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Ferguson’s Formula

by Anita Elberse with Sir Alex Ferguson

Some call him
the greatest
coach in history.

Before retiring in May 2013, Sir Alex Ferguson spent
26 seasons as the manager of Manchester United, the
English football (soccer) club that ranks among the most
successful and valuable franchises in sports. During that
time the club won 13 English league titles along with 25
other domestic and international trophies—giving him an
overall haul nearly double that of the next-most-successful
English club manager. And Ferguson was far more than a
coach. He played a central role in the United organization,
managing not just the first team but the entire club. “Steve
Jobs was Apple; Sir Alex Ferguson is Manchester United,”
says the club’s former chief executive David Gill.

In 2012 Harvard Business School professor Anita
Elberse had a unique opportunity to examine Ferguson’s
management approach and developed an HBS case study
around it. Now she and Ferguson have collaborated on an
analysis of his enormously successful methods.
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ANITA ELBERSE: Success and staying power like Sir
Alex Ferguson’s demand study—and not just by foot-
ball fans. How did he do it? Can one identify habits
that enabled his success and principles that guided
it? During what turned out to be his final season in
charge, my former student Tom Dye and I conducted
a series of in-depth interviews with Ferguson about
his leadership methods and watched him in action
at United’s training ground and at its famed stadium,
Old Trafford, where a nine-foot bronze statue of the
former manager now looms outside. We spoke with
many of the people Ferguson worked with, from
David Gill to the club’s assistant coaches, kit man-
ager, and players. And we observed Ferguson during
numerous short meetings and conversations with
players and staff members in the hallways, in the
cafeteria, on the training pitch, and wherever else
the opportunity arose. Ferguson later came to HBS
to see the ensuing case study taught, provide his
views, and answer students’ questions, resulting in
standing-room-only conditions in my classroom and
a highly captivating exchange.

Ferguson and I discussed eight leadership les-
sons that capture crucial elements of his approach.
Although I’ve tried not to push the angle too hard,
many of them can certainly be applied more broadly,
to business and to life. In the article that follows, I
describe each lesson as I observed it, and then give
Ferguson his say.

Start with the Foundation
Upon his arrival at Manchester, in 1986, Ferguson set
about creating a structure for the long term by mod-
ernizing United’s youth program. He established
two “centers of excellence” for promising players as
young as nine and recruited a number of scouts, urg-
ing them to bring him the top young talent. The best-
known of'his early signings was David Beckham. The
most important was probably Ryan Giggs, whom
Ferguson noticed as a skinny 13-year-old in 1986 and
who went on to become the most decorated British
footballer of all time. At 39, Giggs is still a United reg-
ular. The longtime stars Paul Scholes and Gary Nev-
ille were also among Ferguson’s early youth program
investments. Together with Giggs and Beckham,
they formed the core of the great United teams of the
late 1990s and early 2000s, which Ferguson credits
with shaping the club’s modern identity.

It was a big bet on young talent, and at a time
when the prevailing wisdom was, as one respected
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television commentator put it, “You can’t win any-
thing with kids.” Ferguson approached the process
systematically. He talks about the difference be-
tween building a team, which is what most managers
concentrate on, and building a club.

SIR ALEX FERGUSON: From the moment I got to Man-
chester United, I thought of only one thing: building
a football club. I wanted to build right from the bot-
tom. That was in order to create fluency and a conti-
nuity of supply to the first team. With this approach,
the players all grow up together, producing a bond
that, in turn, creates a spirit.

When I arrived, only one player on the first team
was under 24. Can you imagine that, for a club like
Manchester United? I knew that a focus on youth
would fit the club’s history, and my earlier coaching
experience told me that winning with young players
could be done and that I was good at working with
them. So I had the confidence and conviction that if
United was going to mean anything again, rebuilding
the youth structure was crucial. You could say it was
brave, but fortune favors the brave.

The first thought of 99% of newly appointed man-
agers is to make sure they win—to survive. So they
bring experienced players in. That’s simply because
we’re in a results-driven industry. At some clubs, you
need only to lose three games in a row, and you’re
fired. In today’s football world, with a new breed of
directors and owners, I am not sure any club would
have the patience to wait for a manager to build a
team over a four-year period.

