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Oregon Duck football hero Joey Harrington 
would have a pad slathered in football 
memorabilia. But upon initial glance, not 
a single college or NFL shot glass or jersey 
graces the interior. For Mr. and Mrs. Har-
rington, parents of 2-year-old son Jack, be-
ing low-key suits them fine. Having a con-
versation with Joey and Emily about their 
latest nonprofit work through the Harrington 
Family Foundation is where their decidedly 
grounded humility shines through.    

Sure, there have been well-documented 
ups and downs in Joey’s professional ca-
reer. He acknowledges that while many 
people know him as a football player, that 
chosen path didn’t define who he was. 
Grounded by a strong sense of family, faith 
and community, Joey remains clear about 
his life’s priorities of giving back.

Emily, his wife, is a nurse with a passion for 
improving access and quality of health-
care. Both feel a strong sense of commit-
ment to organizations serving kids. Joey 
and Emily agree that becoming parents 
two years ago to their beautiful son Jack 
has been the biggest blessing and eye 
opener of their lives.

Now that they’re back in Portland to stay, 
they’re excited to be home and to solidify 
a place within the nonprofit world through 
the development and growth of the  
Harrington Family Foundation …
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Janna: How has your life changed since 
having a child?  

Joey: It’s one of the most humbling and 
joyful experiences, both at the same 
time. You think you’re prepared. Then, 
you bring the baby home, and it’s ‘Okay, 
now what?’ You’re constantly learning 
and growing as a parent to figure out 
what to do to raise your child. You’re 
going to make mistakes. He’s going to 
throw you curve balls. But at the same 
time, he wakes up in the morning and 
starts counting to ten, and ‘Mommy, 
Daddy, up,’ walks up and gives you big 
hug and a kiss. And it’s … incredible. 
Absolutely life-changing.

Emily: Joey and I knew we wanted to 
have children. We had the things many 
couples make sure they have before 
making the decision to have a family: 
financial security, a home, basic neces-
sities for a child. We felt prepared. I 
thought, being a healthcare provider 
and working with babies, there’s noth-
ing this child could throw at me that I’m 
not prepared for. Yet, when we had our 
child, we were knocked pretty far back 
on our heels because one can’t truly 
prepare for it until you’re in it. I’d like to 
think Joey and I are both selfless people 
but parenting is a never-before encoun-
tered force of selflessness. 

JL: When you have a child you can have 
a game plan, but nothing stays to the 
rules.

JH: Your kid doesn’t care about your 
game plan.

E: You’re a parent for life. I’m a 30-year-
old woman and when Jack was a new-

born and Joey was in New Orleans 
playing, I was having a hard time. I 
thought of my mom and dad. They’re 
the first people I call. You’re a parent for 
your entire life. 

JL: Joey, for you having a son, being 
close with your dad and the whole 
perception about following in his foot-
steps, did you have any preconceived 
notions about what you wanted for 
your son, but then changed your mind 
once your son was born? 

JH: I don’t want to say the idea of fol-
lowing in my dad’s footsteps is over-
blown, but I think it’s a … nice, ste-
reotypical story. People assume that a 
father pushes, that my dad pushed me 
towards Oregon or towards football. 
But that wasn’t the case at all. If any-
thing, he was cautious not to do that. 

JL: Do people generally have that mis-
conception?

JH: In general, people do. But not 
people who know my father. He was 
fantastic. He’s an incredibly wonderful 
man, nothing but supportive when I 
was growing up. He didn’t push me in 
any one direction when I was decid-
ing where I wanted to go to school. He 
was very objective … here are the good 
things, here are the bad things … you 
make your decision. 

JL:  You and Emily both come from 
tight families with strong religious 
faith. How does this play a part in your 
parenting?  

JH: We were both raised in Catholic 
families. My great uncle was our parish 

priest for many years up at All Saints. It’s 
been a part of my life and family. 

E: It’s transparent. 

