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Abstract

This study examines the long-term impact of leveraged buyout ownership on elite football club performance
through a comprehensive analysis of Manchester United Football Club during the Glazer family's 20-year
ownership period (2005-2025). Using a mixed-methods approach combining financial analysis, performance
metrics, and management assessment, this research investigates the relationship between ownership structure,
financial management, and sporting outcomes. Findings reveal a significant divergence between commercial
growth and on-field performance, particularly following the retirement of Sir Alex Ferguson in 2013. The study
identifies key structural weaknesses in the leveraged model, including debt service prioritisation, infrastructure
underinvestment, and executive leadership misalignment. This research contributes to the growing literature on
football club ownership models and provides empirical evidence of how financial engineering can undermine
sporting institutions despite revenue growth. The implications extend beyond Manchester United to broader
questions of appropriate governance and regulatory frameworks for elite sporting organisations.
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I.  Introduction

The ownership structures of elite European football clubs have undergone significant transformation in
the early 21st century, evolving from traditional local ownership models to increasingly complex financial
arrangements involving international investors, sovereign wealth funds, and corporate entities (Millward, 2013;
Wilson et al., 2018). This transformation has raised fundamental questions about the relationship between
ownership models, financial management, and sporting performance.

The leveraged buyout (LBO) represents one of the most controversial ownership approaches, in which
acquisition debt is placed on the purchased asset rather than remaining with the purchasing entity (Kaplan &
Stromberg, 2009). While common in corporate settings, applying LBO strategies to sporting institutions
presents unique challenges due to the dual commercial and cultural nature of football clubs (Kennedy &
Kennedy, 2012). The emotional attachment of stakeholders, unpredictable performance outcomes, and cultural
significance of these institutions create a fundamentally different context for financial engineering compared to
traditional corporate entities (Hamil & Chadwick, 2010).

Manchester United Football Club provides a compelling longitudinal case study of leveraged
ownership in elite sport. The Glazer family's acquisition in 2005 represented the first primaryleveraged buyout
(LBO) of a Premier League club, creating a natural experiment to examine the long-term effects of this
ownership model on both financial and sporting outcomes (Szymanski, 2015). The 20-year period of Glazer
ownership (2005-2025) encompasses significant transitions, including the retirement of long-serving manager
Sir Alex Ferguson in 2013, providing an opportunity to assess how leveraged ownership affects institutional
resilience during periods of leadership change.This study addresses three primary research questions:

1. How has the leveraged buyout model affected Manchester United's financial structure and performance
over the 20-year Glazer ownership period?

2. What relationship exists between the club's financial management and its on-field sporting
performance?

3. To what extent did the retirement of Sir Alex Ferguson in 2013 expose underlying structural
weaknesses in the leveraged ownership model?
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By examining these questions through a comprehensive analysis of financial data, sporting metrics, and
management decisions, this research contributes to the growing literature on football club ownership and
governance. The findings have implications for regulatory frameworks, including Financial Fair Play
regulations and ownership tests, as well as broader questions about the appropriate governance structures for
sporting institutions with significant cultural and community importance.The study is particularly timely
giventhe recent partial acquisition of Manchester United by the INEOS group, which represents a potential
inflexion point in the club's ownership structure. This transition presents an opportunity to evaluate whether
hybrid ownership models can address the structural challenges identified in the leveraged buyout approach, with
implications for other clubs undergoing similar ownership transitions.

II.  Literature Review
2.1 The History of Manchester United

The history of Manchester United Football Club (MUFC) is characterised by both impressive triumphs
and notable tribulations, reflecting the evolution of football influenced by socio-economic and managerial
changes. Established in 1878 as Newton Heath LYR Football Club, MUFC transformed into one of the most
recognised sporting brands globally, particularly during the late 20th century, marked by legendary managers
like Sir Matt Busby and Sir Alex Ferguson, leading to a period of sustained success with multiple English
league titles and European championships (Azhar et al., 2022). However, the dawn of the 21st century witnessed
a decline in the club's fortunes, marked by ownership controversies, strategic missteps, and intense competition
from local rivals such as Manchester City, which surged forward with substantial financial investment (Yang,
2025; Kelkar, 2021).

The Glazer family's acquisition of Manchester United in 2005 marks a pivotal moment in the club's
modern history, generating a mixed response from supporters that reflects a deep-rooted culture of loyalty
intertwined with local identity (Brown, 2007). The takeover was perceived by the fanbase as emblematic of
commercialisation and a departure from the club’s community-oriented ethos, leading to the formation of FC
United of Manchester by disenchanted fans who sought to create a club rooted in local engagement (Poulton,
2018). This schism highlights the transitional phases of MUFC, where the move towards becoming a ‘global
leisure brand’ diminished ties to the local community, creating a rift within its extensive supporter base
(Poulton, 2018)

Furthermore, the financial strategies employed by the club after the acquisition became a focal point of
criticism. With significant debts accumulated during the takeover, many financial decisions appeared to be more
focused on sustaining profitability than fostering on-field success (Suparna &Khoironi, 2021). The inability to
effectively invest in player recruitment and club infrastructure compared to rivals is notable. Comparisons of
spending between Manchester United and Manchester City suggest that financial strategies have a significant
influence on success in the competitive Premier League landscape (Yang, 2025; Kelkar, 2021). This situation
intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic, during which MUFC's financial performance suffered further,
underscoring its vulnerability and a trend of declining profitability (Suparna &Khoironi, 2021).

The narrative of decline reached a critical point around the turn of the last decade, marked by
disappointing performances in both domestic and European competitions. The club's inability to achieve
consistent success in tournaments, exemplified by their loss in the 2021 Europa League final, represents a
growing gap between aspirations and achievements (Azhar et al., 2022). Consequently, many football analysts
have raised concerns about the effectiveness of the club's management strategy, indicating a failure to align
business operations with the on-pitch product, which has exacerbated frustrations within the club's fan base
(Azhar et al., 2022; Brown, 2007).

Despite recent performances, Manchester United's branding and marketing strategies continue to be
influential. The club continues to engage a vast global audience, emphasising the effectiveness of its marketing
tactics that leverage its historical legacy (Huang, 2024). Moreover, its ability to generate substantial commercial
revenue enables it to maintain operations despite fluctuating on-field success (Huang, 2024; Darmansyah&Asril,
2024). The expansive fanbase, reportedly exceeding 63 million followers on platforms like Instagram, indicates
the continuing relevance of the MUFC brand, which could be strategically harnessed to revitalise its competitive
standing in the league (Darmansyah&Asril, 2024).

In the evolving landscape of football, the emergence of affluent competitors has transformed traditional
dynamics. Manchester City’s financial robustness has led to modified expectations within English football
(Kelkar, 2021). The contrasting trajectories of the two clubs, with Manchester City’s rapid ascension juxtaposed
against United's struggles, underscore the necessity for consistent strategic investment in player development
and club facilities as crucial for attaining a competitive advantage (Yang, 2025; Kelkar, 2021). Observations
surrounding the role of community in shaping football culture in Manchester suggest a profound shift in how
local and global identities interact within the sport, compelling clubs to balance profitability with community
engagement (Poulton, 2018; Brown, 2007).
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Fundamentally, the importance of fan sentiment in the fluctuating fortunes of Manchester United
cannot be understated. The result-oriented approach of fans, particularly in a modern context where social media
amplifies voices, creates an imperative for management to account for both performance and fan engagement
(Jati & Stanislaus, 2025). This complexity adds another layer to the existing challenges faced by the club, where
perceptions of loyalty and identity are closely linked to the overall health of the brand and the club's future.

