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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

On April 21, 2021, the Head Coach of Racing Louisville, Christy Holly, requested that a
player, Erin Simon, attend a game film session with him alone. She knew what to expect. When
she arrived, she recalls Holly opened his laptop and began the game film. He told her he was going
to touch her “for every pass [she] fucked up.” He did. Simon reports that he pushed his hands down
her pants and up her shirt. She tried to tightly cross her legs and push him away, laughing to avoid
angering him. The video ended, and she left. When her teammate picked her up to drive home,
Simon broke down crying.

Holly is not the only coach to have abused an NWSL player, and Erin Simon is not the
only NWSL player to have been abused.

About five months later, on September 30, 2021, The Athletic published an article about
Paul Riley—one of the winningest coaches in the League'—entitled ““This guy has a pattern’:
Amid institutional failure, former NWSL players accuse prominent coach of sexual coercion.”
The article reported that Riley left the Portland Thorns in 2015 following an investigation of a
complaint by Meleana Shim, a player whom Riley sexually pursued for months and benched after
she declined his advances. The League reportedly knew of both Shim’s report and the investigation
that led to Riley’s departure from the Thorns. The article reported further that the League failed to
investigate a 2021 complaint against Riley by another player, Sinead Farrelly, whom Riley coerced
into a sexual relationship in a prior professional league.

The article brought the NWSL to an immediate standstill. The North Carolina Courage
(“NC Courage” or “Courage”), Riley’s new team, terminated him; the weekend’s games were
quickly canceled; NWSL’s commissioner and general counsel resigned within days. Players

demanded accountability from a league that “failed to protect its own players from this abuse.”?



By the end of the 2021 season, half of the League’s teams had parted ways with their head coaches
following player complaints.*

On October 2, 2021, the U.S. Soccer Federation (“USSF” or “the Federation™), the official
governing body of the sport of soccer in the United States, retained Sally Q. Yates and King &
Spalding LLP to conduct an independent investigation into allegations of abusive behavior and
sexual misconduct in women’s professional soccer.

Our investigation has revealed a league in which abuse and misconduct—verbal and
emotional abuse and sexual misconduct—had become systemic, spanning multiple teams,
coaches, and victims. Abuse in the NWSL is rooted in a deeper culture in women’s soccer,
beginning in youth leagues, that normalizes verbally abusive coaching and blurs boundaries
between coaches and players. The verbal and emotional abuse players describe in the NWSL is
not merely “tough” coaching. And the players affected are not shrinking violets. They are among
the best athletes in the world. They include members of the U.S. Women’s National Team
(“National Team™), veterans of multiple World Cup and Olympic tournaments, and graduates of
legendary NCAA Division I soccer programs. In well over 200 interviews, we heard report after
report of relentless, degrading tirades; manipulation that was about power, not improving
performance; and retaliation against those who attempted to come forward. Even more disturbing
were the stories of sexual misconduct. Players described a pattern of sexually charged comments,
unwanted sexual advances and sexual touching, and coercive sexual intercourse.

Teams, the League, and the Federation not only repeatedly failed to respond appropriately
when confronted with player reports and evidence of abuse, they also failed to institute basic
measures to prevent and address it, even as some leaders privately acknowledged the need for

workplace protections. As a result, abusive coaches moved from team to team, laundered by press



releases thanking them for their service, and positive references from teams that minimized or even
concealed misconduct. Those at the NWSL and USSF in a position to correct the record stayed

silent. And no one at the teams, the League, or the Federation demanded better of coaches.
Investigation Process and Scope

USSF retained our firm to conduct an independent investigation concerning allegations of
sexual abuse and other misconduct in the NWSL. Our mandate was to follow the facts wherever
they led and issue recommendations geared toward ensuring that the misconduct does not recur.
Our investigation was independent of interference or influence, and our findings and
recommendations are our own.

Although our investigation was broad, its focus was the NWSL. As a result, when we
received information related to other parts of the soccer landscape—for example, youth soccer—
we pursued those facts only to the extent they were relevant to our investigation concerning the
NWSL.?

