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Dedication

FOR LINDA, MARY, AND STEVE





Epigraph

“What then is your responsibility?”

“To create conditions. To make happen what happens. I ain’t in the anthropomorphic business.”

“Whatever business you in, where is your pity?”

“This ain’t my commodity.”

“IDIOTS FIRST,” BERNARD MALAMUD
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Introduction

THERE WAS PROBABLY A BETTER USE OF MY TIME THAN TRUDGING UP AND down the long stairs of the converted schoolhouse I lived in for yet another cigarette in the Boston cold, but I needed to escape somewhere. It was February 2019, and I had just been fired. My reporting future was uncertain, my bank account was dwindling, and I was gaining weight rapidly. Every day, I was left to wonder whether I’d passed on the biggest story of my life.

A few months earlier, in October 2018, I was a Red Sox beat writer. In the penultimate round of the Major League Baseball postseason, the Sox were coincidentally playing the Houston Astros, a team I had once covered. The Astros at this point were the defending World Series champions, after winning the first title in franchise history in 2017.

There was one massive problem, I learned during that 2018 postseason. Sitting in a hotel room within walking distance of the Astros’ stadium, I spoke with people who had firsthand knowledge of how the Astros had cheated in that championship season. These were not sources on the outside pointing fingers, but people who knew—who had lived it.

I learned how the Astros used a camera in center field to zoom in on the signs the catcher flashed the pitcher before the pitch. How the Astros had set up a television monitor near their dugout, where the players sit during games, to be able to see that video feed, and how they brazenly banged on a garbage can with a baseball bat and other devices to communicate what they gleaned from that screen. It was an advantage, many players felt, to know what was coming, be it a straight fastball or a bending curveball. And to use technology to gain that knowledge was beyond the pale.

This wasn’t just one player breaking the rules, either. This was a World Series–winning team that had collectively cheated, and the public didn’t know it.

I was floored. It was a massive story, the kind, frankly, many reporters dream of, and some might even dread. I was confident in everything I had at the outset—indeed, it all proved to be true. But to get a story done, I would need further corroboration.

One Astros source warned of the context of cheating in the sport, an encouragement that in hindsight could have both been earnest, but also self-serving, meant to deflect attention away from what the Astros had done. Nonetheless, I wanted to learn for myself and include it in my reporting—in what environment did this behavior arise?

During batting practice before one of the Red Sox–Astros playoff games at Houston’s Minute Maid Park in 2018, Houston’s general manager, Jeff Luhnow, stood near the top step of the Astros dugout. He was the architect of the team, and I tried to get his attention as he was walking away from me. “You won’t find anything,” he said defensively, making clear he wouldn’t talk to me.

Luhnow quickly disappeared down the dugout steps into the tunnel, walking, ironically, right into the area where I had just learned the team had conducted its cheating.

On the night the Red Sox won that series in Houston, eliminating the Astros, I shot my television spots on the dimly lit, empty field. The Astros’ dugout, on the first-base side, was a short distance away. Down a few steps to the tunnel I went, to a short but wide corridor that leads to the locker room. I wanted to check out the scene of the prior year’s crime for myself.

There was the garbage can, near to the wall on my right, and an empty space with wires hanging nearby indicated where a TV had once been—exactly as the setup had been described to me. I took a few photos, hoping someday one would accompany a story.

The Red Sox had moved on to the World Series, where they faced the Los Angeles Dodgers. I met with a pair of MLB officials at Dodger Stadium, trying to understand what MLB was undertaking to combat electronic sign-stealing. I told them I had multiple accounts of the Astros stealing signs via electronic means in the prior year.

“I think that every club is always suspicious, but again—” one official said.

I cut the official off: “This is from within the Astros.”

“Within the Astros, they’re acknowledging that they’ve done this?” one shot back, surprised.

Yes.

“They have acknowledged that?” one said. “I mean, I can’t speak to that. I mean, to our knowledge—you have your information, and we have ours, and that’s all we can go off. As to whether that has occurred, to our knowledge we are completely unaware. I am confident in the measures that we’ve taken.”

I was curious how seriously the league would treat the matter and was told it would ultimately be up to Commissioner Rob Manfred. I wasn’t contacting the league attempting to steer its own investigative work, to be a friendly tipster. Rather, were MLB looking deeper into the Astros’ cheating, and I could ascertain as much, then I might have an entrée to a story sooner rather than later.

It was one of a handful of brief communications I had in 2018 with baseball’s central office over what I understood had happened.

“If you can tell your sources that they should—if they want to speak to the commissioner’s office, we’re all ears,” a different official told me once the World Series ended. “The problem is, nobody talks to us.”

Of course, no such redirection would take place. It’s not a reporter’s job to steer sources to the league. But it was clear to me the league was not of a mind to act.

As the offseason began, I was leery of publishing what I had learned about the Astros to that point. For one, none of my sources were on the record, and if the story was going to be based solely on unnamed sources, I wanted more than I had at the time. I also knew that finding someone to go on the record about cheating might be impossible, but I still wanted to see if that person was out there.

I also considered how the story would be received, and, frankly, whether it would be believed. I was no longer in Houston, but covering a rival team in Boston. The Astros, I knew well, were aggressive with the media, and I suspected they would do everything in their power to attack me and my reporting.

During my time covering the Astros, from late 2013 into 2016, they were a controversial franchise. I reported on questions about their management culture and decision-making with the support of my newspaper, the Houston Chronicle, which was the only outlet in the city that covered the team on the road and was not also owned by the team.

The Astros had tried to bully me into submission. In 2015, the owner of the team and the head spokesperson attempted to remove me from the beat in a meeting with a pair of Chronicle editors simply because they didn’t like my coverage. Thankfully, my editors stood by me.

Now, the truth is the truth, and years later, I wasn’t going to back away from reporting on the Astros’ cheating for fear of reception—not alone. But there was one other major wrinkle. I didn’t think the outlet I was working for at the time was equipped to support this reporting.

This was not a major newspaper with the backbone and support staff for a major investigation. I was working for a TV station whose primary reason for existence was televising Boston Celtics basketball games and reacting to sports-talk radio.

I took the conservative route, and really, the only route I could: to keep reporting. I wrote a general piece on electronic sign-stealing in November 2018.

Very quickly, my doubts about the support I had at NBC Sports Boston proved correct. When they fired me in February 2019, I was blindsided, but perhaps I shouldn’t have been.

Days passed slowly with some part-time work on the radio in Boston, talking to fans after games: “Six-one-seven, seven-seven-nine, seven-ninety-three-seven, taking your calls up until midnight on your home for Red Sox baseball. Chris in Natick, what’s up, Chris?”