Winning a game is only a short-term gain—you
can lose the next game. Building a club brings stabil-
ity and consistency. You don’t ever want to take your
eyes off the first team, but our youth development
efforts ended up leading to our many successes in
the 1990s and early 2000s. The young players really
became the spirit of the club.

I always take great pride in seeing younger play-
ers develop. The job of a manager, like that of a
teacher, is to inspire people to be better. Give them
better technical skills, make them winners, make
them better people, and they can go anywhere in life.
When you give young people a chance, you not only
create a longer life span for the team, you also create
loyalty. They will always remember that you were
the manager who gave them their first opportunity.
Once they know you are batting for them, they will
accept your way. You’re really fostering a sense of
family. If you give young people your attention and
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THE RECORD THE QUESTION
Before his retirement in May,
after 26 years in charge at the

United, Sir Alex Ferguson was playing field?
perhaps the most successful

coach in all of sports. United

won the English league 13 times

during his tenure, along with

25 other domestic and interna-

tional trophies.

THE LESSONS

What were the methods behind Ferguson’s approach can be
Ferguson’s success, and can
English football club Manchester they be applied beyond the

broken down into eight leader-
ship principles, ranging from
the value of standing back and
observing to the specifics of
preparing to win.

an opportunity to succeed, it is amazing how much
they will surprise you.

Dare to Rebuild Your Team
Even in times of great success, Ferguson worked
to rebuild his team. He is credited with assembling
five distinct league-winning squads during his time
at the club and continuing to win trophies all the
while. His decisions were driven by a keen sense of
where his team stood in the cycle of rebuilding and
by a similarly keen sense of players’ life cycles—how
much value the players were bringing to the team at
any point in time. Managing the talent development
process inevitably involved cutting players, includ-
ing loyal veterans to whom Ferguson had a personal
attachment. “He’s never really looking at this mo-
ment, he’s always looking into the future,” Ryan
Giggs told us. “Knowing what needs strengthening
and what needs refreshing—he’s got that knack.”
Our analysis of a decade’s worth of player trans-
fer data revealed Ferguson to be a uniquely effec-
tive “portfolio manager” of talent. He is strategic,
rational, and systematic. In the past decade, during
which Manchester United won the English league
five times, the club spent less on incoming transfers

JOURNEY TO GREATNESS

Alex Ferguson is named manager of

than its rivals Chelsea, Manchester City, and Liver-
pool did. One reason was a continued commitment
to young players: Those under 25 constituted a far
higher share of United’s incoming transfers than of
its competitors’. And because United was willing to
sell players who still had good years ahead of them,
it made more money from outgoing transfers than
most of its rivals did—so the betting on promising
talent could continue. Many of those bets were made
on very young players on the cusp of superstardom.
(Ferguson did occasionally shell out top money for
established superstars, such as the Dutch striker
Robin van Persie, bought for $35 million at the start
of the 2012-2013 season, when he was 29.) Young
players were given the time and conditions to suc-
ceed, most older players were sold to other teams
while they were still valuable properties, and a few
top veterans were kept around to lend continuity
and carry the culture of the club forward.

FERGUSON: We identified three levels of players:
those 30 and older, those roughly 23 to 30, and
the younger ones coming in. The idea was that the
younger players were developing and would meet
the standards that the older ones had set. Although
I was always trying to disprove it, I believe that the

Manchester United, having won 10
major trophies in six years at Aberdeen,
including a European cup over Real
Madrid. United is second to last in its
league and faces the threat of being
relegated to a lower division. But under
Ferguson’s leadership, it finishes the
season 11th out of 22 teams.
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Analyzing player transfer data reveals Ferguson
to be a uniquely effective “portfolio manager” of
talent. He is strategic, rational, and systematic.

cycle of a successful team lasts maybe four years,
and then some change is needed. So we tried to vi-
sualize the team three or four years ahead and make
decisions accordingly. Because I was at United for
such a long time, I could afford to plan ahead—no
one expected me to go anywhere. [ was very fortu-
nate in that respect.

