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WHAT MAKES PEOPLE LIKE FOOTBALL?
Ismail Johari Othman

By the time this article goes to print, a new World Cup champion would have been crowned. Since midJune, millions – if not billions – of people could have had their sleep and daily routine interrupted to
catch up with the world’s most liked sport1. Football, or in some places soccer, is estimated to have 3.5
billion fans worldwide. The number of FIFA (the Fédération Internationale de Football Association), the
governing body of this sport’s national-level members even exceeds the United Nations 193 strong
member states. What is it about football that attracts such a huge following? This article identifies three
possible attributes that football as a sport has, which could be the reason for its likeability.
The first attribute that football has is simplicity. It is an easy sport to play. One could use effectively any
body part except their hands to play football. The ability to use hands is reserved for the goalkeeper if
football is played as a team sport. One would just need to kick the ball, stop its movement when
necessary, run after the ball, and use ones’ head if the ball goes higher. It is so easy that one hardly hears
about people forgetting how to play football even after years of not kicking one. Football is also easy for
people watching it. Generally, there are two opposing teams that try to put the ball into each other’s net
within a stipulated time frame. The more goals they can put in the better as the team that ends with the
most goals wins. Apart from playing and watching, its simplicity tends to attract people to teach or coach
football to others. It may be likely that equipped with some imagination and soft skills, casual footballers
like Arrigo Sacchi2 and André Villas-Boas3 went all the way to become successful football coaches. In all
fairness, the technicalities that come along with football today, as observed in the recently concluded
FIFA World Cup such as the Video Assistant Referee (VAR), exists when the stakes are high. This is often
driven by commercial considerations and can be observed in other sports too.
The second attribute is the versatility that football has to offer. Ideally, football is played by two teams
comprising of 11 players each on an area of 7,140 square metres on a green pitch, with one main referee
and two linesmen. As for the players, each team wears different coloured shirts, shorts, socks, and boots.
To distinguish themselves from the rest of the team, the goalkeepers wear a different coloured shirt along
with a pair of gloves. A football match is divided into two halves of 45-minutes – each with 15-minutes
break in between. Each team can make a maximum of three substitutions throughout the game. Red and
yellow cards are brandished should players breach the rules. That said, would the teenagers in the favelas4
of Rio de Janeiro, the back alleys of Barcelona, and the dusty pitches in Cairo care about the technicalities?
They are simply carefree and somehow found ways to adapt football within their limitations. No iconic
1

Once in four-year’s, an international football tournament namely the FIFA World Cup 2018 took place in Russia from 14 June to 15 July 2018.
An Italian football coach who has won numerous international honours with AC Milan in late 1980s.
3 A Portuguese football coach who has led famous clubs like Porto, Chelsea, and Tottenham Hotspur from 2010 to 2013.
4
Brazilian Portuguese for slum areas
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black-and-white Adidas ball? No problem! A crumpled old newspaper or flattened drink can would make
a decent substitute and can always be kicked around joyfully; most of the time in torn rubber shoes,
slippers, or even barefoot. One of the more popular ways to differentiate the two opposing sides is for
one team to play shirtless. Goal posts can easily be substituted with small stones or even school bags –
more importantly, to enjoy the game!
The versatility of football could have caught the eye of entrepreneurs who would always find ways to
capitalise on people’s liking to suit their lifestyle and existing limitations. Futsal is one of the variants of
football that has become a growing business in Malaysia. This scaled-down version of football requires
fewer players, adopts shorter playing time, and is played indoors – which offers a huge advantage in terms
of weather (rain or shine), time (round-the-clock), availability (advanced booking), and privacy (public
areas on sharing basis). The least one needs to do with the football is to juggle it. Many years back there
was a Malaysian football player by the name of Titus James Palani5 who was remembered more for his
ability juggling a football (a total of 5,680 times in 1999 – a Malaysian record).
The next attribute is affordability. Unlike certain sports, football at its basic requires minimal investment
– no equipment like a stick, bat, club or racquet. The ball is durable; so are the attire and boots, if
required. There is an abundance of online materials relating to football if one is looking for an audiovisual example and inspiration from the greats. Perhaps in urban areas, where space is limited and
expensive, the affordability of football could be a challenge especially when it is intended to be played in
numbers. Yet, for those who are interested only in watching football, with a glass of teh tarik 6, one could
indulge with top flight football games screened live at outdoor stalls. The mass that football commands
also attracts government intervention. For instance, the Government of Malaysia decided to live screen
27 from a total of 41 FIFA World Cup 2018 matches for free.
Of course, there will be arguments that passion for football in certain locations is due to legacy or based
on cultural exposure. For example, people in this part of the world may be into other sports had the
British not brought football with them then. Such early inroads could have helped football gain first
mover advantage and indirectly built a barrier to newer sports gaining footing. There is merit to such
argument but conversely, the British also brought rugby, cricket, and hockey. In other instances,
Thailand was never colonised, yet they like football more than other sports. Meanwhile in the Philippines,
football is thriving despite the advantage that basketball has.
To conclude, people are generally drawn to football because of its simplicity, versatility, and affordability.
It is easy to understand, difficult to forget, and entices newcomers to try. Evidently, football is so agile
and flexible in terms of scale and purpose. Such agility and flexibility could have made it business5

