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What people are saying about


Soccer Thinking for Management Success


Though it may not have been apparent at first, I quickly learned that many of the principles and skills I learned on the soccer field and in the locker room directly applied to my new life in an office, handling and managing some of the brightest people I’ve ever met. Peter’s book seamlessly brings both worlds together and shows just how similar they can be.


Danny Karbassiyoon, Co-Founder and Product Lead, PLAYRMAKR and Total Soccer: Road to Glory, author of The Arsenal Yankee, first American to score at Arsenal


You don’t have to be a soccer fan to appreciate the lessons from Soccer Thinking for Management Success. This is a fun and interesting read that anyone who manages, or who one day wants to manage, will find helpful.


Hon. Henry F. De Sio, Jr., 2008 COO of Obama for America and author of Campaign Inc.: How Leadership and Organization Propelled Barack Obama to the White House


I tell my management students the same thing I tell my soccer teams – communicate, support each other, and hold each other accountable. Peter captures these lessons and more in ways that show how thinking like a soccer player can help professionals succeed.


Matt Winkler, Director, Sports Analytics & Management, American University and Founder, The Sports Events Marketing Experience (The SEME), youth coach


“Soccer is war” Rinus Michels, the famed Dutch soccer coach, once said. Peter Loge doesn’t go that far, but offers a highly original take on what business can learn from the addictive stew of tactical genius, technical brilliance and raw emotions that make soccer the world’s most beautiful game.


Friso van der Oord, Director of Research, National Association of Corporate Directors; author of Johan Cruyff, the American Years; aging soccer player and lifelong fan
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Foreword


Peter and I first talked about management after he had just begun a leadership position at a consulting firm and I was still a DC United midfielder. By then, I had played for a lot of coaches – in high school and college, for professional teams in England and the US, in the Olympics, and in the World Cup. Peter asked me what made a good coach from the player’s perspective. I told him that as a player I wanted to know what was expected of me, I wanted clear and direct feedback, and I wanted to know the coach had my back.


We continued our management conversation after I became the coach of DC United and he had recently assumed a leadership role at the US Institute of Peace. I was learning how to manage soccer players at the same time Peter was navigating a new management role. We were amazed at the similarities in our jobs. Going back and forth on managing personalities, motivating a team, and creating the right culture. We share a belief that a group of professionals who get the little things right and who work hard for each other will succeed more often than not.


A coach in a lot of ways is a CEO. It’s more than halftime speeches, game time adjustments, and training sessions. Managing up and down. Managing your own emotions. Creating the culture you desire. Communicating clearly. Media strategies. Being empathetic yet demanding. These are just as vital to the job as making the right substitution. And these are the aspects I believe are the real crossover in sports and business.


I found out very quickly in the unforgiving emotional world of coaching what my strengths and weaknesses were. At DC United I surround myself with people who make me whole. I focus on the character and grit of those I hire. I make sure they reflect the culture of the organization, and that they add to the success of the group. Then I try and give them the tools they need, and I let them do their job.


Peter’s book expands these lessons, adds a few more, and ties them to situations he has faced as a manager and to situations faced by others. Not every management lesson from soccer can be applied to other organizations – you can’t bench a CEO and bring him back when he is refocused, for example – but a lot of what makes a soccer team succeed day-in and day-out is akin to what makes a business organization succeed as well.


Soccer has taught both of us a lot when we let it. Hopefully some of what Peter and I have learned can help you as well.


Ben Olsen


Head Coach, DC United


Former professional player and member of the US Olympic and World Cup teams





Introduction


The what, why, and structure of the book plus a few notes on language.




Most organizations exist in a world where change is a constant; where interaction with allies and opponents is organic and unpredictable; where the success of the whole is founded upon the efforts and commitment of the several; where consistent preparation and empowerment can help increase the likelihood of desired outcomes.


