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Introduction


“We’re here, we’re ready. Everyone’s ready to do more?”



MEGAN RAPINOE NEVER HID WHO she is. Until 2019, she was definitely one of the more popular women’s soccer players in America, but she wasn’t exactly a household name. She wasn’t an athlete who had yet elevated to the “one name is all it takes” level of recognition—a LeBron, a Serena, a Messi. She might not be on that first name level yet, but Pinoe isn’t too far off.

Before Rapinoe, there was a handful of women’s soccer players who achieved some notable level of mainstream status, usually due to the profile boost of a World Cup, and better yet, a World Cup win. Mia Hamm was the star in 1999, when the tournament was on home soil, but Brandi Chastain provided an iconic image as well thanks to her penalty kick celebration. Then there was Abby Wambach, who overtook Hamm’s international goalscoring record, Carli Lloyd, who astonished in the 2015 World Cup final, and Alex Morgan, who became the face of the program for a number of years.

In the summer of 2019, though, Megan Rapinoe transcended the sport in a way no player ever had before. So many storylines and factors converged into one month, both on and off the field. The United States women’s national team sued their own federation for equal pay, equal investment, and equal respect. Rapinoe made headlines earlier in her career, after she kneeled in solidarity with Colin Kaepernick and other athletes to bring attention to police brutality and racism. The national team was trying to win back-to-back World Cups, even as the international competition grew stronger, and the 2019 tournament was widely expected to be one of the toughest in the competition’s history. The US national team was already linked to the political discourse as well—thanks to larger conversations about equality and women’s reproductive rights in America.

As Rapinoe and the team took off for Europe, they offered some alternative vision of what America is, and could be—strong women united with a single purpose. The best in the world, ready to live up to FIFA’s motto for the tournament: Dare to Shine.

The team did shine. They did win back-to-back World Cups; Rapinoe led the way with six goals, including the game-winners in three of the four knock-out stage matches.

And as much as Rapinoe has been celebrated for those accomplishments on the field, when she returned to the States, bringing a couple of extra awards back with her, she found herself at the center of the American media—not answering soccer questions, but talking about politics, about equal pay, about how people could be better.

As usual, Megan Rapinoe was unlike pretty much every other player that had come before her. Of course, the way she approached her newfound fame was unlike any other as well.

Megan Rapinoe spent a few months following the World Cup simply asking for people to “do something, do anything.” She asked that of every single person, regardless of the amount of power or influence they had, though she paid particular attention to all of the people she encountered who did have more power, who had larger platforms, such as she did herself.

An analysis of the success of Megan Rapinoe reveals one simple belief: that every single person has the power to change their world through their own actions. The impact may be small—it may only extend to a family member, a friend, the community. For some, that impact may be large. But if everyone buys into this belief, if everyone believes that there is the possibility of becoming better together, then it works. But it has to start with the belief that this is even possible.

While her ideas are simple, they do require a radical shift away from cynicism. Temporary frustrations are part of the daily existence—but giving up completely isn’t an option. Believing you have to be in it for yourself isn’t an option. Nihilism and scarcity are only the end products of fear.

Rapinoe was always willing to share her mind, but that willingness is also key to seeing the evolution she herself went through throughout her entire life, and the past decade in particular, to reach her general philosophy. Thanks to the nature of professional sports, she never truly lacked a platform and constantly faced expectations to serve as a role model. But Rapinoe played with those expectations throughout her career, and over the course of the last few years, changed how she’s used her platform for her own purposes.

It’s crucial to note Rapinoe’s evolution. Her journey has been messy, but she has embraced that messiness. She has doubted her own methods. She has questioned herself. She has sometimes been loud, even without always being able to dive into an issue with the expertise of a more-involved activist. She has learned along the way, from all levels. Even as others look to her as an inspiration, she makes sure those conversations go in both directions.

From early childhood to her first call-up with the national team through the 2019 World Cup and beyond, Rapinoe’s been influenced by her community, her family, her teammates, friends, activists, movements. Through her willingness to protest, her work on equal pay, and her speeches, she’s expanded on how she intends to use her platform to hopefully, eventually, undo the very system that decided her voice should be more important than others.

With each chapter, focusing on the various eras of her life and the issues she has become involved in, there are additional concepts to round out what Rapinoe’s trying to accomplish, and lessons that can work for anyone.


“You’re damn sure gonna stand up for other people, always.”