Malaysians abroad: The first millionaire to the player who never returned
(2016, August 27). Retrieved from https://www.fourfourtwo.com/my/features/malaysians-abroad-first-millionaire-player-who-never-returned?page=0%2C2 (Accessed Date: 9
July 2018).
6 Teh tarik (literally "pulled tea") is a hot milk tea beverage which can be commonly found in restaurants, outdoor stalls and kopitiams within the Southeast Asian countries of Brunei,
Malaysia and Singapore.
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friendly. Being cost efficient, football commands influence in term of numbers. Like other areas in life,
football is exposed to competitive elements that could have led the sport to become more technical and
complicated as it goes to the subsequent levels where the stakes are higher. Perhaps the said attributes
about football can be a source of inspiration for leaders when it comes to policies and programmes. In
light of the increasingly challenging playing field out there, leadership responses, if any, should be simple,
versatile, and affordable enough to gain acceptance from the masses. For instance, affordability
encourages ownership and participation, which is crucial to the implementation of public policies and
programmes. While it is easier said than done, in reality, as rightly pointed by the legendary Pele,
“everything is practice”, and there is always a start for everything.
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EXECUTIVE COACHING AND
CULTURE
By Ismail Johari Othman

Sometime ago, there was a saying that went

stress on the importance of the bond between

“Barcelona1 beats every team in the world,

the coach4 and his or her coachee5.

Chuck Norris2

can beat Barcelona... by

himself”. Setting aside the joke, currently the
masses

seem

to

find

the

lone-ranger-

herculean kind of pursuit outdated.

Lately,

success requires a completely different set of
recipe, such as teamwork, creativity, courage,
and discipline.

Often, for such a recipe to

work, a systematic coaching process must be
put in place to bring the team from its present
to a desired state.

As early as the 1990s,

inspired by the success stories of coaching in
sports, the business world applied such an
approach – popularly known as executive
coaching – which is a learning partnership3
that supports people to achieve their goals in
the most fulfilling way through raising their self-

Like in other relationships, building a rapport is
crucial in the beginning.

Thereafter, the

coach and the coachee must agree on an
agenda – what the coachee wants to
achieve in the end.

Unlike similar methods

such as counselling and therapy, executive
coaching

is

committed

to

bring

about

changes that the coachee desires. Equally
important, if not more, the answer to the
change must come from the coachee. The
coach is like a sparring partner who will
challenge

the

coachee

throughout

the

process – assisting the coachee to explore
options but not in any way directing him or her
to a solution or conclusion.

awareness to gain courage, commitment,

To ensure that an executive coaching session

and capabilities.

Considering the fulfilling

is progressing as intended, the coach needs to

element in executive coaching, its proponents

continuously probe the coachee – gaining as

1

One of the most successful football club in the world – plays
great football and have won practically every major trophy in
world football.
2 A famous martial artist who is famous for his toughness,
attitude, sophistication, and masculinity – eventually became
a popular culture.

