
Mark Thompson: With just a few days  
to go before the women’s World Cup,  
i can’t begin to imagine the kind of pres-
sure you must be under, particularly  
on a game day when everything is decid-
ed within the pressure cooker of ninety 
minutes!
Jill Ellis: i think the game-day situation  
is what you live for – that’s the adrenaline 
rush. Pressure means for me that there  
is an expectation, and that’s what i thrive 
on. i love having expectations. i think 
that’s why you go into coaching, because 
you’re naturally competitive and you’re 
drawn to leadership.
Thompson: yes, people who don’t like 
stress, who don’t like high-tension mo-
ments, and who don’t like conflict, don’t 
end up doing jobs like ours, so there 
must be something in our makeup which 
gets us here.

What does it take to lead a team to victory 
on a playing field that’s rarely level and 
where global developments are constantly 
shifting the goalposts? U. S. Women’s  
National Soccer Team head coach, Jillian 
Ellis, and the president of The New York 
Times, Mark Thompson, discuss the need 
to blend patience with impatience, the 
importance of self-belief, and the role of 
star players in their different arenas.

“ As a leader  
you’re there to 
create a safe  
space for other 
people’s talent.”

  World Cup-winning U. S. Women’s 
National Soccer Team head coach,  
Jillian Ellis, and Mark Thompson, 
President and CEO of The New York 
Times Company, on leadership,  
teamwork, and resilience.

Photos: Cyrill Matter
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Ellis: i think leading is also about having 
a very clear sense of your own identity,  
of your values, and of what you want to 
achieve.
Thompson: But don’t you think the  
nature of leadership is changing – becom-
ing less autocratic? i grew up in another 
era of newsrooms, with screaming and 
shouting – what we once considered lead-
ership behavior. And that stuff doesn’t 
work anymore. People don’t want weak 
leaders; they want clarity, but they defi-
nitely want the relationship to be one of 
mutual respect. Millennials and college- 
age kids quite rightly won’t put up with  
a lack of respect.
Ellis: Well, we still have some pretty  
autocratic coaches out there, but i think 
players today – and they are mostly  
Millennials – are more educated about the 
game. For me, coaching today is a lot like 
parenting – it’s being able to throw your 
arm around someone, and it’s also being 
able to kick them in the tail a little when 
they need a push. it’s about empowering 
them and helping them believe in what 
they’re doing. i think leadership now is 
about connecting, about that human 
touch. it’s the human element of leader-
ship that matters most.
For me, leadership has three dimensions: 
it’s about connecting with my players 
and understanding the fabric of the peo-
ple i work with. it’s also having a direc-
tion, a focus of where you’re taking this 
team. And the final thing is that i’m  
always humble enough to keep coming 
back to self-reflection, fine-tuning, hon-
ing, taking the things i like and moving 
forward. those are the three key elements 
of leadership in spearheading a team  
towards a chance to win a World Cup.

Jillian Ellis  
ellis is widely considered one of the finest soccer coaches in 
the world, and having just won the World Cup with the U. S. 
women’s team, she is very much at the peak of her profession 
and career. She was born in 1966 in Portsmouth, england, 
where her father John ellis was a longtime soccer ambassador 
for the British government, and founder of a U. S.-based soccer 
academy where Jillian’s brother still coaches. She achieved  
tremendous success at the head of the UCLA women’s soccer 
program and served in various capacities for the U. S. Soccer 
Federation before becoming head coach in May of 2014. Prior 
to that, she twice served as interim head coach for the USA.  
As someone so active in youth soccer development, ellis has the 
personal distinction of coaching many age group national 
teams for the United States and therefore at one time or anoth-
er, coached almost every woman currently on her team.

“It’s really important to 
define roles and respon-
sibilities and expectations, 
because otherwise you  
can have eleven individ-
uals on the field.” 
Jillian Ellis
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Wall of fame: Portraits of prominent 
visitors reflect the proud heritage of 
The New York Times.

