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She hasbeencheered from the stands by pro soccer

fans for r5-plus years. She has been called upon
by Congress to testiry in a historic fight forgender
pay equality. And she has become synonymous

withbeing a disruptoron bothworld stages. Megan

Rapinoe may be hanging up hercleats thisyear, but
her advocacywork is far from frnished.Infact, she

tells Real Leaders that she is iust getting started.

Rapinoe will retire as one ofthe most influential
atl etes on the planet with two World Cup titles,
an Olympic gold medal, and a Presidential Medal

ofFreedom, and one ofthe first soccerplayers to
publicly come out as gay. Now, Rapinoe is taking the
field for gender equality infull force and is kicking
up her activism efforts for LGBTQJA+ rights and

racial iustice.
Known to passionately speak hermind, Rapinoe

reflects with Re4l re4ders on herleadership lessons

from the game, why businesses have no excuse but
to close the genderpaygap now, the impact company

she recently launched with her fiancde, WNBA
legend Sue Bird, herdesire to make politics "cool,"
and awhole lot more. Rapinoe's newchapter is

shapingup to be her most impactful oneyet, and in
true Rapinoe fashion, she is embracing it with arms

wide open.

successfulwith them.I don't think individual success

actuallyexists, and the foundation ofthat beliefcame
fiom playing on the biggest stage with my teammates.

You need everyone to reallywin at anything.

FL: You helped lead the charge in the U,S.
Women's National Team's class action gender
discrimination lawsuit against lhe U.S. Soccet
Federation, settled in 2022 with a promise lor
equal future pay with the men's team. How is this
afiecting employee equity in business today?
How would you characterize the progress that
has been made, and what will it take to reach
equal gender pay everywhere?

I
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Beal Lr-.aders; Congratulations on your upcomiig
retirement from pro soccer. How did preparing
lor and competing in lour World Cups, including
as co{:aptain in 2019, lransrer inlo your
leadership strategy in business?
Rapinoe: When you're playing on a team that has

been as successful as the U.S. women's National
Team where you're literally plrying with and against

tlle best players in the world all the time, you need

to have a level ofeven aspirational confidence in
yourselfand your teammates. Ifyou've made it to the
Wortd Cup on the Women's National Team, you've
run the gauntlet. You've been in a pressure cooker.
You're resilient.

I applythese same qualities - confidence,
teamwork, performance under pressure - to
leadership in business. For me, I was born with this
amazingtalentto be an athlete. Just as I grew into a

leadership role on the team aod tried to be the best
player I could be,I'm trying to leverage these skills
ofthe field aswell.

Being a leaderon a teamorin a business means
you have tobe accountable toyourselfand to your
teammates. I've always been a team-first player, and
that definitely carries over to my businesses outside of
soccer. I want to be successfrrl, ofcourse, and I want
everyone to be successful with me, and I waot to be
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3
I want to push people and companies
to re-imagine the status quo.
We obviously need more women
in leadership positions. We need
more gay and trans people in leadership.
We need a bigger commitment to
pay equity and inclusion. 
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Rapinoe: we're definitely experiencing a paradigm
shift in how we understand the value and potential of
women, which has been undewalued for so long.

The Equal Pay Act became law six decades ago,

and yet we still hear the statistics: women make 82

cents for every dollar a man eams. For Blackwomen
and women ofcolor, the gap is even greater. The
wage gap has hardty moved in 15years.It's absurd.

It's not acceptable or sustainable, and finally it seems

like enough people are starting to say "enough"
whether that's U.S. women's soccer, protesters,

investors, or employees.

Ourvictoryas ateamwas really momentous for
women's soccer and for all of women's sports and the
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Megan Rapinoe and her
ftanc6e, WNBA legend Sue
Bird, recently announced
their retirements from
sports and co-founded
A Touch More production
company lo givo a voice to
underrepresented groups.

equal pay movement, but t}le average person doesn't
have the platform much less the bandwidth orthe
ability or the freedom to engage in a fight like we

did. we need to ensure all workingwomeo and all
marginalized groups are being paid equitably. As

chiefequatity officer for Trusaic, my goal is to use my
platform to bring awareness not only to the problem

because we all knowby now that there's a problem

-but also totalk aboutthe solutions.
And it's not iust about compensation, altiough

obviously beingpaid fairly is important. For the
team, itwas also aboutequal investment and equal

caring that's equal access to resources, investment
in coaching, marketing, ticket sales, sponsorship,

all ofit.In a corporate setting, that looks like
equal access to opportunity - who gets the new
assignments, the great projects, who gets additional
tmining and development, and who gets promoted.

