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			Author’s Note

			This book was assembled from a number of sources, including interviews I conducted with members of the cast and crew of Ted Lasso, TV and advertising executives, members of England’s professional soccer community, and assorted real-life Richmonders. Not everyone was available to speak, so I also used archival material, including interviews I did with creators and cast members as an editor and writer at The New York Times during the show’s run, along with many, many, many (many, many…) podcasts; TV appearances; awards panels; and published interviews the stars, writers, and various crew members have done since Ted Lasso first charmed the world in 2020. A full list of sources by chapter is in the back. Quotes that appear within quotation marks are exact reproductions of what was said or written by a source. Some interview excerpts in the oral history sections have been edited or condensed for clarity and concision, and I have occasionally used brackets to make the context of a quote clearer.
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			To hear Brett Goldstein tell it, the creators of Ted Lasso knew early on they had something special on their hands. They just didn’t think anyone would see it.

			It was November 2019 and the show was wrapping up production on its first season. Goldstein had just spent weeks on a muddy pitch in London as Roy Kent, sprinting through one frigid downpour after another—in shorts—as a soccer show tried to figure out on the fly how to film soccer. And yet he was feeling optimistic about Ted Lasso. There was a sense that like any number of onscreen underdogs, this humble sports sitcom just might defy the odds and be, you know, good.

			But even so, neither Goldstein, who would exemplify the series’ surprising potential by being hired as a writer and ending up its breakout performer, nor Jason Sudeikis, the show’s mastermind and star, thought many people would actually watch it.

			“When me and Jason said goodbye, he was like, ‘Something happened here, right?’ ” Goldstein recalled. “And I was like, ‘Yeah, something definitely happened here, and even if no one watches it, we got to experience it.’

			“That was how it felt,” he continued. “It was like we did this magic thing, and no one will ever see it.”

			The premise of Ted Lasso certainly didn’t sound like a formula for award-winning television: Take a goofy character from an old TV ad and build an entire show around him; make it about soccer, a sport most Americans don’t care about; and fill it with a bunch of actors nobody knows. Then stick it on a subscription service that was less than a year old, with few subscribers, from a company known mostly for smartphones, watches, and laptops. Give it a title that makes it sound like it’s about a rodeo clown.

			Yet even though Ted Lasso had seemingly everything going against it, people did see it, and most of them told their friends after they did. Hit series, like great sports teams, require a fortuitous combination of talent and luck. And while only a narcissistic supervillain like Rupert Mannion would suggest that anything about the coronavirus pandemic was lucky, the fact remains that when Ted Lasso arrived in August 2020, much of humanity was housebound—a captive audience—and badly in need of emotional escape and restoration.

			It is now blessedly difficult to recall the feeling of August 2020. America was five months into a pandemic that had disrupted the school year, locked most of us inside our homes, and, tragically, killed thousands of our fellow citizens. A vaccine wasn’t expected for years, and amid inflamed divisions over face masks and other COVID safety measures, we collectively began to understand that we weren’t going to be returning to our normal lives anytime soon. We were beginning to realize there was no end in sight.

			At the same time, the country was still grappling with the murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis police and the protests that ensued, and a bruising presidential campaign had Americans steeping in a stew of nasty rhetoric and recriminations, hate speech and high anxiety.

			In other words, the world has rarely been as ready for a luxuriously mustachioed coach full of aphorisms about perseverance and kindness as it was in August 2020. And with very little fanfare, Sudeikis and his magnificent whiskers emerged to give us all what we never knew we needed.

			The concept was simple: Take all the antiheroes that had dominated TV for years, from Tony Soprano to Walter White to Larry David, and do basically the opposite. Treat others with kindness. Greet setbacks with grace. Be curious, not judgmental. “I personally didn’t want to do the arc of son of a bitch to saint,” Sudeikis recalled. “It was like, What about just playing a good guy?”

			But there is power in simplicity. And as word spread and more people discovered the show—as the kids began another lost school year, as the vote counting stretched on and wild election conspiracy theories proliferated, as we spent the holidays separated from our families, as we watched the terrible January 6 Capitol riot and yet another round of divisive impeachment hearings—Ted Lasso was there for us when we needed it. And in return we showered it with affection, Apple TV+ subscriptions, and Emmys.