First takeaway after analyzing Rapinoe’s style: The journey will shape you, but never forget where you came from and your fundamental values.



Being kind should not be a radical concept, but Rapinoe was raised to find self-worth not in popularity or her performance on the field, but in how she interacts with the world. This foundation of standing up for herself, her sister, and others is the early version of her view of the world that is dependent on everyone working cooperatively to protect and support those in their community.


“It wasn’t easy for me. But it shouldn’t be.”

Second takeaway: Be authentic to who you are, even when it’s tough.



Rapinoe has never forgotten her hometown of Redding, California, even as her own relationship with it grew more complicated as she grew older, and as she felt more empowered to speak her mind. But she also willingly opened up her horizons and educated herself through other peoples’ points of view. Without being willing to learn, it’s impossible to become a good ally to others. And above all, being an ally won’t be easy work.


“Being gay has shaped my life’s view.”

Third takeaway: Let your identity guide you.



This examination of Rapinoe’s guiding philosophies doesn’t exist without her publicly coming out in 2012, and how her queer identity has shaped her values. First and foremost, her willingness to be out provided important visibility, and provided a path for other athletes to follow in her footsteps. But visibility is only the first step.


“It’s my responsibility to be an ally for other people.”

Fourth takeaway: Your identity and your values must result in solidarity and allyship.



Without Rapinoe’s education about LGBTQ issues, she wouldn’t have been able to make the leap from her own identity to solidarity with others. But in 2016, she understood that she was part of a larger struggle and decided to join Colin Kaepernick’s protest to support his fight, and try to advance the conversation he was trying to have.


“This is who I am, I’m damn proud of it, and hopefully you are too.”

Fifth takeaway: Know your worth. If others don’t see it, take matters into your own hands.



Rapinoe hasn’t just lived by a set of values; she’s also made sure to understand her own value—even in a sport that has always been doubted when it comes to revenue or marketability. She’s also been confident to know how she wants to be presented to the world, and to say no to those who don’t have her best interests in mind.


“We won’t accept anything less than equal pay.”

Sixth takeaway: Stand your ground on equality, always.



At the same time that Rapinoe has understood her own personal value, she’s also always understood the larger value of the US women’s national team—and has been involved in the team’s fight for equal pay since 2016. She’s also always framed the conversation to a larger idea of what equal pay actually looks like; after all, it doesn’t exist in a vacuum. It takes equal investment, and equal respect.


“It’s every single person’s responsibility.”

Seventh takeaway: You must do your part to change the world around you.



After her return from the World Cup, it didn’t matter if she was speaking to a room full of famous footballers or a camp full of youth players—her message has been constant. Every single person can figure out something they can do to make their own lives, and the people’s lives around them, better. That something doesn’t have to be large, they don’t have to be pushing for large-scale change, but working toward something that they can accomplish to improve their community.


“Do anything. We have incredible power in this room.”

Eighth takeaway: Demand accountability from those with power.



Rapinoe has, on some level, been uncomfortable with the amount of attention and awards she’s been given since July 2019—simply because she is also willing to understand that this attention is a result of her privilege compared to others. At the same time, this attention granted her power of her own. She can demand accountability from those in power more easily, and she takes that responsibility seriously. She’s in the same room as leaders of sport and society and can force them to bear witness to inequalities they would prefer to ignore.


“I think we can move on from losing alone to the belief in winning together.”

Ninth takeaway: Use your privilege to lift others up. Throw down your ladders.



Megan Rapinoe’s sole goal for her platform is to lift others up onto it, and to put them in front of her. To use her ladders and her privilege. To ensure that she is building on the work that came before, and making sure no one else has to fight the same battles she is fighting now.


“I’m not gonna stand there and pretend like I just did this all this by myself.”

Tenth takeaway: Grant recognition to those who paved the way, and let them help show you the way forward.



Rapinoe engaged with larger social movements and conversations with other activists. At an event with Gloria Steinem, she was able to put herself in that larger context with help from an outside source—and someone who had been there before.

Rapinoe didn’t need external validation, but she showed that she relies on guidance and feedback from others, in order to help refine what she prioritizes.


“I stand for honesty and for truth.”

Eleventh takeaway: Don’t listen when people tell you to stay in your lane.



At the same time that Rapinoe tries to be aware of those who came before, she’s also tried to look at her own history directly in the eye, and redefine what her own American identity means. She has also always refused to stick to sports, even if her methods have been tested or doubted.