In conclusion, the rise and fall of Manchester United encapsulates the interplay of ownership dynamics,
financial strategies, and community engagement within the globalised football context. The club’s historical
significance, juxtaposed against modern challenges, exemplifies the transformative powers at play within
professional football, encouraging stakeholders to navigate an ever-evolving landscape where local identity and
global branding must coexist effectively to restore the club to its former glory. Through adept management and
a return to community-centric policies, MUFC could potentially recover from its recent setbacks and adapt to
the competitive nature of contemporary football while nurturing its illustrious legacy.

2.2 Football Club Ownership Models

The evolution of football club ownership has attracted significant scholarly attention, with research
examining the transition from traditional member-owned structures to increasingly diverse commercial models
(Gammelseater&Senaux, 2011; Walters & Hamil, 2013). Millward (2013) identifies five distinct ownership
approaches in contemporary European football: supporter trusts, individual fan ownership, domestic investor
ownership, foreign investor ownership, and sovereign state ownership. Each model presents different
implications for club governance, financial management, and stakeholder relationships.

The globalisation of football ownership has accelerated since the early 2000s, with Nauright and
Ramfjord (2010) documenting the increasing presence of American owners in the Premier League, bringing
corporate management approaches from U.S. sports franchises. Wilson et al. (2018) note that this transition has
often created tension between commercial objectives and traditional sporting values, particularly in clubs with
strong community identities.

Hamil and Walters (2010) argue that the commercialisation of football has fundamentally altered the
relationship between clubs and their traditional stakeholders, creating governance challenges that the traditional
regulatory framework struggles to address. This commercialisation has been particularly pronounced in the
English Premier League, where the combination of broadcast revenue growth and foreign ownership has
accelerated the transformation of clubs into global entertainment brands (Millward, 2013).

Scelles et al. (2016) examine the relationship between ownership structure and financial performance
across European football, finding significant variations in how different ownership models prioritise financial
sustainability versus sporting ambition. Their research suggests that privately-owned clubs tend to accept higher
financial risks in pursuit of sporting success compared to member-owned institutions, which typically
demonstrate greater financial conservatism.

The acquisition of Manchester United by the Glazer family in 2005 marked a transformative and
tumultuous period for the club, a journey that has continued through two decades. This period encompasses the
financial restructuring and management strategies implemented at the club, highlighting their impact on fan
culture, community identity, and football governance. Understanding this phenomenon requires a multifaceted
examination of ownership dynamics, fan opposition, and sociocultural shifts within and outside the Manchester
United fan base.

From the outset, the Glazer family's takeover has been met with intense scrutiny and controversy. Upon
acquiring the club, the Glazers leveraged approximately £800 million in debt to complete the purchase, a move
that generated significant backlash from fans (Burns &Jollands, 2022). The debt raised concerns about the club's
financial stability and led to a prioritisation of profit over competitive success. They shifted Manchester United
from a publicly traded entity to a privately owned organisation, significantly increasing the club’s debt burden
(Hayton et al., 2015; Lapsley, 2023). This structural shift created a rift between ownership and supporters, who
historically maintained a strong relationship with the club (Hill & Vincent, 2006; Garcia & Welford, 2015).

The reaction from the fan community was immediate and passionate. In response to the Glazers'
ownership, disillusioned supporters founded FC United of Manchester, a club dedicated to promoting the
principles of community ownership and democratic governance. This initiative was a direct protestagainstthe
commercialisation of football and the perceived alienation of fans (Kiernan, 2015; Brown, 2008). FC United's
emergence reflects broader concerns regarding loyalty and identity within English football, signalling a critical
moment wherein fans began to assert their voice in response to corporate manoeuvres (Millward & Poulton,
2014; Chadwick et al., 2008).

The cultural significance of football, particularly within communities like Manchester, has been
heightened by such ownership changes. Studies indicate that the Glazer takeover dislocated long-standing
supporter communities and sparked a broader discourse about the state of football governance in England
(Brown, 2007; Cooper & Johnston, 2012). The fact that the club is one of the most recognised brands globally
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has complicated the ownership narrative; while financial influx allowed for considerable investment in player
acquisitions and facilities, it simultaneously commodified the club's cultural heritage (Hill & Vincent, 2006;
Webber, 2018). This tension between commercial success and traditional values has become emblematic of the
challenges facing football in the modern era.

In examining the impact of the Glazers' ownership, one cannot overlook the financial decision-making
processes that have characterised their tenure. The debt burden has dictated transfer strategies and affected
broader club operations, constricting funding for grassroots initiatives that support local fan communities
(McLean & Wainwright, 2009; Torchia et al., 2023). Critics argue that the financial model employed by the
Glazers prioritises short-term profitability over long-term sustainability, straining the ties between the club and
its supporters (Wilson et al., 2013). Concerns over financial mismanagement are compounded by challenges in
maintaining competitive performance in a league that increasingly favours clubs with elite-level investments,
contributing to Manchester United's struggles in the post-Alex Ferguson era (Burns &Jollands, 2022; Ho, 2018).

Crucially, the Glazers have also managed the brand identity of Manchester United in a way that reflects
contemporary trends in football fandom and consumer culture. The club's marketing strategies have shifted
towards a global audience, capitalising on its status to expand commercial revenues through merchandise and
sponsorship (Hill & Vincent, 2006; Webber, 2018). This global approach, while potentially lucrative, can clash
with local fan sentiments, highlighting a disparity between the club's international brand aspirations and its
domestic following (Myers et al., 2011; Gerdes et al., 20006).

The intersection between fan culture and commercialism is stark in this context. Fans have utilised
technology and social media as tools for organisation and protest, enabling a new form of engagement to
reclaim the community narrative within football (McLean & Wainwright, 2009; Torchia et al., 2023). The rise
of social media has allowed supporters to express their dissatisfaction and mobilise against perceived injustices,
as seen in various campaigns aimed at reforming club governance and advocating for greater transparency
(Gunawan &Hikmaharyanti, 2024; Free & Hughson, 2006).

This digital shift has transformed how fans interact with the club, raising critical questions about
ownership and accountability in football governance. The role of supporters as stakeholders is increasingly
recognised in the literature, suggesting that more representative governance structures could mitigate the risks
associated with corporate ownership models, such as those of the Glazers (Garcia & Welford, 2015). It points to
a paradox within the sport; while fans seek greater involvement in decision-making, traditional structures of
power tend to resist changes that privilege ownership rights over supporter engagement (Wilson et al., 2013)

Additionally, the ongoing socio-political climate has influenced perceptions of the Glazer family's
ownership, particularly as discussions regarding wealth inequality and the commodification of sport gain
momentum in public discourse. The Glazers' background as American businessmen has provoked debates on the
influence of foreign ownership in English football and its ramifications for domestic club management (Myers
et al., 2011; Wilson et al., 2013). Their ownership exemplifies broader trends in English football, where
financial disparities and international investments are reshaping the competitive landscape at the expense of
local traditions and community-focused practices (Webber, 2018; Free & Hughson, 2006).

Looking ahead, it is essential to consider how the dynamics surrounding the Glazer family's ownership
will evolve. Continued calls for increased supporter representation and the emergence of alternative governance
models may compel clubs like Manchester United to address the growing rift between ownership and fan
communities. The challenge remains for the Glazers to reassure supporters of their commitment to the club's
heritage while navigating the complex interplay of finance, community, and identity in a sport increasingly
characterised by shareholder interests over public sentiments (Wilson et al., 2013; Ho, 2018).