We had no power to compel compliance from third parties, including teams or coaches,
whether for the purpose of collecting documents or conducting interviews. Certain witnesses—
including the former Commissioner of the NWSL, Jeff Plush—never responded to our outreach.
Others refused to be interviewed, some because they feared retaliation. Still others—including
former USSF Chief Executive Officer Dan Flynn—agreed only to respond to written questions,
rather than sit for an interview. Certain teams did not fully cooperate, notwithstanding public
statements to the contrary.® The Portland Thorns interfered with our access to relevant witnesses
and raised specious legal arguments in an attempt to impede our use of relevant documents. Racing
Louisville FC refused to produce documents concerning Christy Holly and would not permit

witnesses (even former employees) to answer relevant questions regarding Holly’s tenure, citing



non-disclosure and non-disparagement agreements it signed with Holly. The Chicago Red Stars
unnecessarily delayed the production of relevant documents over the course of nearly nine months.

Despite those challenges, our investigation was broad and thorough. Our investigation’s
most significant sources were the more than 100 interviews with current and former NWSL and
National Team players who shared their stories with us. We are grateful for their bravery, candor,
time, and the trust they placed in us to tell their stories. We also thank the U.S. Women’s National
Team Players Association (“USWNTPA”) and NWSL Players Association (“NWSLPA”), whose
work on behalf of players has been a driving force for change, and who helped us bring certain
conduct to light.

We conducted well over 200 interviews in total, including of current and former players,
coaches, owners, and front office staff from eleven current and former League teams; former
League employees; representatives from both the NWSLPA and the USWNTPA; current and
former Federation personnel and representatives of certain Organization Members; representatives
from the U.S. Center for SafeSport (“SafeSport”); and others with relevant information. We also
collected over sixty document productions from roughly two dozen entities and individuals. The
Federation provided access to millions of documents, and we conducted searches to identify and
review over 89,000 documents most likely to be relevant. Finally, we created a hotline number

and email address to allow anyone with relevant information to provide it anonymously.
Summary of Findings

1. From the League’s inception, teams, the NWSL, and USSF failed to put in place basic
measures for player safety.

USSF founded the NWSL in 2012 and the League played its first games in the spring of

2013. By all accounts, the League came together quickly, and largely as a result of USSF’s singular



focus on reconstituting a women’s professional league on the heels of the National Team’s
enormous success at the 2012 Summer Olympics. “But the infrastructure and planning that would
be expected when starting any professional sports league was not in place,” including a vision of
who would actually run it.”

Typically, USSF’s role with respect to professional leagues is merely to certify their
compliance with certain professional standards. It plays no role in the day-to-day operations of the
leagues and does not govern the teams or owners in the leagues. In founding the NWSL, however,
USSF adopted a different role.

From 2012 through 2020, the Federation served as Manager of the League, providing legal,
human resources, communications, finance, and other support to augment the League’s
underfunded front office. USSF also footed the bill for some of the League’s expenses, and until
2017, the NWSL shared office space with USSF. At various points, USSF’s leadership was in
regular—and in certain periods, near daily—communication with the League’s leadership.® The
Federation was involved in nearly all the League’s significant decisions, but it chose where to
exercise its influence, fearing that some owners would abandon the League if pushed too hard.’

There was wide disparity in the financial viability of the prospective owners and some in
USSF questioned whether each of the teams would be sufficiently capitalized.! The League
operated on a shoestring; at various points, it had only two or three employees and operated without
a commissioner. '!

Verbal and emotional abuse and sexual misconduct were widespread problems in women’s
soccer prior to the NWSL, in both prior women’s professional leagues and even elite youth soccer.
Fraternization—between players, players and coaches, and players and staff—was common.!? The

NWSL’s predecessor league—Women’s Professional Soccer (“WPS”)—had failed amidst legal



battles with an owner who reportedly bullied and threatened players.'* But despite this backdrop,
the NWSL was not set up with these concerns in mind.

The new League (through the owners who governed it) and the Federation (which acted as
its Manager) failed to take any steps to protect players from these problems. They did not institute
the most basic of workplace protections. For most of the League’s history, there was no anti-
harassment policy, no anti-retaliation policy, and no anti-fraternization policy.'* Nor were there
independent reporting lines, coaching codes of conduct, or any guidelines regarding the due
diligence necessary to hire a coach. Most teams did not have human resource functions, and if they
did, some teams did not believe those services were available to players. Until the NWSL instituted
an anti-harassment policy in 2021—at the players’ insistence—the League held only two
workplace harassment trainings.'® Ultimately, teams, the League, and the Federation gave little
thought or attention to basic player protections. The focus was keeping eight teams on the field to
ensure the League’s survival.!®

2. Abuse in the NWSL was systemic.

Without basic protections in place, what followed, almost inevitably, was the systemic
abuse of players. Last season, half of the League’s ten teams separated from coaches following
player allegations of misconduct;!” we address three of those circumstances in depth below. Yet
our investigation revealed numerous other incidents of misconduct, including verbal and emotional
abuse, sexually charged remarks, and coercive sexual contact. Some of the misconduct dates to
predecessor leagues and some to youth soccer. The roots of abuse in women’s soccer run deep and
will not be eliminated through reform in the NWSL alone.

