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			Prologue

			Sunday 16 July, opening game of Euro 2017 in the Netherlands

			The Netherlands vs Norway

			As soon as I open my eyes, I know the day I’ve been waiting for has finally come. At precisely six o’clock in the evening we’re scheduled to kick off the opening game of Euro 2017 against Norway and the Galgenwaard stadium in Utrecht will be filled to the rafters. This day marks the beginning of our journey towards fulfilling our ultimate dream. Our primary objective is to play our best football for our supporters.

			When I rise from bed, the significance of the occasion strikes me with full force. Memories of my own days playing football as a young girl come flooding back to me. I remember the time when I first started playing the sport at the age of six. Back then, women’s football had only just been acknowledged by the KNVB, the Royal Dutch Football Association. However, even as a young girl, it was still impossible to join a club. Undeterred, I boldly cut off my hair and joined anyway. Despite the fact that it was technically illegal, my parents always let me play football. And now, as I stand on the cusp of a new chapter in my footballing journey, the Dutch women’s national football team – universally known as the Leeuwinnen* – are poised to play in the Euros to a capacity crowd on home soil.

			The magnitude of the moment isn’t lost on me, and I can’t help but feel a sense of pride and gratitude for the path that has led me to this point.

			It makes me happy, prompting me to reach out to my father with a message of heartfelt gratitude. I express my appreciation for the fact that we’re both alive to witness this day and share with him just how fantastic it feels to be a part of it all. As I type out the words, a surge of emotion overtakes me. It’s something truly special. The sheer excitement is simply indescribable. Indeed, this is just the beginning – a thrilling new chapter in my life that promises to be nothing short of extraordinary.

			As we board the coach for the brief journey from our training camp in Zeist, the atmosphere is palpable, full of anticipation for the upcoming match at Galgenwaard. Observing the team, I’m struck by their unwavering focus, each player with their own unique approach to achieving optimal concentration.

			The concept of ‘focus’ is set to play a critical role this day. Several months earlier I sought the expertise of an eye specialist as I was starting to have difficulty reading. Because of my aversion to glasses I opted to try contact lenses, despite the specialist’s warning that my eyes are too sensitive to wear them. As might be expected, the specialist’s prediction proves accurate, but I find myself grappling with the question of how far I’m willing to go to avoid wearing glasses. Will I be able to reconcile this dilemma on the day of the match?

			The road from Zeist to the stadium is badly congested, and I can make out a long line of cars stretching into the distance. I can’t help but wonder why everyone has to be on the road at that moment. Suddenly it hits me. They’re all heading to the stadium car park to catch the shuttle buses that will take them the short distance to the game. They’re on their way to cheer us on!

			As we take the Galgenwaard exit and make a left turn towards the stadium, a wave of excitement washes over me. The sight of thousands of spirited Dutch fans congregating on the stadium concourse, eagerly anticipating our performance, gives me goosebumps. The euphoria that surges through my body is indescribable. It’s a momentous day for women’s football in the Netherlands, and I feel privileged to be a part of it. When I survey my surroundings, I realise that I’m not the only one moved by the scenes outside. Tears are welling in the eyes of the players and coaching staff. This remarkable and emotional moment will go down in football history. Today’s the day we’ve been waiting for!

			Amid the throngs of people I spot my husband Marten. It’s an uncanny coincidence that, out of the thousands of people present, he’s the one I notice first. It feel as if fate is telling me something.

			As soon as we enter the stadium we receive some surprising news about the Norway line-up. Whenever we assess our opponents, we consider all the different starting options they might use. In this case, Norway have made some changes to their usual line-up and have adapted to our system. It’s definitely a surprise, but we’ve prepared for it and are ready to face the challenge.

			The tears I’ve shed at the emotion of the occasion have dried up, but as the warm-up begins I start to have trouble with my contact lenses. Despite having them in, I find it impossible to focus, so I rush inside to remove them. Thankfully, my eyes adjust quickly and I’m able to return to the pitch in no time.

			We’ve put a lot of effort into planning for these games, but there’s always an element of uncertainty. Just 17 seconds after the referee blows her whistle to start the game, Jackie Groenen threads a precise ball through to Shanice van de Sanden out on the right. She crosses to Lieke Martens on the far side, who manages to get past her defender and take a shot at goal. It’s a close call but doesn’t quite squeeze in, the Norwegian keeper making a reflex save to her left. We don’t let it get us down, though, confident that things will work out in the end.