Eventually, The Athletic, now owned by the New York Times, brought me on. In my new role, I would be working closely with the best baseball writer in the world, Ken Rosenthal. He’s recognizable by the bow ties he wears for charity during Fox national telecasts, including the World Series.

Together, we would pick up my reporting on the Astros.

* * *

This is a book about what happens when business leaders decide that the bottom-line result is all that matters, in a setting many MBAs only dream to occupy. About what happens when a baseball team believes that no matter how great a mess it creates, a championship parade can erase all sins.

The Astros were an experiment. Playing in a stadium that once bore Enron’s name, the team was built around innovation, on outsmarting the competition. When a wheeling-and-dealing billionaire with a checkered history in his outside logistics businesses, Jim Crane, bought the team in 2011 and installed an ex–McKinsey consultant, Jeff Luhnow, as general manager, the messaging around the Astros was that they were going to be a franchise built the right way—with patience and discipline and an adherence to a still-nascent area in the sport, analytics.

The last decade was a period of rapid change in Houston and the sport overall. But Houston’s transformation was not a well-thought-out program of change management. The substance of the Astros’ pursuits, the core calculations as to what could sustain a winning team, were almost always sound. Yet the implementation, the ability to win hearts and minds, lacked to the point that it amounted, at times, to blatant disregard.

To make changes, the Astros were convinced, feelings would be hurt; people would be unhappy. What great empire was built otherwise? So long as the team eventually won, then everything would be fine. Everything would be fixed.

“Perception will change when we succeed,” Luhnow told me in 2014 when I was reporting on the Astros’ industry reputation. “When we win a division, all that perception will turn from negative to positive. That’s how it works. You think if Oakland didn’t have success—how many people hated Moneyball, the idea of Moneyball? But Oakland has proven over and over again how successful they are, by being creative, by being innovative. So they’re heroes.”

The Astros were right to believe they had to push. But they didn’t know which boundaries amounted to a bridge too far, and their culture suffered for it. Steadily, and in different ways, the Astros were blowing through stop signs, or running right past accidents that should have led them to erect some. Not even winning the 2017 World Series was enough to protect the team when the world learned what they had done along the way.

We’ll look closely at how Luhnow built his career, and how Luhnow and Crane built a franchise. We’ll see them reach the height of on-field success and enough falls and hubris to stock a Shakespearean tragedy.

Through these stories, I want to explore two ideas.

First, that all players and fans want, and should want, is the champagne spray of postseason wins. There has been a simple formula in sports narratives for ages: win, and they’ll write glowing things about you. Change the game, take the glory. And the full-steam-ahead worship of innovation in the sport that arose almost two decades ago, when Moneyball was published, set up a carrot so big for these aspiring executives—and writers who wanted to be the next Michael Lewis—that you can hardly blame the participants for their rush to the top.

This book does not find that analytics are bad, or its practitioners dim-witted. It highlights the many questions too few people were asking in the throes of massive change. What attention should be paid to not just the result, but the means? To the impact on key stakeholders, like the fans and the players themselves, or even the average workers who make average salaries in the industry, like scouts and coaches and back-office staff?

Indeed, change came with an ugly side, and often came without full context in the press. What was sold as good for baseball teams—tanking, finding cheap players—really was good for owners’ pockets above all else.

The second issue runs parallel: How did one of the great scandals in baseball history develop? How did we arrive at a cheating scheme that was still creating jeers and back-page stories years after the fact?

Electronic sign-stealing, the undertaking that ultimately brought down Luhnow’s Astros, rose in baseball through negligence—not just that of Houston management, but baseball’s central office. But to understand how the Astros operated in the years prior to and during electronic sign-stealing leaves no surprise that the Astros would push too far, that they would be the ones to cross the line, and dramatically so.

In 2014, I wrote a piece for the Houston Chronicle that was the first to prominently shine light on concerns industry stakeholders had about how the Astros were operating. “Radical Methods Paint Astros as ‘Outcast’” was the headline.

A couple of years later, I wrote a piece for Baseball Prospectus that was perhaps even more prescient.

“The Astros haven’t been shown to have broken a rule,” I wrote in 2016. “Yet how they have maneuvered and molded draft plans to the collective bargaining agreement is fodder for sports management courses. How should major league teams—big businesses acting as public trusts—morally operate? And even in situations absent any moral question, where do baseball’s rules prove the most opportunistic or weakest? Where does shrewdness cross over into impropriety?”

That piece, published more than a year before the Astros’ tainted championship season, ended with a prediction.

“But where the Astros have operated and at times succeeded is the grey realm inside the framework of those rules—one where few precedents exist. . . . What we can say, with assurance, is that the Astros alone did not make the rules. They may singularly make us rethink some.”

When Jeff Luhnow was winning, it was easy for some to jump to the conclusion he was doing everything right. When he was fired, it was easy to dismiss him and everything he built as the result of foul play. The reality is much more complicated.

What follows is baseball without the varnish, without the myth-spinning and mystique hucksters. It is the cruel, number-crunching, dollar-focused, sometimes amusing, and oft-maddening reality of how really smart and successful people run a ball club. It’s what happens when corporate America meets America’s pastime.





1

A Moneyball Man

ROBERT HOLLOWAY WENT TO OAKLAND COLISEUM EXPECTING “A CULTURAL experience,” which meant the vile stadium food wasn’t strictly a disappointment. A sarcastic Brit, Holloway didn’t know baseball, and didn’t particularly care to. Really, he was only at the ballpark because it was where his colleague Jeff Luhnow wanted to be.

Holloway was the CEO of a Bay Area start-up called Archetype Solutions during the first dot-com boom, and Luhnow, his chief operating officer, was baseball obsessed. They shared an office together at the venture capital–backed operation’s first office, “a shitty little space,” Holloway said, before they moved to an old converted brick bakery in Emeryville, California. The Coliseum was a stone’s throw away.

The mission at Archetype Solutions was to design better-fitting clothes using algorithms, and right as the year 2000 began, Holloway had come across Luhnow through a network of elite business connections. Luhnow became “the boffin behind the scenes,” as Holloway put it, noting the very British expression.

“The professor, the expert,” Holloway said. “And I was the flimflam at the front. That’s one of the reasons we worked so well, is we were so different.”

A former management consultant, Luhnow was introverted and quiet, but carried a conventionally glamorous resume: an MBA from Northwestern University, plus dual undergraduate degrees from the University of Pennsylvania, in economics and engineering. At the turn of the century, then, Luhnow had the credentials to do most anything he wanted, except for what he wanted to do most. So he spent his free time in a fantasy world instead.

Luhnow wasn’t just an avid follower of Major League Baseball. He was, from a great, fictional distance, managing his own team. He was playing fantasy baseball, a budding national phenomenon in the US, and one that had engulfed him since his days at Penn. “I mean, literally, he was obsessed with it,” Holloway said. “It’s all he fucking did was just fantasy baseball. Was that online? I can’t remember.”

