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Prologue


Talking about a Revolution


It was Friday, October 6, 2023, the day after my father’s funeral. I could think of nothing else but his passing. I was grieving, in shock, and on autopilot as I got into the car for the crushingly familiar two-hour drive to work at Chelsea FC’s training ground.


I knew that once I had negotiated traffic on the A406 and A40, two of London’s main arterial roads, I would be blinded by a low winter sun as I merged onto the M25 motorway, the London Orbital. Sure enough, even though I was wearing sunglasses, I had to strain to sit higher, to shield my eyes with the windshield visor.


As I drove, all I could hear was my dad, Sid, in my ear. “You’ve got to go to that interview, girl,” he told me, with such urgency and clarity that he could have been sitting alongside me in the passenger seat. “This is the opportunity of a lifetime.”


It is all very well, on sober reflection, to talk about the power of the imagination and the delicate process of mourning a loved one, but to my mind he had basically given me his blessing to put myself forward for the biggest job in women’s football, managing the US Women’s National Team (USWNT).


I quickly called Jo Tongue, my agent, and said, “My dad has just spoken to me. Put me on the early evening flight to New York on Monday. Tuesday is my day off, so I’ll return overnight and be back for work on Wednesday.”


I’d asked to be kept in the loop following an informal conversation with the US Soccer Federation after that summer’s World Cup in Australia. I had a phone call on my mum’s birthday, September 5, from Matt Crocker, their sporting director, who wanted the opportunity to sit down and talk to me.


He made it clear there was a process the Federation intended to follow. They were to use a recruitment agency to gauge the emotional intelligence of candidates before an in-person interview in New York. I told them my head was in the wrong place at that moment. My dad was dying, and I couldn’t be anywhere else but by his side.


Matt and his senior colleagues were persistent in keeping the conversation going. My dad passed on September 18. Obviously, I thought of nothing else beyond that … until his posthumous, spiritual intervention. We tied at Manchester City thanks to Guro Reiten’s ninety-sixth-minute equalizer on the Sunday after my dad’s funeral. Once the debrief and warm down was complete, the following day, I flew to New York.


New York is a city I am familiar with. I love it. I lived there for almost seven years. There is a feeling of home when I go there. I checked into the hotel around 10:00 p.m., looked out on to Fifth Avenue, and thought of how many times I had walked up and down it when I was a young coach eking out a $30,000 a year contract.


New York can be a really lonely place. Everything is so tight in the apartments. Kitchens are very small, unlike in London where they are a social space. Kitchens in New York apartments are not places you congregate in, so people tend to go out to eat, even on their own.


I would kill time on my day off by walking endlessly, dropping into coffee shops and exploring the galleries. You have your best times when you have no money and no responsibility. That night, I realized my life was in such a different place now. I had Harry, my beautiful boy, and I was in a suite in a posh hotel, preparing to be interviewed for the most important job in the world.


I felt terribly guilty about being there because of the loyalty I felt I owed my club, my team, and my family, who were going through a hard time. The Federation had left me a lovely welcoming message and a gift box crammed with treats. They evidently felt my pain.


These were people-first people. They had passed a fundamental test of leadership. They cared.


I had to go through a series of assessments the next morning, starting with a timeline of what I considered the five most important events in my life, the first being the trauma of the injury that curtailed my playing career.


It all unfolded quite naturally from there: Going to the US as a young coach. Enduring setbacks in Chicago. Building Chelsea. Having Harry. The importance of my family, a distinctive thread, was woven throughout my recollections.


We spoke about how I had applied the lessons of my life to coaching before I was given fifteen minutes to prepare for a videoconference with the sporting director of a fictitious club, Chicago United, who was refusing to send two of his players to a nonmandatory training camp outside the FIFA timeframes.


I had ten minutes to persuade him to change his mind but instinctively knew that I was never going to get anything done with someone I didn’t know in such a short span of time. Instead, I used my time to persuade him to agree to a longer follow-up call. I spoke from a position of empathy and listened to his perspective. I thought it was the most realistic thing to do.


I then talked the interview panel through my playing principles and philosophies, before they set me a task around a game, giving me clips, and asking how they would inform my management of half time.