The goal was to evolve gradually, moving older
players out and younger players in. It was mainly
about two things: First, who did we have coming
through and where did we see them in three years’
time, and second, were there signs that existing
players were getting older? Some players can go on
for a long time, like Ryan Giggs, Paul Scholes, and
Rio Ferdinand, but age matters. The hardest thing is
to let go of a player who has been a great guy—but
all the evidence is on the field. If you see the change,
the deterioration, you have to ask yourself what
things are going to be like two years ahead.

Set High Standards—
and Hold Everyone to Them
Ferguson speaks passionately about wanting to
instill values in his players. More than giving them
technical skills, he wanted to inspire them to strive
to do better and to never give up—in other words, to
make them winners.

His intense desire to win stemmed in part from
his own experiences as a player. After success at sev-
eral small Scottish clubs, he signed with a top club,

Rangers—the team he had supported as a boy—but
soon fell out of favor with the new manager. He left
Rangers three years later with only a Scottish Cup
Final runner-up’s medal to show for his time there.

“The adversity gave me a sense of determination that
has shaped my life,” he told us. “I made up my mind
that Iwould never give in.”

Ferguson looked for the same attitude in his
players. He recruited what he calls “bad losers” and
demanded that they work extremely hard. Over
the years this attitude became contagious—players
didn’t accept teammates’ not giving it their all. The
biggest stars were no exception.

FERGUSON: Everything we did was about maintain-
ing the standards we had set as a football club—this
applied to all my team building and all my team
preparation, motivational talks, and tactical talks.
For example, we never allowed a bad training ses-
sion. What you see in training manifests itself on the
game field. So every training session was about qual-
ity. We didn’t allow a lack of focus. It was about in-
tensity, concentration, speed—a high level of perfor-
mance. That, we hoped, made our players improve
with each session.

I had to lift players’ expectations. They should
never give in. I said that to them all the time: “If you
give in once, yowll give in twice.” And the work ethic
and energy I had seemed to spread throughout the
club. I used to be the first to arrive in the morning.
In my later years, a lot of my staff members would

FA FA CHARITY
Ccup SHIELD

EUROPEAN CUP
WINNERS’ CUP

UEFA
SUPER CUP

MAY 12,1990

Manchester United wins its first
trophy under Ferguson—the
prestigious FA (Football Associa-
tion) Cup. His United teams will
ultimately win 38 domestic and
international titles, making
Ferguson the most decorated
manager in English football history.
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A‘\%“:;}q Ryan Giggs makes his league debut.

Giggs, then 17, came up through the club’s
youth academy, which Ferguson revitalized
upon his arrival. Giggs is widely recognized
as one of the most influential players in
the club’s 135-year history, having made a
record number of appearances and won
an unmatched 35 trophies to date.
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already be there when I got in at 7 AM. I think they
understood why I came in early—they knew there
was a job to be done. There was a feeling that “if he
candoit, thenIcandoit.”

I constantly told my squad that working hard
all your life is a talent. But I expected even more
from the star players. I expected them to work even
harder. I said, “You’ve got to show that you are the
top players.” And they did. That’s why they are star
players—they are prepared to work harder. Super-
stars with egos are not the problem some people may
think. They need to be winners, because that mas-
sages their egos, so they will do what it takes to win.
T used to see [Cristiano] Ronaldo [one of the world’s
top forwards, who now plays for Real Madrid], Beck-
ham, Giggs, Scholes, and others out there practicing
for hours. I’d have to chase them in. I"d be banging
on the window saying, “We’ve got a game on Sat-
urday.” But they wanted the time to practice. They
realized that being a Manchester United player is not
an easy job.

Never, Ever Cede Control

“You can’t ever lose control—not when you are deal-
ing with 30 top professionals who are all million-
aires,” Ferguson told us. “And if any players want to
take me on, to challenge my authority and control, I
deal with them.” An important part of maintaining
high standards across the board was Ferguson’s will-
ingness to respond forcefully when players violated
those standards. If they got into trouble, they were
fined. And if they stepped out of line in a way that
could undermine the team’s performance, Ferguson
let them go. In 2005, when longtime captain Roy
Keane publicly criticized his teammates, his contract
was terminated. The following year, when United’s
leading scorer at the time, Ruud van Nistelrooy, be-

came openly disgruntled over several benchings, he
was promptly sold to Real Madrid.

