
The latest Premier League shock brought another premature weekend headache for Manchester United. A newly
promoted side came to Old Trafford and left with all three points, leaving questions lingering once more around
United’s defensive concentration issues and, predictably, the ever-frustrating vulnerability to Premier League
set pieces.

It’s a narrative all too familiar for those who have followed United since 2013: a club seemingly possessed by a
post-title identity crisis, marred by managerial churn and squads perpetually misaligned with the demands of the
system. Yet despite this, the persistent refrain from the club’s PR machinery is that improvement is on the horizon
— with current coaching staff, notably Michael Carrick’s transition to a coaching role, heavily hyped. But does the
reality match the hype, or is there a deeper rot fueling these errors?

United’s Post-2013 Identity Crisis: From Stability to Symptom
Manchester United’s fall from their post-Ferguson dominance hasn’t been a single event but a prolonged
unravelling. Since lifting their last league title in 2013, the club has wrestled with a loss of identity. What was once
a robust and recognisable brand of football has devolved into something more akin to an airport runway —
largely open spaces in midfield inviting constant pressure and inviting mistakes.

This loss of clarity is visible in many facets, but most glaringly in defensive organisation during set plays. United’s
defensive lapses have become a dependable storyline in both match reports and post-match analysis. The
opposition knows exactly where the weaknesses lie — at the heart of corners, free kicks, and other set-piece
scenarios.

When Defensive Mistakes Define the Narrative

There’s a lazy narrative that blames ‘club culture’ or ‘attitude’ for these set-piece blunders, but this is often a
smokescreen for basic tactical and concentration errors. Set-piece defending is as much about practice and roles as
it is about individual focus; when teams routinely concede from these situations, it’s a deeper issue than just ‘bad
mindset’.

United’s repeated fumbling on set pieces highlights a failure to establish a clear and consistent defensive
framework — one that adequately assigns marking responsibilities and prioritises clear communication under
pressure.

Managerial Churn and Squads That Don’t Fit the System
Since 2013, Michael Carrick and countless others have seen manager after manager arrive and depart in quick
succession. From David Moyes to Louis van Gaal, Jose Mourinho, Ole Gunnar Solskjaer, Ralf Rangnick, and now
Erik ten Hag’s era, the revolving door has prevented any cohesive rebuilding of a squad tailored to a stable
system.

Each managerial appointment ushers in a new ‘project’ (cue adding this phrase to my rapidly growing list of
football rebuild slogans), accompanied by fresh tactical blueprints and transfer targets. Yet the players bought
rarely fit neatly into whichever approach is currently in vogue.

The Set Play Disconnect

One extremely telling symptom is the continuing dependence on players who struggle with set-piece defending or
are poorly matched physically and positionally to key roles during such moments. This mismatch compounds the



risk of conceding from set plays.

Without managerial stability, the iteration of adequate defensive set-piece strategies remains out of reach. Training
regimes lack consistency, leadership on the pitch is inconsistent, and players suffer from unclear roles during
critical game moments.

Michael Carrick’s Coaching Impact Versus PR Hype
The appointment of Michael Carrick to the coaching staff once seemed a beacon of hope. After all, Carrick was a
cerebral midfielder renowned for reading the game and passing accuracy — an ex-player deeply familiar with
United’s culture and playing style.

However, while PR have been quick to brand him a transformative figure in the coaching team, the tangible
improvements on the pitch are trickier to substantiate. Carrick has been tasked with stabilising the midfield and
boosting defensive organisation, yet moments like last weekend’s set-piece concessions suggest that his impact
remains limited, or at least that the work is far from complete.

Rather than a genuine tactical revolution, what exists is a cycle of hype and hope — a media-friendly narrative that
substitutes for actual structural progress.

Media Pressure and Emotional Volatility

The emotional rollercoaster surrounding United’s recent results has fed a vicious cycle strongly influenced by
media pressure. Good results invite euphoric declarations of return to glory, while one bad loss, especially at home
to promoted opposition, ignites sharp criticism and calls for sweeping changes.

This volatility infects not only the fanbase but club decision-making, as knee-jerk reactions override sensible,
measured planning. The media’s penchant for simplistic narratives — branding every defeat as a ‘disaster’ or every
win as ‘redemption’ — hampers a sober appraisal.

It is within this charged atmosphere that performance like conceding from set plays must be understood. The
scrutiny on players amplifies individual mistakes, yet fails to recognise the cumulative operational deficiencies
reflected in those errors.



Breaking Down the Set Play Goals Conceded: A Closer Look
Recent Set Play Goals Conceded by Manchester United (Last 5 Matches) Match Opponent Type of Set Piece
Minute Goal Description Defensive Error Identified vs Newly Promoted Team Promoted Side Corner 23 Near-post
header unmarked Poor zonal marking, delayed reactions vs Liverpool Midtable Opposition Free Kick 57 Direct shot
blocked, rebound scored Lack of clear clearing roles vs Chelsea Top 6 Club Corner 76 Uncontested flick-on header
Miscommunication in marking assignments vs Leeds United Promoted Side Free Kick Cross 45+2 Loose header
allowed goal Poor concentration at crucial moment vs Newly Promoted Team Promoted Side Corner 81 Second
goal scored from set piece Repeated positional errors

The table above highlights a disturbing pattern: the team concedes set play goals not because of lack of effort but
due to repeatedly basic mistakes in organisation and focus. This pattern is too glaring to be chalked up to isolated
mental lapses or ‘culture’ alone.

Conclusions: Moving Beyond 'Another Set Pieces Fail'
When a newly promoted team visits Old Trafford and secures a 2-0 victory, with at least one goal stemming from
a set piece, the alarm bells should sound loudly. This is not merely a case of isolated mistakes or bad luck but
symptomatic of deeply ingrained structural issues within United’s squad and coaching setup.

Fixing defensive concentration issues during set plays demands more than increased training drills or
motivation speeches; it requires a clear, stable identity and a system where players understand their roles to the
letter. Managerial churn must give way to consistent leadership, enabling the construction of a squad that fits the
demands of the style, especially during set-piece defending.

While Michael Carrick’s rise to the coaching ranks is a promising development, the gulf between PR hype and on-
pitch outcomes must narrow urgently. Without tangible improvements in organisation
https://www.11v11.com/manchester-uniteds-endless-rebuild-how-many-managers-and-millions-does-it-take-to-
fix-old-trafford/ and mentality, the revolving-door drama will continue to overshadow meaningful progress.

Key Takeaways

Manchester United’s defensive woes on set pieces are emblematic of a larger post-2013 identity crisis.



Managerial rotation disrupts the consistency required to establish solid set-piece defending practices.

Squad construction remains misaligned with tactical needs, especially in set-piece roles.

Michael Carrick’s coaching impact is promising but not yet transformative.

Media-driven emotional volatility fuels unstable narratives that overshadow structural deficiencies.

Basic concentration and organisational faults, rather than ‘culture,’ explain repeated set play goals
conceded.

Manchester United stand at a crossroads. Embracing true structural reform and patience — rather than cycles of
hype and crisis — may be the only way out of the set-piece spiral that continues to haunt their Premier League
campaigns.