				
					* It’s a great irony that the Dutch word Leeuwinnen means ‘Lionesses’, given that I was later to coach another team with that name.

			

		

		
			Introduction

			It’s 20 July 2022 and we’re in the midst of the England vs Spain match at Euro 2022. I shift my gaze to the right, where Arjan Veurink – the former assistant coach of the Leeuwinnen and now assistant coach of the Lionesses team – sits. I notice a hint of curiosity in his expression. A quick nod is enough to convey our understanding. We know exactly what we have to do. With just eight minutes left on the clock, the Lionesses find themselves one goal behind in the quarter-final against Spain.

			We’d practised this precise situation earlier that year during the Arnold Clark Cup, an invitational international competition. Whenever we were behind against a tough opponent we’d immediately switch to Plan B to try and score an equaliser. So now we bring on Alex Greenwood for Rachel Daly and shift Millie Bright higher up the pitch. For me to be able to make that nod is a small miracle in itself. Only at three o’clock this afternoon, six hours prior to the match, did I receive a fully-negative Covid-19 test result. Managing the past few days has been challenging, as we strive to minimize the impact of the virus. Though I felt fine, I had to isolate myself for several days. As a result, I wasn’t able to coach the match against Northern Ireland in person. All team discussions were conducted outside, with me wearing a face mask to maintain a healthy distance from everyone else. I am deeply concerned about the possibility of infecting players, and I don’t even want to entertain the thought of that happening.

			Knowing that Covid-19 could impact on the Euros, and with the regular visits I made to see my gravely ill sister in the Netherlands during the lead-up to the tournament, we found ourselves forced to prepare for the possibility of my absence during a match. Our team hotel had now been set up so that I could coach the quarter-final against Spain from there, and on the morning of the match I’d already taken a test. So the doctor suggested I test again as late as possible before the match kicks off at 8 pm, and I spent the afternoon walking and doing relaxation exercises to mentally prepare myself for the results, starting to doubt myself more and more. But then comes the doctor’s reassuring news. My test is negative, and I’m cleared to go to the stadium. This outcome immediately gives a boost to the team. In fact, we were already 1–0 ahead.

			And so I’m now standing in the stadium. The nod, the substitution, Plan B. Less than two minutes later, the cross from the right is skilfully headed down by Alessia Russo and the incoming Ella Toone ruthlessly strikes it into the net. The joy, the relief, the conviction that we’re now going to win: a year of working with this team culminates in this single moment.

			But there’s little time for celebration as the score is still only level at 1–1 and we’re not yet through to the semi-final. On the pitch I can see that the players are executing our plan. We know that Plan B is only meant to secure an equaliser and that playing like that for an extended period against a strong opponent like Spain would be naive. So Millie Bright shifts back to defence and we return to Plan A, knowing that there’s drama yet to come. Spain have been mentally affected by our equaliser and are starting to falter, while the determination within our team is evident. Moreover, we appear fitter and fresher, and we can make use of that in extra-time.

			In the 96th minute I can see it all unfolding before my eyes. We’ve maintained our pressure on Spain, and after they lose the ball, Georgia Stanway receives a crucial pass in midfield. She surges forward unchallenged, and after an extra touch that deceives the goalkeeper, unleashes a powerful shot that bulges the left side of the net. It’s a moment of huge release as the score shifts to 2–1 in our favour.

			Jorge Vilda, the Spanish national coach, now reacts swiftly by pushing Irene Paredes up from central defence, but I can sense her uncertainty in her new role. Spain are becoming sloppier and we gain more control of the game.

			Pure joy fills the air when the referee blows the final whistle. I immediately look for Arjan and the rest of the staff so that we can celebrate together. This match holds immense significance for us, and winning it means the world to the team. Throughout the match I couldn’t stop myself from wondering, What if we lose to Spain? We’d played exceptionally well thus far in the tournament, and a loss would have undermined all that we’d previously achieved. But that worry has been put to rest. We’re now brimful of confidence heading into our semi-final against Sweden, knowing that we’ve got what it takes to come out on top. We feel that we’re engaged in something really special.

