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Leadership: One GOALLLLLL!
June 18, 2020
Strong leadership, especially during uncertain times, is more important than ever. Join our moderator, Hugo ScottGall, co-director of research on the global equity team, for a conversation with Jill Ellis, former head coach of the
U.S. Women’s National Soccer Team, on creating a dynamic environment, making sound decisions, and working
with diverse personalities.
Jill’s comments are edited excerpts from our podcast, which you can listen to in full below. (30:09)
https://media.blubrry.com/the_active_share/b/content.blubrry.com/the_active_share/The_Active_Share__Jill_Ellis_-_Mix.mp3

Growing up in England, there wasn’t any organized soccer for girls. How did you develop a love for the game?
Jill: In England you can’t help but be entrenched in the sport; it’s a national passion. My father was also coaching. I
ended up in the schoolyard playing with the boys. Then, when I was almost 15, I came to the United States and
tried out for a girls’ team. It felt amazing when I put my jersey on. It was the chance to follow a dream. It was just
ironic that I had to leave a country that was so entrenched in it to do that.
When did you realize you wanted to be a soccer coach?
Jill: Coaching was never on the radar; I went into the business world for a couple of years. Then I was offered a
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coaching job for minimal pay. I took a leap of faith and followed my heart. Passion over paycheck.
Did you know right away that coaching was for you?
Jill: I loved it. I love everything about it. It’s just so gratifying. In coaching you’re a caretaker of dreams; you’re
helping facilitate achievement. I’m connecting with people, finding out ways to help them grow and be their best.
Sometimes you have to push them; sometimes you have to encourage them.
Can you talk a bit about talent identification?
We have a massive scouting network because talent is our lifeblood. When our head of talent identification asked
me what I was looking for, I said, “Give me one more as good as our best.” But ultimately you have to bring players
in and vet them in your environment. That’s where you really truly see if they sink or swim. You can’t write a player
off too early, but you also can’t hang in there and wait if it’s not going to happen.
But successful coaches have to see people through different lenses, correct? You’re looking at raw physical
talent but also at mental toughness?
Jill: You certainly don’t make an elite team unless you have the ability. But I’ve also had a lot of incredibly talented
players that didn’t have the mental fortitude. The Women’s National Team is competitive; day in and day out you
have to grind and prove yourself over and over and over again.
The pressure can be too much. So I think it’s a combination. To win a World Championship a team has to have the
trifecta: athletic ability, mental strength, and technical knowledge of the game.
Is grit teachable?
Jill: I don’t think so. You can expose players to hard situations, and over time young players harden themselves,
but I truly don’t think that competitive instinct is something you can teach. I’ve had phenomenally talented
players that I just can’t light a fire under.
How do you manage a squad of different personalities? How do you ensure you’re giving everyone the right
sort and amount of attention?
Jill: When you build a team, three things are important. First, you need to have a sense of the people you’re
around: this player responds better when she’s called out in a group; this player responds better to a one-on-one
meeting.
Second, you have to allow people to be who they are. Players aren’t a commodity; they’re human beings. Allowing
them to have a voice is critical. I never step into a situation or mute a player unless her commentary spills over and
negatively affects our performance or another player.
Third, you have to value all of your players. If I have 23 players, all 23 have to feel important, even if only 11 are
starters. For example, when we put up the starting lineup for a game, instead of putting up substitutes or the
benchwarmers, we said, “These are our game changers.” It immediately sent a message: “My role coming in off the
bench is to impact the game; I’m there for a reason.” It also sent a message to our starters that it takes 23 players
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to get a result.
How much of this was your plan going in?
Jill: I’ve evolved in my coaching persona. When I was young, I was very independent. Gradually you realize that
you have got incredible people around you, especially your staff. Over time, I recognized the value of maximizing
my staff.
I also evolved in how I attack the challenge of coaching such a high-level group. It’s about knowing your audience,
and this audience responds to a challenge. When you work with elites, they’re always trying to achieve more;
they’re always looking for the next ridge line, the next mountain to climb, the next technique to master. My first
meeting with Alex Morgan, she asked, “How are you going to help me get better?” So, the very first time I met the
team, I put up the quote, “Even if you’re on the right track, if you sit there, you’ll get run over.”
You’ve had to make some tough decisions. How do you know when the time is right?
Jill: You’re constantly getting a flow of information you can use to make an educated decision. After the Rio
Olympics, our lowest finish ever in a major world event, I flew to New York to meet with my bosses and I said to
them, “We need to shake things up.” But I’ve always felt that when the decision is there it’s the right time to make
the decision.
How do you communicate the decision?
Jill: I approach all decisions with truthfulness and empathy. I never candy coat; I never delay because I don’t want
to hurt someone’s feelings. At one point I had to fire one of my close friends, not because they did anything wrong,
but because the team needed something different. When you’re a leader, you make the right decision for the
whole.
How do you get people on your team to give you honest feedback?
Jill: You have to encourage people to be honest. Sometimes subordinates don’t want to give an opinion because it
might be wrong. I always say, “Listen, nothing is off the table. Give me your craziest idea.” But if you make the
decision based on feedback, you have to own it, especially if it’s the wrong one.