One thing I believe is that you have to create a

space that signals topeople that it's safe before they

even enterthat environment. Maybe that's diversity
training, but it's also: what are your hiring practicesl

How diverse is your workforce? Who do you do

business with? what does your executive suite look
like? Does everyone look exactly the same? Because

that's not going to signal to otherpeople that there's

space fo! them there.

The pressure's been tumed up. we knowinvestors
are looking more closely at companies andtheir
workplace practices, employees want to work for
companies that pay fairly, and customels want to
do business with companies that do the rightthing.
Sothe pressule is comingfrom a lot ofplaces, and

industries and companies should also putpressure ofl
one another. There should be anelement ofholding
their feet to the fire in this. Legislation andlegal
action are obviously part oftlat pressure too.

Companies hold the keyto closingt}lewage gap.

There are no longer any excuses. At Lhis poinlr we

have enough information and the tools,like Trusaic's
PayParity technology, for companies to get on the
other side ofthis in areal, meaningful way.
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Rl. As a mission-oriented leader, what are your
personal and prolessional missions right now?
Rapinoe: Myprofessional missionwhile I am still
playing is to be the best teammate and the best player

I can be and to leave the game in a better place for t}le
next generation of players.

My personal mission is to use my platform to fight
for gender equality, LGBTqIA+ rights, iacial iustice,
and equal pay. I hope to inspire others through my
advocacy and actions to join the frght for equality and
justice and help create a more fair and inclusive world.
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I amvery selective about who I work with, and
value alignment is something I take seriously in
business.I became chiefequality officer last year for
Trusaic, which I knowyour publication recognized

earlierthis yea!. (Trusaic was a 2023 RealLeaders
Top Impact Company.) They are a workplace equity
technology company focused on achieving pay

equity, which is obviously very close to my heart.
And, ofcourse,l'm involved with myown businesses

as co-founderofA Touch More, the production

company myfiancde, Sue Bird, and I have formed
together to really change what kind ofstories are

beingtold and who is telling them.

Rli Speaking of co-founding A Touch More wilh
Sue Bird, whal are you learning about yourselt
and each other in this process?

Rapinoe: A Touch More was actually created early
in the pandemic as an Instagram Live showreally
just for fun. We had games and differentguests.
Sue produced the show and itwas a blast.It really
became about creating community in newways
under unprecedented circumstances, There was so

much heaviness, and we iustwanted to be a light
however we could, even if itwas just for a few hours.

So we Lept tiat title for theproduction company,

and our goal now is to create content thatcenters on
stories ofrevolutionaries who move culture forward.
lf we can get eyes on these stories, we can broaden

the cultural understanding ofwhat it means to move

in the world andto be successful when you don't
look a cenainwayorfit a certain mold. We want to
parmer with people and organizations and brands
who want to do the same kind ofthing: uplift the
culture through powerful narratives.

We've neverhad anyqualms about working
together professionally. This experience just

reinforces tlatwe're really passionate about the
same things, We probably appreciate each other's
unique strengths even more, and we can pick each

otherup in those areas where the otherone might fall
short. It's really cool to work with someone you love

to advance your shared vision for the world. I truly
think Sue's brilliance is one ofhermost underrated
qualities publicly.

FL. Do you and Bird have any other projects
in the works together?
Rapinoe: h terms of future prorects, activism is
probably always going to be at the heart ofwhat we

want:o do. It's what we both have always believed

in as individuals, so it makes sense. we've both had

these really influential platforms as athletes, andwe
know the impactwe can make onthe world together
It's not about our story and ourpersonal success.

Everyooe's heard our story. we want to get eyes

on things that we feel are really important and not
gefting enough attention, and we have the resources

between us to tum up tiat light.

RL; Whal areas of your work and mission excite
you the most?
Rapinoe: I'm really fueled by the opportunity to
make a difference for the young athletes who look up

to me, for women in the worKorce, for trans kids, for
marginalized groups that deserve to be championed
and to be seen and heard.

I'm excited about nnding ways to get more PeoPle
interested and invested in politics to make politics

"cool," notnecessarily in the traditional sense, but

acnrally getting people to understand that politics is

,tl
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Rapinoe competed in four World Cups, helping the U.S. win in
2015; and in 2019 as co-captain, top scorer, and best player.

33
I don't think individual success actually
exists, and the foundation of that belief
came from playing on the biggest stage
with my teammates. You need everyone
to really win at anytha"n.r,
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engaging with you, whether you're engaging with it or
not. So those could be the decisions that your school

s,stem, city govemment, and iosurance company are

making. Ifpeople realize that when they panicipate

in politics at whatever level, then policies will bener

reflect the needs and desires oftheir communities. We

can impact our ability to live a better life by being a litde
bit more involved. Ifwe take the time to understand all

the issues we can have a say in, we can hold our elected

officials accountable, so that's a big rnission ofmine.