This report focuses in detail on events concerning three coaches—Paul Riley, Rory Dames,
and Christy Holly—to illustrate the gravity and breadth of the misconduct at issue and institutional

failures that perpetuated it.



Paul Riley'®

Paul Riley was one of the winningest coaches in the NWSL, owned a successful youth
club, and ran a soccer school for youth players. Behind his success on the field is a history of
verbal and emotional abuse and sexual misconduct. He leveraged his position as Head Coach at
the Philadelphia Independence (WPS) to coerce Sinead Farrelly and two other players into sexual
relationships. We also received credible reports of sexual misconduct with other players, but we
did not sufficiently corroborate those accounts to include them here. Although allegations of sexual
misconduct against Riley were brought to the attention of leadership at the League and/or the
Federation every year from 2015 through 2021, much of Riley’s misconduct remained under wraps
until The Athletic article was published. Numerous players reported that Paul Riley created a
sexualized workplace throughout his tenure in the NWSL. Riley frequently talked with players
about sex and encouraged them to do the same. He fixated on players’ sexual orientations and
targeted players with grooming behavior that included late night texts, drinking, and flirtatious
comments about their appearance. Riley’s abusive conduct was considered an “open secret,” but
it never prompted an institutional response.

In 2014, after Riley’s first season as Head Coach of the Thorns, the NWSL issued an

29 ¢

anonymous player survey in which players identified Riley as “verbally abusive,” “sexis[t],”
“destructive,” and stated he “shit on [the] players every day.”!° The survey results were shared
with NWSL Executive Director Cheryl Bailey, USSF President Sunil Gulati and Flynn, but no one
provided them to the team and no action was taken. That same year, National Team players

reported to Gulati and Jill Ellis, National Team Head Coach, that Riley “created a hostile

environment,” and “belittle[d]” and “verbally abuse[d]” players. The feedback was distributed to



Flynn, Lisa Levine (NWSL General Counsel), and Bailey. Bailey distributed the feedback to the
Thorns’ Owner and President, but no action was taken in response to those comments either.

The following year, in 2015, Meleana Shim emailed the Portland Thorns’ front office and
Jeff Plush, NWSL Commissioner, reporting Riley’s persistent and unwanted advances and his
retaliation against her when she asked him to stop. Plush shared Shim’s email with USSF
leadership (Gulati, Flynn, Gleason,? and Levine). Levine was regularly apprised of the review
conducted by the Thorns into Shim’s allegations and received a copy of the resulting report (“2015
Thorns Report”). While the 2015 Thorns Report did not address the most serious of Shim’s
allegations, it concluded that Riley sent “inappropriate texts,” served alcohol to players, invited “a
player to his hotel room,” and danced “with a player and touch[ed] her while doing so,” among
other things. Although the team terminated Riley, it announced publicly that it had elected not to
renew his contract and thanked him for his service. The Federation and the League did not
discipline Riley (whether by suspending his license or otherwise) or prevent him from coaching in
the NWSL. Nor did the Federation separately inform his youth club of his conduct.

Within a few months of being terminated from the Thorns, in early 2016, Riley was
coaching again in the NWSL, this time at the Western New York Flash (“WNY Flash” or “the
Flash”). In an email to Gulati, Flynn, and Levine, Plush conveyed his understanding that Gavin
Wilkinson (Thorns General Manager) told the Flash that Riley was “put in a bad position by the
player,” and that Wilkinson would “hire [Riley] in a heartbeat.” Although Plush, Gulati, Flynn,
and Levine all had received Shim’s detailed complaint—and Plush and Levine received the 2015
Thorns Report—none appeared to provide the Flash with additional information.