It was all hypothetical and, inevitably, a little artificial. I chose to concentrate on processes rather than specifics. There is certain language in tone and substance that I would not use in such naturally pressurized situations.


The following sequence, an exploration of my personal journey, had me in intermittent fits of tears since the death of my dad was still so raw. I was really honest with them about my love for Chelsea, and I told them that it was hard for me to even be in the room at that moment. I’m not the sort who interviews for other jobs, but I really appreciated how they had courted me. They respected the position I was in. They did not push me at any point. They made me feel valued.


I flew home and got a call within a day or so offering me the job. I was in my extended kitchen with Lisa Cole, a close friend from my early days in the US, at the time. It was such an exciting moment and strangely appropriate that Lisa should be there, on my sofa, to share it.


We were catching up after the World Cup in Australia. She was the technical adviser to the Zambian team, which had won one of its three matches in its first finals. A former Fiji national coach who has worked in Papua New Guinea, she is best known as the long-term assistant to the late Tony DiCicco, whose transformational US teams were Olympic champions in 1996 and World Cup winners in 1999.


I initially operated with Lisa, who also served as head coach of the Boston Breakers of the National Women’s Soccer League (NWSL), at a regional level in the US, identifying talent of potential value to the national team. Progression would come through a club, state, and region in an Olympic development program that selected the best young players from New York to as far south as Delaware and as far north as Maine.


I am not one of those coaches who progressed seamlessly from a pro team in England to a pro team in the States. I went from the amateur game in England and worked up through every level until I became a pro coach. I have always felt accepted in the US because I feel the people I have worked with or coached against understand I have put the hard yards in. They identify with the journey. They appreciate that I know the system from bottom to top, albeit having been out of it for a few years by this point in time.


Lisa was as excited as me by the opportunity that had presented itself. She was energized by the prospect of change at the right time, for the right reasons. “You’re the only one who is going to change it,” she exclaimed. “You are the only one who is going to revolutionize the system so that it is football first.”


I was anxious about the scale of the challenge, to be honest. She reassured me that I was the perfect fit because of my natural ability to work on development strategies and my relationships with clubs in the NWSL and the United Soccer League (USL), the new pro league. Leaders must see a bigger picture than most.


Things were moving fast. Matt asked to meet with me in London the following Sunday, together with Cindy Parlow Cone, the US Soccer Federation president, and JT Batson, the CEO. I agreed, since Chelsea was to play on the Saturday before (a 2–0 win over West Ham, as it turned out).


The delegation shared their vision and the work they had been doing in the background. It was really impressive. They made me feel really wanted. Their offer—to make me the world’s highest paid manager in the women’s game—was unbelievable.


Money has never been the most important thing for me, but it was nice to be valued. By adhering to the principle of equal pay—I was to be on the same level as Gregg Berhalter, the men’s manager—they also proved they were willing to act on fundamental beliefs.


Despite the disappointment of the earliest US exit from a World Cup, in round sixteen, a new generation of richly talented young players would be coming through. This would be my opportunity to build and lead a team through an Olympic Games, a World Cup, and another Olympic cycle. I couldn’t get the thought of this opportunity out of my head, but there were considerations.


I told them I didn’t want to leave Chelsea immediately because I had committed to the players. That’s the sort of person I am. My word is a condition, an article of faith. I wanted to complete the season in England before attacking the challenge of the Paris Olympics.


I explained that for the first time in my life I was not going to do something at all costs. I did not want to disrupt Harry midway through a school year. I wasn’t leaving my mum: she needed me. I would have 100 percent walked away if they had said no.


I couldn’t believe how accommodating they were. They acknowledged the logic of my stance, even though they knew they would take some heat domestically because of it. By the same token, if Chelsea had preferred to move on quickly, in terms of succession planning, I would have gone to the US without hesitation.


Leaders do not have the luxury of idle gestures. By finishing the European season, I knew how hard I would have to work to be completely present. I never want to be accused of having stopped working or having switched off. I really believe in professional commitment.