That sounds exactly like the set of problems, and solutions, which soccer teams and clubs encounter and strive for. American football offers innumerable opportunities to stop play, evaluate situations, and recalibrate responses – but increasingly that approach is less and less relevant to the dynamic changes in business or society. The rules are being rewritten every day – or every hour – and the ability to quickly adapt has never been more important.


Kevin Payne, CEO US Club Soccer, one of the founders of Major League Soccer, former President and CEO of D.C. United and former President and General Manager of Toronto FC, and long-time US Soccer Board member.





Organizational success used to look like football. Today it looks like soccer.


Expertise is no longer confined to a couple of smart guys in corner offices, reviewing information to which only they have access and issuing instructions through layers of middlemen to nine-to-fivers who carry out the dictates and feed paper back up the chain to await the next set of instructions. Today’s world is networked and always working. Organizations no longer have the luxury of time. Everyone in today’s successful organization has a role and a specialty, and everyone fills in for everyone else. Managers fix copiers and drivers deliver breakthrough innovations. Success is no longer football, with its series of discreet plays and fixed roles. Gone is the coach issuing instructions to a quarterback who relays those instructions to a constantly shifting assortment of specialists whose lives are devoted to one and only one task. Organizational success requires real-time decision making, independent action, and systems thinking. Organizational success is now soccer.


In football the coach and his assistants plan a play and get it to the quarterback. The quarterback gathers his players to explain the instructions and everyone heads to the line of scrimmage and runs the play. At the end of the play the game stops, the coaches evaluate the situation and send in another play. The same thing happens on defense – the defensive coordinator reviews the action from the sidelines and swaps players and formations as he sees fit. The plays are fixed sets of actions, each of which are drawn out in notebooks and practiced during the week.


In football, players do and coaches think. Coaches swap in and out specialists based on the needs of the position and needs of the play. Players are expected to only do what their position and specialty dictate. Players are interchangeable gears in a complex machine run by others.


Soccer is very different than football. Once play starts it only stops for injuries, fouls and when the ball goes out of bounds. Stoppages are typically short, timewasters are punished, and the time lost is made up at the end of each half. The average football game has about 11 minutes of action over an hour of playing time, and usually consumes over three hours when you factor in halftime and commercial breaks. Soccer games are 90 minutes of action in 90 minutes of playing time with one 15-minute halftime. There are no TV timeouts. Soccer referees do not stop play if calling a foul would hurt the team fouled. Soccer is systems thinking in action.


In soccer, as in other sports, there is a coach that sets the strategy and decides who does what, but once the game starts the coach is relegated to making three personnel changes and yelling from the sideline. In soccer those who decide, also do. Roles are less fixed in soccer than in football. The goalkeeper is the only one allowed to use his hands, and even then only within a fixed area. Everyone is expected to do everything. Forwards attack and defenders defend – and forwards also defend and defenders also attack. Goalkeepers occasionally score.


I have managed a division of a private company, a division of a federally funded organization, an advocacy organization, and a Congressional office. I have served on management committees and was a presidentially-appointed member of the federal Senior Executive Service, advising the Commissioner of the US Food and Drug Administration. For seven years I was an independent strategic communications and political consultant, building and managing teams as needed.


I am also a soccer guy. I have had season tickets to DC United (my local pro team) since the league in which they play was founded, and I am a third-generation Arsenal Football Club fan. I have served on the boards of soccer charities and helped organize a grassroots effort to get a new stadium for DC United. I have been to sleep-away soccer camp more often as an adult (twice) than as a kid (once), and I have played both pick-up and recreational league soccer in and around Washington for more years than my knees care to count.


A few years ago I started applying what I learned from soccer to the office. I have explained my management-as-soccer approach to soccer fans and non-fans, and more often than not the ideas struck a chord. The lessons in this book are derived from what I have learned as a player and fan, what I have learned from Ben Olsen, a friend who is a professional coach and retired player, from friends who are similarly soccer people and managers, from the interviews I did specifically for this book, and from the writings of others on management, soccer, and sports. Hopefully these lessons will help you as they have helped me, even if your knowledge of soccer is that it is a big deal everywhere else and that David Beckham somehow matters.