Many variants have sprung up, but the core concepts remain unchanged: participants draft players, and the fantasy participant’s fortunes depend on how those players perform in the real world.

At its inception in the 1980s, fantasy baseball was called “Rotisserie baseball,” named after a French restaurant in New York where a group of friends started the craze. Back then, fantasy baseball was a labor of pen and paper and newspaper box scores. A league’s members would tally up the results themselves. But the dot-com boom made the game more readily available as major companies like Yahoo and CBS caught on. The competition moved just a few dial-up modem tones away, and computers took over the tabulation of results.

One of Luhnow’s closest friends at Archetype Solutions, Steve Campo, was his fellow enthusiast. They not only roomed together at Penn, but also worked together at a previous job, a different start-up, and they were always talking about their fantasy teams.

Luhnow even tried to explain how fantasy baseball worked to Holloway, who, years later, thought the term was “fancy” baseball.

“It was over my head because, one, I didn’t know the sport,” Holloway said. “Although basically my understanding of it was that he and thousands of other people all had teams that they built up and they got points for the performance of those teams. And they competed against each other, and so they were the team managers. And Jeff always used to say that he had more data, and more knowledge and more facts, than anyone else, and he was really good at it.”

Plenty of children have grown up dreaming they can swing a baseball bat like Mickey Mantle, or throw a fastball like Bob Gibson. Some, too, have always fallen in love with the idea of running a team, of becoming the general manager who handles all the baseball decisions: the trades, the signings. But fantasy baseball made the dream of being a baseball executive more accessible. It allowed people to believe, and in the most narrow of ways, even demonstrate, that they could manage a roster. Friends and colleagues playing fantasy, as it’s called for short, were all trying to show off their decision-making prowess, to prove just how much more they understood about the sport than the next schmo.

Naturally, new dreams were stoked. Armchair general managers everywhere thought to themselves something like, I bet I actually could do this, if I could ever get a shot. Most, of course, would never have the skills to do the real thing, because baseball GMs do much more than just build a roster. Real-life executives oversee large operations, and scores of people. But Luhnow had a different background than most. He had the training—a management consultant’s commitment to the numbers and research—to make him, at the very least, an exceptionally strong pretend GM.

“It seemed to me a somewhat odd thing to do, but you know, whatever floats your boat,” Holloway said. “He was very starstruck with baseball. He was so into all the stats and the numbers. And that was his gig. That’s why he liked that company, he was perfect for our company: essentially we were an algorithmic, stat-driven operation that could work out the shape of your body.”

* * *

Nerdy, with glasses and a duck-footed stance, Luhnow isn’t imposing. He was raised in a posh neighborhood in Mexico City, the son of a travel-guide writer whose work was distributed in hotels across the country. He played some baseball as a youth in Mexico, and left for California in the 1980s to finish high school. His fifteenth birthday was in 1981, the year that produced “Fernandomania,” when Fernando Valenzuela, a sterling young Mexican pitcher on the Los Angeles Dodgers, stormed the league and produced a national rooting interest for Luhnow’s home country.

At Penn, Luhnow wound up writing to Dodgers owner Peter O’Malley, but never heard back. As an industry, baseball didn’t value his credentials, not yet. The most coveted front-office jobs—designing the roster, evaluating players, discussing trades—were reserved for “baseball people,” usually those who had themselves played the game at a high level. Luhnow could have gotten some job in the sport early in adulthood, but likely one that would have left him on the business side to analyze the sales of tickets and hot dogs.

Luhnow, though, had long believed in checking under every rock. “I grew up a son of an entrepreneur, grandson of an entrepreneur, and I remember thinking in high school, Gosh, all the good ideas are taken,” Luhnow said. “There’s no way to make money anymore by being an entrepreneur. Because everything that is profitable has probably already been thought of. And yet, we have an example of Uber, very successful organization—like, why didn’t we think of that, right? It’s such a simple idea having everybody that’s in their cars sort of provide rides to other people and charging for it and making it easier. There are always frontiers. We may think that there aren’t, but there are, and it’s just a matter of finding it.”

In 2003, a former player and an author changed everything. Billy Beane, a hot prospect who fizzled out before becoming the real GM of the real Oakland Athletics, was the star of a new book by Michael Lewis. Their collaboration blew the door to the sport wide open for brainy fantasy mavens everywhere, for people just like Luhnow. “There was a book that had come out that Jeff was infatuated with,” Holloway said. “I remember that. What the hell was it called?”

Moneyball.

* * *

Luhnow spent much of the 1990s as a McKinsey & Company consultant in deployment from their Chicago office, serving as a generalist across various industries: oil and gas, financial services, retail, consumer package goods. Retail, though, had become his specialty, as well as hospitality.

For top business school students who want to go into management consulting, applying for a job at McKinsey is a little like applying for college. The other places you’re looking at could teach you just as well, and the work might be similar, but slapping Harvard or Stanford on a resume nets the extra glance, and only the best need apply. The same is true for McKinsey, the ultimate brand name in consulting. The company could be called the McDonald’s of the industry for its ubiquity and power, although the firm’s rates are hardly reminiscent of fast-food pricing.

Two other firms are considered peers: Boston Consulting Group and Bain & Company, which along with McKinsey are colloquially known as “the Big Three,” or “MBB.” Smaller firms exist, but the Big Three boast the largest and most prominent clientele. In 2021, McKinsey’s website cited thirty thousand employees, spanning more than sixty-five countries.

McKinsey also bathes in controversy, and increasingly so. The firm rose to prominence in the 1960s, its work deeply tied into the evolution of major corporations, and by extension, the overall economy. In 1970, the economist Milton Friedman posited that a business’s duty was to increase profits above all, that its obligation was to the shareholder. That ethos gave “the newly ambitious management consultants a guiding purpose,” wrote Daniel Markovits, a Yale law professor, for the Atlantic. “During the 1970s, and accelerating into the ’80s and ’90s, the upgraded management consultants pursued this duty by expressly and relentlessly taking aim at the middle managers who had dominated mid-century firms, and whose wages weighed down the bottom line. . . . The downsizing peaked during the extraordinary economic boom of the 1990s.”

The headline for Markovits’s story, which ran in 2020, was “How McKinsey Destroyed the Middle Class.” Reporters for the New York Times, Walt Bogdanich and Michael Forsythe, wrote a 2018 piece with a similarly striking title: “How McKinsey Has Helped Raise the Stature of Authoritarian Governments.” The investigation cited McKinsey’s work rehabilitating the image of Ukrainian president Viktor Yanukovych, who has since been found guilty of treason, as well as other unsavory McKinsey engagements in countries like China and Saudi Arabia.