			Sudeikis, of course, didn’t do it alone. The story of Ted Lasso is not just a story of unfortunately fortunate timing, of a Saturday Night Live veteran’s time in the sun, or even of a wondrous mustache. It’s a story, appropriately enough, of teamwork, of hidden talent, of a group of friends looking around at the world’s increasingly nasty discourse and deciding that, as corny as it sounds, maybe simple decency and a few laughs still had the power to bring people together.
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			Ted Lasso is a story of actual underdogs playing fictional ones—of Hannah Waddingham, then best known for shouting “Shame!” on Game of Thrones, emerging as a resilient symbol of modern womanhood; of an unknown comic like Goldstein using the show as a launchpad to international stardom and a spot in the Marvel Cinematic Universe. It’s a story of a group of actors, writers, and crew members revealing that they were more than the world realized. It’s a story about what happens when you dare to believe.

			And it’s a story full of questions with fascinating answers. How did Sudeikis’s time on Saturday Night Live inform Ted Lasso themes about fame and ego? How were the cast and writers chosen, and what were the challenges of filming overseas during a pandemic? How did the show’s stars adapt to suddenly becoming internationally famous? How did the creators handle the pressure that came from overseeing a story that was not just popular but actively meaningful to millions of people? And how did they feel, after two years of near-universal praise, when a backlash began to build around the show’s final season?

			My role as the television editor for The New York Times provided the ideal perch from which to watch (and cover) Ted Lasso as it blossomed from a curiosity into a phenomenon. It also gave me an informed perspective, born of watching way more TV than anyone probably should, on what made it distinctive as a piece of art.

			Ted Lasso didn’t happen in a TV vacuum. The creators originally based its structure on that of the British Office, the instant classic cringe-com. But Ted Lasso was part of a pendulum swing in TV comedy away from that and other 2000s series like Curb Your Enthusiasm, Arrested Development, and 30 Rock—and before them, Seinfeld and The Larry Sanders Show—that mined hilarity from often despicable behavior. While fans of choleric comedy still had shows like Veep and It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia to tide them over, sitcoms have largely trended toward the light in the twenty-first century. The American Office began as a harsh copy of the original but ended nine seasons later as a much warmer, more openhearted show. The heroes of series like Parks and Recreation and Modern Family were mostly trying to be better people—The Good Place was based entirely on that concept—and by the end of its run, Schitt’s Creek, the Emmys’ favorite comedy right before Ted Lasso, was a warm, inclusive hug.

			So, in this sense, Ted Lasso was a kind of apotheosis rather than a bolt of decency from the blue. But in other ways, it is remarkably singular. It is rare for a sitcom to offer potent life lessons and influence people’s lives not just as fans, but as human beings. As the first season took off in America, it became common for famous and unfamous converts to urge people to “be more like Ted Lasso.” People approached Sudeikis to say the show had inspired them to be nicer at work or, more poignantly, to hang a Believe sign in a relative’s hospital room. When the Biden administration wanted to announce a mental health initiative in 2023, it invited the cast of the show to come to the White House to help do it.

			The story of how Ted traveled from an NBC soccer ad to the Oval Office is as fascinating as the show itself. This book, a mix of behind-the-scenes oral history and deep critical appraisal of the episodes and themes, is designed to help fans see the series in new ways, with new context. Read it all the way through or read it out of order. Use it as a rewatch guide or use it as a coaster. Give it to your dad or regift it to your mother-in-law. While it might not technically be The Richmond Way, much like Trent Crimm, I just really want you to like it and use it however works best for you.

			I wrote it as a TV professional, but I also had a unique personal perspective on Ted Lasso, one that came from being an early, rather public victim of the COVID pandemic. I was fit and healthy until I caught and then nearly died from the disease in those terrifying, confusing days of March 2020, and while lying in a hospital bed, I tapped out a New York Times dispatch on my phone to warn people about the seriousness and unpredictability of the epidemic. I eventually emerged thrilled to still be alive but changed by the experience, with diminished lungs but a more open heart, and it broke as the country, confronted with the pandemic’s existential threat, collapsed into a morass of acrimony and accusations.

