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The conundrum of teamsmanship: The Ryder Cup and Business Success 

This year’s Ryder Cup is fast approaching, and with it the big question of how well the Americans 

will play, especially on their own turf. At the heart of the challenge for the Americans is how they 

perform as a team – a key challenge business leaders can appreciate.  

Background 

The Americans have lost seven of the last eight matches, and will clearly be hoping for a win this 

time out. They will also be looking to capitalise on the new faces in the European team, with half 

the European team making their debuts in the competition and Darren Clarke captaining for the 

first time.  

Star Players v Star Team 

Despite these many changes, the overriding factor that will dictate the success of the US team will 

be their ability to perform as a team. They have always been a group of Star Players, calling on 

many of the most talented golfers in the world. However, they have built a reputation over many 

Ryder Cups for not being able to create a Star Team.  

For instance, immediately after the last match in 2014, the press conference featured open 

confrontation in the team, when Phil Mickleson openly criticised his own captain for his poor 

leadership. In contrast, European success has often been put down to their Star Team mindset, 

despite golf being a single person sport in virtually all other competitions.   

Towards Teamsmanship 

The US established a Taskforce immediately after last time’s loss. It has spent 2 years focussed 

on building a more effective and trusting team culture.  In business, as in sport, building a culture of 

high performance is vital to success. This must be a top-down process, with leaders fully 

committed to building highly effective teams, and the right environment for teams to take on 

responsibility and thrive.  

Creating an environment where the team can both support and challenge each other depends on 

team members sharing a common sense of purpose and ambition, along with clear goals. This 

does not happen overnight. Once this has been established, the team should be empowered to 

make decisions, removing micro management from the equation. This has the added benefit of 

freeing leaders to be outward-looking, focussing on capitalising on investment, reacting to 

changing business conditions, and implementing long-term strategies to support growth.    

The full extent of the US’ team’s two year preparation is not yet known, but it’s clear they’ve spent 

much more time with many players in building relationships and planning for all eventualities in this 
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year’s match. If they are able to foster a high performing culture, focussing on the team rather than 

individuals, victory should be theirs.  

Building this from within takes time and focus, but for business and sports teams, it is a more 

efficient and longer lasting path to value creation than simply recruiting individual superstars. 

Mike Taylor 

27 September 2016 

 

Post Script 

The USA won this year after all.  

What made the difference? 

Post victory interviews were informative: 

• The players were relaxed; confident; encouraging and supporting each other. All the 

preparations to build a cohesive team had worked 

• The American Taskforce, set up two years ago to find the way to win the Cup again after 

many losses, had studied the Europeans' (aka the competition’s) approach of the past few 

years. They considered all aspects, including ensuring the enjoyment of 

o The players 

o The spectators and 

o The sponsors 

• Communication with team players and potential players had been going on for two years 

• The golf course had been bedecked with a sea of red (the US team colour), including 

spectators’ clothing, flags, the seats in the stand etc. Collectively, this helped to create the 

environment to give maximum motivation to the players at all times 

• NB the players receive no fee for playing in this competition; the source of motivation lies in 

everything else. 

No doubt more details of the Taskforce's actions and inclusion of the players in decision making 

will emerge in due course. But it's already clear that its remit saw 2016 as the start of a decade 

long commitment to American success. 

Roll on 2018's competition in Paris. 

Mike Taylor 

3 October 2016 


