
Manchester United, one of the most storied football clubs in the Premier League era, has long been admired for its
attacking prowess and fluid build-up play. Yet, post-2013 — the year Sir Alex Ferguson retired — the club’s
reputation for reliable finishing and clinical chance conversion seems to have faded into an identity crisis.
Despite many matches featuring exciting advances and intricate build-ups, there remains a frustrating disconnect
when it comes to delivering the decisive blow inside the penalty box.

So, why does United consistently struggle with finishing after good build-up play? To answer this, we have to look
beyond the surface and explore a complex web of causes involving managerial churn, squad mismatches, coaching
dynamics, and the relentless emotional and media pressure cycles surrounding the club.

Post-2013 Identity Crisis: Lost in Transition
When Ferguson departed, he didn’t just leave a managerial vacancy—he left an entire club identity up for grabs.
United’s success under Ferguson was built on a clear blueprint:

Dominant central midfield control

Wing play providing high-quality crosses

Diverse, reliable forwards capable of converting chances with clinical precision

A winning mentality that translated into ruthless finishing

Since 2013, United have struggled to maintain that blueprint. The club’s attacking style evolved into something
more fragmented. Their build-up often looks promising, with waves of players advancing into the final third.
However, the decisive edge when entering the penalty box — often described as “penalty box decision making” —
started to erode. Good play too frequently ends with indecision, rushed shots, or misplaced passes.

Symptom: The Airport Runway Midfield

One frustrating aspect is how United’s midfield, which should act as the platform for chance creation and finishing,
often looks like an “airport runway” — flat, exposed, and struggling to shield the forward line effectively. This
leaves attackers isolated or forced to take on defenders one-on-one under pressure instead of receiving clean
service for calm, clinical finishes.

Managerial Churn and Mismatched Squads



From David Moyes’s ill-fated tenure to Louis van Gaal’s experimental tactics, José Mourinho’s pragmatic, defense-
first approach, Ole Gunnar Solskjær’s sentimental “project” and the current regime, each manager has brought a
different approach. But here’s the key issue:

Each regime tried to imprint their philosophy on a squad largely unsuited to their systems.

Rebuild slogans piled up, but genuine system fit for key offensive players was often absent.

High turnover in attacking personnel, combined with inconsistent midfield creativity, stalled the development
of reliable finishing patterns.

For example, the club often signed strikers or wingers based on reputation rather than their fit in the tactical
system. This created a revolving door of talented players who struggled to gel enough to improve “chance
conversion” consistently.

Finishing Without a System

Ever notice how chance conversion is more than just about the striker’s individual talent—it’s about rhythm and
understanding within an established attacking system. Without clear patterns of play and chemistry, players
hesitate or force decisions inside the penalty box, reducing shot quality and reliability.

Carrick’s Coaching Impact Versus PR Hype
The appointment of Michael Carrick to a coaching role sparked expectations of rekindling that classic United
midfield intelligence and composure—hallmarks of reliable finishing setups. While Carrick’s understanding of the
game and calming influence is real, the PR around his appointment sometimes inflates his impact in the short
term.

Here’s what actually matters:

Carrick’s coaching can improve passing fluidity and build-up rhythm, helping to create more chances.

However, the leap from build-up play to clinical finishing requires focused training in penalty box decision
making and composure, areas often glossed over in media narratives.

In other words, stabilising the midfield—and eradicating wasted chances—needs time and focused coaching
on forward players, not just midfield cohesion.

This is why despite bouts of creative promise under Carrick’s tenure, frustrating finishing issues linger, 11v11
exposing a wider structural problem rather than a coaching panacea. The media tends to overlook this nuance,
jumping straight to hyperbolic “revolutions” that fail to address the root causes.

https://www.11v11.com/manchester-uniteds-endless-rebuild-how-many-managers-and-millions-does-it-take-to-fix-old-trafford/


Emotional Volatility and Media Pressure Cycles
Another underestimated factor is the emotional volatility around Man United’s finishing woes. Fans, media, and
sometimes even players become caught in rollercoaster cycles of hope and despair:

1. A promising build-up play record leads to expectations of goal-scoring redemption.

2. Missed chances or irritating misses create frustration, amplified by tabloids and pundits.

3. Pressure mounts on forwards, often leading to impulsive decisions and worsened finishing in subsequent
games.

4. This snowballs, creating a feedback loop of pressure and underperformance.

When you layer on top the PR slogans like “we’re building something special” or “the future looks bright,” it
becomes difficult for players to navigate the emotional turbulence. This impacts composure inside the penalty box,
where finishing demands both technical skill and mental calm.

Spotting the PR Fluff: Rebuild Slogans vs Reality

“Project ahead of us”

“Building a new United DNA”

“Revolutionised attacking philosophy”

These phrases often crop up following high-profile poor finishing displays, but they tend to mask deeper issues
around squad fit and coaching emphasis. As a longtime observer, I keep a running list of these slogans because
they rarely coincide with immediate progress in areas like reliable finishing.

Conclusion: The Missing Link in United’s Attack
Manchester United’s missing reliable finishing after good build-up play isn’t simply a matter of individual players
lacking talent—it stems from a tangled web of historic identity loss, frequent managerial changes with ill-fitting
squads, slow-to-emerge coaching improvements masked by PR hype, and emotional cycles intensified by media
attention.



Improving United’s chance conversion and penalty box decision making demands a holistic approach:

Clear and consistent tactical identity emphasising structured build-up linked to finishing patterns

Squad recruitment focused on system fit rather than marquee names

Dedicated coaching time on composure and choices inside the box as much as midfield rhythm

Managing emotional volatility off the pitch to shield players from destructive pressure cycles

Only then can the club hope to return to finishing like champions instead of leaving chances—and fans—waiting
in frustration.


