step, I compiled and
categorized my handwritten notes into themes and topics that caught my attention
either during or just after the interviews. Before I started the “formal” coding process,
I read and reread the transcriptions multiple times, and highlighted key themes from
each interview. I then proceeded to code the data using a hybrid coding framework
consisting of the questions that I wanted to answer, and codes and themes that had
caught my attention. In so doing, I was able to search for patterns, insights, and
emerging concepts from my data.

The coding schemewas constructed based on carefully selectedwords, synonyms,
and phrases that the interviewees used to describe and characterize the codes. I
also spent a lot of time “juxtaposing” data from two or more cases. The process
of conducting within and cross-case analyzes gave me multiple vantage points to
strengthen my analysis through the process of triangulation, while at the same time,
minimized information processing biaseswhich could arise from analyzing data from
a limited perspective (Kahneman & Tversky, 1973).

Instead of using singular words, the unit of analysis that I employed was phrases
because phrases in any language form the basis of knowledge, and provide richer
insights to the phenomenon studied. It is also a form of “in vivo” coding to capture the
exact words, narratives, quotes, and metaphors that my interviewees used to describe
a phenomenon. With quotes, I could “show” rather than “tell” the raw data (Pratt,
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Fig. 1 The analysis process used for theory building
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2008; Tracy, 2010). I started the coding process manually using Microsoft Excel,
before I migrated the whole process to Atlas TI qualitative research software,6 when
it became too complex to handle.

As part of the reiterative and overlapping process of coding and analyzing, I
commenced my first detailed analysis and completed a draft write-up following
the tenth interview, repeating the cycle after the eighteenth interview, twenty-fourth
interview, and finally, after the thirty-fifth interview. This process of going back
and forth of coding, analyzing and writing was essential in ensuring that the salient
points were coded and captured in the analysis, and the key concepts and ideas were
strengthened in the analysis (Davidson & di Gregorio, 2011; Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin,
2014) (Fig. 1).

5.4 Results

5.4.1 Results from the Autoethnography

In writing my autoethnography, I found that throughout my experience as a sponsee,
my sponsors played two critical roles in my development. My sponsors not only gave
me a critical break at every career juncture by giving me visible stretch assignments,
they also spent considerable time developing me as a leader, a general manager,
and a person. My sponsors invested a lot of their time and effort in my leadership
development. In paying it forward for other people, when I became a sponsor, I saw
myself reciprocating similar leadership developmental behaviors for my sponsee.

I had a “ball” working for my sponsor. Not only was he a great boss and a sponsor in helping
me get things done around Telstra, such as dealing with multiple stakeholders and leaders;
he spent a lot of time coaching and showing me the ropes of success. He took time every
week to teach me the basics of telephony engineering and operations, international relations,
marketing and P&L (profit and loss) management. In other words, my sponsor taught me
the basics of running a successful and complex billion-dollar telephony business.

As shown above, in addition to giving me a stretch assignment managing a A$1
billion business at Telstra, my sponsor spent a lot of time coaching me on how
to manage the business. Failure was not an option as this business was the third
largest revenue stream of the company. My sponsor also helped me to develop my
leadership capability including developing the necessary relational skills that are
required to deal and communicate with the senior leaders of the organization. Giving
me such a huge stretch assignment helped me to develop my leadership identity and
a leadership mindset for my future roles. Being relatively young at that time (I was
in my twenties), my sponsor showed me that with the right attitude and a leadership
mindset, I was able to reach my leadership potential.

6Go to http://atlasti.com/ to obtain an overview of this qualitative analysis and research software.

http://atlasti.com/
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Other than my first sponsor at Telstra, I also have many other sponsors including
a sponsor who was my boss at Motorola. Like my previous sponsor, this sponsor also
helped me to develop as a successful and effective leader.

Myworking under her supervision gaveme a lot of clarity on how to progress up the corporate
ladder. She taught me essential leadership skills and gaveme an accelerated course in general
management, particularly, how to run a successful business by bringing together diverse
teams and functions while motivating and bringing the best out of people. Additionally, she
taught me the fundamental communication skills, the power of focus, and the significance
of having a voice, especially to ask and negotiate for what I want. My sponsor clearly helped
me grow as an effective leader, a competent general manager and a person. One important
technical skill that she imparted to me was the use of scenario planning to assess the business
and create new opportunities by challenging conventional ways of thinking. This led to the
creation of new business opportunities in new market segments, such as the use of two-way
radio as a productivity and customer service tool on the factory floor, restaurants and other
new industries.

The leadership development I gained inmy sponsor relationships gaveme a robust
foundation on how to be a leader. The leadership competencies did not include only
the foundational technical skills. There were many leadership skills and competen-
cies I learned from my sponsors. Some of the other important leadership lessons I
learned included stakeholder management, team motivation, and strategic skills and
visioning. I also learned how to inspire people and manage a virtual and cross-border
team.

