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Executive Summary
Instilling confidence and taking action to leverage our collective potential.
Thriving organisations, like Mercer, recognise that strengthening the ability to engage and leverage all
available talent makes sense. The Pathway to Your Potential program is designed to improve inclusive
and diverse leadership with a specific focus on increasing the number of women in senior leadership
roles.
Developed by Dr Jess Murphy, founder of Pathway to Your Potential, this particular experience is
designed on the foundational principle that ‘sponsorship’ is a critical driver of change. Sponsorship
leverages the reputational capital of senior leaders combined with their networks, resources and
positional power to influence and publicly advocate for their Sponsee.
Twelve female participants (Sponsees) and twelve senior male leaders (Sponsors) from across Mercer’s
line of businesses, participated in the Pathway to Your Potential Sponsorship program commencing in
December 2018. Over a six-month period, Sponsors experience the workplace through the eyes of the
women they sponsor and at the same time, expose the women to the dynamics and workings of senior
leadership. With a combination of immersive experiences and pragmatic tools, framed with preparatory
and post learning activities, the Pathway to Your Potential Sponsorship program provides a strategic,
integrative solution that deeply embeds measurable behavioural change for all involved – talented
individuals and senior leaders alike.
One of the key differentiators of the Pathway to Your Potential Sponsorship experience is the
independent qualitative and quantitative analysis undertaken to measure individual and collective
behavioural change. This evidence-based approach demonstrates the Mercer experience has positively
impacted the leadership capability and confidence of both Sponsees and Sponsors and importantly,
continues to do so. It has positioned sponsorship as a reciprocal, legitimate and effective business and
leadership practice for the benefit of talented, under-represented individuals, the senior leaders
themselves and for Mercer as an organisation. This integrative, evidence-based approach confirms the
positive impact the program has in striving to embed and sustain a diverse and inclusive culture.
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Overview
The Mercer program was positioned as an experimental pilot to test and measure impact with the view
to broadening reach should the measurable outcomes support the hypothesis that Sponsorship is a
critical leadership practice.

A plethora of evidenced-based research shows that confidence is a major barrier to women reaching
senior ranks, particularly in male dominated industries such as financial and professional services.
Specifically:
•
•
•
•

Women have a genetic tendency to be more risk-averse and cautious, limiting self-nomination for
senior leadership roles
Societal and attitudinal barriers as well as gender biases influence women’s unconscious or
conscious reluctance to put themselves forward for senior and executive roles
Confidence is linked to doing and can be learned. It’s as much about knowledge of a specific task as
it is personal assessment of being able to do the task
Neuroplasticity and cognitive therapy show it’s possible to rewire thought and behaviour patterns
to create more confidence.

Building on this research, the program is inherently designed to empower women with the confidence to
take action when career opportunities arise and increase their organisational impact by acknowledging
the systemic and societal contexts of the contemporary workplace as well as the unique attributes each
individual inherently brings.
This is facilitated by fine-tuning relevant knowledge, insights and skills to build women’s outer confidence
and growing their inner confidence through cognitive behavioural techniques and hands-on skills
development.
Uniquely the program also recognises that one of the greatest impediments to the advancement of
women is their lack of access to senior sponsors, especially men, and the unspoken lack of confidence
these senior men have when it comes to sponsoring talent ‘different’ to them.
The program’s senior leader sponsorship component seeks to evolve how the sponsors use their own
power and reputational capital to actively and effectively advocate on behalf of the women within the
organisation. The process exposes sponsors to new perspectives and ways of thinking, often challenging
the status quo and bringing about individual and collective transformational change. This is facilitated
through creating a safe space to acknowledge, discuss and experiment with different problem solving
ideas for an adaptive leadership challenge.
Two research measurement tools were deployed to baseline and measure the impact of the integrated
experience over an eighteen month time period. These tools included:
1) Qualtrics: an online research and survey tool that enables the qualitative measurement and baseline
referencing of individual experiences across multiple touchpoints;
2) Multi-Factor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) the most validated leadership assessment tool globally
which is underpinned by the Full Range Leadership Model (FRLM) and evaluates three different
leadership styles being Transformational, Transactional and Passive-Avoidant.
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Over an 18 month period - pre-program, at immediate program conclusion, and six months postprogram completion, key qualitative and quantitative data was measured from three different sources.
These sources included Sponsor self-perspective; Sponsee self-perspective and Sponsee’s Direct
Manager perspective of the Sponsee.

Key Findings
Results demonstrate a positive and enduring behavioural shift across both Confidence and
Transformational Leadership dimensions for both Sponsors and Sponsees who participated in the Mercer
Pathway to Your Potential Sponsorship Program.
Explicitly, Sponsees articulated clearer, more specific vertical development and promotion goals and
importantly, expressed greater confidence in their ability to achieve these goals. This indicates the
program experience:
•
•
•

developed their understanding of what is expected from a leader at Mercer
equipped them with the right skills to become a leader
increased their confidence / self-efficacy to apply for and work towards promotions.

For Sponsors, the evidence clearly demonstrates increased confidence to sponsor effectively and greater
advocacy behaviours as a result of participation in the program. Importantly, almost all Sponsors
mentioned greater awareness of the different challenges their Sponsees face and a greater level of
motivation and confidence to sponsor others, outside of a formal program. This demonstrates key
leaders at Mercer became:
•
•

more motivated to take deliberate action to sponsor and support others following the program
experience
better equipped with the right advocacy/leadership skills to create and embed a culture of
sponsorship with diverse talent at Mercer.