Keeping Twila Kilgore (or Kaufman, as many of us still know her) as the interim head coach was a really smart decision. The first US-born woman to earn a US Soccer Federation pro coaching license, she had spent the previous eighteen months as Vlatko Andonovski’s assistant.


She represented continuity and authority because she embodied the strengths of the system, having excelled at the youth, collegiate, and club level. She was able to implement many short-term decisions so that I could hit the ground running when I started in June.


I made it clear how much I valued her, insisting that every department would go through her while I was still a full-time employee of Chelsea. There is always a temptation to gravitate toward a new head coach, but I wanted to be in the background, getting staffing and protocols in place.


A leader’s best work is not necessarily splashed over flattering headlines or pored over by an audience of millions. I did a lot of quiet strategic work with the US team in snatched spare time around my duties at Chelsea. It was my role in the interim to set the tone for camps and organize the roster while devolving day-to-day responsibility.


I had initial one-on-one phone conversations with those I left out of the first squad in November. I owed them the professional courtesy of personally explaining the rationale behind their exclusion while stressing that until the early summer their subsequent interactions would be with Twila.


You only get one opportunity to make an initial impression. I knew I had to hit them between the eyes during that first camp. In addition to gathering the entire staff and the twenty-six–strong playing squad, I invited all of the excluded players to attend my presentation via videoconference.


Not a single person was absent.


I used the transcript of an interview with the press officer that would never be released—it was designed as a contingency should Chelsea have chosen not to let me finish the season—as the basis of the hype video. It lasted for barely more than two minutes but had taken two weeks to compile.


It started with me talking over a portentous, prolonged note on an organ: “This is a huge honor to be given the opportunity to coach the most incredible team in world football. I have dreamed about doing this job. You can’t turn the US National Women’s Team down.


“There is no denying the gaps have closed in the world game, so it is important we work hard to make sure we are on top of the podium. Playing on a team is really simple. Everyone wants to win. To win the biggest things, we have to make the most of those special moments. There will be intense periods, of that I have no doubt. But we will go into competitions with everyone feeling in their best possible place to perform.”


The background music became upbeat.


“We’ve got work to do. It’s a healthy form of competition. Nobody has a right to play on the team. It has to be earned from day one. I want to see those good habits, on and off the pitch. I look forward to setting you that challenge. I look forward to building relationships with you, finding out what is important to you, what matters to you, what motivates and inspires you.”


Then suddenly, a slower tempo. Pictures of recent matches were undercut by the soulful, seductive lyrics of Tracy Chapman’s signature song, “Talkin’ ‘bout a Revolution.” This would be a completely different game, played by a distinctive team.


I told the players my job was to teach them “to understand that if you want to be the best, if you want to be the absolute best, your devotion and dedication to that ambition has to be better and bigger than anything you’ve ever done before.”


I scanned the room, made as much eye contact as possible, and continued: “The success of the very best, whoever they are, whatever they do, is not luck. It is not something that is just handed to you. It is something you have to work so incredibly hard for.”


I threw up a pivotal caption: “New Identity. New History. New Heights.”


Images of collective success, highlighted by moments of individual exhilaration, spoke for themselves, but I wanted to maintain the urgency of the mood: “It is a huge honor to represent your country. It is my job to bring the best out of you.”


We were engaged in something bigger than ourselves. I confronted them with the wise words of Oglala Lakota Chief Henry Standing Bear: “The first warrior looked out at the land that was his home. He saw the hills and the stars, and he was happy.


“For giving him his home, the first warrior told the Great Spirit that he would fight and win many battles in his honor. But the Great Spirit said, ‘No, do not fight for me. Fight for your tribe, fight for the family born to you, fight for the sisters you find. Fight for them, for they are your home.’”


The reaction—complete silence—was powerful. I could feel the energy in the room. It was palpable. I then stressed the level of preparation I intended to oversee, the tweaking of our vision and objectives that would continue when they returned to their clubs.


I made it personal, posting visuals of the London streets on which I had grown up. I showed them my Chelsea family, players, and staff who had been a massive part of my life. I spoke about how tough it was to leave them, and I lost myself in the wonder of my little man, Harry.