3

Corporate Coach Academy (2017). Certified Associate
Coach Program’s Learning Notes
4 The person who leads the executive coaching process.
5 The person(s) (could be more than one at a point of time)
who is being coached.
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much insight about the coachee. Powerful

The inclination to work as a group,

open-ended questions by the coach helps the

helping each other, and preserving

coachee to gain self-awareness and the

harmony may influence the pace and

ability to distinguish between the side and

direction of an executive coaching

actual issues at hand. To be able to probe

session in a country like Malaysia. The

effectively, the coach must listen, focus, and

coach may find it challenging to make

be

the coachee open up and responses

attentive

to

the

coachee’s

body

language.

received may not be direct but beralas6
as they may be concerned with the

Perhaps the inherent robustness of executive

feelings of the person or group that is

coaching in bringing about change has

central to the conversation.

enticed more and more organisations to invest

extent,

in it, especially at the senior leadership level
where

a

considerable

degree

personalisation may be required.

for

the

famous

sports

Lombardi,

coaches

Carlo

such

Ancelotti,

and

Sir

in

their

respective

like

executive

coaching

to

rapidly

concept of the former. They may have

Even

thought of it as just an opportunity for

Vince

them to voice out what they have been

Alex

content with for a long time. Though one

Ferguson were reported to emphasise on
culture

session

the people are unfamiliar with the

different
as

self-improvement

change into a befrienders-like session as

Executive coaching, which has roots in
experiences in this part of the world.

a

In some cases, the coach could expect

one area that requires attention is culture.
see

make

executive coaching.

Whilst such approaches are commendable,

may

may

necessary in commercial terms, but not

Some

up their own cadre of coaches.

countries,

inclination

people see a pledge or contract only

of

organisations have even invested in building

developed

such

To some

may argue that the method and size is

coaching

different,

experiences where the players are of different

the

town

hall7

sessions

organised by the former Chief Secretary

backgrounds.

to the Government of Malaysia for all
ministries has invited more personal
consultation

6

Tactfully.

rather

than

ideas.

The

7

Razak School of Government (2012), KSN Town Hall 2011
– 2012
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underlying spirit is similar – to seek and

fact that culture takes time to build and

exchange ideas to move forward.

dismantle, it would be good for those

On the flipside, coachees may also face
coaches who struggle to ask thought
provoking questions, not due to the lack
of capability or potential but rather due
to earlier upbringing that could have
inhibited them from displaying curiosity
and ability to challenge the status quo –
that they are more familiar to listening
rather than probing. Having said so, such
upbringing may also be beneficial as it
can be the foundation of active listening
skills

for

the

coach, which is

also

important in executive coaching.

exemplary

characteristics

to

be

embedded in organisational routine.
Employing

executive

coaching

in

isolation is not only expensive as far as
cost is concerned, but its returns could be
limited to solving certain problems rather
than helping the organisation to leap into
the next level.

As rightly pointed by

former Barcelona coach, Pep Guardiola
who is apparently not excelling as
expected at his new club in Manchester
– “I have to understand the rules here in
England”.

Going forward, such cultural challenges
are expected to improve in parallel with
rapid cross-cultural experiences taking
place as a result of advancement in
communication

and

transportation

technology. At the organisational level,
the

pressure

competitive

to
may

stay

relevant

force

people

and
to

embrace new cultures or face the risk of
being left behind.
In conclusion, embarking in an executive
coaching programme is effectively selfawareness for an organisation, where the
potential or shortcoming in exemplary
characteristics cherished by executive
coaching may be discovered. Given the
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Book Recommendation
By Ismail Johari Othman