The Federation was again warned about Riley’s misconduct in 2018 by the USWNTPA,

and once more in 2019 when his name was published on a short list of those reportedly under



consideration as head coach of the National Team. Lydia Wahlke, Chief Legal Officer of the
Federation, was told that Riley had a “relationship with a Portland player” and “cannot be the new
WNT coach.” Following at least fourteen conversations among eleven people at the Federation,
the League, the Portland Thorns, and the NC Courage, Riley publicly withdrew himself from
consideration. But during those conversations, Wahlke never conveyed the report that Riley had a
“relationship with a Portland player” to the League, others at the Federation, or the Courage.

In the spring of 2021, the NWSL received a series of four complaints about Riley in quick
succession. The League largely ignored the complaints, and instead, weeks before the publication
of The Athletic article, NWSL Commissioner Lisa Baird was actively trying to keep Riley from
resigning over his anger about the post-season schedule.

Rory Dames®!

Rory Dames coached for the Chicago Red Stars (“CRS” or “Red Stars”) from the League’s
founding until his resignation on November 21, 2021. During Dames’s first few years with the
team, he was an unpaid volunteer. The team never performed a background check and did not
undertake any due diligence prior to his hire, relying instead on the reputation of his youth club,
the Eclipse Select Soccer Club.

As successful as his youth soccer club was, Dames was equally renowned for his tirades
against the young girls who played for him. Former players recalled him screaming and calling

2 <¢

them “cunts,” “fat ass,” “pussy,” “retarded,” and “bitches.” Separately, former Eclipse players
informed us that Dames’s sexualized team environment—in which he spoke to players about
foreplay, oral sex, and their sex lives—crossed the line to sexual relationships in multiple cases,

though those relationships may have begun after the age of consent. A former Eclipse player recalls

Dames “ask[ed] for massages, things like that.” Natalie Ramello, who also played for Eclipse,



remembers Dames making comments to another coach “about the age of consent” and “how it was
lower in some places.”

Soon after he began coaching in the NWSL, several players attempted to raise their own
concerns regarding Dames with the Red Stars, the League, and the Federation. For example, in
2014, National Team players reported to Gulati and Ellis that Riley and Dames “created a hostile
environment for players” and verbally abused them during games. The feedback was distributed
to Flynn, Levine, and Bailey. Bailey distributed the feedback about Dames to Arnim Whisler,
owner of the Red Stars, who complained that the National Team players wanted “this league to
shut down” and simply had an “axe to grind” with Dames.

In 2014 and 2015, in player surveys distributed to NWSL and USSF leadership, Red Stars
players reported that Dames was “abusive” and “unprofessional,” warning that players would not
“be as honest out of fear.” Whisler acknowledged hearing complaints from other players and
several staffers over the years, but players and staff reported that he chalked them up to “Rory
being Rory.”?

In 2018, a National Team player formally complained to USSF, which prompted USSF to
hire outside counsel to investigate. Although the investigation into Dames’s conduct was limited
in its scope, the resulting report substantiated many of the players’ core complaints. Lydia Wahlke,
USSF Chief Legal Officer, received the investigation report, but she did not distribute the report
within the Federation or convey its findings in detail to the NWSL or Whisler.

Following media reports of Riley’s treatment of players in 2021, the Red Stars retained a
sports psychologist to interview each Red Stars player anonymously and compile a report on the
team environment. The report further corroborated the 2014, 2015, and 2018 player complaints,

and concluded that Dames created “a culture of fear” and was emotionally and verbally abusive.
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Players described him as “condescending,” “manipulative,” “aggressive,” “insulting,” and “an
intimidator.” The psychologist observed that 70% of the players interviewed (including most
starting players) reported emotionally abusive behaviors and that many players failed to recognize
certain behaviors as abusive because they were so ubiquitous in women’s soccer. Dames was
permitted to resign from the Red Stars but continues to own his youth club, the Eclipse Select
Soccer Club.
Christy Holly®

Unlike Dames and Riley, who were prominent coaches before they began to coach in the
League, Holly rose from relative obscurity as a volunteer reserve-team coach at Sky Blue Football
Club (“Sky Blue”) to become the team’s Head Coach in 2016. His tenure was short-lived, however,
as his time was plagued with complaints of verbal abuse and mistreatment (“paranoid, ultra-

99 ¢¢

aggressive, short-tempered, nasty, mean, patronizing, humiliating,” “angry, disorganized, erratic,”
and “abrasive on the sidelines”) and allegations of a relationship with a player that caused a toxic
team environment. Ultimately, Holly was asked to leave the club abruptly, midseason, because of
his “verbal abuse” and his “relationship with a player.” Publicly, however, the club stated the team
and Holly had “mutually agreed” to part ways and thanked him.

