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As part of my class assessment, we were asked to write 

a paper on a leader of out choosing. The person in 

question for me was Sir Alex Ferguson.  The reason he 

was chosen as a subject was because he is probably one 

of the most well known figures in the, represents one 

the most famous football teams and has inspired 

football fans, politicians and colleagues. This paper will 

look at the theories of leadership, and how they have 

been incorporated in to Sir Fergusons work. Theories 

that will be looked at will be Blake and Moutons 

Managerial Grid, the Ohio State Leadership Studies 

Consideration and Initiating Structure, as well as a 

touch on Trait Theory and Sources of Power. 
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Manchester United and Sir Alex Ferguson 

 

From starting off as local sports clubs, to being an attraction for business people, football, or soccer 

is one of the UK largest business organisation. More specifically, the Premier league, where some of 

the biggest and widely recognised teams such as Manchester United, Liverpool and Chelsea play in. 

A football team operates just like any other business organisation; there is the owner and board of 

directors, a manager, and subordinates, who would be the actual players and other staff. Football is 

a team sport, and with any team there will be a leader. In the case of a football team, the manager 

and team captain would both be classified as leaders, but will have separate responsibilities. The 

actual owners of the club are the Glazers, who own a holding company and other sport teams in the 

United States. However the Glazers main objective of owning the football team is to maximise their 

own profits, so analysis on their leadership styles in terms of Manchester United would be moot.  

 The organisation that will be analysed will be Manchester United. This is one of the most popular 

clubs in the United Kingdom, and well-known around the world. Kemp states in an article about 

Manchester United. “...was the first within the game to have understood the value of developing a 

brand” (Kemp, 2009).  The club has been able to transform themselves into a local club, to attracting 

foreign investors, and making themselves into almost a household name. Just to mention a few of 

their successes, they have transformed their home stadium into a tourist attraction, have a 

television channel dedicated to all things Manchester United, as well as churning out high calibre 

players. Manchester United is not just a football club; it is business worth $1,186 million according to 

www.forbes.com. However, Manchester United’s success did not happen overnight. Most of the 

clubs success started when a new manager was appointed in 1986. Alex Ferguson was this new 

manager, “Ferguson had been one of the most successful managers in the history of Scottish 

football...In his first full season and Manchester United the club came second in the league, better 

than anything it had achieved under Atkinson” (Szymanski, 1998).  

Although it can be argued that the leader of a football team should be the captain. In some cases a 

captain is a leader, they have traits similar to that of a manager; high levels of conscientiousness and 

openness, and low levels of neuroticism. However, the captains main purpose is on the field, where 

as the manager needs to be able be aware of the clubs situation on and off the pitch. Alex Ferguson 

has demonstrated through the years of being Manchester United’s manager, that he makes a good 

leader. Ferguson may not carry the necessary traits, but over the years he has close to perfected his 

leadership strategy by working on his behaviour.  

Fergusons behaviour, with respects to being a leader, is partly based on initiating structure. Initiating 

structure is a leadership behaviour that emphasises on high work performance and reaching goals. 

Bush has listed some examples of what typical behaviour includes in the case of initiating structure: 

“letting group members know what is expected from them; encouraging the use of uniform 

procedure; making his/her attitudes clears to the group; maintaining definite standards of 

performance; asking group members follow standard rules and regulations” (Bush, not dated).  

Ferguson has emphasised all of the listed criteria in response to initiating structure. In one case, 

Ferguson undertook three apprentices, who were caught acting immaturely. When he found out, he 

laid down a punishment “It was classic Ferguson psychology, of which he is clearly proud: subtle 

punishment without getting the crime out of proportion. Above all it highlights his ability in dealing 



Shahzad Mahmood                                                                                  Leadership and Ethics for Managers           

with players, especially youngsters, with whom he seems to have a natural rapport” (Kelly, 1997). 

According to Kelly, Ferguson does have the urge to make sure his club does well, and is stern, but 

still manages to gain respect from his subordinates. Ferguson makes in a habit for his players to 

where team blazers before a game, to perhaps give the players a sense of pride and belonging. In 

one instance “...the Liverpool players, befitting their Spice Boys tag, turned up in white Armani 

suits. United wore club blazers and ties. Ferguson knows that youngsters such as Giggs, Beckham 

and the Nevilles need to be protected, and not just on the pitch. Professionalism, not egotism, is his 

style” (Kelly, 1997). The way Ferguson leads his team can be compared to that of an army general. 

He has his objectives well defined, and his players need to be well disciplined and follow orders.  

Although Ferguson does show strong initiating structure behaviour, there is evidence that shows 

that he also has consideration behaviour qualities. Boddy defines consideration as “a pattern of 

leadership behaviour that demonstrates sensitivity to relationships and to the social needs of 

employees” (Boddy, 2007). If initiating structure is one end of the scale of leadership behaviour, this 

would be at the opposite end. If we look at initiating structure at an extreme, a leader would not 

care about the welfare of his subordinates, but more on the job, where as a leader that shows 

extremism to consideration, would rate subordinates before the job. Ferguson has shown 

consideration on several occasions, the most famous being when he signed on the forward, Eric 

Cantona. “Discarded by half a dozen clubs for a variety of disciplinary problems, the Frenchman 

found in Ferguson a kindred spirit, another rebel who understood him. Ferguson brought out the 

best in Cantona” (Kelly, 1997). Ferguson did see potential in Cantona and helped him through his 

difficult problems, often standing up for him at various disciplinary hearings. Ferguson is also well 

known for signing on youths, which he grooms and trains, or in a way, nurturing them to become 

good players.  

A managerial grid was produced by Robert Blake and Jane Mouton to show the concern for people 

and concern for production. Below, there are two markers which indicate where Ferguson may be as 

a leader. He shows that he is concerned a lot about production (in this case, winning games), but less 

concern for his players. By less concern for players, it is relatively low compared to the concern for 

production. Since his team is small, they are more manageable, and he can show a higher level of 

concern for individuals, who would also help produce a higher output.  

 

The Managerial Grid 1 
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It is possible to discuss Fergusons leadership strategy using other methods such as Trait Theory and 

Sources of Power. Ferguson has had got certain traits, and would score high on a personality 

assessment, especially on conscientiousness part. Ferguson can also use the five sources of power 

(legitimate, reward, coercive, referent and expertise (Boddy, 2007)) to influence his subordinates. 

However, it can also be argued that Ferguson was not born a leader, “...player who had been sent 

off half a dozen times for unruly behaviour...” (Kelly, 1997).  Ferguson has got a reputation for being 

aggressive on and off the pitch, which means that in order to be a good leader to his club, he has 

adopted other leadership methods that changes his behaviour so that he can coordinate with his 

players and still keep focused on winning games.  
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