Responding forcefully is only part of the story
here. Responding quickly, before situations get out
of hand, may be equally important to maintaining
control.

FERGUSON: If the day came that the manager of Man-
chester United was controlled by the players—in
other words, if the players decided how the training
should be, what days they should have off, what the
discipline should be, and what the tactics should be—
then Manchester United would not be the Manches-
ter United we know. Before I came to United, I told
myself I wasn’t going to allow anyone to be stronger
than I was. Your personality has to be bigger than
theirs. That is vital.

There are occasions when you have to ask yourself
whether certain players are affecting the dressing-
room atmosphere, the performance of the team, and
your control of the players and staff. If they are, you
have to cut the cord. There is absolutely no other way.
It doesn’t matter if the person is the best player in the
world. The long-term view of the club is more impor-
tant than any individual, and the manager has to be
the most important one in the club.

Some English clubs have changed managers so
many times that it creates power for the players in
the dressing room. That is very dangerous. If the
coach has no control, he will not last. You have to
achieve a position of comprehensive control. Play-
ers must recognize that as the manager, you have the
status to control events. You can complicate your life
in many ways by asking, “Oh, I wonder if the play-
ers like me?” If I did my job well, the players would
respect me, and that’s all you need.

I tended to act quickly when I saw a player be-
come a negative influence. Some might say I acted

FOOTBALL PREMIER
LEAGUE CUP LEAGUE

JUNE 7, 1991

Y ?

Chairman Martin Edwards floats Manchester
United on the London Stock Exchange. When
the club goes public, it is valued at £47 million.
The IPO raises £6.7 million.

c4 /M

Y ?

MAY 2, 1993

Manchester United wins the
Premier League, formed at the
close of the previous season by

the 22 clubs in the Football League

First Division. It is United’s first PR E M I E R
league title in 26 years. The club U
LEAGUE I8
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will win the Premier League 12 more
times during Ferguson’s tenure.
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impulsively, but I think it was critical that I made
up my mind quickly. Why should I have gone to bed
with doubts? I would wake up the next day and take
the necessary steps to maintain discipline. It’s im-
portant to have confidence in yourself to make a de-
cision and to move on once you have. It’s not about
looking for adversity or for opportunities to prove
powers; it’s about having control and being authori-
tative when issues do arise.

Match the Message
to the Moment
When it came to communicating decisions to his
players, Ferguson—perhaps surprisingly for a man-
ager with a reputation for being tough and demand-
ing—worked hard to tailor his words to the situation.
When he had to tell a player who might have been
expecting to start that he wouldn’t be starting, he
would approach it as a delicate assignment. “I do it
privately,” he told us. “It’s not easy. I say, ‘Look, I
might be making a mistake here’—I always say that—
‘but I think this is the best team for today. I try to
give them a bit of confidence, telling them that it is
only tactical and that bigger games are coming up.”
During training sessions in the run-up to games,
Ferguson and his assistant coaches emphasized the
positives. And although the media often portrayed
him as favoring ferocious halftime and postgame
talks, in fact he varied his approach. “You can’t al-
ways come in shouting and screaming,” he told us.
“That doesn’t work.” The former player Andy Cole de-

scribed it this way: “If you lose and Sir Alex believes
you gave your best, it’s not a problem. But if you lose
[in a] limp way...then mind your ears!”

FERGUSON: No one likes to be criticized. Few people
get better with criticism; most respond to encourage-
ment instead. SoItried to give encouragement when
I could. For a player—for any human being—there is
nothing better than hearing “Well done.” Those are
the two best words ever invented. You don’t need to
use superlatives.

At the same time, in the dressing room, you need
to point out mistakes when players don’t meet ex-
pectations. That is when reprimands are important.
I would do it right after the game. I wouldn’t wait
until Monday. I’d do it, and it was finished. I was on
to the next match. There is no point in criticizing a
player forever.