Thompson: i suspect that the casting of  
a team of management leaders has quite 
a lot in common with the way coaches 
think about their team on the pitch: nego-
tiating the balance between a brilliant 
maverick, the great team worker, and the 
culture of the team itself …
Ellis: For me, managing those mavericks 
or outliers can be as simple as putting them 
on the bench – that’s a good technique for 
getting their attention. Or it can be giv-
ing them more responsibility to try and get 
them to buy in, for instance by putting 
the captain’s armband on a player to show 
them that they’re not just responsible for 
themselves – they’re responsible for the 
whole. But ultimately everybody wants to 
be on this team, and so they have to under-
stand what it takes to be a part of it.
Our fitness coach likes to quote Sir dave 
Brailsford and his philosophy of the “ag-
gregation of marginal gains.” i love that 
because it refers to the constant need  
to refine and improve, and the difference 
that details can make. i don’t know if 
that’s similar to your world, but in soccer 

the most minor details can affect success 
or failure.
Thompson: that’s true. Sometimes suc-
cess comes through a breakthrough – like 
in 2011 when The New York Times launched 
a digital subscription model which has 
made a huge difference. Much more typi-
cal, though, is trying to figure out a  
way of doing twenty things, each of which 
brings maybe just a fraction of a percent 
of gain, but which together can be trans-
formational. So you need both approach-
es in mind: you need the big breakthrough 
but also the relentless pursuit of those 
marginal gains.
Ellis: My players are high achievers by 
nature, so they want somebody who can 
help them get to the next level. Some-
times it’s about pushing, and sometimes 
it’s pulling, but it’s a question of finding 
a strategy – and how you communicate 
that is critical. it’s always about trying to 
expand their comfort level. they’re con-
stantly looking to the next tournament, 
the next game, to improve. For me as  
a coach, it’s about helping them acquire 

“If you’ve got the right  
talent, you’ll probably  
succeed. So a very big part 
of my job is trying to  
make sure we’ve got the 
right talent.” 
Mark Thompson
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the necessary skill set. that’s part of the 
leadership that i have to offer. 
Thompson: Another thing that i’ve 
learned – and i learned this the hard way 
by making the mistake of trying to do 
everything myself – is that a lot of what a 
leader does, at least in my arena, is to cre-
ate a safe space for other people’s talent. 
So in a way, you’re there to clear the room 
for them, so they can do their best work. 
Ellis: Absolutely. i spend a lot of time 
watching other coaches work, and what 
i’ve learned is that they all have coaches 
per line, making sure that every individu-
al has an opportunity to connect with a 
staff member. Because the amount of de-
tail involved in this job and the scale of 
the expectations means you have to trust 
those around you. delegating is a big 
quality in leadership, which means build-
ing trust, letting people perform, and 
supporting them.
Thompson: And yet, we all have such big 
expectations of those around us, as well 
as of ourselves. it’s something of a para-
dox, isn’t it? Because having patience with 
people is important, but impatience is 
also very important …
Ellis: i’m not a naturally patient person 
in my everyday life. i do have very real  
expectations, and i won’t lower those in 
terms of where i want to go. But i’m also 
patient in getting people through a pro-
cess to try and achieve something. When 
you’re building something, you have to 
recognize where you’re headed and under-
stand that there are steps that you need 
to take in order to get there.
Thompson: here at The New York Times 
we’re in a middle of an enormous structur-
al change in our industry. Fundamentally 
our consumers are changing their behav-
ior, consuming news in ways which are 
very challenging for the organization. And 
yet, many people’s first instinct is to freeze 
up like a rabbit in the headlights, be-
cause the necessary change is so daunting. 
So part of what we have to do is be impa-
tient and drive people towards change. But 
you’re right in saying that once you’ve  
set a course, you’ve got to let people travel 
that road for themselves.

the 52-story new york times Build-
ing on eighth Avenue in midtown 
Manhattan was completed in 2007  
to a design by Renzo Piano.

“Coaching is a lot like parent- 
ing, it’s being able to throw your  
arm around someone and it’s also 

being able to kick them in the tail a 
little bit when they need a push.”

Jillian Ellis
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 “Leadership often is not memos  
or strategy documents; it’s wander- 
ing around talking to people,  
trying to catch people before they  
fall, trying to spot who’s in the  
groove and who’s not.”
Mark Thompson
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Ellis: it’s also about confidence and 
preparation. there is a process in place, 
but my job is making sure that all the 
pieces understand how they work togeth-
er. On game day, it’s just about tweak- 
ing things and giving specific tactical in-
formation, but it’s all the preparation 
that gives me confidence – the whole build- 
up in making sure your players are ready 
for every scenario. that’s the stage at 
which we’re patient in terms of making 
sure that they truly understand their roles. 
And then they have to execute under very 
real pressure. 
Thompson: it’s interesting that you  
talk about confidence. i think confidence 
for a team is an outcome of a number of 