It’s easy to say these things about decision-making in hindsight, but in the moment, it doesn’t feel good, right?
Jill: When you’re going to make a big decision, it helps to get ahead of it and involve the shareholders in the
outcome.
For example, in 2017, when we weren’t close to a major world event, I wanted to experiment. A lot of coaches will
play young players for 10 minutes at the end of the game, but you don’t learn anything about them that way. So I
looked at that period as a development period. I tried new players. I tried different systems.
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I told the media, “This is what I’m going to do.” When I told my bosses I wanted to increase the depth of the roster,
I explained that meant we might have some tough results because I really wanted to play young players in tough
situations. And I stood in front of my players and I said, “Some of you will be left off rosters, and there will be a
branding impact and a financial impact, but this is my priority.”
Were you ever worried about losing your job?
Jill: The day I got into coaching, my dad said to me, “You’ve never been a coach until you’ve been fired.” He was
saying that you have to coach to what you believe, not to keep your job.
There will always be things levied against you. When people have an issue with leadership, it usually comes down
to three things: strategy, communication or lack thereof, and culture. For example, one of the complaints levied
against me was that I didn’t ride the bus to training with my team; I went out early so I could set up.
I’ve always fought to keep my job because I thought I was the right person with the right plan. A reporter at a press
conference once asked me if I was worried about losing my job, and I said, “I’m not coaching to keep my job. I’m
coaching to what I believe.”
Within soccer, are there coaches or managers you really admire?
Alex Ferguson, who managed Manchester United from 1986 to 2013, recognized the importance of having a fluid
environment and made a lot of change decisions at the height of a successful run. There’s something to be said for
that. I also like the way Mauricio Pochettino, who was most recently the manager of Premier League Club
Tottenham Hotspur, conducts himself.
What about sports outside of soccer?
My first head coaching job was at the University of Illinois. I learned two things from Lon Kruger, the University of
Illinois basketball coach. First, he recognized that everybody around you has a part to play in a team’s success. He
knew the janitors’ names; he knew the secretaries’ names; he made people feel valued. He also did everything on a
clock, which made me realize I don’t need a two-hour training session if I can do it in 70 minutes by being efficient
and intense.
I was also very blessed to be at UCLA when John Wooden was there. My third year was the hardest because we’d
gone to the National Championship in my second year, and I’d gone from being off the radar to having a target on
my back. I remember asking Coach Wooden how he managed pressure, and he said something to the effect of, “It
is a privilege because it means you did something that got people’s attention. Embrace that.”
Why isn’t soccer bigger in the United States?
In Europe, soccer is the sport in every country, so it maximizes television time. Here, we’re sharing that stage. But I
do think that as time has gone by the profile of soccer has grown. Americans are falling in love with our game. So
it’s definitely here to stay.
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For more conversations on The Active Share, subscribe to the series on Apple Podcasts, Spotify, Google
Podcasts, Stitcher, or TuneIn
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Disclosure:
This content is for informational and educational purposes only and not intended as investment advice or a
recommendation to buy or sell any security. Investment advice and recommendations can be provided only after
careful consideration of an investor’s objectives, guidelines, and restrictions.
Information and opinions expressed are those of the authors and may not reflect the opinions of other investment
teams within William Blair Investment Management, LLC, or affiliates. Factual information has been taken from
sources we believe to be reliable, but its accuracy, completeness or interpretation cannot be guaranteed.
Information is current as of the date appearing in this material only and subject to change without notice.
Statements concerning financial market trends are based on current market conditions, which will fluctuate. This
material may include estimates, outlooks, projections, and other forward-looking statements. Due to a variety of
factors, actual events may differ significantly from those presented.
Investing involves risks, including the possible loss of principal. Equity securities may decline in value due to both
real and perceived general market, economic, and industry conditions. The securities of smaller companies may
be more volatile and less liquid than securities of larger companies. Investing in foreign denominated and/or
domiciled securities may involve heightened risk due to currency fluctuations, and economic and political risks.
These risks may be enhanced in emerging markets. Different investment styles may shift in and out of favor
depending on market conditions. Individual securities may not perform as expected or a strategy used by the
Adviser may fail to produce its intended result.
Investing in the bond market is subject to certain risks including market, interest rate, issuer, credit, and inflation
risk. Rising interest rates generally cause bond prices to fall. High-yield, lower-rated, securities involve greater risk
than higher-rated securities. Sovereign debt securities are subject to the risk that an entity may delay or refuse to
pay interest or principal on its sovereign debt because of cash flow problems, insufficient foreign reserves, or
political or other considerations. Derivatives may involve certain risks such as counterparty, liquidity, interest rate,
market, credit, management, and the risk that a position could not be closed when most advantageous. Currency
transactions are affected by fluctuations in exchange rates; currency exchange rates may fluctuate significantly
over short periods of time. Diversification does not ensure against loss.
There can be no assurance that investment objectives will be met. Any investment or strategy mentioned herein
may not be appropriate for every investor. References to specific companies are for illustrative purposes only and
should not be construed as investment advice or a recommendation to buy or sell any security. Past performance
is not indicative of future returns.
Copyright © 2020 William Blair & Company, L.L.C. "William Blair” is a registered trademark of William Blair &
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