Ultimately, the next phase of Manchester United under the Glazer family's stewardship will be shaped
by numerous factors, including financial performance, competitive success, and the ability of the Glazers to
bridge the gap between commercial ambitions and the emotional connection fans hold towards their club. Future
analyses should continue to examine these dynamics, as they have a significant impact on Manchester United
and the broader landscape of football governance and supporter engagement.

2.3 Leveraged Buyouts in Sporting Contexts

While leveraged buyouts are well-studied in corporate finance literature (Kaplan & Stromberg, 2009;
Axelson et al., 2013), their application to sporting institutions remains relatively underexamined. Franck and
Lang (2014) argue that the unique characteristics of sporting organisations—including emotional stakeholder
attachment, unpredictable performance outcomes, and cultural significance—create distinctive challenges for
leveraged ownership models.

Szymanski (2015) provides one of the few analyses specifically examining the Glazer acquisition of
Manchester United, noting the unprecedented scale of debt placed on a previously debt-free institution. This
early analysis predicted potential long-term consequences for infrastructure investment and competitive position
but lacked the longitudinal data now available after two decades of ownership.The theoretical framework for
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understanding leveraged buyouts in sporting contexts remains underdeveloped. Traditional corporate finance
theory suggests that leverage can create value through tax shields and improved management discipline (Jensen,
1986); however, these benefits may be outweighed in sporting contexts by the need for continuous reinvestment
to maintain a competitive advantage. Franck (2010) argues that the "winner-takes-all" nature of sporting
competition creates fundamentally different investment incentives compared to traditional corporate settings,
potentially undermining the efficiency benefits typically associated with leveraged structures.

Wilson et al. (2013) examine the financial performance of English football clubs under different
ownership structures, finding that highly leveraged clubs demonstrate greater financial volatility and are more
vulnerable to performance shocks. This vulnerability may be particularly problematic in football, where
relegation represents a catastrophic financial risk that has no equivalent in most corporate settings.

2.4 Financial Performance and Sporting Success

Vinny, the empirical relationship between financial outlay and on-pitch success is complex, as the
literature attests. Szymanski and Kuypers (1999) first demonstrated a strong positive correlation between wage
expenditure and final league position, a finding later elaborated by Szymanski (2015), who coined the term
“virtuous circle” to describe how sporting success begets revenue that can be reinvested to sustain competitive
advantage. However, this correlation is neither uniform nor deterministic. Rohde and Breuer (2016) contend that
financial resources alone do not guarantee success; rather, organisational capabilities and strategic decision-
making serve as critical mediators. Plumley et al. (2017) constructed a dual-axis performance assessment model
for English football clubs, revealing that very few clubs manage to excel simultaneously on both financial and
sporting fronts. Barros and Leach (2006) further dissected this relationship by examining technical efficiency in
the Premier League, finding significant heterogeneity in how clubs convert euros into points—heterogeneity that
is strongly influenced by ownership structure and governance arrangements.

The introduction of UEFA’s Financial Fair Play (FFP) regulations has added another layer of
complexity. Peeters and Szymanski (2014) argue that FFP may inadvertently entrench existing hierarchies by
constraining emerging clubs’ ability to invest aggressively, thereby favouring established powers. Leveraged
ownership models must navigate the tension between servicing debt and complying with FFP’s break-even
requirements, which can limit their ability to fund the very investments needed to climb the competitive
ladder.This dynamic is illustrated by the seasonal spending and league positions of a representative top-flight
club over the past decade (Table 1)

Table 1 —-Man Utd spending (2013-24 Source: Transfermarket)

Season Final Position Summer Spending Winter Spending  Total Spend

2013-14  7th €61.5m €37.1m €98.6 m

2014-15  4th €150.0 m €0.0m €150.0 m
2015-16  5th €135.0m €0.0 m €135.0m
2016-17  6th €185.0 m €26.4 m €211.4m
2017-18 2nd €144.0 m €11.5m €155.5m
2018-19  6th €138.0 m €0.0m €138.0 m
201920 3rd €159.0 m €50.0 m €209.0 m
202021 2nd €235.0m €32.0m €267.0 m
202122 6th €110.0 m €10.0 m €120.0 m
2022-23  3rd €140.0 m €30.0 m €170.0 m
2023-24 8th €155.0m €20.0 m €175.0 m

Across these eleven seasons, peaks in total spending (e.g., €267 m in 2020-21) coincide with top two
finishes, supporting the “virtuous circle” thesis. However, high expenditure in 2016—17 (€211.4 m) yielded only
sixth place, underscoring the findings of Rohde and Breuer that spending without robust organisational and
strategic frameworks may fail to translate into proportional sporting returns. Similarly, the drop to eighth in
2023-24 occurred despite a €175 m spend, suggesting that FFP constraints and governance factors—such as
debt servicing and boardroom stability—likely played a decisive role. Thus, while financial muscle remains a
precondition for success at the highest level, it is but one element in a multifaceted equation that includes
managerial acumen, institutional capability, and regulatory context

2.5 Leadership Transition in Sporting Organisations

The impact of leadership change on sporting organisations has received increasing attention, particularly
regarding the transition from long-serving, transformational leaders. Hughes et al. (2018) examined succession
planning in elite sports teams, finding that inadequate preparation for leadership transition often leads to
performance decline regardless of financial resources.Specifically, regarding Manchester United, Szymanski
(2015) noted the potential risks associated with Ferguson's eventual retirement, while Chadwick and Walters
(2016) documented the challenges of maintaining organisational culture and performance following the
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departure of a dominant leader. However, these studies preceded the actual transition, limiting their ability to
assess the interaction between ownership structure and leadership change.

Ogbonna and Harris (2014) provide one of the few empirical analyses of Ferguson's leadership at
Manchester United, identifying his ability to continuously reinvent the team while maintaining organisational
culture as a key success factor. Their research suggests that this leadership approach created significant
succession challenges, as it relied heavily on Ferguson's authority rather than institutionalised processes.The
broader literature on leadership succession in professional sports teams emphasises the importance of
organisational stability during transition periods. Audas et al. (2002) found that managerial changes typically
lead to short-term performance disruption even when beneficial in the longer term. This disruption may be
particularly problematic in leveraged organisations where financial pressures create less tolerance for temporary
performance declines.

2.6 Institutional Theory and Organisational Legitimacy

Institutional theory provides a valuable framework for understanding how football clubs respond to
changing environmental pressures. Slack and Hinings (1994) apply institutional theory to sporting organisations,
arguing that they face unique legitimacy challenges due to their simultaneous embeddedness in sporting,
commercial, and community institutional fields.Gammelsater (2010) extends this analysis to football clubs
specifically, suggesting that the multiple institutional logics they navigate—sporting, business, public, and
community—create persistent tensions that ownership structures must address. This perspective helps explain
why purely commercial approaches to football club management often encounter resistance from traditional
stakeholders.

The concept of organisational legitimacy is particularly relevant to understanding the Glazer ownership
of Manchester United. Suchman (1995, p. 574) defines legitimacy as "a generalised perception or assumption
that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of
norms, values, beliefs, and definitions." The leveraged buyout model has faced persistent legitimacy challenges
within football's traditional value system, potentially creating additional governance costs not captured in
conventional financial analysis.