“The firm produced a report tracking how some of Saudi Arabia’s most important policies were viewed by the public, singling out three individuals who drove often negative conversations on Twitter,” the Times reported. “One was later arrested, according to a human rights group.” Saudi Arabia is such a large client for the firm that McKinsey participated in a major investment conference there in 2018, even after others pulled out following the slaying of Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi the same year.

The Times too reported on McKinsey’s involvement in the marketing of a drug at the center of the opioid crisis, OxyContin, made by Purdue Pharma. In 2017, McKinsey suggested Purdue could give “distributors a rebate for every OxyContin overdose attributable to pills they sold,” according to the Times. McKinsey agreed to a $573 million settlement over that engagement, and the firm’s top partner, Kevin Sneader, personally apologized.

The name McKinsey still carries major clout inside the business world, even as onlookers, and some reformed insiders, malign it. But its reputation has also taken a hit: Sneader was voted out in 2021.

Certainly back in the 1990s, at the time when Luhnow was a young professional, McKinsey was an unquestioned destination for those who prized the doors it opens, and its handsome salaries.

Consulting firms have all sorts of specialized teams, but they typically train employees to have a religious devotion to numbers. Opinions have to be backed up by data, not merely belief. Consultants are taught to drill a layer deeper, to peel back the proverbial onion and focus on how the laws of economics are behaving in a particular situation. If one department in a company is losing money, the goal would be to determine root causes.

At McKinsey in May 1999, Luhnow held the title of associate principal and was inside the window to be made partner when he left for his first entrepreneurial adventure. “He was with a company called Pet foods dot com, or Pets dot com, I can’t remember what it was called now,” Holloway said. “They were delivering dog food. I always thought, That’s a strange business model, but, whatever. That business was cratering, and timing was good.”

Luhnow’s company was Petstore.com, which was later acquired by Pets.com, and the eventual failure of the businesses is considered one of the most memorable flops of the dot-com bubble. (They were going to fail with or without Luhnow, though.)

Just like his eventual introduction to Holloway, Luhnow’s arrival at Petstore.com had been owed to his gilded circle. When starting Archetype Solutions, Holloway, in fact, had spoken to two Luhnows: Jeff and his older brother, Chris. Chris Luhnow had been a management consultant, too, at Boston Consulting Group.

At the behest of a venture capital firm, one of Chris’s former colleagues at BCG started the pet supply company in the 1990s and invited Chris to join him there. Jeff came over, too, and headed up marketing.

Petstore.com went from zero to seventy people in maybe three months. When a human resources employee was hired, a bit late, one of their first tasks was to walk around with a clipboard and ask everyone what exactly their job was.

The company was spending an awful lot of money to try to acquire customers, placing Luhnow in charge of a sizable budget. One Petstore.com colleague said Luhnow was successful in his role, recalling a deal with Yahoo worth a couple of million bucks. “Jeff was a very smart guy,” they said. “And we were all kind of inventing it as we went along. He was quite inventive and hardworking, all that stuff. On the spectrum, he was more kind of self-interested than group-interested. But not to an uncharacteristically high degree in the context of the time.”

In November 1999, just a few months before Luhnow left for Archetype, Petstore.com announced its first national advertising campaign, with a new website and six TV commercials, as well as radio and magazine ads, at a cost of more than $15 million. “We focus on the emotional attachment between people and animals in both our ads and on our site because we truly understand pet owners and their needs,” read the lead quote in the press release, from the vice president of customer service, Jeff Luhnow. “We are pet lovers ourselves so we know the deep bond that exists between pets and people. We also know the importance of getting the right information and advice from people who are experts in animal care and behavior.”

Once Luhnow jumped ship for Archetype, Holloway and he formed a classic CEO-COO duo. Holloway handled the sales and legal and marketing, while Luhnow ran the operations, strategic analysis, and product development. The staff grew to about thirty and the business took off, with clients that included JCPenney, Sears, and QVC. “We were so far ahead,” Holloway said, in no small part because of the intellectual property, the analytics, that were manufactured at Luhnow’s direction.

Archetype developed algorithms that could forecast one’s body shape to produce a unique cloth pattern, and make a product that, allegedly, would fit perfectly. A 2001 story in the Capital Times of Madison, Wisconsin, cited Lands’ End as the first company to use Archetype’s tools on a wide scale. Customers were asked fifteen questions to produce the right cut. The cost for pants: $54 and a shipping time of two to three weeks.

Pushback was inherent to the business. Established retail behemoths were not easily convinced they should behave differently, so client meetings required great answers for skeptics in senior management. Holloway was the lead figure externally, and although he said Luhnow too handled external meetings well, Luhnow’s work was more internally focused. “The area that he probably most needed to develop—I had no doubts that he would—was his ability to deal outside the organization versus inside,” Holloway said. “But that’s just an experience thing, that’s all.”

On the Myers-Briggs personality scale, Holloway wagered, Luhnow would come down as an ISTJ: introverted, sensing, thinking, and judging. A logistician.

* * *

That book Luhnow couldn’t stop talking about in his time at Archetype, Moneyball, told the story of the 2002 Oakland Athletics, or the A’s for short.

The A’s were a smaller-market team that had become successful even though they didn’t spend on top players like the deep-pocketed New York Yankees. Author Michael Lewis largely explained why and how. Oakland had found an edge under the guidance of Billy Beane, a former player who eschewed traditional baseball thinking and searched for inefficiencies. He paid attention to the work of baseball outsiders like Bill James, the godfather of the advanced numbers in the sport, known as Sabermetrics, or colloquially these days, analytics. Going back to the 1970s, James had championed oppositional views grounded in math, and his work had long deserved wider attention beyond the cult following he had developed.

Even once Moneyball had fully pushed James into the spotlight, blowback for his thinking was common. “The baseball community was not ready to hear what I was saying, and everything I wrote, somebody would pick it up and ask three or four players what they thought about it and they’d find a player who thought I was full of shit,” James said in an interview. “Everything I wrote would be immediately confronted by this professional expertise.” He dealt, he said, “with that kind of artificial blowback for forty-five years.”

Beane, like James, realized that batting average, the classic statistic that measures how frequently a player gets a hit, was not as useful as on-base percentage. OBP measures a combination of how often a player gets a hit, like batting average did, with how often a player draws a walk, which has the same result as a base hit: the hitter takes first base, and does not make an out. Walks in the sport, and players who drew them, were drastically undervalued. The numbers the baseball establishment had long relied on really did not come close to fully capturing a player’s contribution.

The A’s also began to approach their amateur draft differently, selecting more college players, who statistics showed were safer bets to excel once they made their way through baseball’s winding minor leagues up to the sport’s highest level, the majors. Young players are particularly valuable in baseball, because they have to spend six seasons in the majors before reaching free agency. Until that point, a team can retain them without having to ward off other bidders, although salaries start to increase usually after a player’s third year. A sport that had long valued grizzled veterans and star power was undervaluing its youth and their inherently low salaries.