I, KKK: The Autobiography of
a Historian
Writer: Khoo Kay Kim with Eddin Khoo
The tin mining industry of Perak in the 18th
century somewhat accelerated the
development of the state and has been
documented in many forms by scholars
and practitioners including its two
illustrious sons, namely Prof. Emeritus Tan Sri
Dr. Khoo Kay Kim and Datuk Mohd Nor
Khalid (Datuk Lat).
Both diligently
captured their observations on the society
around them. Unknown to many, both
followed their civil servant father serving
the state during their formative years.
Interestingly,
both
launched
their
respective biographies within a space of
less
than
a
year.
The
book
recommendation for this issue is about the
former. Published by Art Printing Works in
April this year and launched by none
other than the Sultan of Perak himself, the
book walked through the different life
phases of Prof. Emeritus Tan Sri Dr. Khoo
Kay Kim until today.
One of Tan Sri Khoo Kay Kim’s influence in
life
was
his
grandmother,
which
intriguingly was shared through simple
conversations and storytelling. Through
these means, Tan Sri Khoo Kay Kim learned

about his family’s history, rituals, and
customs. Some of the stories, such as the
opium smokers, resurfaced in the latter
part of his life when he studied about
Chinese communities’ dialects in early
Malaya. The broader pictures of life such
as football, cinema, and society mostly
came from his father, who was also his role
model as far as discipline and law abiding
is concerned. He fondly remembered
how his father took a great deal of time to
explain things to him. His strict yet very
loving mother instilled a sense of
responsibility in him by giving him the task
to look after chickens and ducks. Tan Sri
Khoo Kay Kim was open about the
recurring arguments between his mother
and grandmother, which to him was a
case of two very strong personalities –
apparently a typical Peranakan trait.
Tan Sri Khoo Kay Kim seemed to enjoy
every moment of his teenage days in
Anglo Chinese School and St. Michael’s
Institution, especially the social life and the
life outside the lessons. Teachers evidently
played a role in shaping the growth of the
students – often to balance their interests.
1|Page

As for Tan Sri Khoo Kay Kim, this was the
period when he developed interest in
debate. Like his peers, he was also
influenced by the popular culture then
such as Tarzan, Elvis Presley, and P.
Ramlee, to name a few. It was during this
time that he picked up the smoking habit,
an effect of what he called the “social
liberation” in the 1950s.
Even before this book was written, Tan Sri
Khoo Kay Kim has been synonymous with
football.
He used to be a regular
contributor to the media – sharing his
thoughts and history about the local
football scene. Through this book, one
could gain some insights on his coaching
perspectives. His father spotted his interest
and talent in football.
He attended
practically every game that his son
played, gave critical feedback, and
encouraged the latter to read newspaper
articles on football where techniques and
analysis were discussed. To Tan Sri Khoo
Kay Kim, the one who received the
coaching should have natural talent, a
foundation to develop further. On the
other hand, given his father who was
never a football player, passion and being
critical may be potential factors to be a
good coach.
Tan Sri Khoo Kay Kim attended University
of Malaya in Singapore when socialist
movement was at its height in the island
city. Having said so, his participation in
student politics was limited to attending

talks, debates, and discussions. Apart
from time at the football field, he
frequented
amusement
parks
in
Singapore until he became quite adept to
waltz, rumba, and samba. It was also here
in Singapore, he met scholars like Zainal
Abidin Ahmad (Za’ba), D. P. Singhal, and
Professor K. G. Tregonning who made
considerable impact on Tan Sri Khoo Kay
Kim’s appreciation for certain things that
was proven useful in his career towards
the later years such as attention to details,
focus on society in analysing a situation,
and acquiring primary sources in forming
opinions.
Finally, discussing the life of Tan Sri Khoo
Kay Kim would not be complete without
mentioning a lady by the name
Rathimalar
Navaratnasingam
(Rathi)
given the fact that he passed through
school and university without having a
girlfriend. Rathi, a pretty and responsible
girl that Tan Sri Khoo Kay Kim first met in
1962, has been his pillar of strength all
along. They are blessed with three sons
whom the eldest co-authored this book.
This book is highly recommended to
aspiring and evolving leaders who want to
explore leadership related concepts in life
like influence, coaching, and mentoring.
It is also a potential source of inspiration to
career civil servants on how they can
make a difference in their family and life
through
basic
approaches
like
conversations, storytelling, and continuous
encouragement.
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Book Recommendation
By Ismail Johari Othman