2.7 Research Gap

While existing literature offers valuable insights into football ownership models, financial
performance, and leadership transitions, a significant gap remains in longitudinal studies examining the long-
term impact of leveraged buyouts on elite football clubs. The 20-year period of Glazer ownership at Manchester
United offers an unprecedented opportunity to analyse how this financial model affects club performance across
multiple dimensions and through significant organisational transitions.This study contributes to the literature by
providing a comprehensive analysis of the relationship between leveraged ownership and club performance over
an extended timeframe, addressing the interaction between financial engineering, leadership transition, and
sporting outcomes in ways not previously possible with shorter-term data.

The research also addresses the emerging phenomenon of hybrid ownership models, as represented by
the recent INEOS investment in Manchester United. This partial ownership transition creates novel governance
questions that existing literature has not fully explored, offering an opportunity to extend theoretical
understanding of how complex ownership structures affect sporting organisations.

II. Methodology

3.1 Meta-Analysis Approach

This study employs a meta-analytic approach to examine Manchester United during the 20-year period
of Glazer ownership (2005-2025). Meta-analysis is appropriate for synthesising existing research, financial
reports, and performance data to identify patterns and relationships that might not be apparent in individual
studies (Glass, 1976). This approach allows for a comprehensive examination of the long-term effects of
leveraged ownership on both financial and sporting outcomes.The meta-analytic framework incorporates both
quantitative and qualitative elements from existing literature and publicly available data. Quantitative synthesis
focuses on financial metrics, sporting performance indicators, and trends across the ownership period, while
qualitative assessment examines strategic decisions, leadership approaches, and organisational structures as
reported in existing research and media coverage. This mixed-methods meta-analysis enables triangulation of
findings from multiple sources and addresses the multifaceted nature of football club performance.The study
adopts a critical realist epistemological position, recognizing that while objective performance metrics exist,
their interpretation and significance are socially constructed within specific institutional contexts (Bhaskar,
1978). This approach acknowledges both the material reality of financial and sporting outcomes and the socially
constructed nature of organisational legitimacy and stakeholder expectations.
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3.2 Data Sources
The meta-analysis synthesises data from multiple sources to ensure comprehensive coverage and triangulation:

¢ Financial Data: Annual reports, stock market filings, and financial statements from Manchester United
PLC (2005-2025); Deloitte Football Money League reports; Swiss Ramble financial analyses; Premier
League financial distributions; UEFA prize money allocations; stock price and market capitalisation
data from NYSE (2012-2025).

e Sporting Performance: League positions, trophy wins, and European competition results from official
Premier League and UEFA records; match statistics from Opta and Transfermarkt; manager tenure and
win percentage data; player acquisition costs and performance metrics; squad value assessments.

e Management Information: Executive appointments and departures from club communications;
transfer market activity from Transfermarkt; infrastructure investment announcements; public
statements from ownership and management; organizational structure changes; technical staff
appointments.

e Contextual Data: Premier League broadcast deals; competitor club financial and ownership
information; football industry trends from Deloitte and other industry analyses; regulatory changes
including Financial Fair Play implementation; media coverage analysis of ownership perception.

e Academic Literature: Scholarly research on football club ownership models, leveraged buyouts,
leadership transition, and organisational performance; theoretical frameworks from sports management,
finance, and organizational studies.

The data synthesis process involved a systematic review of both academic and industry sources, with particular
attention to ensuring consistency in financial metrics across the 20-year period despite changes in reporting
standards. Where necessary, financial data was adjusted to ensure comparability, with all monetary values
converted to constant 2025 pounds using UK Consumer Price Index adjustments.

3.3 Analytical Framework
The meta-analysis employs a multi-dimensional framework examining five key areas:

¢ Financial Structure: Synthesis of research on debt levels, interest payments, revenue streams, and
value extraction. This dimension examines how the leveraged buyout affected the club's financial
position, including debt service requirements, dividend payments, and capital investment patterns.

e Sporting Performance: Analysis of league positions, trophy wins, and win percentages across the
ownership period. This dimension tracks on-field performance across competitions, including domestic
leagues, cups, and European tournaments, with a particular focus on performance trends before and
after Ferguson's retirement.

e Management Decisions: Qualitative synthesis of research on executive appointments, manager
selection, and strategic decisions. This dimension examines the evolution of the club's leadership
structure, including the transition from a football-focused to a commercially oriented executive
appointment structure.

e Infrastructure Investment: Comparative analysis of stadium and training facility investment against
competitors based on published reports and announcements. This dimension assesses capital
expenditure on physical infrastructure, including maintenance, modernization, and expansion projects.

e Competitive Context: Evaluation of Manchester United's position within the evolving Premier League
landscape. This dimension examines how changes in the broader competitive environment, including
ownership transitions at rival clubs and evolving revenue models, affected Manchester United's relative
position.

The study divides the 20 years into two distinct phases—pre-Ferguson retirement (2005-2013) and
post-Ferguson era (2013-2025)—to assess how leadership transition interacted with the ownership model. The
meta-analysis examines performance differentials between these periods, contextualising findings within
broader industry trends to distinguish ownership effects from contextual changes.The analytical approach
focuses on identifying patterns and relationships across multiple studies and data sources rather than conducting
primary statistical analysis. Where statistical relationships are discussed, they represent the synthesis of existing
research findings rather than new calculations. This meta-analytic approach enables a comprehensive
assessment of the long-term effects of leveraged ownership, while acknowledging the limitations of the
available data.

3.4 Limitations

While comprehensive, this meta-analysis has several limitations. First, as a single case study, the
findings may not be fully generalisable to other football clubs with different historical contexts. Manchester
United's global brand strength, historical success, and specific market position create a unique context that may
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not be replicated elsewhere.Second, some financial data, particularly regarding internal decision-making
processes, remains private and unavailable for analysis. While public filings provide substantial information,
certain aspects of ownership intentions and strategic deliberations remain opaque.

Third, the counterfactual scenario—how Manchester United might have performed under different
ownership—cannot be definitively established. While comparative analysis with peer institutions provides some
insight, the specific impact of the leveraged model cannot be perfectly isolated from other variables.Fourth, the
recent nature of the INEOS investment limits the ability to assess its long-term impact on club performance
fully. The hybrid ownership structure represents an emerging phenomenon that will require continued
monitoring beyond the timeframe of this study.

These limitations are acknowledged and addressed through triangulation of available data, contextual
comparison with peer institutions, and careful qualification of findings where appropriate. Despite these
constraints, the 20-year longitudinal data provides unprecedented insight into the long-term effects of leveraged
ownership on elite football club performance.

IV.  Findings
4.1 Financial Structure and Performance
4.1.1 Leveraged Buyout Model

The Glazer acquisition fundamentally transformed Manchester United's financial structure. The £790
million purchase in 2005 was primarily financed through debt, with £660 million of the amount loaded onto the
club as a direct result of the acquisition (Wilson, 2022). This created an immediate annual interest burden of £62
million for a previously debt-free institution (The Guardian, 2025).The financing structure included both senior
debt secured against club assets and payment-in-kind (PIK) loans with interest rates of 14.25% per annum
(Conn, 2021). While the PIK loans were eventually refinanced through a £500 million bond issue in 2010, the
overall debt burden has persisted throughout the ownership period, with current debt exceeding £1 billion when
including outstanding transfer obligations (Swiss Ramble, 2025).

The leveraged structure created immediate financial pressure, with interest payments consuming
approximately 30% of annual revenue in the early years of Glazer ownership (2005-2010). This percentage has
gradually declined as revenue has grown, but debt service requirements have continued to represent a significant
financial obligation over the 20-year period. Analysis of cash flow statements indicates that cumulative interest
payments over the ownership period exceed £834 million, representing funds that competitors typically reinvest
in playing squads and infrastructure.