Moneyball’s impact was profound, both for fans and decision makers in the sport. Nothing is more appealing to owners than winning and doing so at a discount, and Moneyball provided the blueprint: act differently, use better evaluative tools, and challenge convention. A crossover hit outside of baseball as well, Beane’s approach altered the flow of human capital into the game. Players who previously would have been appealing to GMs were less so, and others were newly coveted.

The same was true in front offices: the book changed whom owners and GMs sought to hire to manage clubs.

The tale carved out a path for a new swath of off-field talent, and endangered those who were already in place, people who, in nearly all cases, had dedicated their professional lives to the sport, and in some cases, had come to rest too comfortably on their laurels.

Opportunity in baseball is still limited in profound ways. Both the sport’s owners and the executives they hire have always been predominantly white and male, a trend the sport’s owners still have not fully reckoned with or sufficiently moved to fix.

Those who would ride the Moneyball wave into the game would face a problem: What if you changed the system and lost? This kind of disruption doesn’t always breed second chances.

Luhnow’s ex-wife bought him Moneyball in June 2003, for his birthday. “I was interested, but that was about it,” Luhnow told the author Howard Megdal in the book The Cardinals Way. Luhnow was perhaps downplaying Moneyball’s impact on his own plans.

“Jeff was infatuated with it,” Holloway said, “and he wanted to take it to the next step.”

“The minute ‘Moneyball’ came out, he read it and immediately was talking to me about, ‘This is perfect—this is what I need to do,’” Steve Campo, Luhnow’s fantasy-baseball-playing buddy at Petstore.com and Archetype, told the New York Times.

Suddenly, Luhnow’s McKinsey connections were worth something in baseball.

A former colleague at the firm had married the daughter of St. Louis Cardinals owner Bill DeWitt Jr., and in the summer of 2003, the owner’s son-in-law told Luhnow that DeWitt wanted to speak with him. DeWitt was looking for someone with Luhnow’s skill set, a Moneyball type. He wasn’t set on someone with a management consultant background necessarily, DeWitt said, but he considered that a plus.

At McKinsey, Luhnow had worked for a long time with a large casino company, and his understanding of odds and probabilities was something he leveraged in his interview. An offer to join the Cardinals followed, the fantasy a new reality.

“You can talk people out of things, but for Jeff, the opportunity to get involved with a major baseball team, or whatever your league is called,” Holloway quipped, “it just was so perfect for him. He said, ‘What do you think?’ And I said, ‘You should fucking do it.’”
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The Cardinals Years

EVERY YEAR, THE BASEBALL INDUSTRY CONVERGES IN DECEMBER FOR ITS winter meetings. General managers host player agents and rival executives in suites while reporters chase rumors at the hotel bar, and in a week’s time, a major convention passes. Player moves, the trades and signings, can be fast and furious. That was particularly true two decades ago, when in-person meetings had not yet been supplanted by texting.

John Mozeliak, today the Cardinals’ president of baseball operations—a rank that some organizations use for their top official rather than general manager—was already in St. Louis in 2003, rising through the ranks. At the meetings in New Orleans, the Cardinals were developing a trade for a pitcher who would become a staple of theirs, Adam Wainwright of the Atlanta Braves. Newly hired Jeff Luhnow was on hand, working in the suite with the team’s other execs.

Luhnow had arrived on the inside, and yet, he hadn’t. “He wasn’t in sort of that normal inclusion of the baseball group,” Mozeliak said. “And I remember kind of like feeling bad for him, so I would hang out with him at night when we were just sitting in the suite. And you know, we’d both be basically staring at our laptops and our Excel files and trying to work on things to sort of help make the right decisions. But when I think back to those times, it was just someone, like, trying to find his footing in this game.”

Above all, Cardinals owner Bill DeWitt Jr. brought in Luhnow as an agent of change. But the sport looked nothing like a start-up or the high-octane smarts of McKinsey, the circles he well knew. Innovation was not endemic to baseball, certainly not at a fast pace. And the breadth of backgrounds, ages, and lifestyles of its workers was also much wider than what Luhnow was used to, even when accounting for the variety of industries he interacted with as a consultant. The players sometimes turn pro as teenagers, and the coaches might be near retirement age.

“I think that was part of Jeff’s problems when he got in here: he understood more of the corporate mantra of how you run a business, and some of that is helpful to create innovation and modernization of a company,” Mozeliak said. “But some of it can also be a bit frustrating to employees that aren’t used to that.”

Across the industry, a groundswell of opposition to people like Luhnow had been building, spurred on by Moneyball. The book highlighted a rift in the sport, the divide between the old school and the burgeoning new, between scouting and statistics.

For all of time, teams had found the best baseball players by reviewing common statistics and watching players, live and in person. Each club employs a small army of scouts, evaluators who travel across the country and abroad to pick out players. They judge bat speed and fielding ability and make projections based on intuition and experience, on comparisons to the memory of thousands of other ballplayers they’ve seen. Anyone could recognize it’s good when a minor league player is hitting .350. But traditionally, it had taken a scout to know which players were feasting on bad pitching, and which could make the adjustments to thrive at the next level. They’re searching for gold, and their roles have long been woven into the romanticism of the sport: the scout, chomping on a cigar, who ventures miles off the beaten path to find the superstar no one else had unearthed.

Scouting, too, was a track that had produced many of the sport’s executives. Some decision makers had dabbled in advanced numbers before, but after Moneyball, the mandate was newly explicit: the book was an existential warning to much of the old guard, and that made Luhnow persona non grata.

Walt Jocketty was the big cheese in St. Louis in 2003, the Cardinals’ GM. Coincidentally, he was on the road with the Cardinals in Houston on the day he got a call from DeWitt telling him of Luhnow’s arrival. “I didn’t know him,” Jocketty said. “I knew he had no baseball background. He was running that company, online company of some sort. So anyhow, the first time we met, he just told me that he wasn’t after my job, he was just there to help us make better decisions—and da, da, da.”

Under Jocketty, the Cardinals were not in a state of disrepair, at least not one that was easily understood. They perennially packed the stands as one of baseball’s oldest, most prized franchises. Then and now, the Cards have more World Series titles than all but one team, the New York Yankees. They took a middling third-place finish in 2003, but had been to the playoffs the three previous seasons, twice making it to the penultimate round. Albert Pujols, one of the greatest hitters ever, was still young, in his third season.