Just as success in soccer requires everyone on the team, this book is intended for everyone in an organization – not just those who tell others what to do or those who are expected to do as they are told. The book has a consistent structure and works largely deductively. Every chapter begins with a clever quote or two and has a few highlighted quotes and examples that help demonstrate the point of the chapter. I then explain an area of soccer that highlights the point of the chapter, followed by a discussion of how those lessons apply to organizations and management. At the end of every chapter I offer a few key “locker room notes” that distill the lessons into points that can be written on a white board in an office. I also offer ideas on how to put the ideas into practice.


The book goes from big ideas, to smaller ideas, to even smaller ones (and as a result relatively longer chapters down to relatively shorter ones, which has the added advantage of making it feel as if you are reading quickly). I start with the whole team as a system idea, then turn to major component parts of that system, and finally at smaller pieces of insight that support the whole.


This book is only part of the project and conversation. This book focuses on how what goes on the field can help improve what goes on in the office. But there is much more of the story to tell. More essays, ideas, and insights are at www.SoccerThinking.com. There you also will find guest posts by soccer and management people, videos, thoughts from weekend games and headlines, and more. For example, the website looks at how soccer is handling racism and homophobia on and off the field, and what private companies can learn from those efforts. The website also looks at elements of the complex industry that has become soccer and all that goes in to making a team succeed, from bringing young players and managing talent through the youth ranks to building and maintaining a global brand.


Notes on language




America and England are two nations separated by a common language.


Attributed to Oscar Wilde and George Bernard Shaw





Like most subcultures soccer has its own language. And like most subcultures that feel besieged or marginalized (as US soccer fans are wont to do) people can get testy about using the right words to demonstrate you “get it.” For the passionate, fields are pitches, cleats are boots, uniforms are kits, games are matches, and a game between local rivals is called a “derby” (pronounced “darby”).


People can get especially exercised about “football” versus “soccer.” They will shout until they are blue in the face that Americans should call it football along with the rest of the world – the game is played with the feet after all. My calling it soccer here may make some readers roll their eyes, but at least everyone will know what I’m talking about. Calling it football all the way through only makes things more confusing, so I ask the purists for their indulgence (and I would remind them that “soccer” is actually a British word for the sport, not some goofy American invention). The exception to this rule is when I am quoting someone else directly and the meaning of the word is clear from the context, which mostly means sometimes “football” means “soccer.”


Tackle is one term that is important to soccer and (American) football that may cause confusion. Most of us know that a football tackle is a defender dragging down someone carrying the ball. A soccer tackle is someone taking the ball from someone else, and given the rules of the game doesn’t typically result in the guy with the ball going face first into the turf. A defender tackles the ball away from a forward by sticking his leg or foot in.




The rules of soccer are very simple, basically it is this: if it moves, kick it. If it doesn’t move, kick it until it does.


Phil Woosnam, former Welsh player and commissioner of the original North American Soccer League, “Phil Woosman, Pioneer of North American Soccer Dies at 80”





With that, game on!





Chapter 1



It Takes a Team


A soccer team is a system made up of 11 parts that interact to ensure the success of the whole. Modern organizations are also systems made up of staff and managers working together for a shared goal.




Always play for your team, never for yourself or for the amusement of the spectators.


Hubert Vogelsinger, How to Star in Soccer


Venture capital firms invest in teams, so you need to be a team worth investing in.


Danny Karbassiyoon, Co-Founder and Product Lead, SWOL/Fury90, former Arsenal player





A team is a system in which each part works with, and for, the other parts.