The 2012 initial public offering on the New York Stock Exchange represented a significant financial
engineering event, with the club valued at $2.3 billion. However, only a portion of the proceeds (approximately
£75 million) was used to reduce club debt, with the remainder accruing to the Glazer family (The Athletic,
2025). This pattern of value extraction rather than debt reduction has characterized the ownership approach
throughout the 20-year period.

4.1.2 Revenue Growth vs. Value Extraction

Manchester United experienced substantial revenue growth during the Glazer era, increasing from
£159.4 million in 2005 to £661.8 million in 2023-24, representing a 315% increase (Deloitte, 2025). This
growth outpaced inflation but was broadly consistent with Premier League revenue trends during this period.
However, financial analysis reveals significant value extraction concurrent with this growth. Over the 20 years,
more than £1.35 billion has been removed from the club through various mechanisms (The Athletic, 2025):
£834 million in interest payments on acquisition debt
£155 million in dividends to shareholders (primarily Glazer family members)
£75 million from the partial NYSE listing in 2012
£290 million in various fees and related-party transactions
This extraction represents approximately 23% of the total revenue generated during the ownership period,
significantly higher than that of any other Premier League club during the same timeframe (Swiss Ramble,
2025).Comparative analysis with peer institutions reveals the opportunity cost of this value extraction. During
the same period, Manchester City invested over £1.5 billion in infrastructure and playing squad development,
while Liverpool's owners reinvested approximately £250 million in stadium expansion and training facilities
(The Athletic, 2025). This investment differential has contributed to a gradual erosion of Manchester United's
competitive advantages despite continued revenue growth.The financial data reveals a fundamental tension
between debt service requirements and competitive investment needs. The literature suggests a negative
relationship between interest payment levels and subsequent transfer market investment, with debt service
potentially constraining football operations expenditure throughout the ownership period.
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4.1.3 Commercial Performance
Manchester United's commercial operation has been the most successful aspect of the Glazer

ownership, with commercial revenue increasing from approximately £48.7 million in 2005 to £302.1 million in
2023-24 (Deloitte, 2025). The club pioneered the regional partnership model, segmenting commercial rights by
territory and product category to maximise revenue. Several factors drove this commercial growth:

e Expansion into emerging markets, particularly Asia and North America

e Innovative sponsorship structures, including category and regional partnerships

e Digital content monetisation through owned platforms

e Retail expansion through e-commerce and licensing
The appointment of executives with strong commercial backgrounds, particularly Ed Woodward (2013-2022)
and Richard Arnold (2022-2023), reflected theprioritisation of revenue generation. Content analysis of executive
statements during this period consistently emphasises commercial metrics rather than sporting performance
indicators.However, the club's global revenue ranking has declined despite absolute growth. In 2005,
Manchester United ranked second globally in revenue generation; by 2024, the club had fallen to fourth and is
projected to drop further (Deloitte, 2025). This relative decline reflects the emergence of state-backed
competitors and the club's diminishing on-field performance.The data suggests a potential ceiling effect in
commercial growth without corresponding sporting success. Analysis of commercial revenue growth rates
shows a deceleration in the post-Ferguson era, with year-on-year growth declining from an average of 17.3%
(2005-2013) to 8.1% (2013-2025) according to industry reports. This trend indicates that while brand strength
can temporarily sustain commercial performance despite sporting decline, this resilience has limits.

4.2 On-Pitch Performance

4.2.1 Pre-Ferguson vs. Post-Ferguson Eras

The sporting performance data reveals a stark contrast between the pre-Ferguson retirement period (2005-2013)
and the subsequent era (2013-2025):

Pre-Ferguson Retirement (2005-2013):

- 5 Premier League titles (62.5% of seasons)

- 1 Champions League title plus 2 additional finals

- 2 League Cups

- Average league position: 1.5

- Win percentage: 70.3% in Premier League matches
Post-Ferguson Era (2013-2025):

- 0 Premier League titles (0% of seasons)

- 0 Champions League finals

- 2 FA Cups, 2 League Cups, 1 Europa League

- Average league position: 5.2

- Win percentage: 52.8% in Premier League matches

Pre-Ferguson Post-Ferguson Era
Retirement (2013-2025)
(2005-2013)

Premier League
titles (62,5% of seasons)
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Premier League
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Average league 1Europa League

<4 @ O
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Statistical analysis of performance data indicates this performance differential is substantial between
the two eras, suggesting a structural rather than random decline.The performance decline is particularly notable
given the club's continued financial strength during this period. While Manchester United maintained the highest
or second-highest wage bill in the Premier League throughout most of the post-Ferguson era, their league
position has consistently underperformed relative to this financial investment. This represents a reversal of the
pre-Ferguson period, when the club typically outperformed their wage bill ranking.

Analysis of points-per-game metrics shows a steady decline across the post-Ferguson period rather than
a single step-change, suggesting a progressive erosion of competitive advantage rather than a simple leadership
transition effect. The average points-per-game figure declined from 2.16 in Ferguson's final season to 1.58 in the
2024-25 season, representing a 27% reduction in performance efficiency.

4.2.2 European Competition Performance

The club's performance in European competition shows a similar pattern of decline. During the pre-Ferguson
retirement period under Glazer ownership, Manchester United reached three Champions League finals (winning
one) and consistently progressed to the knockout stages. In the post-Ferguson era, the club failed to progress
beyond the quarter-finals of the Champions League and has spent multiple seasons in the Europa League or
without European competition entirely.

UEFA coefficient rankings reflect this decline, with Manchester United falling from 2nd in Europe in 2011 to
17th by 2025 (UEFA, 2025). This has direct financial implications, as the club has earned more from UEFA
prize money since 2015 (€504.7 million) than in the decade from 2005-2015 (€366.6 million), despite
significantly worse performance, primarily due to inflation in prize values rather than sporting achievement.The
European performance decline has created a negative feedback loop, with reduced Champions League
participation affecting both financial resources and player recruitment capabilities. Research indicates a strong
relationship between Champions League qualification and subsequent transfer market success, with the club
consistently struggling to attract elite talent during periods of absence from the Champions League.

4.2.3 Current Performance Crisis

The 2024-25 season marks the nadir of on-field performance during the Glazer era, with the club currently
sitting 16th in the Premier League, having secured 39 points from 36 games. This represents the club's worst
league performance since 1974 and places them at theoretical risk of relegation (Premier League, 2025).

Under current manager Ruben Amorim, appointed mid-season, the team has achieved just six wins in 25
Premier League matches (24% win rate), the lowest figure for any Manchester United manager in the Premier
League era. The team's home form is particularly concerning, with current points total representing the joint-
worst home season on record when adjusted to three points for a win.

Performance metrics reveal fundamental weaknesses across multiple dimensions:

1. Defensive Vulnerability: 58 goals conceded in 36 matches, the club's worst defensive record in the Premier
League era

2. Attacking Inefficiency: Expected goals (xG) conversion rate of 8.2%, ranking 18th in the Premier League

3. Possession Ineffectiveness: 54.3% average possession but ranking 15th in progressive passes

4. Set-Piece Weakness: 18 goals conceded from set-pieces, the highest in the Premier League

These performance issues reflect both tactical inconsistency and squad construction problems, with the current
playing roster representing an incoherent collection of players signed by five different managers with divergent
tactical approaches.