I told them about my dad ringing me from the Rose Bowl in California at the 1999 World Cup final where, typically, he was trading tickets. I was at Liverpool Hope University at the time; that tournament was my introduction to an iconic US team. I can still hear his enthusiasm: “Emma, you’ve got to come to America. It’s unbelievable, girl. More than ninety thousand at their games. I’ve not known anything like it.”


It wasn’t lost on anyone in the room that the gold medal victory over China, 5–4 in a shoot-out, produced perhaps the most legendary image in women’s sport: Brandi Chastain celebrating her winning penalty by pulling off her jersey to reveal her sports bra.


People don’t remember time. They remember moments.


How would we make our mark? I wanted my players to have five specific qualities. They needed to be count-on-able, coachable, competitive, consistent, and caring. I would focus on creating an environment around that by building up individual profiles.


Everything, I promised, would be intentional. I am not the sort of coach who does football drills because they are fun. That’s nonsensical. Everything we do has to be real. For example, take a goalkeeper in a penalty shoot-out. When she gets there, she can’t operate on instinct; everything has to be so well-rehearsed.


Another caption underlined this message: “Our culture is to revolutionize and redefine what we are.” That complemented another key statement of intent: “We are all on the team but only eleven start. We must all ask, ‘What is in the best interests of the team?’”


At that camp we started to identify key words to convey our culture and intentions. The word electric kept coming up. The players wanted their style to be dynamic and electric. I just loved that. The fact that it was prompted by one of my young players, NWSL Rookie of the Year Jenna Nighswonger, was an added bonus.


Everyone always says they can feel my passion. It’s visceral, without question. What you will always get from me is absolute clarity. As much as there is so much of me that can be maverick, creative, and off the cuff, never forget a fundamental fact of my life.


There’s always a plan. Here’s mine.









Chapter 1


Kill the Unicorn


When people meet me, I usually get one of three responses. It’s either “my mum loves you,” which makes me chuckle; “you’re an inspiration,” which makes me blush; or “you’re a legend,” which fries my brain. A legend? What the hell is a legend? For me, watching with my son Harry, Thor is a legend, fighting with the Guardians of the Galaxy team. I’m just a football coach, another harassed mother, and, I’d like to think, a woman of the world.


Trust me, I’m no superhero.


I can understand why some find me relatable, because I’ve never tried to be anyone or anything I’m not. At heart, I’m still the girl from the Curnock Street Estate in Camden. I’m not afraid of grafting. I try to be candid and honest. My instinct is to be inclusive; I’m uncomfortable with being lauded for simply doing my job.


What I’m not is a unicorn. The concept of a head coach or leader as this magical creature, able to solve any problem for their team or company, is unrealistic and ultimately unproductive. If I have a strength, it is in recognizing and repurposing weakness. We’ve got to kill the unicorn, challenge the perception of a leader’s perfection. It’s a modern media myth, designed to create a narrative around successful teams and organizations. If you believe the secret of leadership is as simple as relying on one god or goddess, give my love to the fairies at the end of your garden. Organizations outlive leaders, as long as the right framework is in place.


I trust this won’t get me banned from X (formerly Twitter), but let’s take Elon Musk as an example. He’s hailed as a visionary, a guru, a genius. He’s reportedly also the first person ever to lose an estimated $180–200 billion of his net worth following a slump in the value of Tesla shares. Even his fan base would concede that’s suboptimal. All leaders make poor decisions at some point in their careers because they are human, and none of us have a crystal ball.


Perhaps it’s best not to believe the hype. To me, there is nothing more dangerous than the unilateral thinking that comes with slavish devotion to one leader. At its most extreme, it produces monsters such as Adolf Hitler and Vladimir Putin.


In everyday life unilateral thinking stifles creativity, deters debate, and encourages intellectual cowardice. The reality is that the most effective modern institutions—and the best sports teams—have a multidisciplinary, multifunctional approach. Outstanding performance in any field is rarely achieved in isolation. Operating in silos, in which staff work independently without sharing best practice and pivotal information undermines from within.