Successful soccer teams are not collections of superstars who do not pass the ball or players who show flashes of brilliance but who are otherwise unreliable. Successful soccer teams are groups in which skilled players are in their best positions and who work together as a single unit toward a shared goal. In 2016 a team in England called Leicester City – which barely survived being demoted to a lower division at the end of the 2014/2015 season – beat 5,000 to one odds to finish as the best team in England. When Leicester’s star was playing semi-professional soccer a few years before winning it all, second-place Arsenal players were winning the World Cup. In the same season the talent-stacked Chelsea, defending Premier League champion with a payroll of roughly $310 million, finished 10th, not much better than Bournemouth – a team that had a payroll of roughly $38 million and which spent much of its 70-year history in the third division of English soccer.1 Leicester and Bournemouth (and Arsenal) did well in part because they were teams, not just collections of expensive stars. They moved as a unit, worked for each other, and were fully committed to the system and goal. Chelsea did poorly in part because the team’s stars did not work together, for each other, or for their manager, Jose Mourinho. Before he was fired mid-season, Mourinho (who calls himself “the special one”) publicly criticized his players for betraying him. One of his players – on international television – threw a shirt at Mourhino; the shirt fell just short of its target, summing up the team’s season.




… teamwork is the most striking thing about the side, and has enabled them to possess that most valuable commodity in the Championship [England’s second division] – winning while playing badly.–ESPN FC on Brighton, which had just won promotion to the top division in England from the second-tier Championship division





My local team, DC United, has historically had among the lowest payrolls in Major League Soccer. Unlike virtually every other team in the league, as of 2017 DC United has had no stars from the top leagues in Europe and it has been a while since DC United players were regular starters for the US Men’s National Team. For at least a decade it has been a collection of hardworking and solid players from around MLS and some young talent coming up through the system. Yet the team regularly advances in the playoffs, spends time at or near the top of the league standings, and Ben Olsen was Coach of the Year in 2014. In the second decade of the 21st century DC United was usually known for being hard-working, not having a lot of flash, and being hard to beat.




The best way to win is to play football where everybody expresses his talent. What is marvelous in this game … nobody has all the qualities, but in a team sport what is very interesting is to develop the strong qualities of each player and to put a harmony [on top] and put that to work together and then be efficient as a unit. What is marvelous in the game is 1+1+1 is more than 11. When you manage to do that, you have built a team. That will be a team with style because everybody expresses his qualities. And that will be a team that is efficient because everybody brings his best to the unit. Arsenal Manager Arsene Wenger, Arseblog





The same principal of teamwork beating freelancing stars at the very top level is also true of casual weekend pickup games and local rec league play. Everyone wants to be on a team that wins, but no one wants a teammate who won’t pass the ball or defend. People want to play on teams that behave like teams – teams that ensure everyone is involved in the play, teams on which everyone works as hard on defense as they do at scoring, teams that recognize everyone has to take a turn playing goalkeeper if need be. If stars do not involve other players, other players stop involving the stars. The predicable result is that the team loses.




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 important than any individual …


Sir Alex Ferguson, former head coach of Manchester United, “Ferguson’s Forumula”





The best organizational teams, like the best soccer teams, are made up of people who work with and for each other. A former senior leader at an international health system explains the importance of teams in operating rooms and hospitals in general: To ensure the safety of the patient, everyone in the operating room needs to know what they are supposed to do and do it well – and they also have to know what everyone else is doing and why so they can adjust as necessary. This is true beyond the operating room and extends to the entire hospital – in one of the places in which she worked the CEO knew everyone’s name and their contribution to the organization’s success, from senior administrator to maintenance staff. One result was that the organization ran as a team with everyone working together. She contrasted this to a hospital she was sent to help improve in which “if the CEO knew a dozen people’s names I’d be surprised.” The CEO not only didn’t know the names and roles of those on whom the hospital’s success relied, he never even saw many of them – he took a private elevator from the garage to his office. In this system there were groups of individuals working individually, but they were not working together as a team. As a result the hospital was not doing well, and was never going to get better.