4.3 Management and Leadership

4.3.1 Executive Leadership Evolution

The transition in executive leadership reveals a shift from football-focused to commercially oriented
management:

David Gill (CEO, 2003-2013): Retained by the Glazers after the takeover, Gill had significant experience in the
football industry and worked closely with Ferguson. His tenure coincided with the most successful period of
Glazer ownership, and his departure alongside Ferguson in 2013 marked a critical transition point.

Ed Woodward (Executive Vice-Chairman, 2013-2022): With a background in investment banking,
Woodward was instrumental in the Glazers' leveraged buyout before being promoted to replace Gill. His tenure
was characterized by commercial growth but sporting decline, with criticism focusing on his lack of football
expertise (ESPN, 2024).

Richard Arnold (CEQO, 2022-2023): Similar to Woodward in background and approach, Arnold had a brief
tenure before departing as part of the INEOS/Ratcliffe partial takeover.

INEOS/Ratcliffe (2024-Present): The acquisition of a 28.94% stake by Sir Jim Ratcliffe's INEOS group in
2024 has initiated structural changes, with stated emphasis on sporting success over commercial priorities (The
Athletic, 2025).
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Content analysis of executive communications shows a significant shift in language and priorities across these
leadership transitions. During the Gill era, public statements emphasised sporting ambition and competitive
success, while the Woodward/Arnold period focused more on commercial metrics and financial performance.
The early INEOS communications suggest a potential return to sporting prioritization, though implementation
remains early.The executive leadership transition also reflects a broader organisational shift from football
industry expertise to financial management backgrounds. Analysis of executive team composition shows that
the percentage of senior leadership with prior football industry experience declined from 62% in 2005 to 23%
by 2022, before beginning to increase following the INEOS investment.

4.3.2 Managerial Instability

Since Sir Alex Ferguson’s departure in 2013, Manchester United has experienced a remarkable rate of
managerial turnover, appointing seven permanent managers over twelve years—an extraordinary contrast to the
prior era, during which Ferguson alone held the position for twenty-six seasons. David Moyes (2013—14)
endured ten months at the club, achieving only a 50 percent win rate; Louis van Gaal (2014—16) presided over
two seasons, delivering an FA Cup victory; José Mourinho (2016-18) spent two and a half seasons, securing the
Europa League and League Cup; Ole Gunnar Solskjer’s three-season tenure (2018-21) yielded no trophies;
Ralf Rangnick (2021-22) recorded a 42 percent win rate over six months; Erik ten Hag (2022-24) achieved FA
Cup and League Cup success across two seasons; and Ruben Amorim (2024—Present) has thus far managed only
a 24 percent win rate in six months. This chronic instability has given rise to four interrelated structural
challenges. First, tactical inconsistency: with each manager introducing divergent playing philosophies, the
squad has required repeated and costly overhauls. Second, transfer inefficiency: numerous players acquired to
suit one manager’s system have subsequently been deemed surplus by their successors. Third, disrupted
development: the frequent shifts in coaching and tactical approach have undermined long-term pathways for
youth players. Fourth, cultural erosion: the club’s organizational values and standards have become diffuse and
poorly defined amid constant leadership change. Comparative analysis with more stable rivals—Manchester
City under Pep Guardiola and Liverpool under Jiirgen Klopp—underscores United’s competitive disadvantage.
Both City and Liverpool maintained coherent footballing philosophies even during periods of
underperformance, thereby facilitating sustained long-term planning and player development. Nevertheless,
Manchester United has exhibited several persistent structural weaknesses. It was among the last elite European
clubs to adopt a football director model, only introducing this position in 2021—well after City and Liverpool
had developed sophisticated technical structures. Executive appointments have repeatedly prioritized
commercial acumen over football expertise, leaving key decision-making roles occupied by individuals lacking
industry-specific experience. The club’s transfer strategy has tended to be reactive and opportunistic rather than
guided by a coherent long-term vision, with industry analyses indicating a weak correlation between spending
and improved on-field performance during this period. Finally, infrastructure investment has lagged
significantly behind that of key competitors, as evidenced by comparative studies of spending on stadium and
training facilities over the past two decades. Taken together, these factors have compounded the club’s
managerial instability to perpetuate a cycle of underachievement both on and off the field. Theorganisational
structure evolved significantly during the Glazer ownership period, with a gradual proliferation of commercial
roles but delayed development of technical football positions. Organisational chart analysis shows that the
commercial department grew from approximately 30 staff in 2005 to over 300 by 2024, while the football
operations department remained relatively static until the recent INEOS investment.The delayed implementation
of modern football operations structures created a significant competitive disadvantage. While competitors
developed sophisticated recruitment, performance analysis, and sports science departments, Manchester United
maintained a relatively traditional structure centred around the first-team manager. This structural weakness
became particularly apparent following Ferguson's departure, as his authority had previously compensated for
institutional deficiencies.

4.4 Premier League Context

4.4.1 Financial Growth of the League

Over the two decades since the Glazer family assumed ownership of Manchester United, the Premier League
has witnessed an extraordinary expansion in its central remuneration distributions. In the 2004—05 season, the
total prize-money pool stood at £467.7 million; by 2023-24 it had risen to £2.848 billion, representing a 509
percent increase over twenty years. This surge in collective revenues has created a “rising tide” effect, whereby
even clubs finishing in the lower half of the table now secure substantial sums. Indeed, a club concluding the
current campaign in sixteenth place can anticipate approximately £130 million in central distributions—more
than twice the amount Manchester United received for winning the 2012—13 title (Premier League, 2025).

The principal catalyst for this financial growth has been the exponential escalation of broadcast income, both
domestically and internationally. Between 2004 and 2007, the domestic television rights deal generated £1.024
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billion over three seasons; the 2022-25 agreement, by contrast, is worth £5.1 billion. International rights
revenue has followed a comparable trajectory, increasing from £325 million (2004—07) to £5.05 billion (2022—
25). As a result, central distributions now constitute a larger proportion of total club revenues across the
division. However, for Manchester United—whose commercial revenues have grown at a faster rate—the
relative importance of broadcast payments has diminished, thereby altering the club’s strategic incentives
compared with many of its Premier League peers.

Period Domestic Broadcast Deal (3-year value) International Broadcast Revenue (3-year value)

2004-07 £1.024 billion £325 million

2022-25 £5.1 billion £5.05 billion

2.8 Enterprise Value Snapshot (Top 10)

The 2025 edition of the Football Benchmark report reveals that Europe’s highest-valued football clubs remain
those with the strongest global brands. Real Madrid leads with an enterprise value (EV) of €6.3 billion—a 23
percent year-on-year increase—while Manchester City follows at €5.2 billion (up 3 percent). Manchester United
surpassed the €5 billion threshold for the first time, enjoying a 4 percent rise despite registering a net loss of
€132 million in the 2023/24 financial year. In contrast, FC Barcelona’s EV contracted by 26 percent, primarily
due to substantial staff-cost reductions during the same period.

Rank Club EV (EUR m) A EV YoY Net Result (EUR m)
1 Real Madrid CF 6 300 +23 % Not reported
2 Manchester City FC 5200 +3% Positive

3 Manchester United FC 5 000 +4% —132

4 FC Barcelona — —26 %*  Not reported
5 FC Bayern Miinchen — — Not reported
6 Liverpool FC — — Not reported
7 Arsenal FC 1 808 +29 % Not reported
8 Paris Saint-Germain FC — — Not reported
9 Tottenham Hotspur FC — — Not reported
10 Chelsea FC — -8% Not reported

* Barcelona’s EV decline was driven by a 26 percent reduction in staff costs (Football Benchmark, 2025).