An integrated approach ensures that I, as a coach and leader, have the capability to assess my players on a number of levels. I need to be aware of the physiological, biomechanical, psychological, medical, and nutritional issues that can limit their impact. Everyone sees things differently through the prism of their specialism, but their expertise is complementary. The physiologist concentrates on matters of flesh and blood. The biomechanist studies angles, speed, and technique. The psychologist gauges confidence, attitude, and personality. These three specialists and other support staff members blend their skills and share the same goals.


I’m not saying the perception of the leader, at the epicenter of everything, is unjustified. I wouldn’t deny the importance of a CEO-type figure, who can be critical to how the commercial, competitive, or corporate machine operates.


But if the foundations around that powerful individual are not built properly, cracks will appear. The organization needs underpinning, like a house suffering from subsidence. Interdependence is the mortar that bonds a structure together.


Take my own situation as a starting point. When I met with my team at Chelsea FC after taking time off to deal with some health issues (which I’ll touch on a little later), they said they might not have coped well with my absence previously. But they didn’t just survive without me. They thrived. The principles we had embedded over time and the values we subscribed to provided a sustainable framework. They progressed because my coaches and support staff grew into the gap I had left.


Do I screw up? On a daily basis, in so many different ways. To be a top performer—to be a leading manager in any sport, business, or endeavor—you have to be prepared to consistently acknowledge your shortcomings. Winning is one way to guarantee longevity—I’m just a contributor to that process—but it is not the only factor.


Although men’s sports in particular are still plagued by Neanderthal attitudes, I believe that in football we are at a tipping point of generational change. More leaders are showing their humanity because they must meet modern managerial expectations. It’s a simple case of emotional evolution. If you are not a people person, an empathetic manager, you will eventually be spat out of the system. A younger workforce is naturally curious, instinctively questioning, and sees through the unicorn fantasy that one exalted individual has the sole power to change their fortunes. Lasting success is built on teamwork.


The trend toward emotionally intelligent managers goes beyond obvious examples such as Jürgen Klopp at Liverpool. Emotional intelligence—in essence, the ability to manage both your own emotions and understand the emotions of people around you—is just one of the superpowers a great manager needs. The principle of human interaction forms part of the DNA of agile, responsive Premier League clubs such as Brentford and Brighton, as it does in any successful organization.


Brentford has a distinctive culture that dictates the hiring of coaches that fit stylistically and mathematically into the club’s business model. Yet, without a shadow of a doubt, that culture is underpinned by a great people manager, Thomas Frank. I’m always very impressed by Thomas whenever I hear him speak. He’s loose but incisive, sensitive but forceful. He knows what he wants, and is true to what he believes in.


It’s easy to imagine his players buying into his personality as readily as they respond to his philosophy. Similarly, I have no doubt that Roberto De Zerbi was hired by Brighton & Hove Albion FC because he had the profile of someone who could fit seamlessly into the model that brought the best out of Graham Potter, a notably engaged leader. The fact that he was the only candidate they interviewed when Graham left for a brief spell at Chelsea tells you everything you need to know.


British football has modernized its approach to coaching over the past decade, putting it ahead of Spain, France, and Italy. British football may still trail Germany, where holistic attitudes are central to their coach development program, but the level of analytical and scientific innovation is unmatched.


It is fashionable to wonder whether an autocratic figure such as Sir Alex Ferguson could manage effectively in today’s game, in which many elite players are indulged by self-serving entourages, fostering the belief they are global, market-sensitive brands.


All things considered, though, I believe Sir Alex would adapt to any challenge, in any era. Although his “hairdryer treatment” of individuals and teams who fell below expected standards has entered football folklore, the timeless nature of his management style is captured by the simplicity of his wisdom. I sat next to him at a League Managers Association awards dinner, when Richard Bevan, the LMA’s chief executive, was making his introductory speech. “What do you see?” he asked me, quietly.


My mind raced. It had to be some sort of test, didn’t it? I blustered about the measured nature of Richard’s leadership, and the value of the support he offered those of us on the front lines. Sir Alex nodded sagely and repeated the question.