She has never put the burden of trying to be perfect on herself; she has always understood there will be people who won’t agree. For as much as she wants to bring people up on her platform, she also understands that there are people who would use it for their own purposes. There’s a difference between canceling someone, and not allowing them to co-opt your platform. It’s essential to allow the conversation to happen, but keep it moving forward.


“I deserve this.”

Twelfth takeaway: Celebrate the wins.



As serious as Rapinoe has been in using her platform responsibly, she has also always embraced joy and humor. She has also set aside external concerns about how to celebrate, especially those that are shaped by concepts of gender. As much as knowing her value has been important to her career, she’s also had fun with that exact same concept—and been ready to claim what she deserves.

None of these philosophies work, however, if people are too afraid and willing to give in to looking out for themselves instead of the collective good. They only work if people care. And Rapinoe desperately wants people to care.

She’s always made a call to action a central part of her post–World Cup public speaking. After all, her work doesn’t end with her—it has to carry on like a ripple effect, as the next people take up the call, then issue their own.

She wants buy-in, and she wants action. And if she doesn’t see action, she’s ready to hold people accountable, in whatever fashion she needs to in order to get the work done. And there’s always work to be done. She’s still grappling with the fact that there’s no clear finish line, that someone else will have to pick up the fight; she worries that she could be doing more.

But at the end of the day, Megan Rapinoe simply wants to know that everyone is willing to do the work. To win together. To do something, to do anything, if it means making it a little bit better for everyone else.



CHAPTER ONE

The journey will shape you, but never forget where you came from and your fundamental values


“You’re damn sure gonna stand up for other people, always.”



FROM REDDING, CALIFORNIA, MEGAN RAPINOE was part of a large family growing up—parents Jim and Denise raised seven children. Rapinoe was born on July 5, 1985, along with her fraternal twin, Rachael (who is eleven seconds older than Megan). Her older brother Brian was a major early influence in her life—the reason why both Megan and Rachael picked up a soccer ball.

Brian Rapinoe was eight when he started playing; Denise Rapinoe was the coach of his team. As three-year-olds, Megan and Rachael were on the sidelines, watching, then wanting to play themselves.

A year later, and Brian himself would take them across the street for his own informal training sessions to teach them the game.

Redding is in Northern California, in Shasta County, about 160 miles north of Sacramento, 120 south of the Oregon border. The city was mostly built on the timber industry, but experienced tremendous population growth through the 1970s and into the 1980s, when Rapinoe was born.

Megan and Rachael Rapinoe were the youngest of six siblings; the family was pretty solidly middle class. The twins, thanks to the age gap and being the youngest by a solid five years, spent most of their time together.

“We did everything together,” Rapinoe recounted in 2015. “We would build tree forts, if we were doing that, we would play house. We would play baseball against each other all the time… We would go fishing in the creek for crawdads. We kind of just roamed.”1

The twins grew up as self-identified tomboys. As Rapinoe wrote in 2016, the two of them “grew up playing with the boys. We ran around the mean streets of Redding, California, like wild animals. Basketball. Soccer. Flag football. Street hockey. We did it all. We were rocking bowl cuts, loving life. At the time, I didn’t see myself as a ‘girl.’I didn’t see myself as anything. I was just having a blast.”2

Sports were formative, but they weren’t the only factor in helping to shape Rapinoe’s childhood. Her mother, Denise, made sure that the kids never took too much stock in external feedback about how good they might be playing, or how well-liked they were at school.

“My mom … impressed upon me and my twin sister at a very young age, you ain’t shit ’cause you’re good at sports, you ain’t shit ’cause you’re popular,” Rapinoe said during a speech in 2019.3 “You’re gonna be a good person. You’re gonna be kind and you’re gonna do the right thing. You’re gonna stand up for yourself always, you’re gonna stand up for each other always and you’re damn sure gonna stand up for other people always.”

Even as those values of solidarity were instilled in her (and her sister) from a young age, there weren’t really any early signs of the activist she would ultimately turn into when not on the soccer field.

“I never grew up thinking about this stuff. I wasn’t out in the streets marching as a kid,” Rapinoe said.4 “As my life has unfolded, it’s just been that way.”

Her older brother Brian introduced her to the game and served as the older sibling she and Rachael could follow around. “Megan and Rachael followed me in some ways,” Brian Rapinoe said in 2015.5 “But I’m really glad they didn’t in others.”