			So I needed Ted Lasso as much as any fan, and I understand as much as anyone what it meant to America and beyond. The show was heartwarming and frequently hilarious, but it also showed people a better way to be. Its lessons were obvious—be kind to other people, be kind to yourself, understand that though the world can seem designed specifically to knock you down or piss you off, you get to decide how you respond to it. But sometimes the most obvious messages are the easiest to ignore until a story comes along to sneak them through a side door to your soul.

			That’s something art can do: slip through all your usual emotional defenses. As a jaded journalist, I could sometimes almost physically feel the show working on me. It circumvented my native cynicism, sinking in even when I instinctively resisted its earnestness, and I doubt I’m alone. None of us ever really is—that’s another Ted Lasso lesson.

			Another thing about simple, powerful values is that they are timeless. Though Ted Lasso is inextricably linked with the pandemic, with its arrival in 2020 as an emotional balm, it was conceived years earlier as a response to a society that increasingly indulges and rewards humanity’s worst impulses. “You could argue these things were always there, regardless of the pandemic,” Goldstein said. “It’s mad that this was normal, people being fucking horrible to each other.

			“It felt revolutionary to see someone being nice,” he added. “And it shouldn’t have.”

			While the pandemic thankfully has mostly ended, toxic cultural tendencies, alas, have not. Which is to say, whatever the future of the franchise—whether there ends up being a sequel series or five sequels or no sequels—Ted Lasso will be there whenever you need it. This book will be there, too.
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				The Birth of Ted

				“Everybody who saw it liked it and laughed at it.”
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			The foundational joke of Ted Lasso, the engine of its fish-out-of-water central premise, is that a man who knows nothing about soccer is hired to coach a team that competes at the pinnacle of the sport: England’s Premier League.

			In the series, the explanation for this patently absurd turn of events is that Rebecca Welton, played by Hannah Waddingham, wants to get revenge upon her vile ex-husband, Rupert Mannion (Anthony Head), by destroying his favorite thing: his beloved Premier League club, AFC Richmond, which she acquired in their divorce.

			It is a concept borrowed from the 1989 baseball comedy Major League, in which the viperous widow of the owner of the Cleveland Indians fills the team with losers in order to tank it, so she can move the franchise via an escape clause tied to attendance. (Scheming fictional sports owners take note: the secret self-sabotage ploy never seems to work.)

			But the original reason Ted was sent to England was to (1) make Americans feel OK about not knowing anything about soccer, and (2) amuse them into considering watching it anyway. The character was born in 2013 in an ad for NBC Sports, which had just purchased the American broadcast rights to the Premier League. The network’s promotional campaign initially primarily targeted America’s relatively small but fervent core audience of dedicated soccer fans. But unlike the previous rights holder, Fox Sports, NBC planned to broadcast every game for free—the tagline was “Every match. Every week. Every team.”—and needed to expand the audience in order to make its purchase worthwhile.

			And unlike the rest of the world, American sports fans would take some convincing to watch soccer. “We weren’t just selling NBC Sports; we were selling soccer,” said Bill Bergofin, who was the head of marketing for NBC Sports at the time and one of the architects of the Ted Lasso spots.

			They decided the best way to do that was to create a comic link between America’s favorite sport and the one that captivated fans nearly everywhere else, two abiding obsessions that happened to share one name: football.

			John Miller, then chief marketing officer for NBC Sports: The Premier League had been on Fox for a while, and they didn’t show all that many games. We were going to show every game, because we had multiple channels in which to do it, and we were going to show them for free. So for a soccer fan to be able to see every Premier League game free—it didn’t stay free for long, but at that point it was—was a big selling point.

			But 50 percent of all regular soccer viewers were in just five markets. So we can get them, but it became, OK, well how do we grow it beyond those five markets? Because we knew that if we got the people who are regular fans of the Premier League and who have been watching it on Fox Sports, it’s just not going to be as big as we need to make it, considering the rights that we just paid for.

			Bill Bergofin, the then newish head of marketing for NBC Sports: I was still sort of proving myself within NBC, so I tried to convince John to bring someone in from the outside. I had been working with Guy Barnett for probably five years at that point, and he had become a dear friend. He’s one of the greats, in terms of advertising creativity, and being a Brit who had spent the greater part of his adult life in the US, he was uniquely qualified. And he had always said to me, “If you ever get the Premier League, you have to bring me in.”