My autoethnography showed that sponsors can play a key role in helping their
sponsees develop skills on the leadership strataplex—skills that comprise of cog-
nitive, interpersonal, business acumen and strategic skills (Mumford, Campion, &
Morgeson, 2007). I would not have been able to get to where I was on the corporate
ladder if not for my sponsors who took time in investing in my leadership develop-
ment. This autoethnography gave me the realization that even though the leadership
development was specific to my roles at that time, the competencies that I acquired
gave me a head start for my other roles. Having access to experienced leaders, I was
also able to accelerate my development as a leader. To this end, it can be argued that
sponsorship can be seen as a dedicated form of leadership development program for
the sponsee.

5.4.2 Results from the Case Study Research

The results from the case study research showed that a sponsor is capable of exhibiting
14 different behaviors (see Appendix 1 for the complete list of sponsor behaviors)
to help their sponsee develop themselves and advance their careers.

Out of these different behaviors, there are five specific behaviors that are related to
leadership development. These behaviors include: nurture and teach, stretch assign-
ments, building political acumen, building confidence, and providing image advice.
The results also showed that building confidence is a developmental behavior that
was most commonly called out for the women sponsees in the sample (Table 5.1).



98 J. Ang

Table 5.1 List of development behaviors exhibited by the sponsor (Ang, 2019)

Sponsor behavior Evidence from data Skills

Professional developmental behaviors

1. Nurture and
teach

It usually is about how to deal with issues that would
basically shorten the time that people would take to
learn about specific things. It can be how to learn
something or how to do something or how to behave
in a different way or how to act behavior. Different
people, different things

Business acumen

You have to learn how to deal with people. You
would probably spend half the time managing people
rather than managing events

Interpersonal

…. It’s being very thorough in the way of execution
and being strategic

Strategic skills

Frank said to me; “I am going to guide you all the
way. I will work with you.” He was very honest with
me. He gave me regular feedback. And we did a lot
of projects together

Cognitive skills,
Business acumen
and Strategic
skills

2. Provide stretch
assignments

So I had to challenge him on it, and it took him
awhile to start bringing the results, examples or ideas
that met my criteria, at least, for success and defining
longer term strategy for the organization

Cognitive skills,
Business acumen
and Strategic
skills

3. Build political
acumen

I respected the most; in terms of his sheer intellectual
ability, his ability to understand the politics and not
get embedded in it. I appreciated a lot about him, and
I’ve always tried to do this for myself

Business acumen
and Relational
skills

Personal developmental behaviors

4. Build
confidence

Mostly instilling that belief in myself; the
self-confidence about the potential of perceived
challenges. ‘You are going to be successful. You are
going to do this. You have the capability. You will be
successful in whatever you want to do’

Executive
presence

5. Provide image
advice

I gave her feedback down to the level of her dressing
because if you want to be successful, image is
important. The way you speak, the way you write,
and the way you carry yourself. To me, these are all
important, right? I come to work in a full suit. Not
everybody likes to get this kind of feedback

Executive
presence

The first behavior, ‘nurture and teach’, is the all-encompassing professional devel-
opment behavior that helps the sponsee to acquire the four critical skills on the
leadership strataplex as defined by Mumford et al. (2007)—the cognitive, interper-
sonal, business acumen, and strategic skills. Cognitive skills are the foundation of all
leadership skills. They are comprised of basic cognitive capacities including synthe-
sizing, processing, and analysis of information. Inter- personal skills include social
skills that are necessary for connecting, interacting, and influencing other people.
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These skills help to enhance the emotional intelligence of the sponsee. Business acu-
men includes skills that are necessary for managing a business or an organization.
Strategic skills are highly conceptual. They include big picture skills to drive the
organization forward and achieve continuous growth. When sponsors nurture and
teach their sponsees, they are essentially imparting their experiences and lessons
to their sponsees. They can nurture and teach by providing an immersive training
experience such as coaching their sponsees on how to run the business or solve a
problem. In so doing, they not only provide a structured professional development
process, but also a learning process that is relevant and customized to the needs of
the organization and sponsee.

The second behavior that the sponsor provides is ‘provide stretch assignments’.
It is a behavior that accelerates the learning of the sponsee. Stretch assignments
serve two objectives: (1) they are opportunities for the sponsee to learn and enhance
their capability, and (2) they can potentially increase the visibility of the sponsee
because stretch assignments typically involve important assignments to solve strate-
gic business problems. Because sponsees learn by doing, this learning experience is
immersive. Immersive learning experience is more effective than classroom learning
because it combines a learning cycle of experiencing, reflecting, thinking and doing
(Kolb, 2014).