“What do you see?” I had to admit I had little more to add. “Look at his hands,” he said, directing my attention to the rubber band that Richard was flexing between his fingers. I had assumed it was an aid to concentration, but that missed Alex’s broader point about the importance of developing powers of observation.


Managers, leaders in all fields of business must have 20/20 vision, an unerring eye for the type of detail that reveals more than the individual intends. I realize this may sound presumptuous, but the best leaders have an insight into the human condition. It was ironic that my lesson was administered during an awards dinner.


An appreciation of the importance of teamwork is vital. There’s nothing more cringeworthy than standing up to take applause and receive a shiny trophy when you are acutely aware others deserve to be there with you. It’s so awkward for me because I know that Denise Reddy, the most senior of my assistant coaches, has spent countless unseen hours making people work better.


We won things at Chelsea because of the full range of my players’ talents, from Millie Bright’s clearheaded defending to Sam Kerr’s ability to put the ball in the net. There are so many more people on and off the pitch that I could mention. I’d be nowhere without them. The direction of a team might be shaped by my strengths, but there are so many things the team needs that I can’t give them.


My shortcomings are not considered when they hand out Manager of the Month or even Manager of the Season awards. Would we have won sixteen trophies in the last nine years at Chelsea if it was all down to me? No chance.


There’s no question that most of us are uncomfortable with being singled out in that manner. That’s why we try to reflect the glory toward the assistants and support staff who do the unheralded grunt work.


There’s so much ambiguity in football management. For starters, what do you call me? In England, I was called the manager—although manager and coach may be used interchangeably. In the US, I was called the head coach. I view my role as closer to that of a CEO or a head contractor, even though I get my boots dirty on the grass, like all coaches. People tell me all the time that my job is about winning matches. I understand that, but the facilitation of my team, and the team around that team, is absolutely critical.


What do I do if I have a player with a persistent illness that requires major medical intervention? How can I help the finisher who hasn’t scored in five games and needs individual work on the training ground? When do I connect a player whose confidence is at rock bottom with the analyst who has evidence of her ability, a clip showing all of the goal assists she has contributed over the last two years?


The importance of the coordination of the team may as well be written in invisible ink as far as most external observers are concerned. Yet, as a manager you have to face the reality that someone has to be held accountable. When the team wins, the players get the credit. When it loses, it is the manager’s fault.


Managers get used to being hung out to dry. Resilience comes with the territory because knockbacks are a daily occurrence. There aren’t many professions that involve dealing with such self-focused individuals as professional athletes. As a leader, you develop a distance while remaining close enough to smell their fears and sense their problems.


You work every day as if it is your last in the job. There’s no respite, even when you enjoy a period of success. And it’s not even about sustaining that success. You’re told it must be taken to another level, regardless of logical possibilities. You know you’ve disappeared down the rabbit hole when past achievements are held against you.


I understand our role is to help people perform to the best of their ability and on a consistent basis, but we are not miracle workers. We manage human beings. They’re capricious creatures, predictably unpredictable.


It’s a flesh and blood business. You have to look out for premature deterioration as a player ages. You have to sense the unease of the new player who is struggling to settle in. You have to compartmentalize your own expendability. Whether you currently lead a team or a company, or you’re aiming for a promotion, one of the biggest mistakes anyone can make is to believe they have an irreplaceable skill set. You may be unique, but someone else could do your job.


For all the gory tales of boardroom coups in the wider working world, there are few jobs that can match mine in the brutality with which we are kicked to the curb once we have served a certain purpose. It’s horrific.


There is no denying that we marginalize people. That’s inevitable when you have twenty-odd players, all insistent they deserve to be in the starting eleven. It is inescapable that those starters are going to be given the majority of the coaches’ attention.


I tell my players all the time I’m not here to be equal, I’m here to be fair. Equality of opportunity is an illusion. Everyone ticks along when the team is winning, but when performances stutter and results suffer, the knives come out. The subs can agitate for a place in the team with greater force. Every organization has individuals waiting for their chance. Players’ agents pursue the profit motive—there’s money to be made in instability.