			So one day I brought Guy in and said, “Look, I think we really need someone who authentically has lived this life and is a die-hard fan but also understands American culture equally.” And we started having a conversation and halfway through the conversation, John pointed to a campaign for New Era. Someone he knew had said it was one of the best-performing campaigns, based on research, that he had done.

			The campaign for the sports cap company featured celebrity fans trading insults about rival teams. Alec Baldwin, a New York Yankees fan, squared off with John Krasinski, a Boston Red Sox diehard. The dueling Chicagoans Nick Offerman and Craig Robinson bickered about the Cubs and White Sox. “Your infield has more holes than a Swiss cheese doughnut,” Offerman said. Robinson: “The last Cub to throw a no-hitter was your pitching machine.”

			Bill Bergofin: John asked if Guy knew it. And Guy said, “Well of course: I wrote it.”

			John Miller: We said, “Well, is there something that we can do that would help explain the game but make a lot of noise? A long-form comedy video?”

			Bill Bergofin: We know who we are and who the core fan is. But how do we create that tipping point for soccer in America? And a lot of it was you had to educate people, and we needed to do it in a way that took the piss out of it so that it wasn’t intimidating.

			Guy Barnett, founder of the Brooklyn Brothers ad agency: We wanted to explain the game in an entertaining manner. Not in a superficial or supercilious manner as it had been done by lots of people, but really from an American perspective: What is this game about?

			John Miller: We thought, Let’s take the most popular sport in America, which is football, and see if we can make some comparisons to football. Or at least have the idea of somebody with a different American focus look at the game and see if we can help explain it, but do it in a fun way.

			Bill Bergofin: So we started thinking, What would be the right way to do it? Who’s the right fish out of water? And are they here? An American in England? An English coach in America? You know, which is the right way to go?

			John Miller: We originally went after John Oliver, who was then at The Daily Show, and he was sort of intrigued. It would have taken a different tack: a Brit helps explain the game in a fun way. But at that time, Jon Stewart was going to direct a film and so all of a sudden, John Oliver is going to take over The Daily Show all summer long. So he was out. Then we went to Chris Pratt, because we thought that he would be sort of interesting and fun. And he’s a guy from Parks and Recreation, an NBC connection. So we asked him but he was in the middle of Jurassic [World] and Guardians of the Galaxy and going off on a film career, and wasn’t interested.

			We briefly toyed with Ricky Gervais and thought, Maybe that’s not the best idea. We also talked with Seth Meyers, because he was a real Premier League fan, but he was not quite as big as we wanted then.

			Bill Bergofin: So we’re all kind of scratching our heads. We had a talent wrangler and they said, “You know, Jason Sudeikis, I’m not sure he’s a soccer fan, but he’s coming off SNL and I don’t believe he has any projects lined up.”

			Sudeikis wasn’t the world’s biggest soccer fan, but sports had been central to both his life and his career. Growing up in the Kansas City suburb of Overland Park, Kansas, he was a point guard on his high school basketball team and went on to play briefly in community college. He eventually gave up that dream and pursued another: comedy.

			A move to Chicago in the late 1990s put him in the orbit of the famed Second City comedy theater, where Sudeikis’s famous uncle, George Wendt (best known as “Norm!” in Cheers), got his start in the 1970s. Sudeikis eventually joined the theater, performing improv with future stars and Saturday Night Live colleagues like Tina Fey, Rachel Dratch, and Horatio Sanz. He went on to perform improv at Boom Chicago, an American-style comedy theater in Amsterdam. There he worked with Joe Kelly and Brendan Hunt, the future Coach Beard himself, who became close friends, comedy partners, and eventually cocreators of Ted Lasso.

			They all had met previously doing comedy in Chicago: Hunt was an Illinois native and theater major who decided early on to dedicate himself to Chicago improv, studying at Second City before heading to Europe to become a Boom Chicago legend. Kelly grew up in Georgia and also did improv in Chicago before moving to Amsterdam. He would later work with Sudeikis as a writer at Saturday Night Live. Kelly also created the Comedy Central series Detroiters with Zach Kanin and the stars Sam Richardson, who would later win an Emmy as the nutjob oligarch Edwin Akufo in Ted Lasso; and Tim Robinson, who would later win an Emmy for I Think You Should Leave with Tim Robinson, the most acclaimed sketch comedy series of the past decade.

