Every time a new manager walks through the doors at Carrington or any other Premier League training complex, the same phrase
gets hammered into the press releases: "everyone has a clean slate." It’s the ultimate footballing mantra. It suggests a meritocracy
where the previous season’s failures, or a player's past grievances, are wiped clean the moment a new tactical blueprint is drawn

up.

But having covered Manchester clubs for over a decade, I’ve learned that the "clean slate" is often more of a public relations
necessity than a tactical reality. Players are people, managers are creatures of habit, and the reality of team selection factors is
far more nuanced than what we read in the morning papers.

Beyond the 'Clean Slate': Reality vs. Rhetoric

When a manager says "everyone starts from zero," they are managing morale. They need the squad to buy into the new regime
immediately. If you have 25 players on the payroll, you cannot afford to have 10 of them feeling alienated on Day One. However,
mternal player management dictates that a manager begins evaluating their squad the moment they sign their contract.

They aren’t just looking at clips from last season. They are looking at data profiles, injury histories, and—perhaps most
importantly—how players respond to instruction during those first three weeks of pre-season. The "slate" isn't clean; it’s being
rewritten in real-time based on trust.

The Variables of Team Selection

To understand why a player is left out, stop looking at "form" as a single metric. It’s a cocktail of factors. Here is how I’ve seen
the hierarchy of selection break down behind the scenes:

Factor Weighting Notes Tactical Suitability High Does the player fit the specific system? Training Reliability High Do they execute
the drill as requested? Physical Availability Medium GPS data and recovery metrics. Personal Rapport Medium Alignment of
personality and culture. Past Performance Low Managers rarely look back; they look at the next 90 minutes.

The Manchester United Media Cycle: A Case Study in Confusion

If you frequent outlets like MSN or other aggregators that pull from the back pages, you’ve likely noticed a trend. When a
Manchester United player is benched, the narrative instantly jumps to "feud" or "fallout." It’s clickbait shorthand for something far
more boring: incompatibility.

I’ve lost count of the times a manager has been accused of "freezing out" a player, when in reality, that player simply hasn't hit the
mtensity markers required in training. If a https://www.msn.com/en- gb/news/newsmanchester/marcus-rashford- given-man-united-
clean-slate-as-michael-carrick-relationship-questioned/ar- AA 1 Voe2 T manager asks for a high-press system and a player can’t or
won't adjust their running profile, they aren't being "punished." They are being tactically excluded. The media loves the drama of'a
personality clash, but 90% of the time, it’s just a mismatch of requirements.

The Human Element: Can You 'Get On' Your Way Into the XI?

Is there a bias toward players who share a manager's worldview? Absolutely. But it isn't always about being a "teacher's pet." It’s
about trust. A manager who is fighting for their job in the high-pressure environment of the Premier League needs to know that
when they look at their bench, the player coming on isn't going to go rogue.

If a player is technically brilliant but ignores the defensive structure, they are a lability. When a manager selects a slightly less
talented player who sticks to the plan, we call it "favoritism." From the dugout, it’s actually "risk mitigation."


https://www.msn.com/en-gb/news/newsmanchester/marcus-rashford-given-man-united-clean-slate-as-michael-carrick-relationship-questioned/ar-AA1Voe2T
https://www.msn.com/en-gb/news/newsmanchester/marcus-rashford-given-man-united-clean-slate-as-michael-carrick-relationship-questioned/ar-AA1Voe2T

How Training Performance Influences the Team Sheet

We often forget that the matchday is only the final 90 minutes of a 168-hour week. The work done on the training pitch is the
primary filter for selection:

1. Intra-squad intensity: Do they lose their cool when a teammate wins a tackle?
2. Tactical retention: Can they explain the role they were assigned to in a briefing?
3. Social cohesion: Are they dragging the energy of the group down during fatigue sessions?

A player who ticks these boxes is infinitely more likely to be selected than a superstar who sulks when they lose a possession drill.
It’s not "bias"; it’s professional environment management.

Why We Need to Stop Searching for 'Feuds'

The habit of treating "relationship questioned" as proof ofa feud is the bane of my existence. It’s lazy. Football is a high-octane,
high-stakes industry. Disagreements happen. If a manager and a player have a heated discussion about positioning, it doesn't mean
the player is being sold in January. It means they are working,

When you see a headline suggesting a rift, ask yourself: is there a direct quote, or is it a paraphrase of someone "close to the
situation"? Ifit’s the latter, treat it as noise. Managers and players are essentially coworkers in a pressurized office. They don't
have to be friends to be a winning team, but they do have to be aligned.



Final Thoughts: The Meritocracy Myth

Does the coach-player relationship affect selection? Yes, but not in the way the soaps-style headlines suggest. It’s not about who
likes whom. It’s about who provides the manager with the most certainty.

As fans, we see 90 minutes. Managers see 24/7. When a player is dropped, it’s rarely because of a personal grudge. It’s almost
always because the manager has decided that the alternative offers a higher probability of success in the upcoming 90 minutes.
That isn't as sexy as a tabloid feud, but it is the truth of the Premier League.

Keep your eyes on the intensity of the pressing triggers and the tactical discipline in the final third. That’s where the real story of
selection is written—not in the dressing room drama or the "clean slate" platitudes of a pre-match press conference.



