
THE IMPACT OF SPONSORSHIP ON CAREERS 

Sponsorship at its worst Sponsorship at its best Creating change 

• Enables some to thrive 

while others struggle 

• Cumulative negative 

impact on careers, with 

profound effects on 

capacity to thrive  

• Replicates the status 

quo, reinforcing 

normative careers & 

maintaining the current 

profile of senior scientists 

• Exit of talent that does 

not belong to dominant 

groups or fit dominant 

careers paths 

• Fosters development 

and capacity to 

contribute for diverse 

range of scientists 

• Sets up a positive and 

virtuous cycle, where 

opportunity creates more 

opportunity 

• Ensures that all 

scientists have access to 

the basic career building 

blocks to launch their 

careers 

• Recognises that 

successful scientific 

careers require webs of 

enabling relationships  

and are not self made. 

• Focuses on workplace 

relationships, leaders 

and cultures and their 

impact on careers 

• Creates safety nets and 

address gaps in 

sponsorship at local level 

• Locates change efforts 

within discipline base 

THE ROLE OF THE SPONSOR 

Sponsors at their worst Sponsors at their best Creating change 

Sponsors who  

• Are biased, discriminatory 

& exclusive, advancing the 

careers of the favoured few 

or people just like them 

• Sponsor in a way that 

imposes how a career 

should be, or replicate their 

own careers without 

reference to the person’s 

needs or aspirations 

• Subvert policies and 

processes to recruit, 

promote, advance their 

chosen few 

Sponsors who 

• Are generous & planful in 

assisting the development 

of others  

• Are reflexive, examining 

their own biases & looking 

for sponsorship gaps 

• Are flexible and responsive 

to individual aspirations, 

values and needs  

• Institute processes that 

open up opportunities for 

people to self nominate 

and go beyond the obvious 

and visible few 

• Reward, develop and 

expect sponsorship 

behaviours from all 

levels of staff  

• View mentoring and 

sponsorship as 

leadership capabilities 

• Hold leaders 

accountable for the 

development of their 

staff/teams  

WHO IS SPONSORED AND WHY?  

At its worst At its best Creating change 

• Fosters nepotism, 

favouritism, exclusionary 

practices, closed 

networks, that 

systematically favour 

some individuals and 

groups while excluding 

others from access to 

opportunity  

• Entrenches inequality 

and replicates the status 

quo 

• Risks talent management 

based on individual 

judgements, biases and 

idiosyncrasies 

• Is inclusive, bringing in 

new voices, new ways of 

thinking, new ways of 

doing careers, new styles 

of leadership  

• Contributes to innovation 

and renewal, creating 

workforce of future 

 

• Asks: Who is not 

sponsored and why not? 

• Builds understanding of 

and capacity to mitigate 

unconscious bias for all 

staff 

• Makes sponsorship 

visible, discussable, 

open to scrutiny and 

challenge 

• Focuses on talent 

management to achieve 

institutional goals 

Sponsorship is increasingly recognized as separate to, and distinct from mentoring.  In 

many respects it has eclipsed mentoring, with claims that it is a key ingredient in building 

careers and often a ‘missing ingredient’ for women. Despite this popular embracing of 

there is a research gap regarding sponsorship practices within higher education and 

research institutions.  

BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY THE STUDY 
This qualitative study took place in two Australian research-intensive universities, the 

University of Western Australia and University of Melbourne. In total 28 (17 female, 11 

male) semi-structured interviews were conducted with interviewees identified as either 

interested in mentoring and sponsorship; considered to be good sponsors; working in 

identified pockets of good practice, interested equity practitioners or those in roles 

focussed on researcher development. 

Good sponsorship launches careers and leaders. It has a positive cascading effect 

whereby opportunities result in increased visibility and networks, creating further 

opportunity, contributing to building track record and the accrual of merit. Sponsorship 

acts, large and small, within the discipline base are crucial in the early career stages. 
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Sponsorship involves the active engagement of sponsors in the 
creation of career enhancing opportunities while mentoring is a 
more passive talking with or advising of colleagues with no active 
intervention on the part of the mentor. 

What is sponsorship in the academic context and what role does 

sponsorship play in building and advancing successful academic and 

research careers?   

 

 

RESEARCH QUESTION 

Is my bias showing? The role of sponsorship in 
building scientific careers. 
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WHAT IS THE IMPACT OF SPONSORSHIP ON CAREERS? WHAT DO SPONSORS DO? 

WHO GETS SPONSORED AND WHY? 

Deciding who is sponsorship worthy appears to be highly subjective and vulnerable to 

conscious & unconscious biases, such as affinity bias, gender bias and what I term 

‘linear career bias’ where those who more closely fit the normative linear career ideal 

are more likely to receive sponsorship.  

Sponsorship was readily understood and practised by interviewees. Many considered it 

normal yet ‘under the radar’ practice that should be widespread but in practice was 

patchy. They focussed on sponsoring early career scientists, and sponsorship into 

leadership positions within the discipline, through  to institution and sector wide. 

HOW DOES SPONSORSHIP CONTRIBUTE TO 
PRODUCTIVE CULTURES? 

There was broad agreement about the kind of leaders & workplace cultures required to 

create productive research environments. Leaders play a key role and were proactive in 

building and maintaining cultures where sponsorship was received and given by all. 

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF NAMING SPONSORSHIP 
Naming sponsorship enables an informed focus on both the light and dark of 

sponsorship – the enabling and the exclusionary, the creating and breaking of careers, 

sponsorship that reinforces career orthodoxy and the power of the dominant group and 

sponsorship that has the capacity to create change.  

This research highlights the importance of informal sponsorship practices within the 

discipline base. It is here that assembling the essential building blocks of scientific 

careers takes place. Sponsorship gaps, inequalities and biases need to be addressed 

there, not through programs removed from the everyday. Interventions must therefore 

focus on the supervisors, lab heads, discipline heads, grant holders, and department 

heads. 

 

CALL TO ACTION 

Putting a spotlight on sponsorship illuminates the agency of individual scientists through 

their sponsorship practices, to contribute to, or potentially disrupt, the gendered status 

quo. Institutions wishing to create more gender equitable workplaces can canvas a 

broad array of ‘creating change’ options, as noted above. These include strengthening 

sponsorship as an informal but more equitable practice, and as a formal practice with 

increased leadership accountability for the development of junior scientists and leaders. 

SPONSORSHIP AS PART OF CULTURES 

At its worst At its best Creating change 

• Creates competitive, non-

collegial cultures where 

some develop at the 

expense of, or through 

exploiting others 

• Results in ‘in and out’ 

groups 

• Fails to develop talent  

• Support ‘hero’ professors 

at expense of developing 

capacity and careers 

• Deliberately develops 

and role models 

generous and collegial 

practices 

• Creates intergenerational 

sponsorship where staff 

at each level support 

junior colleagues 

• Focuses on identifying 

and addressing 

sponsorship gaps  

• Identifies sponsorship 

‘hot spots’ and 

investigates their 

contribution to 

institutional priorities 

• Intentionally builds 

productive and enabling 

cultures 

• Investigates  and 

addresses organisational 

drivers that support 

cultures where staff do 

not develop 

Sponsorship is implicated as a key practice that  
creates and sustains inequality. 


