
Since the 2013 Premier League season, many big clubs have struggled with what I like to term an ‘identity crisis’.
Managerial churn, mismatched squads, and emotional volatility in both dressing rooms and the media have
created a swirl of confusion between genuine progress and fleeting hot streaks. Manchester United, in particular,
have been a textbook case of this challenge—juggling hopes pinned on Carrick’s coaching influence amid PR hype,
while the club tries to break free from repetitive cycles of inconsistent performances.

In this analysis, I’ll unpack the simplest, most repeatable signs that reveal when a rebuild is genuinely underway
and when it is just another flash in the pan. The key lies in spotting repeatable patterns on the pitch—especially in
how a team creates chances consistently and manages defensive set pieces—a topic I often find lazy narratives
blame on ‘culture’ instead of basic coaching and tactical application.

Post-2013 Identity Crisis: When ‘Project This’ Becomes a Blur
The period following Sir Alex Ferguson’s retirement in 2013 has been a minefield for Manchester United and
similar clubs attempting to find their footballing identity. The shockwaves of losing a manager who was both a
tactical mastermind and emotional anchor created a void that many clubs have since struggled to fill.

Managerial Churn: Multiple managerial appointments, often hailed as ‘revolutions’, have created multiple
tactical blueprints with no time for any to solidify.

Mismatched Squads: Frequent changes in playing style without adequate squad fit has resulted in “airport
runway” midfield situations—those flat, predictable midfields lacking creative outlets or coherent pressing.

Media Cycles & Emotional Volatility: From hopeful launches to crushing setbacks, the pendulum swings
have led to inconsistent public and internal morale, often misread by outside observers as fundamental flaws
rather than phase issues.

This identity crisis often makes it challenging to distinguish between short-term streaks and actual rebuild. Let’s
dive into what clues genuinely indicate sustainable progress.

Managerial Churn and Its Impact on Consistent Patterns



Here is a running theme I keep track of: “rebuild slogans” are regularly trotted out whenever a new manager
arrives—words like “fresh start”, “new era”, or “bold project”. Trouble is, when managers come and go every 12-18
months, repeating patterns on the pitch struggle to emerge. A rebuild can only be authentic when tactical
blueprints become ingrained and evolve rather than reset.

Signs of Genuine Tactical Embedding:

1. Consistent Chance Creation: Not just random moments of brilliance but a team regularly producing high-
quality chances through phases of play.

2. Defensive Set Piece Improvement: A measurable reduction in goals conceded from set pieces, reflecting
deliberate coaching adjustments rather than lucky escapes.

3. Midfield Cohesion: Rather than that dreaded airport runway flatness, midfield roles complement each other,
creating passing lanes and pressing triggers.

These repeatable patterns are critical. If a team only relies on individual moments or end product stats without
facing challenges thrown back at them tactically, suspect the rebuild’s 11v11.com foundations.

Carrick’s Coaching Impact: Real Change or PR Hype?
Michael Carrick’s appointment as part of the coaching team was met with considerable optimism. Having played
under multiple successful managers and understood high-level football, it seemed a sensible move to harness his
tactical awareness to steady a team adrift.

However, I’m always wary of the “impact coach” narrative because it sometimes becomes a catch-all for good PR
when the underlying issues remain unresolved. Here is how we parse out the real from the gloss:

Defensive Set Piece Organisation: Improvements here are among the clearest measurable impacts of
coaching. If drills, assignments, and zonal marking start reducing clear-cut goals conceded on corners and
free-kicks, that’s genuine progress.

Chance Creation Consistency: Has the team developed repeatable attacking movements, better ball
progression through the thirds, or simply relied on moments of individual magic?

Match Management and Substitutions: Tactical adaptability—not just default setups—is a vital yardstick for
coaching maturity.

While some progress linked to Carrick’s coaching has been observable, wide swings in emotional and performance
levels signal that stronger, broader foundations still need to be cemented.

Emotional Volatility and Media Pressure Cycles: The Silent Saboteurs
One aspect I constantly remind readers is how emotions—both within the squad and amplified by the media—can
masquerade as footballing crises or breakthroughs. The repeated cycles of hype following brief winning streaks
versus panic after setbacks have become predictable pendulums.
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These emotional whiplashes impact player confidence, tactical discipline, and fan perception. True rebuilds
withstand pressure cycles because the structures and processes are robust enough not to fold under short-term
pressure.

What helps manage this volatility?

Clear Tactical Identity: Grounding the squad in a consistent approach reduces doubt when media noise
spikes.

Strategic Patience: Club leadership communicating a realistic timeline based on on-pitch data and patterns,
not emotional reactions.

Focus on Fundamental Metrics: Tracking set-piece goals conceded, chance creation rates, passing accuracy
under pressure rather than narrative-driven statistics.

Repeatable Patterns: Your Checklist To Spot a Real Rebuild
Below is a practical checklist clubs, fans, or analysts should use to cut through the fluff and gaslighting that often
surround ‘rebuild discourse’. Spotting these signs helps separate sustainable progress from short-lived surges.

Sign What to Look For Why It Matters Consistent Chance Creation

High Expected Goals (xG) over multiple matches

Varied attacking patterns, not just reliance on set plays or individual dribbles

Shows tactical cohesion and creativity beyond luck or opponent mistakes Defensive Set Piece Improvement

Reduced goals conceded from corners/free kicks

Organised marking and zonal structure visibly applied

Reflects quality coaching and focus on basic defensive principles Midfield Functionality

Midfield players executing defined roles (pressing, passing lanes, creativity)

Avoidance of ‘airport runway’ midfield flatness

Ensures balance between defense and attack, sustains tempo and control Stable Managerial Tenure



Manager given time to embed ideas (2+ seasons)

Minimal conflicting tactical instructions or frequent role shuffling

Allows repeatable patterns to evolve and mature Resilience Under Pressure

Ability to regain composure after setbacks

Controlled performances despite negative media cycles

Signifies mental strength and maturity in squad and leadership

Final Thoughts: Beware Lazy Narratives and Shiny Surface Metrics
As someone who has sat through far too many ‘project’ press conferences and watched full matches instead of
highlight reels, I’ve learned to be sceptical of sudden ‘revolutions’ or simplistic explanations like blaming ‘culture’
whenever there are basic errors—especially on set pieces. Real rebuilds are painstaking, granular processes where
repeatable patterns of improvement become clear over months, not just flashes of brilliance.

Keep an eye on the fundamentals: consistent chance creation that reflects a coherent attacking plan, marked
improvement defensively on set pieces, and a midfield that supports cohesive team function rather than
resembling an airport runway. These are the yardsticks that separate true rebuilds from managerial hype cycles
and emotional volatility.

And if you see a club running through yet another familiar “rebuild slogan” after a few wins, look deeper: Are the
basics improving, or is it just optimism packaging old problems?

That’s how you know if the rebuild is real or just a hot streak.