things. Success is really important. it’s 
very hard for a group of people to feel 
confident when they take one knock after 
another. So you’re looking for ways in 
which they can be successful and for mo-
ments of real success. And the celebration 
of success is important – taking a mo-
ment to reflect on success – which, believe 
it or not, is not such a strong tradition  
in the media sector. We’re pretty good at 
worrying ourselves silly about the future, 
and not always good at reflecting on how 
much we’ve already achieved. But i’d say 
that personal confidence, personal resil-
ience and – this may surprise you – cheer-
fulness are really important qualities. 
People always assume that senior leaders 

of companies should be great strategists 
and incredibly intelligent and thoughtful 
about analyzing their business. in many 
ways, though, resilience and cheerfulness 
matter more than intelligence in terms  
of giving other people a sense of a center 
of confidence which they can join.
Ellis: i’d agree. When i was a younger 
coach, i often heard players say: “My coach 
doesn’t believe in me. i don’t have confi-
dence.” But i’ve always thought that what 
counts is innate self-belief. A few years 
ago, in a different role, i asked several of 
the players on this current team: “What 
are the three or four qualities that helped 
you get to where you are?” What they all 
had in common was the self-belief or grit 
that i believe allowed them to get to this 
level. So as a coach it’s about getting them 
to espouse my belief in them, so that 
they can find their own inner confidence 
and believe that they can do it.
Thompson: But when a game starts, the 
coaching with all the strategy and the 
planning comes to a full stop. then it’s the 
players who have to make the split-second 
decisions on the pitch. And you’re stand-
ing on the sidelines, watching … i don’t 
know how you bear that.
Ellis: Part of it is about selecting the right 
players – players that make the decisions, 
players that have that self-belief and con-
fidence. i naturally recruit and retain 
those types of players. But it’s also about 
empowering them so that on game day, 
they can make those decisions. Our train-
ing environment is very much a simula-
tion of game day in terms of expectations 
and quality and the things we do. We try 
and simulate that as much as possible, so 
on game day they make their decisions.
Thompson: i guess you could say that in 
business, every day is game day. there are 
real transactions, real activities, and peo-
ple on Wall Street keeping score every 

“Players that make  
the decisions, players that 
have self-belief and con-
fidence, those are people 
that you want in your 
squad.”
Jillian Ellis
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the dialogue between Jillian ellis and  
Mark thompson was facilitated by  
henry topping, egon Zehnder, new york 
and Ulrike Krause, the FOCUS.

Mark Thompson  
thompson has risen quickly through the ranks of journalism to 
hold two of the most prestigious jobs in the english-language 
news world. Born in england in 1957, thompson graduated from 
Oxford and soon joined the BBC. he worked in a variety of jobs 
there, and earned the distinction of being editor of the Nine O’Clock 
News at the age of 30. thompson was appointed to the top job – 
director General – in 2004, where he stayed until accepting a new 
role at The New York Times in 2012. during his tenure, the BBC  
revamped its website, increased its digital offerings, and intro-
duced technology that allowed viewers to watch programs on 
digital devices. Arthur Sulzberger, publisher of the family-owned 
New York Times, hired thompson not least due to his familiarity 
with digital strategy and implementation.

day. But we also go through periods 
where the team comes up with a new set 
of ideas, maybe some new products to 
launch or innovations to put into effect. 
then, like you, we try to anticipate and 
simulate, test, experiment, and then de-
ploy. So it builds up to a kind of climax 
when we’re actually sharing something 
with our readers. For example, the  
re-launch of The New York Times Sunday 
Magazine. Maybe these moments are  
our game days.
Ellis: how do you measure success in what 
you do? the scoreline means it’s black-
and-white for us, but for you, i imagine, 
it’s very nuanced at times.
Thompson: in some ways there’s a very 
simple way of looking at our success. Are 
our total sales over a year increasing or 
decreasing? And are we profitable? As our 
business changes, very profitable forms 
of print revenue fall away and we have to 
offset that by finding new sales. We’re 
trying to create new businesses, but can 
we make our new businesses successful 
and manage costs? So you could say that 
our top-line sales and operating profit 
are like your scorelines.
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Jillian ellis and Mark thompson walk past 
“Moveable type,” an installation by artist  
Ben Rubin and statistician Mark hansen in  
the lobby of the new york times Building,  
in which words and phrases drawn from the 
newspaper’s database flash out and fade.