We have all worked at companies that put up with the staff member who is typically a slouch (at best) but who shows flashes of brilliance. We know about (or have worked for) the prima donna who thinks the success of the company is all because of him but failure is the fault of the staff. And we have all been in meetings where a few people try to prove they are the smartest in the room and as a result ensure that other voices are not heard and the best ideas may not be pursued. No one wants to work with those people, to support their efforts, or even be in the same room with them. These staff members may have great moments or have occasional magical insight, but the toll they take on the organization means the occasional victories are outweighed by the missed opportunities and overall underperformance caused by a team not consistently working together. The amount of time and effort it takes to put up with these solo artists, and the numbers of colleagues who simply will not work with these non-team players, detracts from success more than it adds. Flashy and self-promoting colleagues may get attention, but too often they do not get organizational results.


Management literature is full of studies proving this point. Famous or flashy CEOs do not do as well as their less famous counterparts, and their counterparts typically cost a lot less. Collections of leaders with big egos tend to devolve into arguments among themselves, or worse engage in individual efforts that intentionally avoid coordination and undermine the work of others and the goals of the team. The best companies are like the best soccer teams – good people who become great when working together. The work may not be flashy and might not result in gushing profiles in business magazines, but the work is very, very good.




You want to build a culture in which everyone fights for each other. Danny Karbassiyoon, Co-Founder and Product Lead SWOL/Fury90, former Arsenal player





The best companies, like the best teams, are not made up of the best individual performers. The best companies, like the best teams, are made up of the most effective teammates, each of whom is good at his or her role and is also good at supporting others in their roles.


One challenge is that companies with stars, egos, and poor teamwork often do well. It is not as if stars with egos are bad at what they do – the ego is often justified. As a result companies at which they work (and teams on which they play) often do well. They just do not do as well as others or as well as they could. DC United’s hardworking band of underpaid players no one has heard of won games, but they have not won the championship with this group. Leicester City had its moment but it has since fallen back to earth and Chelsea is back on top (with a new coach). In addition, firms or companies that rely on stars may not be able to survive the departure of that star. The focus on the star may have prevented a strong organization able to survive the person from developing, or the personality overwhelms the organization entirely. Either way, it is bad news for the organization. The best leaders embrace the admonition often attributed to Charles de Gaulle that “the graveyards are full of indispensable men.”


Locker Room Notes for Managers


Do not hire or tolerate selfish staff. Seek out and reward good team players. Take the time to look behind self-promotional efforts, and look for the work of those who do not draw attention to themselves.


Remind your staff that you measure success against the shared goal of the organization and against the unit’s own goals – you do not reward attention-getting or bragging by individuals, you reward measurable results of the team. Then reward them as such.


Focus on the team to avoid falling into “the special one” trap. By putting individual goals in the context of advancing team goals and providing feedback on performance of a staff member’s behavior in the context of team goals and impact on other members of the team, managers can help improve team performance. By focusing on team goals and team results in meetings, managers reinforce the value of group results (rather than individual performances). One way to ensure you do this, and that everyone hears you doing it, is to start with the goal and team before talking about an individual – the difference between “increasing staff retention is a team goal this year, one way we’re doing that is informal mentorship of junior staff, Denise has done a great job of working with two new hires” and “Denise is doing a great job by taking two new hires under her wing” can be massive. The former is about the team in which an individual is playing a part; the latter is only about the individual.


Locker Room Notes for Staff


Be a team player. Ensure you are doing as well as you can at the role you are assigned, know and understand others’ roles and find ways to help support others in their assigned roles.


Put your work in the context of advancing unit and organizational goals when talking about your work with your supervisor; talk about the progress of the team toward the goal and the role you played on the team rather than talking about your individual successes. If we have learned anything from post-game press conferences it is that one should thank one’s team and talk about the importance of a team’s success rather than individual success. In meetings, publicly call out colleagues who contribute to the team by leading with a team goal: “As a team, we committed to mentoring new staff and increasing retention. Denise is helping the team do this …”
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