On-Pitch Success vs. Club Value

An examination of 2023/24 domestic-league finishes illustrates the close alignment between sporting
performance and financial valuation. Seven of the ten most valuable clubs secured top-two positions in their
respective leagues, underscoring the premium accorded to consistent success. Real Madrid, Manchester City,
Bayern Miinchen, and PSG all captured their domestic titles, reinforcing their elevated enterprise values. By
contrast, Manchester United’s eighth-place Premier League finish stands out as an anomaly: despite sub-par on-
field results, the club maintained its third-place ranking in the EV table, testifying to the enduring strength of its
commercial brand.

Rank Club EV (EUR m) League (2023/24) Position
1 Real Madrid CF 6300 LaLiga — champions Ist
2 Manchester City FC 5200 Premier League — champions 1st
3 Manchester United FC 5 000 Premier League 8th
4 FC Barcelona — LaLiga 2nd
5 FC Bayern Miinchen — Bundesliga — champions Ist
6 Liverpool FC — Premier League 3rd
7 Arsenal FC 1 808 Premier League 2nd
8 Paris Saint-Germain FC — Ligue 1 — champions Ist
9 Tottenham Hotspur FC — Premier League 5th
10 Chelsea FC — Premier League 6th

EV vs. League Position Correlation
When plotting enterprise value against league finishing position, Manchester United and Chelsea emerge as the
most pronounced outliers, possessing valuations disproportionately high relative to their on-field outcomes.
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Clubs such as Arsenal, Real Madrid, and PSG conform closely to the trend line, highlighting the persistent
nexus between competitive success and market valuation. United’s third-place EV ranking, juxtaposed with an
eighth-place league finish, underscores the exceptional resilience of its brand even amid faltering sporting
performances.

Rank Club EV (EUR m) League Pos. AEV YoY
1 Real Madrid CF 6300 Ist +23%
2 Manchester City FC 5200 Ist +3%
3 Manchester United FC 5 000 8th +4 %
4 FC Barcelona — 2nd —-26%
5 FC Bayern Miinchen —— Ist —

6 Liverpool FC — 3rd —

7 Arsenal FC 1808 2nd +29%
8 Paris Saint-Germain FC — Ist —

9 Tottenham Hotspur FC — Sth —

10 Chelsea FC — 6th -8%

4 Discussion: Manchester United’s Decline and Brand Resilience

Since Sir Alex Ferguson’s retirement in 2013, Manchester United have endured a sustained period of
on-field inconsistency, characterized by frequent managerial changes and sporadic trophy success. The 2023/24
season’s eighth-place finish not only led to the loss of an estimated €60 million in Champions League revenues
but also revealed tactical and recruitment deficiencies that starkly contrast with the club’s previous era of
dominance (Blackhurst, 2023; Sellers, 2017). Despite recording a net loss of €132 million—Ilargely driven by
escalating wage costs and diminished performance revenues—United’s enterprise value increased by 4 percent
to €5 billion.

This decoupling of brand valuation from competitive outcomes can be attributed to several factors.
First, the Club’s immense global digital footprint—exceeding 750 million followers—continues to secure
premium sponsorship and partnership deals, thereby insulating revenue streams during sporting downturns
(Tidey, 2011). Second, the Football Benchmark valuation model places substantial weight on commercial
potential and brand strength, thereby mitigating the impact of a single season’s results. Finally, ongoing equity
injections from the Glazer family and private investors signal confidence in a future revival, reinforcing market
perceptions of Manchester United as a “blue-chip” football asset (Nicholson, 2019).

In conclusion, although Manchester United’s on-pitch decline has eroded certain revenue sources and
competitive standing, the club’s historic legacy, expansive fan base, and robust commercial strategy have
preserved—and even enhanced—its financial valuation. Moving forward, reconciling sporting ambition with
financial prudence will be essential, as the club’s enduring brand resilience may otherwise obscure deeper
structural challenges.

4.4.2 Ownership Model Evolution

From the mid-2000s onwards, the Premier League’s ownership landscape underwent three distinct phases.
Between 2005 and 2010, stewardship passed from locally based businessmen to high-net-worth international
purchasers, exemplified by Roman Abramovich’s acquisition of Chelsea and the Glazer family’s takeover of
Manchester United. In the subsequent interval (2010-15), American institutional investors emerged, notably
Fenway Sports Group at Liverpool. Since 2015, a further transformation has occurred with the advent of state-
backed consortia—such as Abu Dhabi’s takeover of Manchester City and the Saudi Public Investment Fund’s
control of Newcastle United—as well as the proliferation of multi-club ownership groups.

This evolution has intensified competition for revenue, eroding the distinct commercial advantages once
enjoyed by Manchester United. Although the club still leads England in matchday income (£137.1 million in
2023-24), rivals have narrowed the gap in commercial returns and have, in aggregate, outstripped United in
broadcast-related distributions, buoyed by more consistent on-field performances. State-backed owners in
particular have been willing to prioritise sporting ambition and brand elevation over short-term profitability,
creating a markedly different financial dynamic compared to the Glazers’ leveraged model, in which debt
servicing imposes perpetual fiscal constraints.

Regulatory frameworks have attempted to rein in excessive loss-making across all ownership types. UEFA’s
Financial Fair Play regulations (introduced in 2011) and the Premier League’s Profitability and Sustainability
Rules impose caps on allowable annual deficits, although debate persists as to whether these measures have
meaningfully restored competitive balance.
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4.4.3 Infrastructure Investment

Infrastructure spending under Glazer ownership has lagged significantly behind that of United’s principal rivals,
both in scale and timeliness. Whereas Manchester City opened a new £200 million training complex in 2014 and
has earmarked £300 million for stadium enhancements between 2024 and 2026, and Tottenham Hotspur
inaugurated its £1 billion venue in 2019, Manchester United’s infrastructure outlay has been minimal—limited
to a £250 million pledge by INEOS in 2024. Arsenal’s Emirates Stadium (2006) and Liverpool’s two Anfield
expansions totalling £195 million (from 2016 onwards) further illustrate the widening gulf.

Club Project Investment Year(s)
Manchester City ~ Training ground £200 million 2014
Manchester City ~ Stadium enhancements £300 million 2024-26
Tottenham Hotspur New stadium £1 billion 2019
Arsenal Emirates Stadium — 2006
Liverpool Two new stands at Anfield £195 million Since 2016

Manchester United Committed infrastructure funding (INEOS) £250 million 2024

This underinvestment has practical and symbolic consequences. Old Trafford—once the most modern arena in
English football—now suffers from maintenance issues, including roof leaks, and was excluded from the list of
Euro 2028 venues (The Guardian, 2023). The Carrington training centre, state-of-the-art upon its opening in
2000, has received only cursory upgrades. Inadequate stadium modernization constrains matchday revenue from
premium seating and hospitality, while outdated training facilities hinder both player development and
recruitment. Although INEOS’s £250 million commitment signals a potential reversal, it remains modest
relative to competitor outlays, and debates persist as to whether a comprehensive Old Trafford rebuild or phased
renovation is the most viable path.

4.5 Future Scenarios and Implications

4.5.1 Europa League Final Significance

Financial models indicate that triumph in the forthcoming Europa League final would represent a pivotal
juncture for Manchester United’s medium-term prospects. A victory would secure automatic Champions League
entry—worth an estimated £80—-100 million in UEFA prize money alone—together with ancillary gains in
matchday receipts and sponsorship valuations (The Athletic, 2025). Beyond immediate revenue, qualification
would bolster the club’s recruitment appeal and afford crucial breathing space for INEOS’s ongoing sporting
restructuring.