Transformational Leadership dimensions were positively impacted for both Sponsees and Sponsors alike.
Over half of the Sponsees and Sponsors (56%) demonstrated Transformational Leadership behaviours
more frequently after undertaking the Mercer Pathway to Your Potential Sponsorship program. 80%
Sponsors and 75% of Sponsees continued to experience positive Transformational Leadership behaviour
change six months following the end of the program. Importantly, this was also observed by the Direct
Managers of the Sponsees.
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Key Insights for Mercer
Insight 1. Individual Belief and Confidence is critical
Positive increases in Sponsee’s confidence in pursuing
their career goals is a key element to support change.
The program allowed Sponsees to invest time in
identifying and developing their leadership strengths,
and that in addition to being able to connect with
their Sponsors, increased their confidence in
interacting with other senior leaders or executives in
the firm.

I feel more able to ask for what I want
and have direct conversations with
senior leaders. In a strange way, the
program has opened up doors or given
me permission to talk about my career
openly - what I want to do but also what
help I need to get there. [Sponsee]

Diagram 1. Percentage change in confidence over Mercer Pathway to Your Potential research time series
(Sponsees)
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Source: Mercer Pathway to Your Potential Qualtrics survey
Note: The percentages refer to the percentage increase of the mean scores in Sponsees' confidence levels. Time 2 refers to the % increase in confidence level
between pre-program (Time 1) and immediate post program (Time 2). Time 3 refers to the % increase between pre-program (Time 1) and 6 months’ post program
(Time 3).

Following the Global Investment Forum [Sponsee] emailed the event organiser and
business leader to nominate herself to co-present next year’s forum. Not something
[Sponsee] would have done prior to starting the course and amazing demonstration of
how she has embraced the opportunities. [Direct Manager]
For Sponsors, the confidence levels in being able to sponsor effectively were also seen to increase and this
effect is sustained over time. The act of formally sponsoring key talent positively changed the way they
viewed their own capability to sponsor effectively and have more initiative to sponsor in the future

I'm more conscious now of the need to
be a strong sponsor and advocate. The
relationship that I continue to have
with my sponsee reinforces that every
fortnight we formally connect. … I plan
to do more proactive sponsorship
across the organisation. [Sponsor]

I learnt a lot about the art of
sponsorship and the need to be
conscious and proactive about it.
[Sponsor]
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Insight 2.

Enhanced Transformational Leadership Capability

Analysis of MLQ response data indicates a positive and enduring behavioural shift across key evaluated
leadership dimensions and across all measurement time points. This is particularly significant in the area
of Transformational Leadership behaviours.

Transformational Leaders operate from a foundation of trust and integrity and motivate their teams by
inspiring purpose, encouraging innovation and coaching others to unleash their potential.
Transformational Leadership behaviours have been shown to directly drive greater productivity and
effectiveness (MLQ International, 2019).
The results from the Mercer Pathway to Your Potential Sponsorship Program not only shows the
continued positive increase in Transformational Leadership behaviours over time, but also the decrease
of Passive Avoidance Leadership behaviours – also known as leadership derailers (eroding trust,
avoiding involvement and setting the standard for poor performance).
Diagram 1. Percentage of participants that reported an ongoing increase is positive leadership behaviours
compared to Time 1
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Diagram 2. Percentage of participants that reported an ongoing decrease in poor leadership behaviours compared
to Time 1.
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Insight 3.

Tapping into hidden potential

For both Sponsors and Sponsees, uncovering talent - whether that was having the confidence within
themselves to see themselves as talent; or the opportunity to engage with hidden talent - that they
would have otherwise not seen was a common theme amongst this cohort.

The opportunity to uncover so much talent
across our organisation. The program
really surfaced an amazing group of people
that were previously unseen by me.
[Sponsor]

Promotion – interim…I asked for it –
which I would definitely not have done
12 months ago. [Sponsee]
Confidence grew, wider stakeholder
networks, and all of the PLT (People Leader
Team) knows who I am now. [Sponsee]

This at a broader level sends a strong message on the importance of bias (whether conscious or not) and
how it can impact opportunities for emerging high potential talent within organisations.

.

Gaining a deeper understanding of different peoples’
career challenges and roadblocks, particularly where
these differ from my own. [Sponsor]
I have far greater insight into the challenges
being experienced by female leaders in the
Mercer workforce. [Sponsor]

As the inclusion agenda becomes even more important for Mercer in the future, there is a strong
willingness from the Sponsors to continue actively advocating and sponsoring female leaders.

I very much support the investment in
developing female leaders in our business and
society…I also think the benefits to sponsors
and sponsees were obvious to all
participants… Ultimately, the stats in respect
of diversity at senior levels are confronting
and we must change this. [Sponsor]
I have benefited from strong sponsorship over
my career and the formal sponsorship program
has reinforced the need for us to do more. …
We have to continue to change. [Sponsor]
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Conclusion - Future Impacts
In leveraging the insights provided by the evidence-based measurement outcomes of the Pathway to
Your Potential Sponsorship program, Mercer is well placed to accelerate the pace of change.
There is both realisation and active, willing participation among the senior leaders to step up and be
part of the change required to further improve gender equity within Mercer’s workplace culture,
leadership styles as well as processes and systems. These leaders are personally invested in effectively
using their now conscious privilege of relationship capital and seniority to ensure all talent is given
equitable access to opportunities. Moreover, the understanding of listening and learning how others
experience the very same organisation, Mercer, differently to themselves is now front of mind.
The female talent are continuing to enhance their leadership capability and confidence in striving to
achieve their career goals. Specifically, there is increased clarity and certainty about their paths to
success and, with greater self-awareness, belief and active sponsorship, they know what they need to
develop and improve in order to achieve their goals.
This case study is an evidence point for Mercer, demonstrating its commitment to position inclusion as a
key leadership capability within its most senior ranks and recognising the importance of sponsorship as
a key enabler for diverse talent. The opportunity is to capture this potential and use it to Mercer’s
advantage now.