			This moment was one of the many defining moments in my coaching career in women’s football. It was important because it made us realise that we had a fantastic opportunity to fulfil our dreams. It wasn’t just our tactical intervention that turned the match around. As a team, we now knew we had the resilience to recover from a setback – going behind to Spain’s goal – and turn things in our favour. Apart from progressing to the next stage of the competition, the feeling of confidence and belief that this victory instilled was the most valuable outcome of the quarter-final.

			Throughout my career I’ve experienced numerous critical moments, both positive and negative, that have shaped me as a coach. The value of these cannot be overstated in such a demanding profession as football coaching. I’ve always been open to learning from feedback and engaging in self-reflection, and I’m fortunate to be surrounded by professionals who share the same desire as me: to improve and grow daily with the team. Embracing feedback and using it as a tool for learning is something we do collectively as both staff and players, regardless of our diverse backgrounds and cultures. It demands a lot, but it’s crucial for our development.

			Football has been my passion since I was a young girl. The love I have for the game has always been a driving force for me, even during times when expressing that love was challenging. I remember the disapproval I had to face for being a girl playing a supposedly boys’ game, and cutting my hair short as a young player so I wouldn’t stand out as much on the boys’ team I played for. As a rookie coach I had to work tirelessly to pursue my ambitions and make ends meet financially.

			I can’t quite fathom how I managed, but during that period I’d just qualified as a PE teacher and combined my own football career with following the UEFA A coaching programme at the Central Institution for the Education of Sports Leaders (CIOS), studying on Sundays and working at the KNVB to pay for my studies. That’s only possible if you can fall back on your family, and happily for me that was possible. For my parents, our family, my husband Marten and our daughters there was no doubt. They supported me so that I could do what I liked doing.

			What It Takes: My Playbook on Life and Leadership delves deep into my passions: football, and working with ambitious and talented people. This is where my heart lies. Football provides me with an incredible amount of energy, and it’s important for me to give something back to football. People often describe what I do as remarkable, but when I reflect on my journey I don’t find it extraordinary. This is simply who I am, and I find immense joy in what others might consider challenging.

			Certainly, being the England women’s national team coach demands a lot from me. There are no days off when you have this responsibility. Even when I had Covid-19 during Euro 2022, I felt the pressure to return as soon as possible, despite that, of course, not being possible. Similarly, when my sister Diana passed away just before the tournament began, the Football Association gave me some leeway, but I couldn’t escape the fact that all eyes were on me as the national team coach. I’m always in the spotlight, and that can be tough at times. In those moments, I long to be able to switch off and just be with my family.

			I found it particularly challenging during the weeks before Diana’s passing. During the latter stages of her life and the week following her death, including her cremation, all the focus was on Diana, and I stepped away from football.

			To me, football is all about the game, the development and being part of a team. It’s an incredibly captivating sport: the playful element, the beauty of it when executed to perfection and the exhilaration of winning a match.

			One particular moment stands out as an epitome of perfection, the goal against Brazil in the first ever Women’s Finalissima in 2023. It was a moment of flawless teamwork, starting with a phenomenal attack initiated from our defence, a precise pass out to our right side and an orchestrated collaboration involving multiple players. The ball was eventually laid back to Ella Toone by Lucy Bronze, and Ella powerfully swept it into the corner. As a coach I relish these moments from the dug-out. It’s the style of play that we aspire to, and witnessing the connection between players fills me with an indescribable sense of satisfaction. At that point, I literally feel my passion.

			Development is a vital aspect of my passion, one that extends beyond the boundaries of football. The growth of the team, the players, the staff and myself are of utmost importance. Without this element, I wouldn’t be a coach. Facilitating the growth of individuals has been a constant source of joy throughout my life, whether as a player, a PE teacher or now as a coach. It’s incredibly fulfilling to provide opportunities for players to develop and thrive at the highest level, and within our environment their personal growth is directly correlated to their performance. Elite athletes demand so much of themselves to deliver top-notch performances that a supportive and accepting atmosphere is essential.

			For me, passion is also synonymous with the team. I rarely use the word ‘I’ because it is always about the collective. This applies to both the players and the staff. Achieving excellence means developing and improving individuals, but the ultimate goal is to strengthen the team as a whole. When a player flourishes in her role within the team, we become a stronger unit. And when we can showcase our strength through victories, we become the best together. This is the essence of my passion.