Head coaches are cultural icons in the US, especially in basketball and football. Football (or soccer to US audiences), the world’s favorite game, is rather more elemental and inherently tribal. It features often bewildering contrasts. Cults of true believers coalesce around top coaches. They are willfully blind to their faults and turn into attack dogs when their hero’s reputation is challenged.


There has been the odd occasion when I’ve been portrayed as some sort of cross between Mother Teresa and Albert Einstein. That’s wide of the mark, by several continents. It reveals a basic misunderstanding of professional sport.


Football is chaos. If anyone thinks it can be orchestrated by these supposed higher beings in their technical areas close to the touchline, they are off their head. I grimace when I hear commentators attempting to rationalize an improved second-half performance, for instance, by speculating about what was said at halftime.


“Ah, I bet Emma had something to say.” What a load of rubbish. How do they know? They may be able to detect a marginal influence, but it is so subjective. They have no clue what I said or did. Here’s the reality.


The first four minutes of the break is spent with my staff. At Chelsea I would go first to my general manager, Paul Green, who watches from the stand. He delivers a neutral, detached view of how the game is going. We then have input from coaches with responsibility for specific phases—defending, attacking, and set pieces.


The players are simultaneously calming down, having a pee, rehydrating, and talking while the physiotherapists circulate. I go into the dressing room armed with clips from the analyst because visual information is more immediate than verbal communication. I’ve got four minutes, tops.


It is a mistake to overload the players. I don’t refer to passages of play from the first half, other than in generalities. There’s no time for aimless effing and jeffing. My biggest job, going into the second half, is usually to get the players out of their own heads.


I may get them up, draw them into a circle, and have them link their arms to get them focused. At least, then, I’ve got them on the same page. I can influence in the margins, but I cannot control. The idea that as a leader I am in complete command of events doesn’t add up. There are times when it feels like I am herding goldfish or trying to chase down a litter of particularly energetic puppies.


No one goes into a match with any degree of certainty. We might think we prepare for every eventuality, but shit happens. A player freezes. You pick the wrong lineup, rely on the wrong play. The opposition do something unexpected. Your responsibility is to recognize what is happening, why it is happening, and when and how you need to respond.


I admire those coaches who won’t wait until halftime to make changes, knowing it implies personal fault. It is very difficult to shape events pitchside. Your shouted messages must be short and simple, but the players probably won’t hear a word you say. While all this is going on, the cameras are trained on you. An audience of millions is waiting to be impressed or appalled on the flimsiest of evidence.


A CEO of a Fortune 500 company doesn’t have a camera pointed at their face in the boardroom when the new business plan is taking shape. A surgeon isn’t confronted by a media scrum and expected to supply a pithy quote when walking out of the operating room. A pilot gets away with brief, well-rehearsed and unchallenged platitudes from the cockpit.


I’ve been around long enough not to be conscious of media intrusion, but our business is so volatile. We veer between alarm, despondency, and unrestrained joy in a matter of minutes. We are subjected to unconscious bias by the media and the fans because judgments are often made on an aesthetic basis. It is easier to praise an imaginative, innovative coach such as Man City’s Pep Guardiola than it is to acknowledge the work of a pragmatic coach such as Everton’s Sean Dyche, whose teams tend to be less easy on the eye but invariably greater than the sum of their parts.


Guardiola talks about not wanting his players to think he doesn’t know what he is doing, even though there must be periods when he hasn’t a clue what’s going on. We try to cultivate implicit trust, like an officer leading troops into combat. We attempt to soothe any fears in the way passengers instinctively glance at the stewardess for reassurance when a plane goes through turbulence.


You can’t fly under the radar. That’s why you learn to carefully consider anything you say in public. Yet the more successful you are, the higher profile you have, the bigger temptation there is to project an inaccurate image of yourself. It’s important to stay grounded and authentic when the spotlight is on you.


I tell my players to think of me as a bus driver. I’ve got the headphones on, to phase out a chorus of voices. Forget for a moment the fans and assorted football people. I am also in a profession that is a hobby to friends and family, and they all want their say. Every now and again I’ll have a quick listen to opinions and then return to blissful isolation. I’m sustained by the profound honesty you can find within a sports team.