			But Amsterdam is where Sudeikis, Hunt, and Kelly all bonded, fortuitously so. In fact, Sudeikis and Hunt’s sessions playing the video game FIFA before and after their Boom Chicago shows was partly what sparked both men’s interest in professional soccer (Hunt’s passionately so).

			Sudeikis’s big break came in 2003, when he was hired as a writer on Saturday Night Live. It would be two more years before he was promoted to the main cast. He credits a parody he cowrote of “The Super Bowl Shuffle,” the legendary cringe-rap performed by the 1985 Chicago Bears, as the key to his promotion: while rehearsing the bit with the host Tom Brady and others, Sudeikis, in the background, did a version of the goofy Running Man dance he would perform later in Ted Lasso, inspiring hysterics on set.

			“I had been doing that dancing since I was on basketball teams in the early nineties,” he said on the Fly on the Wall podcast in 2023. “It was the same thing that made my fifteen-year-old friends laugh.” Two weeks later, he was added to the cast.

			Over ten years on SNL, Sudeikis was a reliable utility player who could also carry sketches as the star. His most notable roles included then vice president Joe Biden, Mitt Romney, a cop who ran an ill-advised “scared straight” program, and a self-involved douchebag who paired with Kristen Wiig in the aptly named recurring sketch “Two A-Holes.” He also stood out as a tracksuited, tight-Afroed dancer in the exuberantly absurd “What Up with That?” extravaganzas, in which his signature move was yet another version of the Running Man.

			But it was a 2011 riff on collegiate sports sex-abuse scandals that formed an unlikely blueprint for historical TV acclaim. In a sketch titled “Coach Bert,” cowritten by Kelly, Sudeikis played a college basketball coach—sans mustache but with a recognizably strident yet obtuse diction—giving a press conference in which he throws his harmless but off-putting assistant coach, played by Steve Buscemi, under the bus for “having all the tell-tale signs of a sexual predator.”

			“He’s antisocial, lives with his mom, he’s never had a girlfriend,” Sudeikis continues. “I mean, he’s a genius with the X’s and O’s but an absolute zero when it comes to human interaction.”

			Sudeikis formally announced he was leaving Saturday Night Live in a July 2013 appearance on Late Show with David Letterman, not long after shooting the first Ted Lasso ad. “You have a giant mustache,” Letterman marveled, little suspecting that years later those whiskers would become an international symbol of kindness and decency.

			John Miller: Somebody suggested Jason Sudeikis, because he had done a character on SNL as a coach.

			Guy Barnett: Wouldn’t it be funny, I thought, if this American coach was put in charge of an English football team? Not as a pedophile, obviously, but as a fish-out-of-water character. Through his ignorance we could shine a light on the sport our client NBC had just paid $250 million to air. And thus, the idea for Ted Lasso was born.

			Bill Bergofin: It came back that Jason was very interested but he wanted to see a few other directions and ideas, and Guy put those together. We were kind of sweating a little bit time-wise, and then Jason came back and agreed to do it.

			Jason Sudeikis, creator, Ted Lasso, seasons 1–3: When we were first doing the commercial, because it has this international flavor, I was immediately like, “Oh, Joe and Brendan.” There were no other two people that I was going to pick at that point in my life. It was because we had the opportunity to work in a place called Boom Chicago in Amsterdam; it was started by three Americans from Northwestern University in the middle of Amsterdam, and it took off.

			Brendan Hunt, creator, Coach Beard, seasons 1–3: I got a call from Jason: “Hey, NBC Sports wants me to do a soccer thing.” He and I both became soccer fans, to different degrees, at around the same time living in Amsterdam. Neither one of us was into soccer as kids in the Midwest, but we moved to Europe and caught the bug.

			So he called me and said, “This is a soccer thing, and if we do it, we get to go to England for three whole days. Then they’ve got to fly us out to go see a Premier League game later when the season starts.” This is the best gig ever! It will never get better than three days in London and one soccer game!

			Jason Sudeikis: It truly was us wanting to get to be flown out to go see a Premier League game, specifically an Arsenal game because Brendan’s the biggest fan out of me, Brendan, and Joe. And we hit that bull’s-eye!