			I feel a responsibility to share my love for football and in so doing, above all, inspire girls and women to make football their career, in whatever role. As a coach, I’ve been fortunate to make a positive impact with my teams. And, first and foremost, we must continue doing this, because there’s still a long way to go.

			Things have definitely improved since I was obliged to play football with boys when I was younger, but there’s still a long way to go. Things are moving forward, but equal opportunities have still not been achieved. I hope that my book can help change that. Every woman who wants to play or coach football should have the chance to show her talent. I understand how important it is for young girls and women to have role models and feel confident, and I hope my experiences can pave the way for their growth.

			My dream is to see equal opportunities for everyone in the sport I adore. Together, we can inspire the next generation to see the beauty of football. When young girls proudly wear the jerseys of players like Millie Bright, Lauren James, Mary Earps, Lieke Martens, Vivianne Miedema or Esmee Brugts, they’ll know that they too can dream of appearing in a final someday.

			Throughout my coaching journey I’ve had the privilege of working with top professionals. In elite sports it’s crucial to surround yourself with the best players and staff. Without them I wouldn’t have achieved what I have, and it’s important to me that they’re part of my story too.

			I share my story through the pivotal moments that I’ve been a part of. It could be during the intense preparation for a tournament, a significant match or a memorable experience in my coaching career. Every moment, big or small, matters. The details need to come together for success.

		

		
			PART ONE

			KEY MILESTONES ON MY FOOTBALL JOURNEY

		

		
			1

			Laying the Groundwork for Success

			Is this what you want to do?

			I heard Hans van Breukelen, who was the technical director of the KNVB at that time, ask the question: ‘Are you prepared to take on the role of the national team coach?’ As it happened, I’d been asked this same question twice before, and on both occasions I’d requested a bit of time in which to reflect before giving an answer. The world of football is still a male-dominated space, so it’s not surprising that as a woman I was asked whether I was ready and willing to step up to become coach of the Dutch national women’s team, the Leeuwinnen.

			In my opinion, it’s crucial to provide a carefully considered response to such a question, especially when it presents significant new opportunities. But rather than answering straight away, it’s important to take the question home and discuss it with your partner and children, your family and friends. The impact of your decision will often be far-reaching, so it’s essential to consider the perspectives of those closest to you.

			The likelihood is high, even in today’s society, that a man will interpret things differently than a woman. I myself have experienced this very situation. When I gave my response, I felt doubt arise from across the table, although I’d intended the opposite. My aim was to provide assurance, by carefully considering my answer.

			Having previously been in a similar situation, I learned to adapt when in the presence of male decision-makers. So this time, I responded confidently that I was ready. I felt it, and I had the impression that they did too.

			My debut as national team coach

			As a coach I’ve been lucky enough to work with talented and committed people who’ve played a role in shaping my career. One moment that stands out is when I was chosen to be the coach of the Leeuwinnen, the Dutch women’s national football team. I still remember the encouraging words of Jan Dirk van der Zee of the KNVB. He expressed his faith in my abilities and my football philosophy. It was a big step both for me and for the KNVB, and in just a few months we started a movement in the Netherlands that couldn’t be stopped.

			Jan Dirk van der Zee, director of the Koninklijke Nederlandse Voetbalbond (KNVB)

			After Arjan van der Laan’s spell as manager of the Leeuwinnen from October 2015 to December 2016, we were presented with some stark truths and learned some valuable lessons. If you have no experience of or affinity with the women’s game, the chances of becoming a successful trainer aren’t great.

			Hans van Breukelen was appointed as technical director to further develop both men’s and women’s football in the Netherlands. At a meeting to discuss candidates for the position of manager following Van der Laan’s departure, it wasn’t long before we focused on Sarina Wiegman. She met our most essential criteria: a distinguished international football playing career, prior managerial experience at club level and possession of a UEFA Pro coaching licence. She had also served as an assistant to Van der Laan.

			During her tenure as assistant coach, however, it appeared that Sarina could also be quite difficult to work with. She hadn’t established much rapport with Van der Laan and was already asserting her authority inside the dressing room. She set high standards for the coaching team, and if any team members fell short of these she made her feelings abundantly clear.