When the twins were ten, Brian was arrested for bringing meth to school at age fifteen. It was the start of a lifetime battle against drug addiction, one that would also keep him in and out of the prison system for the majority of his adult life. In 2019, Brian was celebrating being able to watch his younger sister at the World Cup at a rehabilitation program, rather than solitary confinement.

“There’s no other heartbreak that I’ve ever been through like that,” Rapinoe said in a feature by writer Gwen Oxenham for US Soccer that was released ahead of the 2015 World Cup.6 “Going through that basically from the age of 10 was really hard. For a long time you blame yourself, you think, ‘What can I do,’ and you’re mad at him, but his addiction is not really about you. He’s not doing the things that he’s doing in order to hurt us—that’s just a byproduct. It took me a long time to wrap my head around that.”

Soccer became a safe space, not just from middle school gender politics for Rapinoe, but from any potential trouble of following Brian’s lead.

Rapinoe has memories of her parents’ efforts to keep her brother sober and out of the legal system, and how, at the same time they balanced those concerns with keeping the twins playing, at higher and higher levels.

“While they’re dealing with our brother, they’re taking us to soccer all the time,” Rapinoe said. “Spending all their money on his rehab and our soccer. It’s kind of incredible what they were able to do for us.”

It was right at this same time that women’s soccer in America changed drastically, thanks to a major tournament on home soil—including a couple of important matches that were in California.

As Rapinoe wrote in 2019, the timing of the 1999 World Cup came at a formative time. She was playing soccer, but it wasn’t the only sport she was playing. She was good, but not necessarily dedicated. She loved it, but it wasn’t a defining presence in her life at that point.

The US women’s national team made a splash in the 1996 Olympic Games, winning gold on home soil in Atlanta—and setting up the scale of the 1999 World Cup. But the reach of the team during the 1996 Olympics was completely unlike 1999—the gold medal match wasn’t even shown on live television. In 1999, the World Cup was a seismic, formative event for an entire generation—including Rapinoe.

“For the girls growing up now, it’s hard to understand just how mind-blowing of a thing this was to see,” Rapinoe wrote twenty years later. These games were on television. Stadiums were selling out over the country. “It was just this wave that nobody saw coming.”7

Rapinoe and her sister went to a game at Stanford during that World Cup, the US national team’s semi-final against Brazil. In an atmosphere Rapinoe called “electric,” and in front of more than 73,000 people, the United States defeated Brazil 2–0 via goals from Cindy Parlow and Michelle Akers.

Rapinoe’s reaction, as she recalled two decades later and having played in a few major World Cup games of her own? “Just, holy shit!”8


The visibility of the national team at the 1999 World Cup opened up the doors to actually considering soccer as something more than just a sport she enjoyed.



Now, maybe, the idea that if you can see it, you can be it might be a tired inspirational phrase—but back in 1999, the World Cup created a new wave of players who had an ultimate goal of playing on the biggest stage of the sport. As Rapinoe noted, she wasn’t the only young girl heading home and immediately picking up a ball, with a new dream in mind.

And Rapinoe saw a couple of players in particular as representing the kind of role she could play on a team.

In 2019, she said that her two favorite players were midfielder Kristine Lilly and forward Tiffeny Milbrett. They didn’t have the flash of Mia Hamm, or the profile of Michelle Akers. But Rapinoe appreciated their low profile, their creativity, and also their build. They gave her hope that someone smaller could still play at the international level. Lilly and Milbrett played the kind of style that Rapinoe appreciated. And even if they weren’t underrated in terms of their overall careers, which she fully admitted, she felt they were a little underrated on that team of ’99ers.

Rapinoe would follow in Milbrett’s footsteps on the national team, but she also followed Milbrett’s path through NCAA college soccer, opting to attend the University of Portland with Rachael on athletic scholarships, as well as continued looks from the US youth national team, including the Under-19 Women’s World Cup in 2004.

The new environment proved important for a number of reasons, but it also meant that both Megan and Rachael ended up coming out to each other in college. Megan’s college career wasn’t an easy one, even as she won a national championship with the Pilots in 2005. The next year, she tore the anterior cruciate ligament in her left knee part way through her sophomore season. She came back from injury, then tore the same ACL two games into her junior year.