			Brendan Hunt: This ad agency came to Jason and said, “Hey, here’s, like, three different ideas of, like, you know, kind of like a coach thing.” And Jason’s like, “Uh-huh. This one where he coaches a Premier League team, but he doesn’t know anything about it—I’m gonna push that around a little bit. And I’m bringing in my buddy Joe Kelly and my buddy Brendan.” And they were like, “Oh, OK. Oh, great.”

			Jason Sudeikis: Originally, the ad agency, Brooklyn Brothers, had envisioned the character as more of a hair-dryer-type coach: somebody who yells and screams, like a Bobby Knight or your stereotypical NFL coach. I wanted to do a softer version of that—just yelling and screaming didn’t feel as fun and also felt derivative of things that I’d played. And it shifted into less of a hair dryer and more like this bumpkin guy. I dressed like Mike Ditka—you know, the polyester shorts, the orange glasses, and the mustache, which I had. He chewed gum.

			The campaign had its star, but it also needed a Premier League club that was willing to let an American comedian clown around on its pitch. After being turned down by nearly every other team in the league, Bergofin found a willing partner in Tottenham Hotspur Football Club.

			The script was tweaked and Sudeikis named the character Ted Lasso. (“I just like the idea of a single-word first name, you know, Tom, Ted, Tim, whatever,” he told Virgin Radio in 2023. “And then a noun specifically. I just thought that was funny.”) Hunt was tapped to be an assistant coach who actually understood the game, a rough blueprint for his role as Coach Beard in the series. The production went overseas in July 2013 to shoot the ad at Tottenham’s training ground in Enfield in North London.

			Donna-Maria Cullen, executive director of Tottenham Hotspur: We were and we still are, to a certain extent, a challenger brand. NBC were going to be taking Premier League coverage from behind the paywall that Fox had, and that’s an opportunity for bigger audiences, for us to catch fans that didn’t have a Premier League club affinity already and also just to show ourselves to more fans on the other side of the pond.

			John Miller: Bill had a relationship with Tottenham Hotspur. He was able to get them and they had the free time, and allowed us to come in as they were doing their training.

			Donna-Maria Cullen: I said to Bill, “We won’t be able to do it exactly as you have it in your head, but we will accommodate it so you won’t see the difference.” If you look at the ads, you can see that sometimes Jason’s on the touchline [the out-of-bounds line] as opposed to actually being in the middle of the pitch. So it meant that our coach could do the preseason coaching uninterrupted, and Jason could still interact on the side.

			Jason Sudeikis: It was my inclination—I think it’s my parents’ influence—that we went in there quiet and gentlemanly on the first day. The second day is when we started hollering at them.

			John Miller: To be honest, I’m not sure if any of the players knew what the heck was going on with Jason doing some of this.

			Donna-Maria Cullen: If you look at the ad, we have players like Aaron Lennon and Gareth Bale there, and you can see that they cannot stop themselves laughing as they’re coming off that pitch, even though they’ve not necessarily had a one-on-one interaction with him. He just exuded humor.

			Jason Sudeikis: Especially for the training team: When we got to the younger guys, they were cracking up quite a bit. I really gave it to that young fellow, Jon Miles, who I yelled at a lot—a lot of it ended up on the cutting-room floor, but he got an earful and then he just smoked me in FIFA.

			The Coach Lasso of the first ad is much more buffoonish and blustery than what the character would ultimately become, berating and mocking the players as his ignorance of the game is played for laughs. “Will you explain to me how that was offside?!” he erupts at a referee. “No, I’m asking you. Seriously. Explain offside to me, it makes no sense!”

			The most obvious seeds of the show lie in the relationship between Lasso and Hunt’s then nameless assistant—he teaches his boss various rules and uses flash cards to explain other Premier League clubs—and in a press conference that includes jokes that would return years later in the series. “They’re going to play hard for all four quarters,” Lasso tells assembled reporters. (“Two halves!” someone corrects.) “We’re gonna play until there’s a winner and there’s a loser.” (“Or a tie!”) There’s also silly physical comedy, as when Lasso stops using his hands “out of respect towards the game,” and a running talking-head interview that provides the final punch line when Lasso, moments after avowing, “I’m here to stay. You can guarantee that!” receives word that he has been fired. NBC’s closing tagline reads: “It’s football. Just not as we know it.”

			Much of the comedy was planned in advance, but not all of it. While there was a working script, Sudeikis’s improv and sketch instincts quickly took over once filming started.

