
INTERVIEW DANIELLE WOODWARD

Danielle Waterman 
England’s longest-serving international women’s rugby player 

talks about physical and mental wellbeing, resilience and 
confidence, and inspiring young girls to be their best selves

Having two older brothers taught me a lot about survival.  
I never thought of myself as different from them; we’d play rugby 
and there was never any leeway shown to me. It was a case of: ‘If 
she wants to join in, she’s got to be good enough.’ And that’s the 
mentality I had; if I wanted to play against my brothers, who  
I looked up to, I had to be good enough. It made me determined.

I was lucky to have encouraging, supportive parents who 
were my role models – there weren’t many female role models 
in sport when I was growing up. It’s different now, with lots of 
amazing women in British sport as positive examples to young 
girls. I played rugby with boys until I was 12 and they never made 
me feel different because I was a girl, but I did feel different  
to other girls because I was the only one in my rugby club. 

I think both boys and girls need male and female role models. 
A guy sent me a tweet saying his son had watched the men’s and 
women’s rugby tournaments last year, and wanted to be as fast as 
Elliot Daly with footwork like Danielle Waterman! It meant a lot. 

The situation for women’s sport has improved, but there’s a 
long way to go. It’s about exposure; showcasing the women’s game 
in the media. The regularity of male sport allows the public to 
engage with teams and players, and that’s what women’s sport 
needs. It’s cyclical: more exposure makes it more commercially 
viable for sponsors, which feeds more money into the game, which 
allows more players to play professionally, which increases 
funding. The crowds and viewing figures show an appetite for it. 

I’m hard on myself and don’t like to make mistakes, but  
I’ve learned it’s the reaction to the mistake, not the mistake itself, 
that’s important. In league sport, you live in an intense bubble; 
everything you do is assessed – it’s a high-pressure world. You 
don’t get many minutes playing the game you love, especially in  
an England shirt, so you must make the most of every opportunity. 

A few years ago, I ruptured a ligament in my knee and was 
told I couldn’t play again, which was devastating. My mum 

always said, ‘There is no such word as “can’t,”’ so, when I was  
told, ‘You can’t play again,’ I thought, ‘I’m definitely going to!’  
I resolved to get back to playing and to get to the Olympics for the 
first time ever. That’s when I really acknowledged the challenges 
I was facing mentally, as well as coping with my physical pain.  
Our team doctor told me that no matter how much I trained,  
I wouldn’t improve until I was happier and more confident. It 
was at that point that I realised I needed to get help for my mental 
health; and without that support, I wouldn’t have played again. 

Winning the World Cup in 2014 was incredible, and it was 
wonderful to share the experience with people who had gone 
through a lot to get there. It was also my first opportunity to 
play for England after I came back from my injury. I’d drafted a 
resignation email while I was injured, so to get through that, and 
have the opportunity to wear an England shirt again was special. 

Playing rugby is my passion; it enriches me. When I was 
injured, my dad said, ‘You’ve achieved a lot, you don’t need to 
carry on,’ but my instant reaction was, ‘I need to keep going.’  
I’ve built up a lot of resilience and determination but it’s basically 
because I love what I do, so the enjoyment I get from it is worth it. 

As well as the physical side, there are many components  
to sport that are brilliant for a happy and healthy life. When  
I play, I challenge myself technically and tactically, I work with 
other people, deal with failure and overcome adversity – all  
these help develop resilience and confidence. I love mentoring 
children; it’s great to be able to inspire young people and instil 
confidence in them around achieving and self-belief. 

Being open-minded and tolerant are important values  
for me; you never know what’s happening in someone’s life.  
It’s unfair to judge when you don’t know the full story. Manners 
are also a priority; it costs nothing to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’; 
showing gratitude takes no effort and can mean so much. 

Find out more at nolliwaterman.com. Danielle Waterman is an ambassador  
for mouthguard company OPRO. For more information, visit opro.com
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