“I know this sounds weird, but getting hurt was one of the best things that ever happened to me,” she said in 2009.9 She said it changed her perspective: from having expectations and a set track of results, to appreciating the work she had to actually put in to achieve those results. As she said, the injury grounded her, but made her stronger as well. The new strength was both mental and physical, and while getting hurt set her back, the injury reframed her entire approach to her career. Ultimately, if she could wave a magic wand and never get hurt, she wouldn’t take that offer.

Even while the back-to-back injuries were miserable, the timing of them made her think through soccer as a career in a new way and reaffirmed that it was really what she wanted to do with her life. She earned her first United States senior team call-up after the 2005 NCAA championship, earned her first appearance for the team in July, scored her debut goal by October.

The ACL tears meant she didn’t play for the national team at all during 2007 and 2008—taking away her shot at both the 2007 World Cup and 2008 Summer Olympics rosters, and it taught her valuable lessons about what was within her control. Toughness, mental or physical, couldn’t solve every problem.

“Sometime the best and hardest thing to do is to do nothing and have that sense of patience,” Rapinoe said. “This experience really opened my eyes to show me that playing soccer is what I want to do as a career right now.”10

Being forced to watch her teammates play had made her appreciate the simple act of playing. One ACL tear might have been enough, but a second so shortly after? All it did was solidify her appreciation for her talent, her love of the game.

Rapinoe made her return to the national team in 2009, after her recovery from the second ACL tear, and while she could have played one more season for the Pilots, opted instead to turn pro. She was selected second overall by the Chicago Red Stars in the first ever Women’s Professional Soccer draft, the second attempt at a women’s professional league in America (only behind Amy Rodriguez, selected by the Boston Breakers).

She stayed in Chicago for two seasons, before the team was forced to cease operations in WPS. She landed with the Philadelphia Independence, before being traded to magicJack, a team located in Florida, during the 2011 season.

Rapinoe’s first real taste of fame came in the 2011 World Cup, thanks to her role in That Goal—Abby Wambach’s goal in extra time (the 122nd minute of the match, to be precise) to send the quarterfinal against Brazil to penalty kicks. Rapinoe’s assist on the goal was sent in with her left foot, not her dominant one, not one that she thought she had enough power in to put the cross in the right place.

Except in this match, she did.

“I took one touch to push the ball ahead and looked up quickly toward Brazil’s goal,” Rapinoe wrote of her memory of how the assist went down a few years later, in 2014. “I saw a blur of four yellow jerseys and a green one (not my teammate—their goalkeeper). At that moment, I had to pass the ball to an invisible teammate. I knew that somewhere outside my peripheral vision, Abby Wambach was sprinting furiously into the box. I didn’t know where she was. But I knew where she would be.”11

The goal became an instant classic, and completely swung the momentum of the match—the United States went on to defeat Brazil via penalties, and faced Japan in the 2011 World Cup final.

America and the rest of the world also got their first real taste of Rapinoe’s ability to celebrate a goal at full force. She sprinted to Wambach, leaping onto her and latching on for dear life. The photos from that game show Rapinoe clinging to Wambach, her hands wrapped so tightly around Wambach’s neck that Rapinoe almost looks like she’s trying to strangle her own teammate, not celebrate a goal. But it was just Rapinoe being Rapinoe, and plenty of other teammates over the years would experience that same leap after she provided an assist.

Rapinoe reflected on how that tournament proved to be a key turning point for the US national team, a full two World Cup cycles later. If the 1996 Olympic Games had led to the breakthrough moment of the 1999 World Cup, Rapinoe’s generation of the game forced the sport back into national consciousness via their own World Cup journey over the last decade.

Before the team left for the 2011 World Cup, they played their final tune-up match in New Jersey, at Red Bull Arena. The stadium is soccer-specific, and now the US women’s national team regularly fills every available seat. But in May 2011, as the team struggled to find a win against regional rivals Mexico, the stadium wasn’t even a quarter full. Rapinoe remembered the number as around 7,000—it was actually only 5,852.

OEBPS/Images/Half.jpg
SECRETS OF
SUCGESS





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
SECRETS OF
SUGGESS

INSIGHTS FROM MEGAN RAPINOE'S
WORLD-CLASS SOCCER CAREER

MEG LINEHAN

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
* * * * K ok ok ok Kk Kk Kk ok ok Kk ok Kk Kk Kk Kk Kk Kk k k *x k * *

 RAPINOES ™

- WORLD-CLASS
" SGBBEHGAHEER\g/ :

. MEGLINEHAN






