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Sponsors unmask your talents and 
open doors.  Keep your mentors 
and engage your sponsors.
By Dr. Santalynda Marrero

      There is a song we sang in my 
Girl Scout troop, “Make new friends, 
but keep the old one is silver and the 
other’s gold.”  When coaching that is 
how I explain the difference between 
mentors and sponsors.

Both are needed.  Mentors  
support you and nurture you 
personally and in your career.  They 
are silver and gold.  Now let me add 
that sponsors have taken on more 
meaning -- they are platinum!

Sponsors unmask your talents to 
yourself and expose you to others.  
Let me share myself as a case in 
point.  As I look back on my 30 year 
career there were three sponsors 
that open doors that greatly 
enhanced my journey.  All three 
sponsors were men.

Ok, bear with me,  I am talking 
“back in the day” in the 80’s and 
early 90’s and women were for the 
most part in traditional support roles.  

As you well know, some things 
have changed and yet somethings 
have not... The first and most 
significant for me, both in terms of 
setting my academic path and self-
confidence, came from the Chair of 
the Counseling Psychology 
Department in graduate school. As 
Masters Program was coming to a 
close, Dr. Bill, as I affectionately 
called him titling his first name, 
called me into his office.  He started 
to point out what he saw in me that 
was promising and encouraged me 
to pursue a doctorate.  I remember 
looking around the room in disbelief 
and him saying, “Marrero you and I 
are the only ones here, whom do 
you think I am talking to?”  He then 
stated this directive, “while I  cannot 
guarantee your acceptance, I know 
you are an excellent candidate and I 
expect your application and essay 
on my desk by Monday morning!” 

Needless to say at 23 years old, 
I was stunned.  My reference point 
were two parents who had only 
completed a second grade 
education.  This would be like 
breaking the sound barrier.  His 
sponsorship opened the academic 
skylight for me.  You may be 
wondering, what saw in me?  The 
three things I remember distinctly 
became a “rule of thumb” I share in 
career and life coaching for 
emerging professionals today: 1) a 
sponsor needs to see your passion 
and serious intent; 2)  diligence to 
work hard; and 3) your willingness to 
take the lead once you are shown 
the way.  

Sponsors serve to help us trust 
ourselves, explore our boundaries, 
as well as, test them.  The best 
advice my most influential sponsor 
(and fan), my mother, gave me is,  
“God says take the first step and you 
must take the next two!” to nurture 
my spirit and to empower me to act.

Mentors draw from 
their experience to 
guide you.

Sponsors advocate for 
you and open the door 
giving you a chance to 
be seen for your 
performance and 
potential.

A SPONSOR BY ANY OTHER NAME...
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Two specific sponsors initiated career 
moves  in my corporate world.
Once I left academia and took my first 
position in corporate America for a 
large organization, I landed in a 
position where I was told by my peers 
from the same department that I’d 
better settle in as I probably would not 
move our of my current position for at 
least 5 years.  With my academic 
preparation and confidence afforded 
me by my previous sponsors, I knew 
this would just not be good enough. I 
set out to yet again demonstrate my 
passion, work hard and learn all I 
could.
     My manager took note and we 
developed a good solid relationship.  
Within three years, he was promoted 
to Vice President and on his way to 
opening his new door he unmasked 
my potential to my next level. He used 
his power and influence by literally 
dropping my resume on this direct 
report’s desk in Human Resources 
directing him to place me in a 
Recruitment and Campus Relations 
position.   Of course I worked and 
worked to prove myself yet again and 
to do my sponsor proud.          
Then came an opportunity to move 
from my homeland -East Coast to the 
West Coast.  I took the risk and 
although offered a transfer within the 
same organization opted to become a 
bigger fish in a smaller pond to add to 
my skill set.  I took a position in a high 
technology company in Silicon Valley 
to  start their training and development 
department from scratch. This 
required I learn to budget, supervise, 
develop a strategic plan, etc.  With the 
stretch and risk the decision proved to 
be a smart move.
I stayed for four years knowing it was 
time to move as we were merged with 
a larger corporation.   During this time, 
a very senior consultant that I had 
hired for services, a Stanford alumni, 
approached me telling me he thought 
there was a position “with my name on 
it” at Stanford.  If I were interested he 
would make a call.  Needless to say, I 
let him lead and I followed through 
with the next steps. 

  

Just as the VP of Human 
Resources was about to extend 
an offer to a final candidate, after 
my interview he chose to rescind  
the offer and hired me. 
    A sponsor helps unmask your 
talent and open the door and the 
rest is up to you. Ultimately your 
passion, preparation, confidence 
and risk taking lead to success.
In career advancement, it is 
especially crucial to be sponsored.      
Again while mentoring is important 
to remember (keep the silver and 
gold), today’s career success calls 
for platinum collateral--
sponsorship!

Leverage your relationship 
with your sponsor by 
taking these steps:

1. Identify you strengths and  
weaknesses and work them.
2. Do your homework by identifying 
one or two sponsors and discern:
•  Do they sponsor well?
•  Do they share your passion?
3. Ask others, who you are headed 

in the direction you want to 
reach, who sponsored them.

4. Ask your sponsor who were 
their mentors.

5. Take the risk and have “the 
conversation” with your targeted 
sponsor.
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In comparison to male 
counterparts, high-
potential women 
are over mentored 
and under sponsored.

Harvard Business Review

Santa lynda Marrero, EdD 
started SM Consulting in 1994 
providing organization, team, 
leadership development and 
coaching.

2013 Launch of Fire Breathing 
Women/Mujeres Que Respiran ™

Development Circle
Partner in LatinaVIDA Coaching

Author:  The Diversity Calling:  
Building Community One Story at 
a Time (anthology)2011 Amazon

Some possible questions to 
engage your sponsor I 
suggest:

?”I’m interested in ___ position, here is 
what I offer, what do you advise?

?”I would like to work for your one day, 
I’d like to talk with you about this. Are 
you available?

?”I met with  ___ who said you were 
instrumental in their development as a 
sponsor.  I share the same passion and 
interest, will you explore a sponsor 
relationship with me?