			Guy Barnett: Most of the jokes for the ads were written at writers’ sessions with Joe Kelly, Brendan Hunt, and Jason, most of which I attended. Let’s be clear, though: Those guys are fucking funny people. Better comedy writers than me, for sure. But I feel I upped my game enough to earn the credit I take as cowriter.

			John Miller: Most of it was scripted. But you have improv players like Jason Sudeikis and Brendan Hunt, so there is plenty of improvisation that went in as well.

			Brendan Hunt: We basically riffed for a few days. I mean, they hired a professional crew of professional people who are used to having a script every day, and we never had even the tiniest thought of furnishing one of those. And we just had the biggest blast doing it.

			Guy Barnett: I’ve seen a lot of great actors up close in that process. Alec Baldwin, everything has to be scripted. Krasinski is a bit more spontaneous. But Sudeikis was just a tour de force of spontaneity and fun and reactions. We wrote scenes, but his ability through SNL to just create a character and let it go was really remarkable to watch—eight hours, ten hours a day, just riffing on this character. It was a remarkable performance.

			Donna-Maria Cullen: I was absolutely astounded by the improvisations that Jason was able to bring to that. I mean, what a natural, what a star. He deserves everything he has achieved with it. Just the way he looked—I mean, the tight shorts. Even down to the bit where it’s no hands in our sport, so he tries driving the buggy with no hands.

			Bill Bergofin: I think what was masterful is yes, there was a ton of improv and he was an absolute pro and a machine. But there was that balance. We had a goal here: This was an ad; it was a communication. But it’s got to be entertaining even to someone who isn’t a fan, and he was able to balance that.

			John Miller: It explained the game to people through Jason’s eyes, as his character was learning the game.

			Jason Sudeikis: Our whole goal was making it so that American football fans will get the correlation, but also so that soccer fans enjoyed it as well.

			Bill Bergofin: Jason did a great job of helping string the whole thing together. The ad-libbing. The foil that Coach Beard was—obviously you look at how that chemistry became so critical in the show. It was all the right pieces. It was a magical time.

			The first ad, produced on a tight timeline, was just over four minutes, forty seconds long. It would eventually be broken into shorter segments to run on television and in movie theaters, but first NBC wanted to get the video out ahead of the Premier League season, in mid-August. So they posted it on the NBC Sports YouTube account on August 3, 2013, with the title “An American Coach in London: NBC Sports Premier League Film Featuring Jason Sudeikis.”

			Bill Bergofin: We wanted to get it out as soon as we could. We put it on YouTube and this is ten years ago; viral video and social media was, by volume, not what it is today, right? We put no paid advertising support behind it. We just sort of put it out there organically, and I went to sleep and woke up in the morning to emails like, “Hey, are you watching this thing?” And I clicked on it. And we’d had over a million hits in less than twenty-four hours.

			It had impact. So much so that we heard from people in England, our contemporaries at the networks that carried the Premier League there, that they were jealous. They were flummoxed that Americans understood the sport and the nuance of it as well as we did. It was as funny, if not funnier, over there that we made fun of ourselves in such a way.

			Donna-Maria Cullen: It immediately went viral. It was all anybody in the football world was talking about. Other clubs were kicking themselves that they hadn’t done it.

			Jason Sudeikis: Me and a buddy were at the US Open in Queens. I looked down and I see Thierry Henry and Tony Parker, both legends. They’re like, “Hey!” waving at me. I’m like, What are they…? I don’t know what’s going on here. Like maybe they’ve seen Hall Pass a bunch of times or something? And then after the match, they come up and they’re gushing in their lovely French accents: “Ted Lasso! Oh my gosh, Ted Lasso!” Steve Nash was another guy who I’m a huge fan of and he’s just terrific, huge soccer fan, big Tottenham supporter. At a Jay-Z concert in L.A., he came up to me. I was like, This thing’s got reach in ways that I had no way to anticipate.

			John Miller: Everybody who saw it liked it and laughed at it. And it respected the game, because he was sort of trying to make it work. We weren’t making fun of the game, we were explaining the game—the whole thing about four quarters, two halves and all that. So it made it memorable and put it on the map. We won awards for the overall effort, and the Lasso campaign was the brightest and shiniest piece of it.

