
It is a script as old as the sport itself. A club is in crisis. The results are poor, the fans are restless, and the atmosphere at the
training ground is toxic. The board of directors scans the horizon for a solution, but they often end up looking at the past. They
hire a club legend to steady the ship. It happens in the Premier League, it happens in the Championship, and if you read the back
pages of The Irish Sun, you see it suggested for almost every vacancy that opens up.

But does hiring a former player actually work? Or is it simply a cynical attempt to buy time with the fanbase? Let’s look at the
cycle of the "returning hero" and why it remains the most divisive strategy in modern football.

The Anatomy of the Appointment

When a club finds itself without a manager, the initial reaction is panic. The board knows that the pressure on them is immense. By
appointing a former player, they achieve three things instantly:

They buy immediate goodwill from the supporters.
They create a narrative of "returning to the roots" or "restoring the DNA" of the club.
They provide a distraction from the structural issues that likely caused the previous manager to fail.

Look at the ongoing Manchester United Carrick permanent job chances manager speculation. Whenever the seat becomes
unstable, the names of ex-players are immediately floated in the media. It is an easy narrative to sell. Pundits who played alongside
these individuals are quick to offer endorsements, talking about "passion for the badge" and "understanding the culture."

The Nostalgia Factor vs. The Risk of Sentiment

The nostalgia factor is a powerful drug. For a fan base that has seen years of underachievement, the idea that someone who "gets
it" can walk through the door and fix everything is intoxicating. However, this is where the risk of sentiment comes in. Sentiment
does not win tactical battles. Sentiment does not fix a leaking defence or a stagnant scouting department.

As a journalist who has covered enough pressers to recognize PR filler, I can tell you that the "club legend" rhetoric is often
designed to mask a lack of a long-term plan. When a club hires a former player, they are effectively asking the fans to lower their
expectations or, at the very least, to be more patient than they would be with a total stranger. It is a psychological shield for the
board.

Comparing the Outcomes

Not all former player appointments are the same. Some are temporary fixes—the caretaker manager—while others are intended
to be permanent, long-term solutions. The table below outlines how these roles are generally perceived by the public.

Role Primary Goal Fan Reaction Caretaker (Ex-Player) Stop the bleeding/Calm the crowd Highly positive, low expectations
Permanent (Ex-Player) Long-term rebuild Divisive, high expectations Foreign/New Manager Tactical shift Skeptical until results
appear

The Pundit Endorsement Machine

The media narrative plays a massive role in this cycle. On matchday broadcasts and in the papers, pundits who are friends with
the former players often act as lobbyists. They frame the appointment as a "no-brainer." When a club is struggling, you will hear
phrases like "he knows the club inside out" or "he just needs time to implement his philosophy."

These pundits are rarely objective. They are protecting their own circle. If you check the OpenWeb comments container on major
sports sites, you will see a stark contrast between what the media says and what the actual match-going fans think. While the
media pushes the narrative of a "fairytale return," the fans in the comment sections are often the ones asking about tactical
experience, coaching licenses, and recruitment records.

The Pressure on Legends

https://www.thesun.ie/sport/16466336/roy-keane-man-utd-manager-teddy-sheringham/


Perhaps the most unfair aspect of this hiring habit is the pressure on the legends themselves. If a former player takes the job and
fails—which, statistically, they often do—their status at the club is irreparably damaged. The man who was once cheered for a
last-minute winner is now booed for a poor substitution in the 70th minute.

It changes the way history remembers them. I have sat in enough post-sacking briefings to see the heartbreak in a former player's
eyes when they realize that the job they took out of love has essentially alienated them from the people they represented on the
pitch for years.

Why Clubs Cannot Quit the Habit

Why do clubs keep doing it? It comes down to accountability. If a club hires a manager from abroad with a different philosophy
and it fails, the board is blamed for a bad scouting process. If they hire a club legend and it fails, they can blame the "lack of
transition" or claim that "the player didn't live up to the expectations of the shirt."

It is a corporate hedge. It is a way to shift the burden of failure onto the person who is supposed to be the embodiment of the
club’s success. As fans, we need to stop buying the nostalgia trap. A manager should be judged on their resume, their tactical
flexibility, and their ability to improve players—not on how many goals they scored for the club in 2008.

Final Thoughts



The next time a vacancy opens up at a big club, look closely at the candidates being discussed. If the list is dominated by former
players, ask yourself why. Is it because they are the best coaches available, or is it because the board needs a temporary shield to
deflect criticism? Always check the dates of their recent coaching success. Don’t get distracted by the romanticism of the past.
The history of the club is written on the pitch, but the future of the club is decided in the boardroom. Let’s stop letting them
pretend those two things are the same.