By 2018, he was doing limited per diem contract work for USSF, including opposition
scouting and talent identification for the National Team, and assistant coaching for the Under-17
(U-17) and Under-23 (U-23) teams. We found no evidence that anyone at USSF sought to
determine the reason for his departure from Sky Blue or conducted any vetting prior to Holly’s
work for USSF.

In August 2020, Holly was hired by Racing Louisville as Head Coach; the team cited his

experience with the National Team as a source of “great confidence” in their decision. At Racing
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Louisville, Holly repeated the same pattern of misconduct—verbal and emotional abuse of players
and a relationship with a staff member that caused problems. And then, a more serious report
emerged that Holly also sexually coerced a player, Erin Simon. While at Louisville, Holly sent her
sexually explicit photos and messages, and demanded that she do the same. He requested that she
meet him to review game film at his house, and showed her pornography instead, masturbating in
front of her before she left. In another incident, again under the pretense of watching game film,
he touched her genitals and breasts each time she made an errant pass in the video. In other
circumstances, he grabbed and groped her in public, but out of view.

Louisville terminated Holly following a swift investigation. Although the team stated
publicly that it terminated him for cause, it declined to say more. Louisville has also declined to
provide our investigation with any information concerning Holly’s employment, claiming that
mutual non-disclosure and non-disparagement agreements signed with Holly prevent them from
providing any information at all about his tenure with the team. As a result, Holly’s misconduct

has remained largely unknown, including to anyone who might seek to employ him as a coach.

3. Teams, the League, and the Federation failed to adequately address reports and
evidence of misconduct.

Players repeatedly raised concerns in anonymous player surveys and through direct
complaints, but teams, the League, and the Federation failed to adequately address reports and
evidence of misconduct. They either minimized the reports—claiming players were trying to kill
the League, or that a coach was “put in a bad position”—or they ignored them entirely.?*

For example, Riley provoked a steady drumbeat of player and staff complaints of verbal
and emotional abuse, both to his teams and the NWSL and USSF. And player backlash against

Holly was almost immediate at both Sky Blue and Louisville. When players complained in
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anonymous NWSL-solicited player feedback surveys, the NWSL and USSF generally did nothing
about them and players’ comments regarding their coaches were hardly ever provided to teams.?
The few investigations that occurred also failed to successfully root out misconduct. The
League and the Federation failed to establish investigation policies and protocols establishing how
and by whom investigations of abuse would be conducted and how results would be
communicated. And before the NWSL adopted its anti-harassment policy in early 2021, very few
player complaints resulted in investigations. The few investigations that materialized often
narrowly focused on whether a coach’s conduct was “unlawful,” rather than whether it was abusive
or even appropriate for a coach of professional women athletes. In addition, the investigations
frequently minimized or siloed allegations rather than looking for patterns of misconduct.
Moreover, overlapping “jurisdiction” among teams, the NWSL, and USSF, and as of 2017,
SafeSport, enabled each organization to avoid taking independent responsibility for player safety.
Although USSF established and served as Manager of the NWSL for much of its history, coaching
misconduct and other disciplinary issues were viewed as “local” problems for the leagues or
individual teams to solve. The NWSL’s institutional weakness made it an ineffective check on
teams that were unwilling to remove abusive coaches. Teams and individuals occasionally
“checked the box” by providing information to others, such as USSF, the NWSL, or SafeSport,
but they failed to ensure that information was acted upon or that other players were protected—
even when the coach moved on to other teams in the League (like Paul Riley and Christy Holly)

or simultaneously coached or managed youth clubs (like Rory Dames and Paul Riley).

4. Abusive coaches moved from team to team, and even to USSF, because teams, the
League, and USSF failed to identify and inform others of coaches’ misconduct.

Teams repeatedly failed to adequately or accurately disclose the reasons for a coach’s

separation, generally issuing misleading press releases thanking the departing coach for their
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service even when a coach was fired for abusive misconduct.?® In addition, when contacted by
teams considering hiring the departed coach, some teams compounded the obfuscation by
downplaying the coach’s misconduct.

Even where the Federation and/or the League was aware of the misconduct, it typically did
nothing to correct the team’s inaccurate description or minimized the coach’s misconduct. For
example, the Portland Thorns, the Federation, and the League failed to ensure Riley’s conduct was
accurately disclosed to Western New York Flash or North Carolina Courage. When the Courage
reached out to Gulati regarding Riley in connection with their purchase of the team, Gulati simply
referred the Courage to the Thorns, although he was informed that Portland Thorns GM Wilkinson
had told Western New York that Riley “was put in a bad position by the player.”?’

