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Dedicated to Brendan Rodgers, for drawing with Everton and making this all possible.
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INTRODUCTION
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A few years ago, if someone had told you that you should be more like a great football manager, it would have sounded odd. Managers were the people you respected for their achievements or held in high regard for how they transformed the club you supported. They were not people you wanted to see as role models or take life advice from. Or at least they weren’t – until Jurgen Klopp.


We all remember where we were when Jurgen Klopp first appeared on our radar. For many of us, myself included, it was when he was in charge of Borussia Dortmund. We cared about Dortmund because we cared about him, and they stood out because, well, it was impossible not to notice Jurgen Klopp, even back then. At the time, Dortmund were everything a European football club should be. And everything a lot of English clubs were not (or at least that’s how it felt). Dortmund had loyal fans who got up for every game, home or away; they felt a real connection with their city. Their team was made up of young, hungry players. And, of course, they had a manager who reflected all those great things in his own behaviour.


Jurgen came to the forefront at a time when it was easy to have fallen out of love with football. I was a little exhausted by it all myself. The 2010s were when European football was beginning to get a little stale. Crowds were getting older and more bitter. The same handful of clubs were gaining a stranglehold on the game. Even international football was starting to lose its bite after an underwhelming World Cup at the beginning of the decade. But then along came Jurgen Klopp. It turns out he was just what the game – and what we, the fans – needed.


Perhaps you were only vaguely aware of him back then. Or perhaps you’re loudly tsking, remembering how you followed his career in Mainz before he even started at Dortmund. It’s OK either way. Plenty of football fans knew about Klopp when he was in Germany, but they only really knew him when he arrived in England. You could enjoy his charisma and his soundbites from afar, but when he took over at Liverpool FC in 2015 it became clear it wasn’t just for show: this was him, through and through.


Klopp is the cool uncle of football. He’s your school friend’s dad who always greets you like you’re his friend as well. The popular colleague who always makes you feel like you’re on his level. The hugs he gave, for example, weren’t just special treatment saved for the big TV games: they were for every game. The infectious laugh wasn’t a man playing up to the cameras: that was just how he laughed. The eccentric soundbites? That was just how he expressed himself. And the more I’ve found out about Jurgen Klopp since he joined Liverpool FC, the more I’ve found to like about him.


And he has time to do all of this while still being great at all the things a football manager has to excel at.


Klopp’s Dortmund team stopped the all-conquering Bayern Munich – twice! – and as Liverpool manager he won the Champions League in the superclub era without a superclub. That’s harder than you might think. If he wasn’t so successful at his job, maybe we wouldn’t hear so much about him, but here’s the thing: his character and success go hand in hand. He is, for example, a great motivator, but he achieves this in a way that someone without his larger-than-life personality couldn’t. His character coupled with his skill is a winning combination, and one that is completely unique to him.


When someone achieves so much, you might expect fans of rival teams to hate them, but it’s impossible to hate Jurgen Klopp. His Liverpool predecessor Brendan Rodgers even let Klopp move into his old house on Merseyside, saying, ‘Whatever help he needed as a manager, I was there for that.’1 The best you can muster is jealousy, but soon enough you realise life’s too short for even that. So, from family and friendship to food, film and a great deal more, this is your guide to all of life’s challenges inspired by the Liverpool living legend.


It’s time to ask, therefore, not what Jurgen Klopp can do for you, but what you can do to be more like Jurgen Klopp.





‘There needs to be one plan, one voice, one belief. It will not always be perfect, because we are not perfect, but it is our way’


JURGEN KLOPP2




1. THE MOST IMPORTANT THING
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JURGEN KLOPP AND FAMILY


Kicking off with family is an absolute no-brainer. Life begins with family – quite literally, of course, with those nine months spent inside your mother’s womb – and it’s no coincidence that nine months is the amount of time that passed between Jurgen Klopp’s Liverpool starting their 2018–19 Champions League campaign and them lifting the trophy in Madrid.


OK, fine, maybe it is a bit of a coincidence, but the point still stands. Family isn’t just the first thing you’ll encounter in your life, it’s also the most important. Baz Luhrmann reminded us of this in the song ‘Everybody’s Free (To Wear Sunscreen)’, and Jurgen Klopp has recognised it by cultivating relationships in football that are far more ‘father and son’ than ‘boss and employee’.