R a p i n o e: Many of the brands that approach me do

so because they feel a connectionto what t'mdoing
on the field or what I'm doing and sayingoffthe field,
probably some ofboth. So that might be finding a

way to win orto push yourselfto the highest level
or taking a stand for things rhat matter- iustice,
equality, faimess.l'm obviouslyrot shy about putting
myselfout there, ald so I imagine the brands that
want to work with me and the brands I want to work
with feel the same.

For me, it's howcarl I leverage mypersonal
"brand" -who I am - forgood? How can I make a

diference? I'mfortunate to have people who dopay
attention to what I say, so I feel a responsibility that
comes with that- a responsibility to do what I can

with that influence aod try to make the wo d better,

whatever tiat might look like.

Rapinoe: My biggest in0uence on leadership is my
mom, Denise Rapinoe. She has alwaysbeenthe
leader ofour family and like so manywomen, has
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il ln 2022, Rapinoe
became the first
soccer player
lo receive lhe
Presidenlial
Msdal of
Fre€dom. the
highest honor
for U.S. civilians.
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FLi You've spoken publicly about impact
investing. What led you to commit to il?
Bapinoe: Values apply to every aspect ofyour life,
notiust some. Mypersonal financial advisor and

firm are really committed to impact investing. we
defrnitelywa[t to be successful and make money,

butwe alsowant to think about a new path forward.
Doing the same things obviously isn't working. I
like to invest in companies that are disruptive and
progressive and concernedwith making a difference
in people'slives. My goal isto keepdoingthis. My
ponfolio includes Mendi, which is run by my sister,

Rachael, and makes CBD products for atiletes; Real,

which is a mental health startup;and STATSports,

which makes wearable technology for atl etes.

we are iust gening started in this space. There will
be more tocome. I want to continue to carve out a
path for women - who don't acquire as much capital

- to come together and build for everyone.
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worked tirelessly her entire life toprovide for her
family, herself, and anyone who needed her. My
mothergave me the strength tobe who I am today.

She taught me how to stand up for what is right, fight
for myself, and fight for others who need a helpiog
hand. I absolutelywould notbe the person everyone

knows today without her leadership.

8Lr Wh.lt is your defination of a real leader?
Bapinoer: A real leader is someone who is confident
and accountable and creates al environment where

everyone feels seen and heard and like they have

a place on the team. Beinga leader is about being
faced with the choice to make the right decision for
the greatergood and acrually choosing it every time
A real leader is not afraid to challenge the status
quo to male positive changes within theircompany,
industry, or the world. I don't think tlere's ore right
leadership style. It's about serving the person next

toyou and tie people around you and giving them
what they need. Real leaders need to make a point of
understanding the people theytead and then being
intentional in their actions to support them and bring
the very best outofthem.

Ffj What's next for you?

Rapanoe: Knowing this year would be my last in
soccer, l've just tied to reallyenjoy every moment
and appreciate what a special opportunity I have had
playing for so long. I'm so gratefi:l for everphing
this game has given me and sohonored to have
represented mycountryfor so manyyears, and it, of
course, has opened up manyotherdoors.

I defrnitely want to continue to use my platform to
expand the cooversation. It woutd be irresponsible
ofme not to. I want to push people and companies
to re-imagine the status quo. we obviously need
more women in leadership positions, We need
more gay and trans people in leadership. We need a
bigger commitment to pay equity and inclusion.It's
easy for everyone to say they a$ee with this until it
comes time to actuallyinvest in or hire or promote
someone who doesn't look like you. We've made
some progress, but we certainlyhave a longwayto
go. I think alot about howwe cao break down these
barriers and open more doors for women, Black
people and all people ofcolor, gay people, and the
people who live in intersecting spaces and have so

much perspective to offer all ofus.
I'd like to continue to be involved in more projects

that get people energized about t}le civic process

and more active in their communities. I don't
think enough people get involved when it's not
literally theirskin in the game, butifyou look at the
intersectionality ofeverything, itis all ofourskin in
the game, so I hope to encourage people to speak up

or to take positive action. The most imponant tiing
for anyone isto do something and you don't have

to do it perfectly, Youdon't have to have all ofthe
answers, but don'tbe scared into inaction because

you don't thinkyou have it exactly right.
I feel strongly that the businessofMegan Rapinoe

can go in all kiuds ofdifferent directions. I have a

lot ofirons in the fire. Soccerwill always be rhat
touchstone for me, but howcan I use that foundation
to enter otherspaces? That might be fashion,
technology, investing, orwho knows? We're just
getting started,l
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Kathryn Deen is rnanaging editor of Feal Leaders
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Bapinoe helped
lead the charge
for gender pay

equality in U.S. pro
soccer. She is also

standing up for
LGBTOIA+ rights

and racial iustice.
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