But as an investor in his outside life, DeWitt had trained his focus over the horizon. Once the current group of players had moved on, he didn’t want to be left holding the bag. DeWitt gave Luhnow the title of vice president of baseball development, charging him with modernization and improving the Cardinals’ decision-making ability, mainly in two ways: to better evaluate major league players so the Cardinals could compensate them appropriately, and to be a force in the amateur draft.

“The challenge at the time was to change the organizational culture, and it wasn’t easy, particularly with the on-field success we were having,” DeWitt said in Megdal’s The Cardinals Way, and confirmed again in a 2021 interview. “It was easy for those who disagreed with the approach to be critical, and this worked its way into the media. There was never any question in my mind, however, that this was the correct path for the Cardinals, and I was prepared to live with the results despite the disruption and scrutiny.”

Disruption and scrutiny followed, indeed.

“There was pushback, there was resentment, there was sabotage, there was one person that refused to talk to him,” a Cardinals colleague remembered. But what, that executive asked, would one think would happen? The owner had just given large responsibilities to someone whom his son-in-law had worked with, someone who had no playing or front-office experience.

DeWitt had done something very unusual by the industry’s norms: he had given Luhnow the title of vice president straightaway, despite his inexperience. Along with Luhnow’s title, too, came a particular privilege: he had the owner’s ear, just as a McKinsey consultant would have a direct line to a client’s top executive.

Normally in baseball organizations, the GM or president—the occupant of Jocketty’s role—is the point person for ownership, the vessel through whom all decisions flow. “I took offense to it at first,” Jocketty said. “I just felt like he was reporting to DeWitt and was telling him a lot of things that I wasn’t privy to, and it was a bad, bad relationship.”

Luhnow got to work, and to peers, his intelligence and ambition were immediately detectible. He didn’t walk in and flag down team vice presidents to demand changes, partly because his relationship with Jocketty was so poor from the get-go. But Luhnow “had access to Bill, and that was probably enough for him to just keep charging and implementing,” a colleague remembered.

The draft was to be Luhnow’s centerpiece, and because of the politics inside the organization, it was all he could really touch. The first one he contributed to was a notorious dud. In 2004, the Cardinals, for the first time, would try to emulate the A’s, incorporating numbers and analytics more heavily into their selection process. Mozeliak technically ran the draft, reprising an old role until the franchise had full confidence to turn it over to Luhnow. But the numbers the Cardinals were relying on at that time were rather shallow. College players were considered a safer bet, as Moneyball and the A’s had shown, but the Cardinals’ draft skewed too far in that direction.

The fruits of drafts are never fully understood right away, because players usually take a few years to scale the minor leagues. But at the most important level, the major leagues, the Cardinals were highly successful in 2004, winning 105 games in the regular season, an abnormally high number. They made the World Series, only to be swept in four games by the darlings of the sport, the Boston Red Sox, who won their first championship in eighty-six years with a young Moneyball-savvy GM, Theo Epstein.

That first draft hadn’t helped Luhnow’s cachet, but he plowed forward. He revived the Cardinals’ international scouting efforts, taking it on himself as a Spanish-speaker from Mexico to reestablish the team’s presence in Latin America. No one else was going to do it, so Luhnow seized the opportunity and added another title: international director. The 2005 draft was more successful, too.

Come 2006, the Cardinals were on top of the sport, winning the World Series over the Detroit Tigers. The championship was a surprise, because the Cards weren’t a juggernaut prior to the playoffs. But the relationship Luhnow held with Jocketty, with field manager Tony La Russa, and another executive, farm director Bruce Manno, was festering, and allegiances had been pledged.

Among the tales told: Luhnow would say good morning to someone who was not a fan of his, and that person would walk right past him like they were in grade school. One Cardinals executive had a title that would typically have landed him his own office, but he was in a cubicle instead. The executive had given up that office because he didn’t want to share a wall with Luhnow.

“Yeah, there were silos,” remembered a colleague. “There were cliques, there were people who had been there a long time generally, or looked at the world a certain way, and they tended to move in hoops together.”

To DeWitt, one of Luhnow’s strengths was his ability to identify what changes to actually pursue. But no matter how much confidence Luhnow had that his new approaches were correct, trial and error was involved, experimentation. Failures and false starts were expected, and failure encouraged sniping. Luhnow, for example, made tweaks to the way scouts went about watching young players, only to later abandon some.

“I tried a couple of new configurations how to align the scouts; some of them made sense and worked and got results, and we implemented them further, others didn’t,” Luhnow said. “One year, I had a guy just dedicated to high school players and one guy just dedicated to college players. They were called a high school and college specialist. We realized after a year of trying it and getting people’s feedback and seeing the results that it wasn’t an optimal system; there was a better way to go so we abandoned it. I’m not afraid to abandon something if it doesn’t look like it’s the right idea. I’m not afraid to change something if it’s not producing results.”

Inside and outside the Cardinals, they began to call him “Harry Potter” or “the accountant.” Some derision was inevitable. But it’s possible that a different approach, be it from DeWitt, Jocketty, or Luhnow himself, could have tempered the acrimony.

“He’d agree with certain things I’d say, but I knew in the background that he was thinking something else and doing other things,” Jocketty said of Luhnow. “He was doing things behind my back, which I found out later. It was not a healthy environment. And I think he had a lot of people upset at him.”

Tact was not Luhnow’s strong suit. But even if it had been, tact can only go so far when the mission is to tell members of the establishment how wrong they are.

In his first spring training with the team, Luhnow held a meeting with La Russa, pitching coach Dave Duncan, and Jocketty. Luhnow tried to tell La Russa how to use his bullpen and build his roster, “and it didn’t go over well at all,” Jocketty said.

DeWitt met with Luhnow often and the owner told Luhnow he didn’t need to try to deal with the major league staff, because they didn’t value the work he was doing. Luhnow was firm, however, that he was going to give the staff the information that was good for them, even if they didn’t realize it.

The power struggle between Jocketty and Luhnow was clearly favoring one person: the owner’s handpicked man. In 2005, Luhnow was given full control of the draft. A year later, DeWitt bestowed more responsibility: Luhnow was now the VP overseeing both amateur scouting and player development. He was now guiding both the acquisition of the players and their grooming as minor leaguers, and made changes to the farm system that “were contrary to what we had done in the past as far as the traditional player development,” Jocketty said.

In a sense, that was the point.

“You got to remember the St. Louis Cardinals were one of the best organizations at developing players over the years,” Jocketty said. “And we had a program in place that was very successful over the years and I think they still follow that pretty much today. So he came up with some different ideas. I really don’t remember all of it. Off-the-wall kind of stuff, and guys just kind of scratched their head. It was a tough environment for quite a while.”

It was an unsustainable environment, too, and by 2007, Luhnow had won. DeWitt fired Jocketty and replaced him as GM with Mozeliak.