JH: Right … It just is. It’s part of our 
family and I love that part of our fam-
ily. What I love about our faith, and 
our church, growing up, was the sense 
of community and taking care of each 
other. That’s one of the things that has 
stuck out for me is the idea that it takes 
a village to raise a child … the idea of … 
helping out family members, the idea 
of community. That’s a very faith-based 
idea for me. It’s not just about me. I’m 
not the only person. It’s about looking 
out for those around you.

JL: Did faith help you deal with all the 
glamour, attention and trappings of 
life in the NFL? Did it help balance or 
equalize you?

JH: Absolutely. I was able to put football 
in its place and say football was what I 
do, not what I am. This was largely based 
on a background of family and faith.

JL: Obviously in the big leagues there’s 
a lot of pressure to perform. I’ve al-
ways wondered about the clutch play; 
the pressure of being in that moment 
… what goes through a quarterback’s 
mind? You’re down a few points, there’s 
20 seconds left, you’ve got the ball, get-
ting ready to toss it, there’s a millisecond 
to decide what to do, millions of people 
are watching … some athletes describe 
this moment of intense pressure almost 
as a nothingness.

JH: You don’t think. It’s an absence of 
thought. It’s reactionary. It’s a matter of 

doing it so many times, 
over and over again, and 
practicing that situation, 
that route and visual-
izing it. People see what 
happens on Saturday or 
Sunday. They see that 
one play, but they don’t 
see the years of practice 
that went into  getting to 
that point. For me it’s just fo-
cus. ‘Here’s where I am, here’s 
where I need to get to.’ Until I get 
to that point there’s nothing else that 
comes through my head. It’s just a con-
stant state of focus.

JL: This state of focus is certainly  
a unique component of successful  
athletes.  

JH: It’s the nature of successful sports. 
When I got into the NFL, it was a prior-
ity for me, but it was put in its place. I 
had perspective on what life is about. All 
the things that guys in the locker room 
thought were important? To me, they 
were … ehhh … really pretty trivial. 
We’re playing a game; a sport. People 
pay us tons of money to play a sport. 
There are thousands of other people out 
there who can’t go see the doctor.

I saw a side of people and sports that … 
I don’t know. Like when you have peo-
ple calling and leaving you death threats 
because you threw an interception, or 
people are screaming ‘I spent $100 on 
this ticket and you didn’t win the game 
for me.’  I think, well, You know what? 
You have your health, your family—life’s 
great. In some respects, in order to be 
successful at that level you almost have 

to put a fake 
sense of importance 
on it. I eventually realized I’d rather be 
successful in life than successful in the 
NFL because I believed that in order to 
be successful in the NFL I was going to 
have to sacrifice certain things. 

JL: Those thoughts must have included 
your wife or family?

JH: There’s a reason why so many guys 
in the NFL don’t see their kids. There’s 
a reason why nearly 90% of people who 
are married in the NFL while playing 
are divorced within five years, and then 
they’re done playing. You place such an 
importance … your identity … every-
thing on this sport and when it’s done, 
when it’s over, your life collapses and 
you have nothing to hang your hat on. 

JL: Was there anybody inside or outside 
of sports that you admired and looked 
up to that gave you that balance about 
the bigger picture in life?

JH: From the outside looking in, I think 

Tom Brady is a guy in football doing a 
good job at this. He seems grounded. 
I know him on a casual level, but not 
enough to know his family details. He 
seems to balance things that are impor-
tant and still maintain a sense of being 
grounded.

E: Our family is our center. Our core 
groups of friends are the same people we 
grew up with. We all have kids around 
the same age. Though our friends share 
similar values with us, we’re in a little 
bit different places in life. We pull a lot 
on the support of friends and family to 
maintain our sense of selves. 

JH: We finally have stability. I remem-
ber sitting in New Orleans, having a 
conversation, ‘Well, do we unpack Jack’s 
boxes? Do we set up his room?’ We 
didn’t know if we’d be there next week. 

