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PRAISE FOR 
THE SOCCER OF SUCCESS


I never thought I would ever recommend taking advice from an Englishman, let alone a Manchester United fan. However, I have personally witnessed the incredible business that Ciarán has built and sold. He is respected for his genuine commitment to soccer, his community, and family. It is a rare opportunity to have a great leader allow you to peek into their playbook, do not miss this chance!

— Brendan Moylan

Co-founder, SOCCER.COM

You don’t have to be a professional player to love and understand the game. Ciarán has embraced this and written a book for all soccer fans who want to use the lessons from the game as tools for success, in business and life.

— Robbie Mustoe

Premier League Studio Analyst, NBC Sports

Ciarán’s enlightening insights brilliantly show how the beautiful game’s wisdom can lead to extraordinary achievement. It’s a must-read for any soccer fan who is passionately pursuing excellence in all facets of their life.

— Michelyne Pinard

Coach of three-time NCAA Champions

As a former professional who encountered a few challenges when transitioning from the routine of professional sport, I feel like this book offers a succinct understanding to help others realize the transferable skills they have developed in their previous field, which can assist them in making the transition into the next chapter of their life a more manageable journey. Alternatively, if you are just starting out on your new venture or life change, the steps are there in the book to help you navigate this unpredictable terrain.

— Gary Teale

Former English Premier League and Scottish National Team Player

Ciarán’s background and clear passion for soccer have inspired a unique exploration of life’s challenges and triumphs through the lens of the beautiful game. With keen insight and clear analogies, he investigates how the soccer pitch mirrors our own journeys, offering invaluable lessons to help on our everyday pursuit of victory. A very interesting read that will make you reflect and act!

— Luiz Muzzi

GM and Executive VP, Soccer Ops, Orlando City Soccer Club, Major League Soccer

Following a twenty-year professional career, Ciarán’s book has allowed me to take all the lessons from the game and translate them perfectly into business fundamentals, which has helped me tremendously in my post-playing career.

— Alan Smith

Premier League Winner and England International

Ciarán has written a fantastic book for every soccer fan that teaches them how to plan, perform, and recover in both the long and short term, to ensure success in both business and life.

— Ally Mackay

General manager, DC United, Major League Soccer
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INTRODUCTION

Somebody said that football’s a matter of life and death … I said, “Listen, it’s more important than that.”

—BILL SHANKLY

I remember right where I was on May 26, 1999. I was in the Crimson Sports Grille in Harvard Square, surrounded by a few of my fellow Brits. I was working my first full-time job as a coach for local soccer players, and my friends were playing on the Harvard team. We’d gathered around to watch the Champions League final: my team, Manchester United, versus Bayern Munich.

It was a tough watch for much of the game. United’s captain, Roy Keane, was suspended, as was their midfield maestro, Paul Scholes. Munich took advantage early through Mario Basler’s free kick. The rest of the first half was cagey. United continued to struggle for an answer to that opening goal through most of the second half. Goalkeeper Peter Schmeichel had to work to keep the team in the match.

Then, United’s manager, Sir Alex Ferguson, made a couple of brilliant substitutions. First, he brought on Teddy Sheringham in the sixty-seventh minute. Sheringham had spent much of the season coming off the bench. Suddenly, he was being trusted with reviving United’s flagging chances to win the match and complete the treble. Sheringham had just scored in the FA Cup final four days earlier. The hope was he could do it again.

But the chance didn’t come right away. The minutes ticked away. Then, with only ten minutes left in the game, Ferguson introduced Ole Gunnar Solskjaer.

The rest is a matter of legend. You can probably fill in the details yourself. A minute into injury time, Sheringham latched onto the ball after a weak shot from Ryan Giggs. He shepherded it into the net and brought United 1-1.

Two minutes later, United had a corner. Beckham sent the ball into the box, Sheringham headed it on, and Ole Gunnar Solskjaer stuck his foot out at just the right moment to send the ball into the top of the net and win the match.

Football, bloody hell.

Soccer Is So Much More than a Sport

It’s a great story—one of those moments that every soccer fan loves, whether you support Man U or not. And it was only possible because United got their timing right. Ferguson made the right substitutions at the right moments in the game. Sheringham and Solskjaer timed their movements perfectly to be just in the right place at the right moment to score the two goals that made the difference.

So much of soccer is like that. If a forward starts their run a millisecond early, they’re offside—a millisecond late, and the defender gets to the ball first. Jump too early or too late and a striker misses a key header. A mistimed tackle can lead to a red card or an open goal.

It’s the same in life. Open a business at the wrong moment, and even a great product can fail. Show up five minutes late to a meeting, and you can watch a sale transform into a missed opportunity. On the other hand, if you get your timing perfect, it can completely transform your potential. Myspace came along a little too early. Facebook arrived right on time. The latter is now one of the biggest companies in the world.

This is why the beautiful game lends itself so well to lessons in business and life. The qualities you need for success on the pitch are the same ones you need for success in every other aspect of life. The habits that allow a soccer player to excel are the same that allow an entrepreneur to reach the top or a parent to raise a great kid. The same commitment to constant improvement that allows a young talent to become an all-star also allows a salesperson to outsell their entire department and a middle-aged person to get in shape and run a marathon.