TUNKU – An Odyssey of a
Life Well-Lived and WellLoved
Writer: Kobkua Suwannathat Pian
As many of you are probably aware, 20
March is declared as International Day of
Happiness by the United Nations. This is
primarily to recognise the relevance of
happiness and well-being as one of its
universal goals. There is also the World
Happiness Report that ranked Malaysia
42nd globally in the 2017 report. One can
always argue what ‘happy’ means to
them, but as rightly pointed out by a
famous poet: “Why should I be unhappy?
Every parcel of my being is in full bloom”.
Perhaps, given the choices in life, why not
choose to be happy?
Publicly, Yang Teramat Mulia Tunku Abdul
Rahman Putra Al-Haj, Malaysia’s Father of
Independence always comes into mind
when one discusses happiness. Indeed,
he once declared himself the happiest
Prime Minister in the world. Earlier this year,
University of Malaya Press published a

book that focuses on how Tunku lived his
life as a man, servant of the state,
politician, Chief Minister, Prime Minister,
and his private working life postpremiership.
Divided into three parts, this book broadly
discusses Tunku’s perspective and outlook
in life that could probably suggest the
feeling of happiness within him. Firstly, his
humility connected him with his people,
irrespective of their backgrounds. Such
extensive connectivity naturally broadens
the horizon and creates appreciation of
differences. There was one occasion
where Tunku had an interesting encounter
with an Indian barber who spoke to him in
Tamil while giving him a haircut (The
barber could have mistaken him as an
Indian given his complexion)1.
Such
humility also made his friendship with the
young possible. Despite a considerable

1

Tunku was born with darker complexion as compared to
the rest of his siblings. As such, he earned familiar monikers
like Awang (country boy) and later Ayah Tam (dark uncle).
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age gap, among Tunku’s closest
acquaintance when he was in England to
study law2 was Tun Abdul Razak Hussein. It
was to Tun Abdul Razak Hussein, Tunku
confided his vision – a career in law and to
enter politics.
Tunku was also noted for his compassion
and generosity. As the old saying goes,
“the more you give, the more you get”,
which could include happiness. Tunku’s
compassion,
especially
for
the
underprivileged, is legendary.
For
instance, during World War II, Tunku who
was then a district officer took the initiative
to build a shelter in Kulim, Kedah for
neglected prisoners who had returned
from the River Kwai Death Railway in
Thailand. Tunku also displayed a forgiving
nature that could have helped him move
forward. He lost his wife, Mariam when he
was a district officer in Padang Terap,
Kedah. She passed away after being
diagnosed with malaria soon after she
gave birth to their second child – her life
could have been saved had it not been
due to the doctor’s negligence.

passion for sports, especially football, is
well documented. Through sports, he saw
the element of unity that could potentially
bind a multiracial country like Malaysia.
Apart from his involvements in nongovernmental organisations, Tunku was
also active in writing following his
retirement.
Lastly, Tunku is known for what his friends
described as “what-one-sees-is-what onegets”. He would always be Tunku Abdul
Rahman regardless of the hat he was
wearing. He was also frank about his
shortcomings. It was narrated in the book
that given a chance to re-live his life,
Tunku Abdul Rahman would have wanted
it to be the same – except trying to
complete his law studies earlier.
This book is highly recommended for
aspiring and evolving leaders who want to
explore the self-leadership that is crucial in
leading organisations, country, and even
family. Apparently, being happy is a
sensible choice for a leader but to be one
is evidently challenging as it requires
substantial leadership qualities.