			Could we dare appoint her in the run-up to such a significant tournament as Euro 2017? Well, we took a chance. We discussed it with her, with Hans asking the questions, and Sarina’s passion left a powerful impression on me. How had her incredible vision escaped my attention until this point and how had we made such a grave error at an earlier stage? It was now time to put things right.

			Our discussions yielded the desired outcome. Sarina became the new head coach of the Leeuwinnen. From then on, she had the opportunity to put her vision into practice with the team, even though time was limited. In collaboration with Sarina, we assembled a coaching team that measured up to her stringent requirements. Arjan Veurink was the coach of the women’s team at FC Twente, and we recognised him as a promising talent. Sarina also understood the importance of recruiting experienced staff members, and that’s how we ended up connecting with Foppe de Haan, the former coach of teams like SC Heerenveen, Jong Oranje (Young Netherlands) and Ajax Cape Town. When he agreed to join us, the foundation for our new technical staff was set.

			Building teams: creating certainty among the staff, 2017

			I became the coach of the Dutch national women’s team back in January 2017, an intense experience right from the beginning as within just a few weeks we had to get things organised that normally take several months. However, because much of the preparation for the 2017 European Championship was already done – and I knew the coaching staff and players well – we were able to accomplish it. The main challenge was assembling a complete coaching staff while at the same time working closely with the team. I also wanted to make sure that the selection and coaching staff got off to a good start, which demanded a lot from me. It highlighted how much I relied on the support of my family, as I was away from home a lot.

			The first order of business in our planning for Euro 2017 was to host a staff meeting. Since I was working with a sizeable group of approximately 20 people, the primary objective of the meeting was to clarify the nature of everyone’s respective roles. While staff members could take on additional responsibilities, it was essential that their tasks and duties were well defined from the outset so that everyone was aware of what was expected of them every step of the way. This approach helped to enhance transparency and motivate the staff to set a positive example for the players. It was critical for staff members to be supportive, constructive and encouraging with the players, thereby creating a conducive environment for learning and development.

			At that time, Arjan Veurink and Foppe de Haan had not yet been chosen as assistant coaches. I was in ongoing discussions with Arjan to figure out the specific details of his role, while Foppe was serving as a consultant for the Leeuwinnen. As far as I was concerned, this latter arrangement was not working. While I was having discussions with my coaching staff, I also had to have the same conversations with Foppe, as his consultant role didn’t provide much value and felt rather pointless. Foppe needed to be fully committed to our team – or not at all.

			I had a discussion with Foppe about this, which was not altogether straightforward for me because he was an accomplished and highly respected coach. He’d always been a head coach, someone who took charge, called the shots, provided a clear vision, and he was very vocal with the media. I, on the other hand, was more reserved, and although I was the new head coach of the Leeuwinnen, people didn’t yet know what to expect from me. But I knew exactly how I wanted things to be.

			It was essential to have an unambiguous hierarchy, with one head coach in overall control, so I had to establish clear boundaries and areas of responsibility with Foppe to prevent things from spiralling into chaos. This clarity was crucial for the players, as well as for public relations. We had detailed discussions to outline the nature of our collaboration, highlighting my specific expectations for Foppe. While he found much of this challenging to accept, he also recognised it was the only way to proceed. We both appreciated the openness and honesty of these discussions, even though I hadn’t really been looking forward to them. However, I sensed that that they were absolutely crucial to our successful collaboration, and I was amazed how such an esteemed coach like Foppe was able to adapt to this new situation.

			This marked the beginning of a fruitful and valued partnership, although there were moments of breakdown along the way. During Euro 2017, for instance, Foppe expressed his enthusiasm about one of our players to the media shortly before a game. When I discovered this later that evening, I knew I had to address the matter promptly. The following morning I spoke with Foppe to remind him that this was not what we had agreed upon. While it may have made him uncomfortable, I felt it was necessary to take this action. Foppe acknowledged and respected my decision, understanding the importance of sticking to our agreements, and he no longer engaged in any media activities.

			This was a significant milestone in my journey as a head coach. I made sure to issue clear instructions not only to my junior staff, but also to the senior assistants. Whenever they deviated too far from what we had agreed upon, it created tension. However, once I addressed the situation, I could sense their appreciation for the open and respectful manner in which I handled it.