In this book, we’ll cover all the insights we can gain from the beautiful game—insights that can make you a success across your whole life, whether you’re an athlete dreaming of a debut under the Old Trafford flood lights, an entrepreneur with a dream of disrupting an industry, or a stay-at-home parent looking to maximize the quality of life for everyone in the family. We’ll look at how you can organize yourself so you’re always doing the most important work first and how you can make sure you always have the energy and focus to perform as soon as the whistle blows in your life. We’ll look at the mentality required to perform and the frameworks you can use to improve on that performance a little bit each day. We’ll consider the need for rest and reviewing your progress, as well as how you overcome failure, how you build on your strengths, and how you assemble a team you can lead to a championship.

And that’s just the beginning.

Breaking the Game Down

Like a ball passed into the box, advice is often only as good as its delivery. Even good advice can come across as dry, irrelevant, or unactionable. No manager in soccer or business is going to get the performance they’re looking for out of their team simply by shouting, “Everyone, try a little bit harder.” A great manager knows that communication is an art. You have to deliver the key insights at the right time in a way that sticks with people.

This is why soccer is such a great vehicle for delivering lessons about successful living. Beyond the joy the game brings us, it offers us a chance to go deeper, understanding ideas that can change our lives concretely and giving us the blueprint to act on those ideas more effectively—all while making the process a lot more fun.

Consider that simple advice: “Everyone, try a little bit harder.” It’s absolutely true that if everyone pulls in the same direction and works a little harder, it can make all the difference. But simply telling a team that doesn’t do much good.

Instead, imagine breaking that idea down to your team using the example of closing out a game in injury time. That’s when a game is really won or lost—as United proved in 1999. In those final minutes, the little things make all the difference. Finding the legs to burst past a defender can open up that one big chance. Closing down an opponent racing for your goal can secure a result.

Every fan knows this instinctively, and that can allow them to draw the lesson from it and connect it to their own lives. For your company, “closing out the game” might be a matter of holding the door open for every client or making that one last call before leaving for the evening. Whatever it is, everyone knows it immediately simply by putting themselves in that scenario.

Preseason for the Mind

The lessons we gain from this sport can change our professional fortunes. They can also affect how we relate to our family and how we take care of ourselves. Soccer players are among the most elite performers on the planet. If we take the right lessons from them, we, too, can perform at the highest level—whatever we’re trying to achieve.

That’s what we’re aiming to do here. Each chapter in the book is designed to provide a lesson we see exhibited on the pitch every week. You can think of this as your preseason training guide for your mind. Follow this training regimen, and you are in the best possible position to succeed on day one of your season—giving you your best shot at winning the championship. Your season may be starting college or a new job. It may involve moving into entrepreneurship or leadership. It could be starting a family or starting a new school year. No matter what your goals, a great preseason can whip you into shape for the work ahead.

And keep in mind, preseason is not one and done in this sport. You need one before every season. Whatever season your life is moving into, these tools can make the difference.

In fact, over time, these tools build on each other and allow you to keep improving, no matter how your goals shift. Sir Dave Brailsford, one of the leaders currently restructuring Manchester United, became famous for his marginal gains philosophy. According to this idea, small improvements in multiple areas can net massive improvements over time. Using this idea, Brailsford helped British cycling win their first gold medals in almost a hundred years. He used the same idea to win the Tour de France multiple times for Team Sky.

This book has a similar philosophy. Getting even marginally better at time management, organization, and avoiding distractions; improving your health, your comprehension, and your leadership skills—all of this will make you more successful in life. This is the key to peak performance.

Of course, peak performance is going to look different for everyone reading this book. Some of you are looking for a big promotion; others are hoping to start your own company. Some want to take better care of your finances; others would love to run a 5K at a respectable time. Whatever you are looking to achieve, though, the lessons here are designed to help you achieve it.

And they are also designed to show immediate improvement. Every lesson is fully actionable, including exercises to get you moving in the right direction right away. The chapters are organized to add improvement upon improvement, but it’s equally possible to jump in at any point and start with the lessons you need most.

Every team trains a little differently ahead of a big season. You can set your own training regimen here.

Meet the Coach

A keen reader will notice that I’ve been referring to the sport mostly as soccer so far. This is because, despite being born and raised in England, I’ve built my career in America, where calling the sport “football” can be a bit confusing. It’s worth pointing out, though, even as just an aside, that “soccer” is a British term coined in the 1880s to distinguish it from “rugger”—rugby as we’d call it now—another form of “football” to add to the mix. Soccer is now the preferred term in most countries that have another popular form of football, such as Ireland, South Africa, and Australia.

But that’s neither here nor there really. The point is that soccer has always been more than a hobby or an interest to me. I’ve made my career around it. I’ve founded and grown multiple businesses at the center of the soccer world. I’m the CEO and cofounder of XL Soccer World, a leading sports facility management and sports travel company. I’ve grown XL Soccer World into ten premier facilities welcoming more than three million visitors annually. I recently executed the opening of a new $20 million Orlando flagship facility. I’ve also opened XL Academy, a fully accredited school and soccer academy for young players who dream of going pro.