There are parallels with a successful family business: we feel compelled to speak the truth, we annoy one another, but deep down we know we need each other to get by. Somehow, we get on. Every one of my players knows that I’ll do absolutely anything I can for them. That doesn’t mean that they’ll like it, want it, or need it all of the time—far from it. But I try to engage people in the process as much as I possibly can. I’m very proactive.


Football is a profession that should come with a health warning, but so much remains unspoken or unwritten. Which is where this book comes in. I understand the basic contradiction of presenting a blueprint for personal or collective advancement while making a virtue out of weakness and vulnerability, but it comes from the heart.


I’m not expecting you to agree with me or to treat my suggestions as Holy Writ. My aim is to make you think, through the weight of my experience. I know I cannot control perceptions of me, but I try to be transparent and, above all, honest. That seems rare these days.


A less idealistic, more realistic view of leadership is overdue. I hope to provide a clear and practical definition of what that is so you can better direct your own life and career, whatever business you are in. In my eyes, imperfection reflects the human experience. It helps us all to connect. I am far from perfect. I own that daily and admit to errors. I went into sports to rip up convention, and you are welcome to lend a hand by using my ideas in your own field.


Although luck plays a part, it’s generally accepted that success is the result of talent, planning, and persistence. But first we’ve got to challenge the idea that leaders are responsible for our career highs or lows. Whether you own a business, manage a department, or are retraining, the success of your venture will depend on the way your organization is structured—not on a mythic leader.


If the unicorn did exist, scientists believe it was closer to a rhinoceros than a horse. That pretty, pearly white creature with a flowing mane, wings, and a horn depicted in films and found on so many nursery walls is a fantasy.


Choosing the right people and knowing what makes them tick will be integral to your success. Teams, not unicorns, win trophies.









Chapter 2


Remember Your Roots


I don’t own a watch, so don’t bother asking me the time, but I can’t stop the clock. Life acquires occasionally painful clarity as you grow older. I have realized through the cycle of love and loss that I would be nothing without my family.


I grew up in a supportive community on the Curnock Street Estate. We had a corner flat, with a balcony that made up for us never having a garden. Different blocks would play football against each other, twenty to a side with a raggy-arsed ball on the playground.


It was gloriously chaotic. The games stopped when we heard the chimes of the ice cream van. Everyone shouted up to their mums for fifty pence (about seventy US cents)—mine would throw me a coin over the balcony. I can still taste the lemon ice cream with strawberry sauce, my favorite.


We played until it was dark, and I quickly developed a sense of independence. My role, as the middle sister, was to look after our youngest, Rebecca. That meant dealing with conflict and sorting out the estate bully.


I became more aware of professional football players as I entered my teens. I loved Gary Lineker’s legs and Gazza’s manic laughter. Glenn Hoddle was a magician and ahead of his time, but I was captivated by Diego Maradona—part pirate, part poet, who had beamed down from another planet.


Football was my main means of self-expression. I was the only girl in the primary school team, and a teacher recommended Rebecca and I to a dominant local girls’ team, Mary Ward. We won tournaments across London and stored our medals and trophies in cardboard boxes. Winning became second nature.


That’s where my mentality to compete and aim high came from. I played with my mates, people I trusted and respected. We worked with and for each other. They understood what made me tick and, to this day, remain my closest friends.


Mary Ward merged with Limehouse Ladies to form the first-ever Arsenal Under-10 team. Vic Akers asked my dad, Sid, to be manager. Arsenal recognized my potential as a creative midfield player and regular goal scorer but becoming a professional football player was an impossible dream. It simply wasn’t an option. In those days, everyone was an amateur.


When I was fifteen, life got in the way, in any case. My sliding-doors moment came when I wrecked my ankle in a fall on a mogul run during a school ski trip to the Italian Alps. I had an operation, reinjured it, and was given inserts for my shoes in an attempt to strengthen the area and correct my balance. I got used to living with pain.


I am left-footed and the anklebone had a huge hole in it. The cartilage was being pushed into that hole and it gradually wore away. Every time I planted my foot on the floor, it felt as if the bone was hitting the ground.
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