Building political acumen is a critical skill for any leader operating in an organi-
zation because politics is a part and parcel of organizational life, and is essentially
about power bases, power sources, power shifts and power dynamics (Pfeffer &
Drummond, 2010). The degree of organizational politics varies from one organiza-
tion to another and politics typically intensifies at the senior levels of the organization.
Political skills such as the art or science of persuasion, selling ideas, influence, and
building coalitions are needed to get things done in the organization. Recognizing
this, sponsors also provide this development behavior to their sponsees.

Other than these professional behaviors, sponsors help their sponsees in devel-
oping on the personal front. The first personal development behavior is developing
confidence. In my study, I found that a lack of confidence was more pronounced
in women compared to men. Kay and Shipman (2014) also confirmed this finding.
As success correlates closely with confidence as it does with competence, a lack of
confidence becomes a barrier to success. A lack of confidence can lead women to
underestimate their capabilities, thus, hindering women from taking an active role
in putting themselves forward for career advancement. A lack of confidence can
diminish the executive presence of a leader. Executive presence is more than act-
ing like a leader. It is how a leader is perceived as competent, reliable and capable
and it accounts for 26% of the promotion criteria (Hewlett, Leader-Chivée, Sherbin,
Gordon, & Dieudonne, 2012).

Having the right image adds to a leader’s executive presence. It is one of the three
pillars of executive presence; the others are gravitas and communication (Hewlett
et al., 2012). My study showed that this is another development behavior provided
by the sponsor.
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5.5 Discussion

As shown in the results above, career sponsorship can be a robust and effectiveway for
developing leaders. It can also be argued that sponsorship is a customized leadership
development program that is flexible and is aligned to the needs of the organization
and sponsee.The learning that is gained in this relationship is experiential and iswork-
based, and is centered on solving business problems. To this end, the development
that the sponsor provides to the sponsee meets the needs of the business in a timely
manner, and is flexible to address the strategic needs of the organization (Seibert,
Hall, & Kram, 1995).

While the leadership development that is gained from the sponsor relationship can
benefit both men and women, women can gain more from this type of development
because women in general, lack some of these skills on the leadership strataplex
because many of them pursue functional roles rather than P&L roles (Silva & Ibarra,
2012). Having the full spectrum of skills on the leadership strataplex—skills that
include cognitive, interpersonal, business and strategic skills (Mumford et al., 2007)
are needed for successful leadership. While cognitive and interpersonal skills are
needed at every organizational hierarchy—the other skills that are business acumen
and strategic skills, are skills that leaders need to manage a business. Said in another
way, a leader needs to possess the ‘what’, ‘why’, and ‘how’ aspects of leadership.
The ‘what’ aspects of leadership include having technical and business acumen,
the ‘why’—strategic acumen, and the ‘how’—which encompasses cognitive ability,
interpersonal acumen, and executive presence. Sponsorship provides a dedicated
approach for aspiring women leaders otherwise not available through traditional
leadership training programs as these programs tend to focus on the ‘what’ and not
on the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of leadership.

Additionally, the sponsor is able to enhance the leadership potential of the sponsee
by immersing the sponsee in stretch assignments. Stretch assignments are necessary
because they stretch the employees beyond their current knowledge or skills as this
learning and development comes with thinking and doing. Using the analogy of an
acorn seed, the acorn seed is able to develop its potential as a tree with nourish-
ment—water, sunlight and soil. Similarly, stretch assignments help sponsees devel-
opmentally beyond what they think that they are capable of. It is another way for
how women can reach their potential without having to attend a formal development
course.

There’s another advantage that comes from learning from the sponsor—that is,
learning about political acumen. In general, compared to men, women are not as
proficient in navigating politics. Women are judged more harshly than men when
they are seen as participating in office politics, which is why many women say they
dislike office politics even though they want to assert themselves at work (Heath,
2017). Given that all organizations are political, acquiring political acumen is critical
for success, and is a part of getting ahead as to get things done whether this is getting
buy-in or influencing other people to support an idea etc. Acquiring political skills
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is not something that is easily learned in a classroom setting. By participating in
sponsorship, women can learn these skills first hand from their sponsors.

Given that career sponsorship is available to men andwomen, putting sponsorship
forward as a leadership development program will not invite the ‘negative percep-
tions’ that women-only leadership development programs garner. There is also no
political inappropriateness for women in engaging in this type of development. This
is another reason for why career sponsorship can be an effective leadership develop-
ment strategy for organizations to consider.