In general, teams, the NWSL, and USSF appear to have prioritized concerns of legal
exposure to litigation by coaches—and the risk of drawing negative attention to the team or
League—over player safety and well-being. Certain teams also cloaked information about coach
misconduct in attorney-client privilege, non-disclosure agreements, and non-disparagement
clauses. For example, the Portland Thorns vigorously attempted to prevent our investigation from
using the 2015 Thorns Report—which had been in USSF’s possession since 2015—on the grounds
that it was protected by attorney-client privilege and common-interest privilege, despite all
evidence to the contrary. Similarly, even as it terminated Christy Holly for cause, Louisville
entered a mutual non-disclosure and non-disparagement agreement with Holly. The team insists

that the NDA prohibits anyone associated with the team—even former employees—from speaking

at all about Holly’s tenure with the team, including in connection with this investigation.
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5. A culture of abuse, silence, and fear of retaliation perpetuated the misconduct.

The ubiquity of certain kinds of sexist or demeaning remarks as “tough coaching”
normalized verbal and emotional abuse. Overwhelming numbers of players, coaches, and USSF
staff observed that women players are conditioned to accept and respond to abusive coaching
behaviors as youth players. By the time they reach the professional level, many do not recognize
the conduct as abusive. Notably, Riley and Dames maintained their influence in elite youth soccer
programs during their tenures as head coaches in the NWSL.

Intimate relationships between coaches and adult players also were normalized. Some
coaches, like Riley, Dames, and Holly, are married to former players—some are even married to
former youth or college players—which desensitized the system about power imbalances. The
League’s failure to adopt an anti-fraternization policy until 2018—and its failure to educate players
and coaches about it—meant that many players, staff, and coaches did not know when certain
relationships crossed a line, and many failed to recognize the impact a power imbalance can have
on consent.

Soccer’s culture of protecting “open secrets” that many have heard, but few feel
responsible to report, also normalized coaching misconduct and permitted teams, the NWSL, and
USSF to avoid addressing the misconduct. Although certain players doggedly reported
misconduct, other players and staff were hesitant to report because it was “not their story to tell”
and they did not want to report “rumors.” The teams’, League’s, and Federation’s repeated failure
to address misconduct that seemed to be widely known—or at least widely suspected—also caused
some to believe that reporting would be futile. Many assistant coaches, front office staff, and others
feared retaliation for coming forward, both in connection with their current roles as well as

opportunities they may have in the future. They feared the consequences that might result from
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their elimination from a network that seemed to create professional or college soccer careers. Many
expressed these concerns even in connection with their participation in this investigation.

Players were also repeatedly enlisted in the effort to keep the League afloat by protecting
it from scandal and were told to be grateful that they had an opportunity to play professional soccer
at all. The threat of team or league failure was acute and persistent. The NWSL was the third
attempt to field a women’s professional league and was established with low capital requirements
to ensure the league had eight teams. Many teams seemed to be one bad season away from
shuttering. Players reported being told by Federation leadership and certain team owners that the
League was not commercially successful enough to warrant further financial investment, and that

the only way to ensure the League’s survival was for players to support the League.

6. Players lacked job security and protection from retaliation, further chilling reports
of misconduct.

Against the backdrop of widespread misconduct, institutional failures, and individual
inaction, a number of factors chilled player reports of misconduct. As with any professional league,
players simply wanted to play, and sought to maximize their chances of being called up to the
National Team. They did not want to be seen as troublemakers. In addition, until the new collective
bargaining agreement, about 75% of the players in the League earned less than $31,000 per year.
Many lived in housing provided by their teams. And in some instances, some coaches served as
both coach and general manager, or effectively did so by virtue of their power in the club,
solidifying further the power imbalance between coaches and players.

The players who did report misconduct or participate in investigations were often traded,
met with skepticism or ridicule, or both. For example, players who voiced concerns about Dames
were traded (in some cases unfavorably) following their complaints. Other players viewed those

trades as retaliatory (as do certain of the players who were traded), which in turn caused them to
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stay silent regarding their own concerns. Dames also reportedly joked about player complaints—
even about the 2018 USSF Investigation into his conduct—which chilled players from coming
forward.”