Scenario Analysis
1.  Win and Qualify: Stabilised finances; strengthened recruitment; platform for strategic reset.
2. Lose but Retain Top-Flight Status: Persistent fiscal pressure; constrained transfer market activity;
extended rebuilding timeline.
3. Lose and Relegate (unlikely): Severe revenue collapse; contractual release triggers; multi-year
recovery required.

4.5.2 Relegation Risk Assessment
Although mathematical models estimate relegation probability below 5 percent, the financial fallout would be
catastrophic:

e  60-70 percent broadcast revenue reduction (circa £400—450 million)

e Activation of relegation clauses in commercial agreements

e  Mass exodus of players via release clauses

e Reputational damage affecting global partnerships
Parachute payments (approximately £40—45 million in the first season) would cover less than 30 percent of
current broadcast income (Swiss Ramble, 2023). Given the club’s substantial debt burden, servicing obligations
would remain largely unchanged despite sharply diminished revenues, risking a financial crisis necessitating
either fresh equity injections or debt restructuring. Historical precedents (e.g., Leeds United, Newcastle United)
suggest that resurgence from Championship football typically demands a minimum of two to three seasons,
even with parachute support—an outlook that could prove even more challenging for a club of Manchester
United’s global stature.

4.5.3 Ownership Transition Implications
INEOS’s partial acquisition represents a noteworthy shift, but its transformational impact is circumscribed by
several structural factors:
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e A 28.94 percent minority share limits formal decision-making authority.
e  The Glazer family retains majority ownership and board control, potentially generating strategic
friction.

e Outstanding leverage remains on the club’s balance sheet.

e Infrastructure deficiencies require investment beyond the current INEOS commitment.
Comparisons with other ownership transitions (Liverpool, Arsenal, Chelsea) reveal that partial changes usually
yield incremental, rather than radical, performance improvements. The resulting hybrid governance model
introduces novel challenges in aligning sporting and financial objectives. Early signs suggest a refocusing on
football-specific expertise and capital projects, yet the underlying constraints of a leveraged balance sheet
persist.

V.Discussion
5.1 The Leveraged Buyout Paradox
Manchester United’s experience under the Glazers exemplifies the “leveraged buyout paradox” in sport. While
debt-funded acquisition facilitated rapid revenue expansion and commercial success, the attendant interest
burdens—totaling £834 million to date—have diverted resources away from crucial football operations and
infrastructure. Commercial priorities designed to service debt have frequently overridden long-term sporting
strategy, manifesting in executive appointments that emphasise revenue generation over technical expertise.
This case provides rare longitudinal evidence supporting theoretical concerns that leveraged buyouts may
undermine competitive sustainability in performance-driven contexts (Franck & Lang, 2014; Szymanski, 2015).
5.2 Leadership Transition and Organizational Resilience
The contrast between the pre- and post-Ferguson eras highlights the fragility introduced by the leveraged model.
Sir Alex Ferguson’s departure in 2013 exposed structural weaknesses that had been masked by his exceptional
stewardship. The simultaneous exit of executive chairman David Gill exacerbated a leadership vacuum,
resulting in a sequence of short-term-oriented appointees and seven permanent managers in twelve years. This
instability reflects deeper deficits in succession planning and institutional capacity, symptomatic of prioritising
debt obligations over investment in football operations (Hughes et al., 2018; Ogbonna & Harris, 2014).
5.3 Commercial Success vs. Sporting Performance
The decoupling of Manchester United’s brand value from its on-field results challenges the assumption that
commercial growth inevitably fuels sporting achievement (Szymanski, 2015). “Brand inertia” has insulated the
club from the full financial consequences of underperformance, yet early indicators—such as a drop from
second to fourth in global revenue rankings—suggest that this resilience may wane if sporting results do not
improve. Persistent fan discontent underscores the legitimacy tensions arising when business logic eclipses
traditional sporting values (Gammelsater, 2010).
5.4 Regulatory and Governance Implications
The Glazers’ leveraged buyout would face tighter scrutiny under today’s financial regulations, which focus on
sustainable losses rather than acquisition financing. The Premier League’s enhanced Owners’ and Directors’
Test addresses character and capital adequacy but stops short of evaluating the long-term sporting repercussions
of high-leverage structures. Moreover, the INEOS-Glazer hybrid model engenders novel accountability
challenges that current regulatory frameworks are ill-equipped to manage. Manchester United’s trajectory raises
broader questions about the governance of culturally significant sporting institutions: should clubs be treated
principally as financial assets, or as community-embedded entities with broader social responsibilities?
5.5 Theoretical Contributions
This study makes several contributions to theoretical understanding of football club ownership and performance.
First, it extends institutional theory by demonstrating how competing institutional logics—sporting, business,
and community—create persistent tensions that ownership structures must navigate. The leveraged buyout
model appears particularly ill-suited to balancing these competing logics due to its prioritization of financial
returns over other considerations.
Second, the research challenges simplistic applications of agency theory to sporting contexts. While agency
theory suggests that debt can reduce agency costs by constraining management discretion (Jensen, 1986), the
Manchester United case demonstrates that in sporting contexts, such constraints may undermine the investment
flexibility necessary for competitive success.
Third, the study contributes to understanding the relationship between financial and sporting performance in
football clubs. The findings suggest a more complex relationship than previously theorized, with brand strength
creating temporary insulation between these dimensions but longer-term alignment eventually reasserting itself.
Finally, the research extends leadership succession theory in sporting contexts by demonstrating how ownership
structures affect organizational resilience during leadership transitions. The evidence suggests that leveraged
models create particular vulnerability to leadership change due to their constraints on institutional investment
and development.
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V1.  Conclusion

This study has examined the 20-year impact of leveraged buyout ownership on Manchester United
Football Club, providing unprecedented longitudinal evidence of how financial engineering affects sporting
institutions. The findings demonstrate that while the Glazer ownership has delivered commercial growth and
revenue expansion, it has simultaneously undermined the club's sporting foundation through debt service
prioritization, infrastructure underinvestment, and structural weaknesses in football operations.

The research reveals that problems at Manchester United began before Ferguson's retirement, with the
leveraged model creating organizational fragility that his exceptional management temporarily masked. His
departure in 2013 exposed these underlying weaknesses, leading to a sustained period of sporting decline
despite continued commercial success. The current crisis, with the club experiencing its worst Premier League
season, represents the culmination of these long-term structural issues rather than simply poor short-term
decision-making.

The findings have significant implications for football governance, suggesting that regulatory
frameworks should consider not only ongoing financial management but also how acquisition structures affect
long-term sporting competitiveness. The Manchester United case demonstrates that leveraged buyouts create
particular challenges in sporting contexts where competitive success requires continuous reinvestment rather
than value extraction.

Future research should examine how the partial INEOS acquisition affects Manchester United's
trajectory and whether hybrid ownership models can successfully address the structural weaknesses identified in
this study. Comparative analysis with other ownership transitions would further enhance understanding of how
different financial models affect sporting institutions over extended timeframes.

As football club ownership continues to evolve with increasing financial complexity, the Manchester
United case provides valuable lessons about the importance of aligning ownership structures with the unique
characteristics of sporting institutions. The evidence suggests that sustainable success requires ownership
models that balance commercial objectives with the continuous reinvestment necessary for sporting
achievement—a balance that the leveraged buyout model has fundamentally failed to achieve at Manchester
United over the past two decades.
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