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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.
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