			Throughout my coaching career I’ve learned a great deal from my fellow coaches. One person I’ve always held in high regard is Louis van Gaal, known for his expertise and passion for coaching. To me, he’s a true visionary and pioneer in our field. During our conversations I always discovered something new, and I soon realised that we have more in common than meets the eye.

			Louis van Gaal, former head coach of the Netherlands men’s team

			The first time I met Sarina was at her 100th international match as a player for the Leeuwinen. I was the head coach of the Dutch men’s team, and I spoke at the game at the KNVB’s request. Playing so many international matches is impressive, and I knew Sarina was about to retire as a player. During her celebration I brought up the possibility of her becoming a successful coach since she already met several requirements.

			First, Sarina had a lot of experience as a player. She played in midfield and defence, positions that require a good awareness of the spaces around you. In my opinion, possessing this awareness is fundamental to becoming a good coach. Second, Sarina went through the Academy of Physical Education and worked as a PE teacher. Famous figures such as Rinus Michels, Guus Hiddink and Leo Beenhakker have shown that this combination often produces successful coaches. Of course, success isn’t guaranteed, but Sarina had the essential ingredients.

			Soon after, Arjan Veurink joined the team as an assistant coach. I knew Arjan from our previous matches as opponents, when he was the head coach for FC Twente and I was steering the ship at ADO Den Haag. Knowing that he too had experience in the top role, I wanted to ensure it wouldn’t create any little niggles in our collaboration, and as it turned out it didn’t. In fact, Arjan found the challenge of working with me and the Leeuwinnen – and accomplishing remarkable feats with us – so compelling that he accepted a non-head coach position. We were both content with this change, and Arjan transitioned from being the main man in the spotlight to assuming a supporting but still vital role.

			The central point that we hammered out in our discussion was defining a set of tasks and duties that would enable him to excel. He possessed strong tactical abilities, excelled in providing guidance during training sessions and took responsibility for his actions, and during the years that we worked together we both grew tremendously in our respective positions. My confidence in his abilities meant I could loosen the reins and give him more freedom. This kind of collaboration requires mutual respect and trust, and it took some time for me to feel comfortable delegating certain tasks to other members of staff. But as my confidence in my colleagues grew, I became more relaxed and granted them their own responsibilities.

			Foppe, Arjan and I shared several crucial qualities that fostered effective teamwork. We were all deeply invested in understanding the behaviour of the players both on and off the pitch. We wanted to discover what motivated them and how we could use this knowledge to create a stronger, more cohesive team.

			After Arjan joined the team, I wanted to make better use of Foppe’s expertise. To begin with, Foppe sat next to me on the bench during games, but given his more than 40 years of experience as a coach, it wasn’t easy for him to relinquish control completely to me, so we made some changes to the way we worked together and focused on his strengths. During games he would sit high up in the stands for better game analysis. We would then communicate before half-time so he could give feedback to the players in the dressing room. This arrangement worked exceptionally well. Additionally, Foppe spent time with the players, explaining various in-play strategies using his notes. He was an invaluable sounding board for me because he had such a wealth of coaching experience to draw from, as well as a background in teaching sports sciences, just like me.

			Lieke Martens was one of the Leeuwinnen players during Euro 2017, the tournament that really showed the world her true talent and skill. With her creativity on the pitch she quickly became a successful and beloved player for Dutch fans, and thanks to these performances she won the 2016–17 UEFA’s Women’s Player of the Year Award.

			I was able to effectively showcase Lieke’s strengths by giving her a free role on the pitch and relieve the pressure on her. The synergy between us worked out well as a result.

			Lieke Martens, Leeuwinnen forward

			Sarina has an unrivalled understanding of women’s football. When she first started she had a clear vision of what needed to be done, worked well with every player and had the advantage of having previously worked closely with us all. We were looking for a coach who could bring a sense of calm to the team and who would take women’s football in the Netherlands to new heights. For me, there was no other candidate. Choosing Sarina was a no-brainer, the obvious choice.

			Just before Euro 2017, women’s football had been undergoing a remarkable development, albeit not one fully recognised by a wider audience. The fact that the Euros were taking place on home soil made it even more special, although we were seen as one of the underdogs and not expected to achieve much. However, we believed in our potential and were determined to prove everyone wrong. Sarina gave us
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