Generally, my pregame talks were about our
expectations, the players’ belief in themselves,
and their trust in one another. I liked to refer to a
working-class principle. Not all players come from a
working-class background, but maybe their fathers
do, or their grandfathers, and I found it useful to re-
mind players how far they have come. I would tell
them that having a work ethic is very important. It
seemed to enhance their pride. Iwould remind them
that it is trust in one another, not letting their mates
down, that helps build the character of a team.

In halftime talks, you have maybe eight minutes
to deliver your message, so it is vital to use the time
well. Everything is easier when you are winning: You

Observation is critical to management. The
ability to see things is key—or, more specifically,
the ability to see things you don't expect to see.

UEFA CHAMPIONS INTERCONTI-
LEAGUE NENTAL CUP

SEPTEMBER 10, 1998 AUGUST 1998-MAY 1999

b Y

APRIL 14, 2001

The subscription network MUTV is Manchester United wins the Treble: the Premier Ferguson becomes the
launched, airing sports talk shows, League, the FA Cup, and the UEFA (Union of first manager since
Q&As with club staff members and European Football Associations) Champions the inception of the
players, and replays of games. As League title. It is the only English team ever to English league, in 1888,
of 2013 it is offered in 57 countries have achieved this feat. Alex Ferguson soon be- to win the title in three
and brings United almost £9 million comes Sir Alex Ferguson, knighted for his service consecutive years.

in annual revenue. to the sport. Global support for United soars. He will repeat this
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achievement in 2009.
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AUGUST 1, 2002

A 13-year kit sponsorship deal with
Nike goes into effect. Worth £23.3
million a year, it is the largest uniform
contract in English football at that time.

£23 5M

can talk about concentrating, not getting compla-
cent, and the small things you can address. But when

you are losing, you have to make an impact. Iliked to

focus on our own team and our own strengths, but

you have to correct why you are losing.

In our training sessions, we tried to build a foot-
ball team with superb athletes who were smart tacti-
cally. If you are too soft in your approach, you won’t
be able to achieve that. Fear has to come into it. But
you can be too hard; if players are fearful all the time,
they won’t perform well either. As I’'ve gotten older,
I’'ve come to see that showing your anger all the time
doesn’t work. You have to pick your moments. As a
manager, you play different roles at different times.
Sometimes you have to be a doctor, or a teacher, or
afather.

Prepare to Win

Ferguson’s teams had a knack for pulling out victo-
ries in the late stages of games. Our analysis of game
results shows that over 10 recent seasons, United
had a better record when tied at halftime and when
tied with 15 minutes left to play than any other club
in the English league. Inspirational halftime talks
and the right tactical changes during the game un-
doubtedly had something to do with those wins, but
they may not be the full story.

When their teams are behind late in the game,
many managers will direct players to move forward,
encouraging them to attack. Ferguson was both un-
usually aggressive and unusually systematic about
his approach. He prepared his team to win. He had
players regularly practice how they should play if a
goal was needed with 10, five, or three minutes re-
maining. “We practice for when the going gets tough,
so we know what it takes to be successful in those
situations,” one of United’s assistant coaches told us.

Y FA COMMUNITY

SHIELD*

*FORMERLY THE FA CHARITY SHIELD

United practice sessions focused on repetition of
skills and tactics. “We look at the training sessions as
opportunities to learn and improve,” Ferguson said.

“Sometimes the players might think, ‘Here we go
again, but it helps us win.” There appears to be more
to this approach than just the common belief that
winning teams are rooted in habits—that they can
execute certain plays almost automatically. There
is also an underlying signal that you are never quite
satisfied with where you are and are constantly look-
ing for ways to improve. This is how Ferguson put it:

“The message is simple: We cannot sit still at this club.”

FERGUSON: Winning is in my nature. I’ve set my stan-
dards over such a long period of time that there is
no other option for me—I have to win. I expected to
win every time we went out there. Even if five of the
most important players were injured, I expected to
win. Other teams get into a huddle before the start of
amatch, butIdid not do that with my team. Once we
stepped onto the pitch before a game, I was confident
that the players were prepared and ready to play, be-
cause everything had been done before they walked
out onto the pitch.