After the fact, Jocketty partially pointed the finger at himself. He realized he missed the boat in a new age, and that if he wanted to keep working in the sport, he’d have to adapt to the new wave of baseball thinking, the brand Luhnow stood for, more than he had. He landed with the Cincinnati Reds in an advisory role. “It took me a while to come around to it, but it was probably too late,” Jocketty said. If he could do it again, Jocketty said, he would have been more cooperative, “at least willing to learn more about the analytics and how they were using them and how they were applying them, try to figure out a way that we could work together on it.”

Nonetheless, Jocketty resented Luhnow’s approach, and so too did others. For a month, in October 2007, Mozeliak was technically interim GM before DeWitt handed him the reins full-time. One day in that window, Mozeliak asked Luhnow to stay out of the office. Another high-ranking Cardinals executive allegedly had threatened to kick Luhnow’s ass if he showed his face at the office.

Luhnow’s reputation had already reached the media, but after Jocketty’s firing, Luhnow was in damage-control mode. “I didn’t want to be involved in this to the extent that I have,” Luhnow told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch’s Derrick Goold. “I feel like for whatever reason I have become a lightning rod for it in the last week. . . . I have picked up a few labels over the years. I hope that I shed a few of them in the next few years.”

Neither Luhnow nor Jocketty ever stood a chance to emerge cleanly. A Cardinals contemporary noted that DeWitt has since said all the right things, that he knew disruption was on the way, yet the process the owner put into place had been half-baked. Was this an organization that had planned for and prepared its people for change?

Jocketty wasn’t sure just how much DeWitt knew of the troubles. He remembered DeWitt describing “a tenor” in the organization of people not getting along. “He was blaming me for it,” Jocketty claimed. “I think Jeff was the one who caused all this. Because a lot of people were very loyal to me over the years and still are today.”

Although regretful, Jocketty made no bones about how Luhnow’s maneuvering registered. “I’m gonna get my ass up on it,” because “anybody would, if you’re supposed to be the man in charge and you got a subordinate that’s going behind your back.”

DeWitt said the intent was, actually, for Luhnow to be positioned under Jocketty.

“Everyone knew that I believed it to be a position of high priority,” DeWitt said. “It was clear that Walt didn’t value the position the same as I did; as a result, Jeff communicated more with me. . . . I was totally committed to the project, and wanted feedback on a continuing basis.”

Change management, the design and method of enacting change, is so complicated and difficult that a field of study is dedicated to it. In 1995, Harvard professor John Kotter wrote a paper for Harvard Business Review, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” which listed eight common errors.

“Making change in even relatively small organizations that have been around for a while is no small challenge,” Kotter said in an interview. The model of large organizations in many industries, be it higher education or newspapers or pharmaceutical companies, was a function of the late nineteenth century, of the industrial revolution. Businesses were built for efficiency and reliability. “They were not designed to be agile, flexible,” Kotter said. “And once they’d been around for a while, organizations develop cultures, and cultures are even a bigger anchor often on change. And when it happens these days, it is because people literally start a movement. It’s not a small group of the smartest guys in the room over there calculating, and then giving out instructions.”

The prevailing philosophies, then, did not recommend bringing in one outsider to work his magic, sitting back, and watching the fireworks. “It’s coming up with something that can win over hearts and minds to a diverse crowd of people who somehow have a stake in whatever the venture is,” Kotter said. “And you get enough people who want to help out and not want to resist and who want to lose the local knowledge that they have as a result of where they sit, so to speak. With a little bit of time of trying things in a new way and getting better results, then more people try things in a new way. You get better results; you get new mindsets and new habits and a whole new way of doing things.”

Asked in 2021 if he had considered change management best practices, or had been familiar with them, DeWitt said he had not.

A lasting lesson for Luhnow, though, was that he needed more like-minded thinkers alongside him.

* * *

Sig Mejdal will occasionally remind you how poor an idea it is to drive while tired, that fatigue can disorient someone just as drunk driving can. His last job before joining the Cardinals, at NASA, was examining how much wakefulness debilitated humans, and how much sleep enabled them to recover. Understanding rest was an exercise in math, and for Mejdal, an exciting problem to attack. He studied engineering as an undergrad, and had a master’s in cognitive psychology and operations research—the study of mathematical models under the constraints of the real world. He had worked at Lockheed Martin, too.

In short, Mejdal is brilliant, and from ten thousand feet, was an analogue to Luhnow as an outsider. Prior to Moneyball, Mejdal didn’t have the imagination to believe he could work in the sport. Once it was released, he tried to claw his way into baseball, without the benefit of a gilded circle to propel him.

Mejdal was doing baseball research on the side and had an understanding of how human beings react to change, which is to say, poorly. He, like Luhnow, had some professional experience with casinos, but in a very different role. Mejdal had worked as a blackjack dealer, and liked to dip back into that world when socializing his ideas. “Intellectually, you know that hitting a sixteen when the dealer has a seven up is a proper action,” Mejdal said, “but that doesn’t mean that it feels right. If I have a large wager on the line, it feels even less right, and my stomach tells me that very clearly.

“In my experience, change in any industry is difficult. Supporting a change that doesn’t feel right is extraordinarily difficult. The things that persons with my background have to add are almost without exception changes that don’t feel right. If they felt right, they would have already been done.”

Mejdal didn’t know Luhnow existed, but one of Mejdal’s emails to the Cardinals eventually made its way to Luhnow’s inbox. They met at the 2004 winter meetings, and Luhnow wanted Jocketty and Mozeliak to meet Mejdal as well. Mejdal switched his flight to a connection through St. Louis, purposely missed the second leg, and landed a job, at first temporary.

Mejdal was a scientist, but more outgoing than Luhnow, more innately personable. A 2010 story in the Post-Dispatch noted that Mejdal had, somehow, been to eighty-three weddings.

With Mejdal as his right-hand man on board in 2005, Luhnow didn’t have a particularly large audience inside the Cardinals, but the duo’s greatest opportunity was the area they had the most control over, the draft. “Jeff was relentless in his effort to identify everything he could find in the public domain, no matter how far-fetched it might sound,” DeWitt said.

Like every team, the Cardinals were in the prediction business, yet they didn’t have their own statistics database, nor someone who had college-level statistics skills to mine it. Mejdal was not a computer scientist by trade, but at that point, the work was rather rudimentary. He started to build a draft model that would project future player performance, which at that time was simply looking at college performance and combining it with scouting information.

Mejdal was the evangelist, water-torturing Luhnow every year to move faster. But they felt they had to baby-step—even if others didn’t see the restraint they thought they were displaying.