But there’s much more to it than that. One 
very real question for us is: are we still at-
tracting the best talent? With journalists, 
the answer is that we still have an incred-
ibly strong position. But we also need 
some of the best computer scientists and 
software engineers in the world. how good 
are we attracting that talent? Because,  
exactly like in your business, if you’ve got 
the right talent, you’ll probably succeed, 
and if you haven’t got the right talent, 
nothing else you do will work. So a very 
big part of my job is trying to make sure 
we’ve got the right talent, and in particu-
lar, the right leaders.
Ellis: We’re constantly searching the land-
scape for new players. Like in your situa-
tion, the type of people we’re looking for 
are those with very special qualities. there 
are a lot of good soccer players out there, 
but what unique skill set do they bring to 
the table that can help push us on a little 
bit further? the challenge for me is that 
i’ve inherited a very successful team, so 
now how do we build on the excellence 
that’s already established – which is prob-
ably similar to where you’re at.
Thompson: the problem is that most  
organizations, most human beings, don’t 
like change. the tendency in organiza-
tions is to underestimate the amount of 
change required and therefore to under-
estimate the extent to which they need 
new people with new skills. We need hun-
dreds of people in our newsroom who’ve 
got quantitative skills, who understand 
how to market and develop audiences for 
stories, as well as to write them. that’s a 
very different skill set, and one question 
for us is: can we work with the great talent 
we’ve already got, which is existing talent 
with existing skills, and can we help 
them gain the new skills that they need? 
it’s very important you don’t give up  
on your existing talent; you’ve got to give 

them a chance to show what they can do.
Ellis: it’s a constant cycle for us, too. Ulti-
mately, if you can survive in our environ-
ment and do well, you belong, regardless 
of whether you’re coming out of college 
or you’ve been on the team for ten years. 
the interesting thing about the culture 
and the climate on our team is that our ex-
isting players welcome the younger play-
ers in. they recognize that new talent can 
help them be successful, so there’s no an-
imosity and the existing squad will help 
bring along the younger players.
Thompson: it sounds like you’re at a  
very interesting point now with the team, 
which is made up of some extremely  
experienced players and some very fresh 
talent. And how those two groups work 
together is obviously critical to the 
team’s success.
Ellis: it is. And sometimes it is all about 
blending them – whether it’s bringing 
them together as roommates, or getting 
the older players to act as mentors. Go-
ing to this World Cup, i know that i need 
some experience for that first game,  
because for the younger players, it will be 
their first time there. So applying leader-
ship and experience to mesh them togeth-
er is very important for our success.
Thompson: One interesting thing that’s 
happening to us is that newspapers used 
to be a very stable industry and every-
one could just do what they do in their 
own area of the paper. So the newsroom 
would do the news, the sales department 
would sell advertising, and the guys in the 
print works would make the paper. And 
they didn’t have to have very much to do 
with each other. But it’s not like that any-
more. this may sound crazy, but over  
the last couple of years we’ve been exper-
imenting for the first time with much 
deeper teamworking. So, if you’re creating 
a new product, you’ve now got not just  

“I do have very real expectations, and  
I won’t lower those in terms of where  
I want to go. But I’m also patient in people 
getting through a process to try and 
achieve something.”
Jillian Ellis

a great journalist and editor, you’ve also 
got a graphic designer, some engineers, 
people from marketing and advertising – 
all working together to create something. 
it’s like a new set of muscles; the organ-
ization is really just learning about that.
Ellis: So everybody has a common goal 
and needs to have a stake in it now. the 
synergy is critical, right?
Thompson: that’s it. And we have to 
contend with a very star-driven culture. 
trying to align that with effective team-
work, so that there’s some give and take 
and respect for other people’s contribu-
tions – that’s a very big challenge for us, 
but very much what you must have to live 
with all the time.
Ellis: it’s about allowing those outliers, 
who maybe don’t want to conform to the 
team, to have their individuality, but also 
about how much you are willing to give 
to keep them. you need to allow the spe-
cial qualities to shine, but it’s also really 
important to define roles and responsibil-
ities and expectations, because other-
wise you can end up with eleven individ-
uals on the field. But the beauty of our 
sport is that one person can’t do it alone – 
it’s a combined effort.

To watch a video interview with Jillian  
Ellis and Mark Thompson please visit  
www.egonzehnder.com /the-focus /video
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