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Cultivating mentors and sponsors who can guide you and support your growth is key 

in today's ever-changing world of work 

 

Connecting with supportive mentorship throughout your professional life is one of 

the most powerful tools for career advancement, yet many professionals hesitate to 

pursue it. Whether it’s fear of rejection, a sense of unworthiness, impostor feelings, or 

uncertainty about how to approach potential mentors, these barriers often prevent 

people from accessing the guidance and support they need to thrive. 

But there are numerous ways to connect with great mentors and sponsors who want 

to be of help—when they’re approached in the right way. 

Research from The Center for Creative Leadership highlights that mentorship not 

only accelerates mentees’ career growth in powerful ways but also improves job 

satisfaction and retention rates for mentees and mentors alike. Yet, according to a 

2023 Gallup study, only 40% of professionals have a mentor and even fewer (23%) 
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have a sponsor - an individual who actively promotes growth, provides access to 

opportunities at work and/or advocates for career advancement. 

Why Mentorship Matters More Than Ever 

In today’s fast-changing workplace, mentorship is no longer just a nice-to-have — it’s 

essential. Great mentors can provide much-needed guidance on advancing your skills 

and impact, and also the social capital that opens doors to new opportunities that 

you’re not able to open on your own. 

Studies, including one from The National Bureau of Economic Research, show that 

mentorship can significantly improve career outcomes, particularly for 

underrepresented professionals. In addition to professional insights, mentors offer 

psychological support, helping mentees navigate workplace challenges, build 

confidence, and sustain motivation over time. Having access to someone who has 

already navigated the terrain you’re traversing can dramatically shorten your learning 

curve and help you avoid common pitfalls. 

To help you overcome these barriers and build empowering mentorship relationships, 

here are five key strategies, supported by research and real-world insights, to 

connect with mentors who genuinely want to support your growth. 

1. Don’t Make a Cold Ask—Build Trust First 

One of the biggest mistakes people make is reaching out to strangers with a generic 

request like, “Will you be my mentor?” or “Can I pick your brain?” This approach 

rarely works because effective mentorship is built on trust and mutual respect first. 

Sheryl Sandberg, in her book Lean In, humorously compares this approach to the 

behavior of the baby bird in Are You My Mother?, who asks everything and everyone 

the question, “Are you my mother?” The answer is always a resounding “No!” 

Instead, start by reaching out to people you already have some form of connection 

with—colleagues, former bosses, industry peers, past educators, or individuals you’ve 

met through networking groups or conferences. In coaching hundreds of 

professionals globally, I’ve seen firsthand that mentorship relationships tend to be 

most successful when they stem from existing professional connections. 

When mentors have seen direct evidence and results of your great work ethic, 

character and abilities firsthand, they’ll be far more inclined to help you. 
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2. Add Value Before You Ask 

If you admire someone who isn’t yet in your network, don’t immediately reach out to 

ask for help or mentorship. Instead, find ways to engage with their work and add 

value to their professional endeavors. 

For example: 

• Share and comment on their content on LinkedIn. 

• Mention them in a thoughtful post or article. 

• Refer potential clients, leads, or opportunities to them. 

• Participate in discussions they lead or events they host. 

A study published in The Journal of Vocational Behavior found that mentees who actively 

contribute to their mentor’s goals and projects are more likely to develop strong, 

lasting mentorship relationships. By consistently showing up in a positive and 

supportive way, you create natural opportunities to build a mutually-beneficial 

relationship and connection. 

3. Be a Mentee Who Is Rewarding To Support 

Before seeking mentorship, ask yourself: Would I want to mentor me? Great mentors 

want to invest their time in people who are proactive, open to feedback, and eager to 

learn and stretch. 

To become an ideal mentee: 

• Commit to your growth: Take a new course or certification, build new skills, 

and demonstrate initiative. 

• Be engaged and contributive: Volunteer for projects, participate 

meaningfully in discussions and share new ideas, and step out of your comfort 

zone. 

• Support others: Celebrate the success of colleagues and mentors alike. 

Mentees who show initiative and a willingness to grow are more likely to achieve 

significant benefits through mentorship, including gaining access to leadership 

opportunities, career mobility, better rewards and higher compensation, increased 

adaptability when facing new situations, and more. 

4. Be Specific and Focused In Your Ask 
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One of the biggest turn-offs for potential mentors is a vague or overwhelming 

request. Instead of saying, “I need help with my career,” narrow your focus. Get very 

clear on the specific insights or guidance you need at this time. 

For example, if you admire a writer and blogger in the entrepreneurial/business 

growth space and want to start your own blog, you might say: 

“Hi [Name], I hope this finds you well. I’ve been following your blog for two years 

and truly love your insights on entrepreneurial and business growth and find them so 

helpful. I’m working toward launching my own blog in the next several months 

focused on (X), and would very much appreciate just a few minutes of your time, if 

you’re available, to hear how you approached your first year of thought leadership and 

content strategy, and any key tips and suggestions. I’d be very grateful to learn what 

worked best for you.” 

This approach is effective because it: 

• Shows you’ve done your homework and have already invested time and effort 

in researching what other top folks in the field are contributing. 

• Respects their time with a clear, focused request. 

• Provides an easy opportunity for them to say “yes.” 

5. Starting Thinking Like a Mentor 

Whenever you’re unsure about how to reach out to a potential mentor, ask yourself: If 

I were in their position, how would I want to be approached? 

Successful professionals are often inundated with requests for help. To stand out: 

• Show that you value their expertise and have taken steps to learn from them 

already and support their work and ideas publicly. 

• Make your request easy to fulfill by being specific and concise. 

• Demonstrate that you’re already taking proactive steps to grow in your career. 

• Be appreciative and respect their time, whether they say “yes” or “no.” 

The Bottom Line 

Mentorship isn’t a transactional request—it’s a rewarding, often long-term 

relationship built on trust, respect, and mutual effort and benefit. Approach 

mentorship with confidence and self-worth, and conduct yourself as someone worthy 

of high-level guidance. 



Start today by identifying one person you admire and taking the first step to connect. 

It might be uncomfortable at first, but the more you do it, the easier it gets. And 

remember, if the response you receive the first time isn’t what you hoped, don’t 

despair and give up. There are a myriad of reasons why someone may not engage at 

the time you reach out. Learn from every interaction and refine your approach, and 

keep at it. 

Your next career breakthrough could be just one conversation away. 

Kathy Caprino is a LinkedIn Top Voice, global career and leadership coach, 2x 

author, speaker and host of the podcast Finding Brave, supporting professional growth, success and 

impact. 
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