Many players told us that even if they had felt safe reporting misconduct, they did not know
how or where to make their report. Most teams did not have Human Resources officers, and no
one at the League or USSF was responsible for player safety. Importantly, until the fall of 2021,
neither the League nor teams had independent, anonymous reporting lines, underscoring the

message that complaints or concerns were not welcome.

7. Teams, the League, and USSF should supplement SafeSport’s efforts to keep players
safe.

Congress empowered SafeSport to assert exclusive jurisdiction over sexual misconduct
allegations of abuse by coaches licensed by USSF, but there are serious limitations to its
effectiveness in professional soccer. Importantly, SafeSport’s jurisdictional mandate does not
preclude the NWSL or the teams from independently investigating and resolving sexual
misconduct allegations.

Many in the NWSL environment wrongly believe SafeSport applies only to youth players,
and few report misconduct allegations to SafeSport. Moreover, SafeSport is not sufficiently
resourced to expeditiously investigate and resolve sexual misconduct allegations involving
Federation-licensed coaches in the League.

There has also been an understanding, which SafeSport has itself promulgated, that USSF
either need not (or cannot) act once SafeSport has exercised exclusive jurisdiction. If SafeSport
asserts jurisdiction, USSF faces barriers to independently investigating and unilaterally prohibiting
offenders from coaching, even where it determines the coach’s behavior is disqualifying. But the

Federation can do more in sexual misconduct investigations. USSF’s anti-abuse efforts historically
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have focused on establishing processes and policies to comply with SafeSport, rather than the
broader question of how to eliminate abusive coaches. Although the SafeSport Code permits USSF
to implement temporary measures, safety plans, and/or make employment determinations, USSF
historically has declined to take independent action for fear of Congressional rebuke or negative
precedent in a SafeSport proceeding.

In recent years, and particularly amidst recent media reports of coaching misconduct, USSF
has moved more aggressively to implement sanctions, demonstrating that such measures are

possible and effective.

8. USSF’s, the NWSL'’s, and certain team’s failure to adequately respond to reports and
evidence of misconduct put additional players at risk and created a toxic tone from
the top.

When teams, the NWSL, and USSF failed to adequately respond to player complaints, they
created the impression that certain types of misconduct were acceptable. In doing so, they not only
failed to address reported misconduct, they left other players who could be future victims at risk.
Moreover, inadequate discipline for coaching misconduct emboldened offenders and created

opportunities for retaliation.

9. Abuse in women’s professional leagues appears rooted in youth soccer.

The culture of tolerating verbal abuse of players goes beyond the NWSL. While the scope
of our investigation was limited to allegations of misconduct in the League, some of the coaches
whose conduct we examined had significant connections to youth soccer, and, in Dames’s case,
were also reported to have been abusive as youth coaches. During the course of our investigation,
we confronted multiple historical reports of verbal and sexual abuse of youth soccer players.
Players also told us that their experiences of verbal abuse and blurred relationships with coaches

in youth soccer impacted their ability to discern what was out of bounds in the NWSL.
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Recommendations

At the end of this report, we make a series of recommendations aimed at preventing abuse
in the future, holding wrongdoers accountable, enhancing transparency, addressing safety in youth
soccer, and fostering a professional environment where players are treated with respect. These
recommendations are not exhaustive. Rather, they are intended to provide a framework to confront
the institutional failures that perpetuated misconduct and provide a safe and respectful

environment for professional women soccer players.
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1. THE INVESTIGATION

On October 2, 2021, the Federation announced that it had retained Sally Q. Yates, a Partner
at King & Spalding LLP, to lead an independent investigation into the allegations of sexual
misconduct and other abusive behavior in women’s professional soccer. Our mandate was broad:
conduct an investigation into public and nonpublic allegations of misconduct; identify structural
and cultural aspects of the National Women’s Soccer League (“NWSL” or “the League”) that may
have allowed, facilitated, or perpetuated such behavior; and issue a public report that addresses the
underlying facts and makes recommendations to prevent similar issues from recurring.

1.1 Independence

At the outset, USSF pledged to provide King & Spalding with full autonomy to follow the
facts and evidence wherever they may lead. USSF delivered on its commitment. Neither USSF nor
any other party has influenced the content of this report.

King & Spalding designed and conducted the investigation without interference from the
Federation. USSF fully cooperated and provided us with prompt access to documents, employees,
and information.