An active mind seemed to be another
contributing factor to his happiness. His
TUNKU – An Odyssey of a Life Well-Lived and Well-Loved is published by University of Malaya Press and can
be purchased from leading bookstores at RM56.00

2

Tunku restarted his legal studies in 1947 after his much
earlier attempt failed. At that time, he and Tun Abdul
Razak Hussein were 44 and 25 respectively.
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Book Recommendation
By Ismail Johari Othman

CARLO ANCELOTTI –
QUIET LEADERSHIP
Winning Hearts, Minds
and Matches
Writers: Carlo Ancelotti with Chris
Brady and Mike Forde
Football or soccer (in certain countries) is

published such a book but with a different

a huge business. The lobbying for the right

approach.

to host and televise prestigious football

recommendation is about the leadership

tournaments is intense and, at times,

of Carlo Ancelotti, nicknamed Carletto –

controversial. Professional clubs are often

a retired Italian footballer who is often

organised where multi-disciplinary talent

touted as one the greatest managers in

such as physical trainers, psychologists,

European football.

physiotherapists, and lately data analysts,

peers who have achieved repeated

work together to ensure that the team

success in a single club, Ancelotti has

delivers consistently. Central to the team

stamped his mark in various leading

is the team manager, who often doubles

European powerhouses such as AC Milan,

up as the coach.

Juventus, Real Madrid, Chelsea, Paris

The

book

under

Unlike some of his

Saint-Germain, and Bayern Munich.
If one goes to the bookstore, one can

This three-part book broadly discusses

easily find books on successful football

Ancelotti’s

managers, usually curated as a biography

various

or memoir.

players, “the higher up”, rivals, and

Last year, Portfolio Penguin

leadership

stakeholders’

acumen

from

perspectives

–
13

subordinates. To the players, Ancelotti is

Two chapters in this book are dedicated

noted for his humility, calmness, and

to Ancelotti by his peers, one of which is

attentiveness

family

by the legendary Sir Alex Ferguson, the

orientation. His concern for his players is

former manager of Manchester United.

genuine: Players have felt that they are

His excerpt is full of praises, remarking

cared for and have someone to look up

Ancelotti as a gentleman with a purpose,

to

a great coach, and a good listener. Sir

as

far

with

as

a

good

strong

examples

are

concerned.

Alex admits he had even preferred for
Ancelotti to succeed him at Manchester

As much as Ancelotti loves football with all

United, after 27 years helming the role.

his heart, he understands its commercial

Alas, it didn’t quite work out.

elements. He knows the importance of

According to Paul Clement, his former

culture,

talent

lieutenant in four different clubs, Ancelotti

management and development to a

takes a very strong stance about ‘bad

club. He is aware of his locus of control;

attitude’ – being unprofessional.

what is expected from him, his limits, the

annoyed him if any of the players were

role of the business executive of the club,

disrespectful to the backroom staff –

and above all, the role of the owner of the

perhaps based on his strong thoughts on

club.

the importance of inclusivity in any

identity,

ownership,

Like any other job, Ancelotti

It

recognises that the usual cycle of football

relationships formed.

Interestingly, he is

management is akin to a romantic

quite tolerant with how his team behaves

relationship. It often starts with courtship

outside the club as he used to say that he

between the owner and the prospective

had no control over it.

manager, tying the knot through contract,
honeymoon period

of feeling good,

At a personal level, Ancelotti had a

turbulence, and finally, the inevitable

glimpse of leadership at an early age. He

breakup.

learned a lot from his father, a poor farmer

In

Ancelotti’s

words

–

“sometimes a relationship just gets tired

about

discipline,

thriftiness,

and

the

and it’s time to move on”.

importance of a strong work ethic. He was
also exposed to the concept of ownership
14

early in life as his father had to share his

practical examples on how leaders can

rather considerable harvest with the land

get team members on board in a tactful

owner. Another lesson learned was that

yet affirmative way – largely about how

sometimes rules are not in your favour, thus

the leader shows concern, humility to

the importance of having your own

listen, to learn from others, to walk the talk,

wealth is essential to progress.

and to show the results.

This book is highly recommended for
aspiring and evolving leaders who want to
explore

leadership

from

a

different

perspective. The book provides numerous

A prominent

politician could be right when he once
said,

“do

determination

not
of

underestimate
a

quiet

the

man”,

as

Ancelotti is a prime example of this.

CARLO ANCELOTTI – Quiet Leadership – Winning Hearts, Minds and Matches is published by Portfolio
Penguin and can be purchased from Kinokuniya Kuala Lumpur and MPH Bookstore at RM71.95
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