
The headline fee of £73 million for Jadon Sancho represented more than just another high-profile transfer for
Manchester United — it was a symbol of renewed ambition and a long-awaited return to the top tier of British
football signings. Yet, despite the fanfare and towering expectations, the winger’s tenure at Old Trafford has
become a case study in expectations vs output, muddled by wider issues that have lingered at the club since well
before his arrival.

This blog post aims to unpack the tangled story behind Sancho’s costly move, exploring United’s post-2013
identity crisis, the managerial merry-go-round that laid inconsistent foundations, the subtle but under-discussed
coaching impact of Michael Carrick versus media hype, and the emotionally charged cycles of pressure that have
enveloped players and staff alike.

Sancho £73m Fee: A Price Tag Loaded With Expectation
Jadon Sancho’s transfer to Manchester United in 2021 for £73 million instantly set alarm bells for lazy narratives
that blame “culture” or “confidence” when things don’t click. But simplistic takes ignore the structural context:

Sancho was bought as a marquee winger to solve United’s attacking inconsistencies, a profile no squad
overhaul had genuinely stabilised since the Sir Alex Ferguson era.

The fee was not just for raw talent, but for a player expected to fit into an evolving squad and tactical system
— something that was far from settled.

United’s recruitment mistakes over the past decade had rendered a fairly dysfunctional midfield and defence,
limiting supply lines and affecting Sancho’s effectiveness.

Ultimately, the £73 million fee magnified the pressure cooker environment. Sancho wasn’t just carrying himself; he
embodied the club’s attempts to shake off its downward spiral. That magnified spotlight, when matched against
inconsistent team performances and frequent managerial changes, set the stage for disappointment.

Post-2013 Identity Crisis: Lost in Transition
Since Sir Alex Ferguson’s retirement in 2013, Manchester United has struggled to define itself. The trauma of
losing a decade-long captaincy and a clear, unifying playing philosophy gave way to an ongoing identity crisis:

1. Managerial churn: Seven managers in eight years, each bringing a different style — from David Moyes’
pragmatic caution, Louis van Gaal’s rigid structure, Jose Mourinho’s defensive prioritisation to Ole Gunnar
Solskjær’s hopeful but often reactionary approach.

2. Tactical inconsistency: Systems swung from three at the back to various 4-2-3-1 or 4-3-3 shapes, leaving
players like Sancho unsure of role clarity, affecting his adaptation and rhythm.

3. Squad mismatches: Successive transfer windows failed to produce a balanced squad. Recruitment was
piecemeal rather than strategic, leaving midfield “airport runway” issues — either too stretched, lacking
creativity, or ill-suited to unlock defences.

Within this churning backdrop, Sancho arrived to a fragmented team that lacked cohesion. Without a settled
identity or a clearly understood role within the broader squad, even the most talented of players can falter.

Managerial Churn and Mismatched Squads



To call the post-Ferguson era a rollercoaster is an understatement. Each new manager arrived promising a
“project” or “revolution,” but often left behind worn-out slogans and half-baked plans rather than fully integrated
strategies. This constant upheaval inevitably impacted Sancho’s contributions:

Shifting Role Expectations: Sancho was sometimes deployed as a traditional winger, other times in a wider
inverted role, limiting his ability to settle into a natural position.

Lack of Creative Consistency: Key creative partners fluctuated due to injuries and transfers; no permanent
midfield conductor emerged to feed Sancho clean opportunities.

System Fit Overlooked: Transfers continued to be announced without clear consideration of system fit — a
classic United error, where panicked recruitment ignored how players complemented one another.

The result was a mismatch that impacted performance and confidence. Sancho’s key qualities — pace, quick
combination play, and threading passes — were either underutilised or lost amid tactical ambiguities.

Carrick’s Coaching Impact vs PR Hype
When Michael Carrick took over as interim manager in late 2021, headlines hailed a “new era” and “revolutionary”
coaching methods. Yet the real story often went unexamined. Carrick’s impact showed two things:

Subtle Tactical Improvements: Carrick stabilised the midfield, improved pressing triggers, and encouraged
more reliable transitional play — basics that had been erratic under some predecessors.

Less Noise, More Consistency: Instead of grandiose project slogans, he emphasised solid fundamentals that
should never be underestimated in rebuilding phases.

However, this was not a quick fix for Sancho’s issues. The winger still faced the same systemic challenges — patchy
squad balance and varying tactical demands. The PR hype surrounding Carrick sometimes inflated expectations of
instant success, but sustaining meaningful progress takes time, baleba £70m especially with squad-wide structural
problems.

Emotional Volatility and Media Pressure Cycles
One of the less discussed factors in Sancho’s United story is the relentless emotional volatility amplified by media
pressure — something United fans and readers of local papers will recognise well:
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Immediate Scrutiny: Every touch, mistake or misfiring run was dissected extensively, often overshadowing
moments of promise.

Confidence Undermined: External pressure can erode confidence, especially for young players adapting to a
high-expectation environment.

Media-Driven Narrative Swings: One bad game meant labels like “flop” or “lost buy,” ignoring underlying
tactical or recruitment errors affecting output.

This creates a vicious cycle where emotional dips attract negative headlines, which in turn weigh on performance.
Sancho’s situation was a textbook example of this pattern, complicated by the inflated expectations accompanying
a £73 million fee.

Recruitment Mistakes: The Wider Context
Sancho’s struggle at United cannot be isolated from the club’s recruitment missteps over the past decade — an
issue that bleeds into identity and squad coherence:

Ignoring System Fit: Buying talented individuals without considering how they mesh tactically produced
unbalanced qualities.

Chasing Market Buzz: A tendency to sign marquee players driven by hype rather than clear pragmatic need.

Midfield Deficiencies: The failure to build a creative, robust midfield collapsed supply lines that are integral
for a winger like Sancho to thrive.

These recruitment errors contributed to an environment not conducive to maximizing Sancho’s considerable
potential, undermining his ability to hit the expected output levels commensurate with his price tag.

Conclusion: Beyond the £73 Million Price Tag
Jadon Sancho’s £73 million transfer to Manchester United should not be dismissed simply as a failed purchase or a
problem of individual player underperformance. Instead, it encapsulates a club wrestling with a long-standing
identity crisis, managerial inconsistency, flawed recruitment policies, and the crushing weight of expectations
amplified by media cycles.



Michael Carrick’s short spell in charge illustrated the potential benefits of foundational stability, even if it wasn’t a
magic solution. For United to truly benefit from signings like Sancho, they must first build a well-grounded
identity, commit to a coherent system, and restructure recruitment with an eye for tactical fit — and then let
players flourish free from damaging emotional volatility.

Sancho’s story at United remains a lesson in how recruitment mistakes and expectations vs output are
inseparable from the club’s wider narrative since 2013 — a reminder that expensive fees alone will never
guarantee success.