Another benefit from career sponsorship is—sponsors are able to work closely
with sponsees, especially the female sponsees to develop their unique leadership
identities. Leadership identity is paramount for career success because without an
internal sense of purpose, it would be difficult for people to see themselves as leaders
and for others to see themselves as leaders (Ely et al., 2011; Ibarra et al., 2013).
The development of a leadership identity can lead to the cultivation of a leadership
mindset. A leadership mindset is needed in this VUCA environment as leaders need
to constantly learn and unlearn how they lead and solve problems. Sponsorship
provides the cultivation of a leadership mindset as sponsees are exposed to problems
to be solved through the stretch assignments that sponsors provide.

The absence of a leadership identity (Ely et al., 2011; Ibarra et al., 2013) can also
be attributed to a lack of confidence. Confidence matters as much as competence. If
an individual is competent but lacks confidence, the competence of the individual
would be under-estimated. By participating in career sponsorship, women can gain
confidence through imitation and personal learning from her sponsor. In so doing, the
female sponsee would be likely to develop her executive presence (Hewlett, 2013);
to develop an ability to look, talk, and project leadership, while at the same time,
develop a sense of leadership identity.

In a one-on-one sponsorship arrangement, sponsees get to learn first-hand on how
to handle important business decisions. In a way, the sponsors become the ‘de facto’
rolemodels for the sponsees. As there is a lack of female rolemodels in theworkplace
due to the low numbers of women in higher management, sponsorship fills this gap
by providing not only female role models, but also male role models. Learning from
women and men role models is essential for corporate success because the top of the
corporate ladder includes both genders. Another outcome from role modeling is the
acquisition of executive presence (Hewlett, 2013) and learning the ability to project
leadership material while speaking like a leader, as well as looking like a leader.
Thus, it increases the female sponsee’s perception as a leader.

Female employees have different development needs depending on their career
and life stages. They also tend to follow an indirect career trajectory due to priorities
at home whether they entail caring for their children or their elderly parents. Because
different sponsees have different needs and job demands depending on their work and
life stages, sponsorship would be more suited to provide the customized leadership
and development program that is needed for women.
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5.6 Contribution to Theory

The main contribution to theory is—career sponsorship is not only a strategy for
career progression, it equally can be a robust leadership development strategy that
organizations can adopt for developing leaders, particularly their up and coming
women leaders. Unlikewomen-only development programs that might invite percep-
tions of political inappropriateness, it can serve as an effective alternative leadership
development strategy for women especially to develop the skills on the leadership
strataplex, as well as confidence and executive presence. Furthermore, this type of
development can help women to develop their leadership identities and a leadership
mindset.

5.7 Implications to Practice

If sponsorship is to be considered as a rich and extensive leadership development
program, it presents an alternate strategy for organizations to build its leadership
pipeline. Sponsorship, unlike any leadership development programs, is a program
that can be customized for the sponsee. It is also a program that is experiential,
and focuses on learning by doing and is centered on real work lessons and solving
business problems.

5.8 Limitations

This study is not without limitations. The first limitation refers to the methodology
of autoethnography. Unlike the positivist approach to theory building, autoethnog-
raphy is a reflexive method that is centered on ‘dwelling in’ the theory (Burawoy,
1998). Even though there is an artificial separation that exists between the researcher
and the subject, there still exists an element of engagement between the researcher
and subject. It is through this engagement as the ‘subjective self’ (Wall, 2006) that
the researcher is able make sense of the phenomenon (Weick, 1995). Hence, it is
a research method that accommodates subjectivity and emotionality, and acknowl-
edges the influence of the researcher on the phenomenon (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner,
2011). To this end, it is a methodological risk that autoethnography allows for.

Even though the case method of inquiry has been proven to be a robust and tested
method for qualitative research, the limited number of cases; 29 cases, might limit
broad generalizability of these findings, especially across geographies and cultures
despite careful selection of cases to meet the requirements of a theoretical sample.
Furthermore, the sample used in this study was biased in the sense that, it involved
people in sponsorship relationships, and probably principally included people with
generally a positive view on sponsorship.
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5.9 Conclusion

In addition to a strategy for career advancement, sponsorship can be considered as a
rich and extensive leadership development program. It presents an alternate strategy
for organizations to not only build any leadership pipeline, but a female leadership
pipeline. It also will help organizations to address the gender disparity at the top of
the corporate ladder.

Appendix 1—List of all the Behaviors of the Sponsor

Category Behavior of the sponsor Count (n � 35) Percentage (%)

Professional development Provide advocacy 30 86

Provide visibility and
exposure

24 69

Ensure sponsee’s
candidacy for roles

23 66

Nurture and teach 23 66

Fight for promotion 16 46

Access to senior networks 13 37

Provide stretch
assignments

10 29

Give career advice 10 29

Access to external
networks

7 20

Provide protection 6 17

Build political acumen 1 3

Personal development Provide personal advice 3 9

Develop confidence 2 6

Provide image advice 1 3

Source: Own research
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