Mozeliak’s promotion to GM had settled the major drama in the Cardinals front office. Luhnow had greater access to the rest of the organization, and Mozeliak was more clearly in charge. “Jeff maintained his line to me, but less frequently,” DeWitt said. “There was clearly a lot less tension up and down the organization.” Mozeliak was a moderate, much more supportive of Luhnow and Mejdal than Jocketty, yet not nearly as aggressive as the new duo felt he should have been, as they wanted to be themselves. “My relationship with Jeff was, I thought, pretty healthy during those times,” Mozeliak said.

Luhnow’s ambition had been obvious from the time he arrived in St. Louis. He hadn’t punted his old career, nor built such a resume, just to arrive in baseball and peter out. Luhnow had a connection to the McCourts, then owners of the Dodgers (and a different owner than the one he wrote to years before), and Luhnow quietly expressed hopes to a friend that he might be able to land in Los Angeles. Either way, he wanted to ascend, and he often rubbed people the wrong way.

As a manager, Luhnow drew positive reviews for giving his people room to spread their wings. “For all of the drama he was in the middle of, he was great about giving opportunities for people to experience and learn new parts of the game,” one report said. Luhnow was also perfectly capable of throwing on the charm when he wanted to. Yet he was in some ways too hands-off and could be a challenge to track down. One Cardinals subordinate used to send him emails that eventually said simply: “I am going to do the following unless you stop me.”

Those whom Luhnow did not believe in saw a very different side of him. Luhnow arranged for some reassigned employees to receive a copy of the 1998 book Who Moved My Cheese?: An Amazing Way to Deal with Change in Your Work and in Your Life, a business fable about mice and humans in a maze, searching for cheese that keeps on moving. For those who cannot find the cheese, death awaits. It’s unclear how many people at the Cardinals actually read it, but it’s doubtful many were thrilled by the gift.

Multiple Cardinals colleagues noted how Luhnow approached the media in those days, how he often appeared in various publications and was seemingly always down on the field when a national sportswriter was in town. “A total self-promoter,” a fellow Cards executive said. “If he could find someone that’s going to write something flattering about him, he’s in. And if it wasn’t, he’ll dodge you like a truck.”

As he had done at McKinsey and at the start-ups, Luhnow was keen to tap outside expertise. In St. Louis, he brought in a cartoonist who had done work for the New Yorker, Mike Witte, as a pitching consultant. Witte, on the side, had studied pitching mechanics through video. Lo and behold, in 2005, Luhnow showed up in the New Yorker, which rarely covers sports. “Jeff Luhnow, the Cardinals’ vice president of player procurement, admits that Witte at first seemed to have ‘very little credibility,’ but he nevertheless put him on the payroll. . . .”

Witte turned Luhnow on to a pitching coach whom Luhnow hired to work in the minor leagues, Brent Strom. A former major leaguer, Strom, too, had great ideas, but unsurprisingly, others could find them annoying. But Cardinals colleagues had some admiration for Luhnow’s marketing sense, for his ability to sell ideas internally or to the media. It’s easy to imagine that some who looked at Luhnow skeptically in St. Louis were simply jealous.

Although intelligent, Luhnow and Mejdal were still really green about the sport they were changing. Mejdal visited a psychology lab at Washington University in St. Louis around 2006. He was looking for students to help out with projects, and he connected with a minor league player, Garrett Broshuis, who was working at the university in the offseason. Mejdal and Broshuis went to Cardinals games together, sitting in the same area as the scouts who happened to be in town for that day’s game.

“I was literally like teaching him the ins and outs of the game,” said Broshuis, who has since become a lawyer and a leading advocate for minor league baseball players’ rights. “Because he knew all the numbers stuff. But he couldn’t approach one of their scouts, or one of their people to ask more basic questions, for the sake of embarrassment I guess, and he truly wanted to learn more. We’d sit down, and he’d just pick my brain on everything that was going on.” Pitchers throw a variety of different pitches besides their fastball, and Mejdal wanted to know how to visually identify a changeup in real time: a pitch that’s meant to look like a fastball but moves more slowly, fooling a hitter. The kind of question most scouts sitting around him would have laughed at.

For the draft, Luhnow himself went out on the scouting circuit and quite enjoyed it. When he got control of the farm system in 2006, he spent a lot of money to fly staffers to various fun parts of Latin America and do a lot of drinking. As farm director, Luhnow now would determine when a player moved between the team’s minor league affiliates, each considered to have its own difficulty level.

Typically, players move between levels when their performance dictates it, because the goal of the minors is the development of big leaguers. Yet they crown champions in the minor leagues, too, and some coworkers believed Luhnow was overly concerned with designing minor league rosters around team success. That he was acting in self-interest: winning in the minors was good for players to experience, but it also would add a particular shine to Luhnow’s work. Managing up was a forte: Luhnow knew what would be pleasing to clients, how to make himself glisten.

“He was very much from the mindset [that] if you can measure it, you can prove you’re having success for that,” Mozeliak said. “In any sport, what’s the easiest way to measure, to keep score? Win or lose. And so even though when you think about what’s the optimal player development model, it’s creating major league players that are contributing to your big league club, then you’re winning—but for him, there was a desire to have success in the win-loss column at the minor league level. I mean, I’ll confirm that. I am one of those kind of people that absolutely, I do subscribe to that to some level. Because I don’t think you can lose, lose, lose and then all of a sudden think, I can just turn on the winning mindset. I do think creating a winning environment in your player development system does have value.”

In all facets, the more that could be quantified, the better for Luhnow. He was concerned with return on investment in every operational activity: putting a number on everything and everybody and cutting out whatever didn’t add value relative to its cost. One of the statistics the Cardinals developed was present value, or PV.

The idea “was to put a single value on every single person and make sure that we were investing resources in the most valuable assets,” a colleague said. “The analytics to some extent gave him cover, and even at times when he didn’t understand what a number meant, he’d still at the end of the day go and say, well, ‘This is how much this player was valued, this is how much this player was valued, here’s a hard concrete number for you to look at, and this is why I made that decision.’ It gives you a certain amount of cover. Just like scouts overvalue radar gun readings, and it’s for the same reason because it’s concrete, indisputable: ‘I held up my radar gun. I saw ninety-six. You can’t argue with me about that.’”

One of the better draft picks the Cardinals made under Luhnow was Matt Carpenter, a first baseman in the thirteenth round in 2009. As it was then, today it’s cliché for teams to say that they always take “the best pick available,” regardless of other factors. But at the time the Cardinals took him, Luhnow’s focus was on the build of a particular farm team.

“He was like, ‘This team has no offense,’” one colleague remembered. So he directed Mejdal to find a bat, which was “a weird way to draft, and those kinds of decisions were made all the time. And they often worked out very poorly. And in this one case, it worked out exceptionally well.”

Carpenter was turning twenty-four in the winter after the draft, older than most college peers, which meant his prospect value just wasn’t great. But for helping out a minor league team right away, the
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