And as much as it pains me to say it, our company has done so well that we were recently acquired by Sofive, which is majority owned by City Football Group.

My career has been one of constant reinvention, moving from travel to facility management to education—and now, to author. I’ve been able to reinvent myself successfully so many times because of the lessons in this book.

That’s the kind of potential these lessons can unleash in your life. I can’t guarantee you’ll succeed in your endeavors, but the ideas ahead can give you a clear shot on goal to achieve them. Of course, some shots skyrocket over the bar, and some shots are saved. But having a clear opening to take your shot gives you the chance to show what you’re made of. And with these lessons, you’ve got the best opportunity to really score a worldie.


 

PART I

Plan


 

CHAPTER 1

The Hat Trick of Success

Much of what a manager does at a soccer club involves planning. They plan for which players the team needs to purchase and sell in the next transfer window. They plan for the season with training and tactical focus. They plan for each match. In fact, they plan in more detail than I could possibly fit in this chapter.

They plan everything in order to allow the players to perform.

But that’s not quite the whole story. The manager has another key role to play: they review and adjust. Think of all the great substitutions managers have made in the big, classic games we all remember. It’s not just Sir Alex subbing in Sheringham and Solskjaer in 1999. Look at Zinedine Zidane bringing on Gareth Bale in the Champions League final against Liverpool in 2018. Not only did Bale’s bicycle kick win the game and the trophy, but it was also one of the best goals the competition has ever seen. Or consider Bobby Robson bringing on John Barnes for England in the 1986 World Cup semifinal against Argentina. With little more than ten minutes left, Barnes earned an assist and nearly had another. That would have allowed England to come back against Maradona (playing maybe the best game of soccer in history) and “the hand of God.”

Managers also review midseason. While it’s generally not preferable, great managers have been known to make key purchases in the January transfer market that can transform the whole season. Jürgen Klopp bought Virgil van Dijk in January, a defender so good he helped bring Liverpool their first title in decades. Bruno Fernandes came to Manchester United in 2020 and became United’s best signing since Sir Alex retired.

This is why managers are so important within a club. They don’t just make a plan and stick to it. They plan, they build the team to perform, and then they review progress and make the changes that can lead to titles and glory.

[image: img12.jpg]

Plan, Perform, Recover

Everywhere you look in soccer, you’ll notice the same pattern. It’s plan, perform, and recover. Before a season, the manager plans. The team performs over the season. Afterward, the manager reviews and replaces players in the squad while the players recover. Before a game, there’s a plan; during the game, there’s a performance; and after the game, the players recover and review how they did. When a club seeks out a new manager, they plan for who would best fit, they allow the manager to perform, and then they review whether the manager has done well enough.

It’s the same cycle over and over again. The reason is obvious: it allows individuals and teams to perform at their highest level. Plan, perform, recover is a hat trick of activities most likely to lead to success.

And this isn’t just useful within the game. If you want to be successful in anything, you have to perform this hat trick yourself. If you have a big meeting next week, you should plan for it, perform during the meeting, and review that performance afterward. If you’re welcoming a new child into your family, you should plan for parenthood, perform in the role, and review how you’re doing every now and again. It also doesn’t hurt to take some time to recover when you have a free moment—get some extra sleep, sneak in a date night with your spouse, spend a little time with friends.

This cycle offers the opportunity for success in every season of your life. It’s there for your short-term and long-term goals, as well as your important and lower-priority aims. It works so effectively because it feeds into itself. Each element is equally important. Each piece builds on the others. Planning allows you to perform at a higher level. Performance gives meaning to planning. Recovery and review allow you to regain energy and learn lessons from your performance that can then influence your next round of planning.

Equally, removing any step makes your success more fragile. Going into any situations without planning increases the likelihood you underperform. Skipping recovery increases the likelihood you burn out or get injured. Failing to review increases the likelihood you repeat the same mistakes. And all the planning in the world comes to nothing if we never perform.

Every stage of the hat trick of success has to be in place if we want to reach our goals. And that’s true across every goal you set. Soccer managers use this same cycle within a game, between games, in a tournament, across a season, and over a dynasty. You can use it to get in shape, to start a business, to learn a musical instrument, or to go on a vacation.

No matter where you’re heading, the hat trick of success helps get you there.

That’s why we start here. This is no Soccer of Success without the hat trick of success.

Strengthen Every Part of the Cycle

I’ve shaped this book around the hat trick of success. We’ll start with tools to improve your planning before jumping into those that can help you perform and then those that will allow you to review and recover. We’ll end by considering how you can take these lessons beyond yourself and integrate them into a team.

But I want to make it clear here that you don’t have to follow these chapters in order. Each one can offer new ways to improve your process of achieving everything you want to across your whole life.

So follow what interests you most or where you feel you’re most deficient. Take a little here and there or go through chapter by chapter. No matter how you use the tools ahead, they will improve the cycle that gets you where you want to go.

Game Time

At the end of each chapter, I’ll provide some “game time” actionable steps you can use to begin working in each area.
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