JL: Since you’ve been home, you’ve 
been able to get reacquainted with the 
community, including its needs, and 
have extended support to local orga-
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nizations such as 
Project Access Now. 
How did your sup-
port efforts evolve 
to increase aware-
ness about health-
care affordability 
and access? 

JH: Emily intro-
duced us to it. It was 
her nursing profes-
sion that brought 
us to Project Access 
Now. 

E: One of the board 
members was one 
of my preceptors 
when I was going 
through graduate 
school.  

JL: There are ap-
p r o x i m a t e l y 
300,000 people un-
der- or non-insured 
in Oregon. The 
largest numbers of 
these people are 
underinsured; they 
still pay premiums, 

but if something hap-
pens because of lack 

of coverage, a major 
illness could be cata-

strophic. The energy and 
time it takes to navigate a 

complex system is daunting. 
As a nurse, Emily, what do you 

see the benefits are of organizations 
such as Project Access Now?
 
E: They do a great job of identifying 
medical providers in the city that have 
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for existing programs. So 
if there’s an agenda to raise 
money for charity, you need to 
know where to go. I spent the last 
year or so trying to figure that out. 
Most of our fundraising is happening 
through work that I do. 

JL: The mission of the Harrington Family 
Foundation is that “Every child has a right to 
receive a quality education and proper health-
care in a safe and nurturing community.” Most 
of what you do is financially supported statewide, 
by “community partners, respected organizations, 
businesses, and individuals who are dedicated to the 
belief that improving the quality of life for children 
today is an investment in the well-being of society 
tomorrow.” It’s an awesome mission. Do you ever feel 
overwhelmed?

JH: I’m humbled by it, really. Children’s spirits are pure. 
Through the work of our foundation, and the programs 
and services we fund, we can really give kids and their 
families opportunities they may not have. With even 
just the basic stuff that so many of us take for granted, 
I’ve seen firsthand that a little can do a lot. 

JL: Are you excited by the prospects of the future and 
the work ahead in terms of building community?

JH: Playing football afforded me a lot of options and 
opportunities. I used that time to learn about myself 
as well as others. I loved the game, I loved being com-
petitive. I loved hard work. I enjoyed learning new 
plays. I loved practice. I loved the fans. But most of 
all, I was grateful for the opportunities both col-
lege and the NFL provided me to give back. To 
help others. To open doors for those who were 
less fortunate. Portland is my home. My family, 
this place, and the people in it are what make 
my life so special. And I intend to show that 
giving to the community and helping others 
who have helped me along the way is an 
opportunity I won’t take for granted. 

time and resources to give based on 
care specialty. The definition of who 
the needy are has changed. It could be a 
neighbor down the street who’s in con-
struction, maybe had basic health insur-
ance, but with the economy the way it 
is, they had to cut back or let it go. They 
seem to have a normal house, drive cars, 
look together… but they’re uninsured 
and maybe have something like diabe-
tes or high blood pressure which opens 
them up to a lot of risk. So linking those 
two up: fantastic providers willing to 
give care to the people who need it.

JL: Was creating the Harrington Fam-
ily Foundation a meaningful way to get 
involved with organizations doing great 
work?

E: Joey was 23, and afforded an amount 
of financial resources at a young age. 
Having a family foundation was natural 
given our upbringing. Joey’s dad and 
other family members were educators; 
it was a way for us to give back in fitting 
ways to important things. 

JL: Joey, it must be fantastic that aside 
from your wife, your whole family is 
involved in the foundation. You grew 
up volunteering together as a family for 
many causes. Your brothers Michael and 
Nick; your dad, John, who sits on many 
boards, is a retired high school principal 
and president of Central Catholic High 
School; and your mom, Valerie, who ran 
her own architectural practice are part 
of the team. There’s a lot of knowledge 
and talent to bring to the table just with-
in your family. Moving forward, what 
are your plans? 

JH: Now that Emily and I are home, 
the foundation will be a full-time focus 
for us. The foundation provides funds 