Most football managers deal in formations, philosophies or both. It helps define their greatest teams, and it helps define them as people. Jurgen Klopp isn’t like most football managers – he does family trees.*


When you think about great football managers and the great teams they’ve built, you can mentally map out the players on the pitch as if they’re an extension of the managers themselves. With Pep Guardiola, you see the 4-3-3 of his great Barcelona teams and their devastating tiki-taka football. Antonio Conte had his 3-5-2 at Chelsea, a set-up that he also used in Euro 2016 to beat European champions Spain with his Italy team. Jurgen Klopp has formations that work for him, sure, but his strategy goes beyond that. He thinks of the personal connections first – everything else is in place simply to allow those connections to flourish and his players to express themselves.


BRING OTHERS UP WITH YOU


If you’re working with Jurgen Klopp, you’re part of the family. He hands down old secrets like heirlooms, building you in his image. It works, too, leading you to follow his path so closely that you don’t even notice until it’s too late to turn back without feeling like you’ve disappointed him somehow. He has shown us how close relationships aren’t a means to an end or something to be perfected. Instead, if you approach them with honesty and warmth then you’ll still end up with the best possible outcome. You don’t treat your family well because you think you’ll get something out of it in return – you do it because it’s the right thing to do.


It works for both sides, too. When you play under Jurgen Klopp, you’re not just part of the team – you’re part of the family. It’s not like other clubs, where you’re just passing through on your way from point A to point B. Instead, you form lasting relationships. Why do you think so many Klopp acolytes followed him to other clubs, or went on to play for David Wagner or Daniel Farke, fellow members of the Dortmund family?


You probably know why, too. Positivity is infectious, and there’s no positivity quite like the positivity you get when you surround yourself with people like Jurgen Klopp.


The classic example is David Wagner. Wagner was born in Germany but played international football for the United States, making him the perfect accompaniment to Klopp – the French fries to Klopp’s bratwurst, if you will (if you came here for the piping-hot German sausage content, you’re in luck – you’ll get to the food and drink section, just be patient): their background was similar, but the American experience – the land of Klopp’s musical idols Kiss (more on his music tastes later) and a country still developing its own footballing identity – added another dimension.


Wagner was like the prodigal son, who Klopp had never forgotten after their years playing together at Mainz in the early 1990s. Wagner described the relationship as ‘more like [having] a family member than a friend’.1 He was best man at Klopp’s wedding and in 2011 he took charge of Borussia Dortmund’s second team while Klopp himself coached the seniors. Klopp helped Wagner in management, sure, but as with all Klopp relationships, the benefits went both ways. It was like a CEO training his son to take over the family business, even if, as it turned out, Wagner would go his own way by managing Huddersfield and Schalke.


Hari Sethi, a lifelong Red and podcast host for Anfield Index Pro, sums it up perfectly when he says, ‘The key word here would be empowerment.’


When I spoke to him about Klopp’s unique way of engendering a family atmosphere in his team, he shared that, ‘Klopp appears to have relatively little ego, seems generally happy to admit when he’s made a mistake or delegate tasks when he feels others know better. He’s also happy to share knowledge with others, rather than regarding his tactical knowledge or experience as exclusive secrets to keep hold of.


‘[Assistant coach] Pep Lijnders has also spoken at length on how he’s consistently been empowered by Klopp to take on more and more responsibility and feel comfortable with challenging the manager when he feels it’s necessary; it’s a collaborative environment rather than the traditional English model where the manager wields an unhealthy amount of power.’


All of this serves as a reminder that the cornerstone to a great family relationship is teamwork. There are things you’ll be able to teach your kids, such as how to shave or ride a bike, and things they can teach you, like how to post to an Instagram story. There’s so much you can learn from your family and empowering those around you really is better for everyone.




Q: Your teenage son fancies a girl in his class but doesn’t know how to go about asking her out on a date – WWJKD?


A: Jurgen Klopp pep-talks aren’t like regular pep-talks. He’ll tell you to be yourself, but he’ll make you think you reached that decision all by yourself. Expect a long, rambling speech about how a relationship is a lot like a pop song. The best bits are those that come to you spontaneously, when you’re in the shower or just about to nod off. What does it all mean? Nothing. But also everything.