I am a gambler—a risk taker—and you can see
that in how we played in the late stages of matches. If
we were down at halftime, the message was simple:
Don’t panic. Just concentrate on getting the task done.
If we were still down—say, 1-2—with 15 minutes to go,
I was ready to take more risks. I was perfectly happy
to lose 1-3 if it meant we’d given ourselves a good
chance to draw or to win. So in those last 15 minutes,
we’d go for it. We’d put in an extra attacking player
and worry less about defense. We knew that if we
ended up winning 3-2, it would be a fantastic feeling.
And if we lost 1-3, we’d been losing anyway.

Being positive and adventurous and taking risks—
that was our style. We were there to win the game.

Y

=~
AUGUST 12, 2003 < J‘ Odedn,
The club acquires AR =
Cristiano Ronaldo from Q '.'_;‘-/ ]
Sporting Lisbon for . T
£12.2 million. Six years A

later United sells the l'j
Portuguese forward to ] N
Real Madrid for £80 million, o/ \a'ﬂj&.
a record-breaking sum. o) B
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MAY 16, 2005

The U.S. sports team owner Malcolm l =
Glazer acquires a controlling interest = P :\PJ
in the club and soon delists it from the '!ﬁv-; oY)
London exchange. Trades totaling nearly \ ';..‘-_-—\’-. b d
£800 million later give the Glazer family b g
sole ownership. During United’s 14 years &

as a public company, the club’s value /’

increased almost 17-fold. (R

Our supporters understood that, and they got be-
hind it. It was a wonderful feeling, you know, to see
us go for it in those last 15 minutes. A bombardment
in the box, bodies everywhere, players putting up
areal fight. Of course, you can lose on the counter-
attack, but the joy of winning when you thought you
were beaten is fantastic.

I think all my teams had perseverance—they
never gave in. So I didn’t really need to worry about
getting that message across. It’s a fantastic character-
istic to have, and it is amazing to see what can hap-
pen in the dying seconds of a match.

Rely on the Power
of Observation
Ferguson started out as a manager at the small Scot-
tish club East Stirlingshire in 1974, when he was 32.
He was not much older than some of his players and
was very hands-on. As he moved up—to St. Mirren
and Aberdeen, in Scotland, and then, after spectacu-
lar success at Aberdeen, to Manchester United—he
increasingly delegated the training sessions to his as-
sistant coaches. But he was always present, and he
watched. The switch from coaching to observing, he
told us, allowed him to better evaluate the players
and their performances. “As a coach on the field, you
don’t see everything,” he noted. A regular observer,
however, can spot changes in training patterns, en-
ergy levels, and work rates.

The key is to delegate the direct supervision to
others and trust them to do their jobs, allowing the
manager to truly observe.

FERGUSON: Observation is the final part of my man-
agement structure. When I started as a coach, I re-

lied on several basics: that I could play the game
well, that Iunderstood the technical skills needed to

FIFA CLUB
WORLD CUP

¥
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“ifj_\ Saudi Telecom signs a five-year deal

' with United, giving it access to video
highlights and other content for
mobile phones. Commercial revenue
will play an increasing role in the club’s
finances, contributing £118 million in
the 2012 fiscal year and rising 28% in
the first three quarters of fiscal 2013. @

succeed at the highest level, that I could coach play-
ers, and that I had the ability to make decisions. One
afternoon at Aberdeen I had a conversation with my
assistant manager while we were having a cup of tea.
He said, “I don’t know why you brought me here.”
I'said, “What are you talking about?” and he replied,

“Idon’t do anything. I work with the youth team, but
I’'m here to assist you with the training and with
picking the team. That’s the assistant manager’s job.”
And another coach said, “I think he’s right, boss,”
and pointed out that I could benefit from not always
having tolead the training. At first I said, “No, no, no,”
butIthought it over for a few days and then said, “I’ll
giveitatry. No promises.” Deep down I knew he was
right. So I delegated the training to him, and it was
the best thing I ever did.