To further ensure the independence of our investigation, USSF retained separate counsel
to represent its interests in connection with the NWSL/NWSL Players Association (“NWSLPA™)
joint investigation (“NWSL/NWSLPA Joint Investigation”).

1.2 Investigative Team

Our investigation team was led by Sally Q. Yates, Partner at King & Spalding and former
Deputy Attorney General of the United States. The all-women investigation team included former

federal prosecutors and former college athletes, including a former NCAA Division I soccer
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player.”” The team has significant experience conducting both internal and government
investigations, including investigations concerning allegations of sexual misconduct.*

1.3 Scope of Engagement

Given the breadth of our mandate, the scope of our investigation was broad. Not only did
we investigate allegations of abusive behavior and sexual misconduct, but we also evaluated
organizational awareness and action (or inaction) regarding abuse, and developed
recommendations for reform. We conducted over two hundred interviews of current and former
Federation personnel, players, coaches, owners, front office employees, and others with relevant
information from eleven current and former League teams. Our investigative team reviewed over
89,000 documents and other materials produced by USSF, NWSL, teams, players, and other
external sources. We also reviewed voluminous public sources and other publicly available
materials, including, but not limited to, legislative materials, press releases, news articles, court
filings, books, open letters, social media posts, podcasts, and documentaries.

While the scope of our investigation was broad, it was not boundless. For example, we did
not investigate standalone allegations of abusive behavior and misconduct in the NWSL’s
predecessor leagues, the Women’s United Soccer Association (“WUSA”) and Women’s
Professional Soccer (“WPS”). Nor did our mandate include a review of youth soccer.

This report does not purport to serve as a record of every single fact, document, or witness
statement that we have gathered in the course of our investigation, but rather focuses on key events
and information.

We benefitted immeasurably from the assistance and cooperation of multiple individuals
and organizations. Above all, we thank the players who contributed their stories for their bravery,
candor, time, and trust. We would also thank the NWSLPA and USWNTPA for their contributions

to our investigation, including by providing us with documents, sitting for interviews, and helping
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us bring certain conduct to light. We also acknowledge the contributions of SafeSport. We had
numerous conversations about the organization’s overall mandate and investigative processes,
including how those processes applied to USSF and the NWSL in particular, and how they could
be improved to identify, investigate, and prevent abuse.

1.4  Methodology
1.4.1 Confidentiality and Anonymity

We established two dedicated email addresses (Yates Soccerlnvestigation@kslaw.com
and Soccerlnvestigation@kslaw.com), as well as an independent and confidential telephone
reporting line (1-877-KS-INFO-9), for individuals who believed that they had relevant
information. Only members of the investigative team have access to complaints and inquiries
submitted through these email addresses and reporting line.

To mitigate witnesses’ concerns of retaliation and encourage candor, we assured certain
witnesses that they could remain anonymous and have taken steps to protect their identities from
disclosure. In some instances, we have described specific events and incidents in a manner so as
to not reveal those sources.

1.4.2 Witness Interviews

During the course of our investigation, we conducted well over 200 interviews of key
stakeholders in women’s professional soccer, including current and former USSF personnel;
former NWSL personnel; current and former team ownership, team front-office and technical staff;
USWNTPA leadership; current and former NWSLPA leadership; current and former NWSL
players; SafeSport investigators; and other stakeholders.

Certain individuals did not agree to be interviewed. Dan Flynn, the former CEO of USSF,
declined to be interviewed but provided written responses to our questions through counsel. Rory

Dames did not agree to be interviewed but provided through counsel written statements concerning
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certain topics. Paul Riley likewise never agreed to be interviewed and, despite agreeing to provide
written responses, failed to do so. Jeff Plush, former Commissioner of the League, and B.J. Snow,
former Head Coach of the U-23 National Team and Director of Talent Identification for the
National Team, did not respond to our repeated outreach.

Our investigative team worked to corroborate witnesses’ recollections with
contemporaneous records, including, but not limited to, emails, electronic documents, personal
notes, and calendars. However, in certain circumstances, we were unable to identify or locate such
material. Under those circumstances, the investigative team relied upon witnesses’ memories.
During our conversations with witnesses, we took care to ask open-ended questions and avoid
leading questions. Finally, in making factual findings, our investigative team assessed witness
credibility by taking into account demeanor, candor, potential biases, experience, and personal
motivations.

1.4.3 Document Collections and Review

The investigative team reviewed roughly 89,000 documents and other materials produced