PASS DOWN LIFE LESSONS


You’re probably wondering how you can take these lessons and apply them to your own family life. While some of it might sound a little alien, don’t worry – I’ve got your back.


When you’re part of Klopp’s football family, it teaches you some lessons. The first, and most important one, is that you don’t absolutely need to be as good as Jurgen himself. If everyone with a famous family member held themselves to those ridiculously high standards and gave up out of fear of not meeting them, the world would look very different. Frank Lampard Junior would never have earned a move to Chelsea. Nancy Sinatra would never have recorded ‘These Boots Are Made for Walking’. Simba would never have defeated Scar.


When you look at your own family members, you need to see two things: people you love deeply and would do anything for, sure, but also people who you can periodically mock and one-up from a place of affection. Across the footballing spectrum, managers have worked with their sons, fighting off shouts of nepotism from a distance, but Klopp treats all his favourite players like his blood. There’s the emotional praise, characterised by those hugs. But there’s also the sense that, on those occasions his charges make a mistake, he’s there to get them back on the horse. He’s not angry, he’s just disappointed.





‘Jurgen does really care about the squad and his staff. Players will understand and absorb more of our philosophy when they feel how much we care about them’


PEP LIJNDERS2
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‘It does seem likely that Klopp does something with his players and staff that encourages them to go into coaching themselves, whether it’s encouraging them to think more deeply about football or simply creating a happy dressing room,’ football writer Huw Davies tells me.


Klopp has that fatherly aura about him, the dad who doesn’t care when he’s being embarrassing, and even leans into it. If you’re a dad who’s worried about being too cringeworthy, or fears not being seen as ‘cool’ enough for your kids, there’s really no need. Jurgen Klopp has shown us how being cringeworthy is part of being a great father figure, not something to avoid.


The mystique surrounding him isn’t necessarily obvious to begin with, but the more you see of him around those close to him, the more you realise why they hold him in such high esteem. He’s made mistakes, but who hasn’t? It’s about how you bounce back from those mistakes, and about making sure those who come after you can make new, fresh mistakes of their own.


Coached Dortmund II, now managers:


If you grew up with siblings, you’ll have quickly become sick of being compared with them at every point in your life. It doesn’t matter if your brother got better grades at school, or if your sister had more of a knack for music. I can tell you now that they were just as tired of hearing about you being the sporty one as you were of being told about their achievements, and as soon as you realised it was about complementing each other rather than competing, things improved dramatically. If you couldn’t stop fighting with your siblings when you were growing up, but now get on much better, this is why.


Jurgen Klopp might be the common link between the managers who worked under him before flying the nest, but it would be wrong to think of them all as Klopp Mk II – they each have their own characteristics.


David Wagner is the sensible, strait-laced older brother. The right level of reserved, bringing balance to his managerial jobs. He’s not active enough to be considered the main character, but he’s the neutral, calm head who you definitely understand the value of when he’s not there.


Daniel Farke is the eccentric middle child. He’s too big a character to go through life unnoticed, and has too high an opinion of his own abilities to want to fade into the background. He likes being seen as his own man, but he has picked up more of Klopp’s eccentricities than he might care to admit.


Jan Siewert is the baby, still finding his way in the world. The least developed of the trio, he’s prone to taking his cue from others within his own generation, not just from the patriarch. There might be times where this makes him look meek or weak, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t still an important part of this story. ‘It’s a common misconception that Siewert was one of Klopp’s protégés … the two never actually met before Huddersfield played Liverpool in the Premier League in 2019,’ journalist and Liverpool fan Steven Chicken notes. ‘It’s interesting that his two actual employees have so far done better than Siewert, who merely came up in the same system Klopp left behind.’


Played under Klopp at more than one club:


Managers have their favourites, and you’ll see plenty of players follow their boss from one club to the next. Maurizio Sarri has Gonzalo Higuain. Brendan Rodgers had Joe Allen. Gary Johnson had … his son Lee Johnson. When Jurgen Klopp left Mainz for Borussia Dortmund, he took Neven Subotic and Mario Vrancic along with him. Did it work? Well, why don’t you look at the trophy cabinet.
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