It didn’t take away my control. My presence and
ability to supervise were always there, and what you
can pick up by watching is incredibly valuable. Once
I stepped out of the bubble, I became more aware of
arange of details, and my performance level jumped.
Seeing a change in a player’s habits or a sudden dip in
his enthusiasm allowed me to go further with him: Is
it family problems? Is he struggling financially? Is he
tired? What kind of mood is he in? Sometimes I could
even tell that a player was injured when he thought
he was fine.

I don’t think many people fully understand the
value of observing. I came to see observation as a
critical part of my management skills. The ability to
see things is key—or, more specifically, the ability to
see things you don’t expect to see.

Never Stop Adapting

In Ferguson’s quarter of a century at United, the
world of football changed dramatically, from the
financial stakes involved (with both positive and
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negative consequences) to the science behind what
makes players better. Responding to change is never
easy, and it is perhaps even harder when one is on top
for solong. Yet evidence of Ferguson’s willingness to
change is everywhere. As David Gill described it to
me, Ferguson has “demonstrated a tremendous ca-
pacity to adapt as the game has changed.”

In the mid-1990s, Ferguson became the first man-
ager to field teams with a large number of young
players in the relatively unprestigious League Cup—
a practice that initially caused outrage but now is
common among Premier League clubs (the Premier
League consists of the country’s top 20 teams). He
was also the first to let four top center forwards
spend a season battling for two positions on his
roster, a strategy that many outsiders deemed un-
manageable but that was key to the great 1998-1999
season, in which United won the Treble: the Premier
League, the FA (Football Association) Cup, and the
UEFA (Union of European Football Associations)
Champions League.

Off the field, Ferguson greatly expanded his back-
room staff and appointed a team of sports scientists
to support the coaches. Following their suggestions,
he installed Vitamin D booths in the players’ dress-
ing room in order to compensate for the lack of
sunlight in Manchester, and championed the use
of vests fitted with GPS sensors that allow an analy-
sis of performance just 20 minutes after a training
session. Ferguson was the first coach to employ an
optometrist for his players. United also hired a yoga
instructor to work with players twice a week and
recently unveiled a state-of-the-art medical facility
at its training ground so that all procedures short of
surgery can be handled on-site—ensuring a level of
discretion impossible in a public hospital, where de-
tails about a player’s condition are invariably leaked
to the press.

AUGUST 10, 2012

The Glazer family floats Manchester United

on the New York Stock Exchange. The club’s
worth is listed at $2.3 billion, making United
the most valuable sports franchise in the world.

$2.38

FERGUSON: When I started, there were no agents, and
although games were televised, the media did not el-
evate players to the level of film stars and constantly
look for new stories about them. Stadiums have
improved, pitches are in perfect condition now, and
sports science has a strong influence on how we pre-
pare for the season. Owners from Russia, the Middle
East, and other regions have poured a lot of money
into the game and are putting pressure on managers.
And players have led more-sheltered lives, so they
are much more fragile than players were 25 years ago.

One of the things I’'ve done well over the years is
manage change. I believe that you control change
by accepting it. That also means having confidence
in the people you hire. The minute staff members
are employed, you have to trust that they are doing
their jobs. If you micromanage and tell people what
to do, there is no point in hiring them. The most im-
portant thing is to not stagnate. I said to David Gill a
few years ago, “The only way we can keep players
at Manchester United is if we have the best training
ground in Europe.” That is when we kick-started the
medical center. We can’t sit still.

Most people with my kind of track
record don’t look to change. But I
always felt I couldn’t afford not to
change. We had to be successful—
there was no other option for
me—and I would explore
any means of improving.
I continued to work hard.
Itreated every success as
my first. My job was to
give us the best pos-
sible chance of win-
ning. That is what
droveme. ©
HBR Reprint R1310G
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Ferguson retires from Manchester
United. During his last season, the club
wins its 20th English league title, giving
it the most of any team. It has annual
revenue of more than £320 million,
representing a 13-fold increase in the 20
years since Ferguson’s first league title.
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