			The Ted Lasso spot received three million views in its first week, and as of early 2024 it has been viewed nearly twenty-two million times on the NBC Sports YouTube page. The network’s Premier League campaign would win a Clio and an Effie and be nominated for a Grand Effie, the most prestigious award in advertising and marketing. Beyond the accolades, there was also evidence that it had worked: from the first week of the season, viewership of Premier League matches was three times higher on NBC Sports than it had been on Fox Sports.

			In advertising as in Hollywood, such success leads only to one thing: a sequel. So the next year the various players reunited to create a spot for the beginning of the 2014 Premier League season. In “The Return of Coach Lasso,” Ted, like countless fired coaches before and since, has become a TV analyst. Though still somewhat clueless about the game, he is now a veritable Anglophile, creating a shrine to British culture in his apartment when not interacting fecklessly with his NBC Sports colleagues: soccer presenter Rebecca Lowe and announcer Arlo White, who would eventually be a game commentator in Ted Lasso. Ted is also coaching a girls’ youth team, another subplot that will turn up in the series.

			In a bit of inadvertent foreshadowing, the spot ends with Ted being invited back to the Premier League, to coach Leicester City. In the real world, while the second spot didn’t make the same splash as its predecessor, it was what convinced all involved that the character could be the anchor of a series.

			But some of Ted Lasso’s creators would have to let him go in order for it to happen.

			Bill Bergofin: We always said, “You know, this should be a show.” That was the feedback even from fans. One of the greatest things about YouTube and social media is they’re like an instant focus group, and when you go back and look at the original comments, they were like, “Make this a show.”

			It was just talk after the first one. But with the second one it was like, “No, we should make this a show.” Streaming was in its early days—Netflix was the eight-hundred-plus-pound gorilla. They wanted it to be on Netflix. From my vantage point, we owned the IP and shouldn’t NBC continue to benefit from this? With NBC Sports? I’m thinking, Well, OK, ESPN has SportsCenter, you know. Can we be comedic entertainment?

			John Miller: Bill had got the rights to possibly do it as a half-hour sitcom, but we had no real place to put it. We could put it on the NBC Sports Network, but it would really be a fish out of water there. It really wasn’t a sports show, per se. It was going to be a comedy, and as it ended up, it was far more about humanity than it was about soccer.

			Bill Bergofin: We actually got the show greenlit for NBC Sports Network, Thursday nights. And at the same time, I had been put in touch with BBC for their streaming platform—we entered into a coproduction agreement and they were going to provide a lot of funding. We actually started embarking on that with Jason and team, and actually at one point I was over in London with them talking to potential showrunners and things. We had this thing greenlit. And then, you know, I think Jason had other things going on, I can’t really speak to that. But whether it was because where it was going to air or because he had other stuff going and it wasn’t his top thing, it just sort of fizzled out. And I was pretty sad. I put a lot of time and energy into that.

			Sudeikis would continue to develop the Ted Lasso concept with Hunt and Kelly, before letting it go dormant for several years. When it eventually emerged as an unlikely hit for Apple TV+ in 2020, going on to net a record twenty Emmy nominations for its first season, there were few signs of its ad origins aside from the “Based on pre-existing format/characters from NBC Sports” in the opening credits of each episode. A few jokes from the spot made it into the pilot; a rival player in a season two episode was named Barnett.

			The admen who were there at the beginning joke about waiting for their checks from Apple. But more earnestly, they express pride at their role in birthing a phenomenon.

			John Miller: We own the character, and we are sort of the inspiration behind it. And we got a royalty for every season. We really didn’t have much to do with it after the launch of the show, but we were instrumental in starting it off. After it got all the Emmys the first time, I sort of felt like a sperm donor at a beauty pageant. Who knew? Who knew I would create that?

			Guy Barnett: The seeds are definitely there, which is why we still talk about it as somewhat ours. I tip my hat to them and what they’ve created. There are layers to that show that definitely aren’t in the ads. I think Jason saw a warmth in this character that I didn’t see. We did our job well, but we’ve also become the fathers of something so much bigger.

			Bill Bergofin: Every time I turn on Apple TV, there’s an ad for Ted Lasso on it. To have created something that has such impact, it’s astounding. To see the vision really come full circle at the scale that it did, it’s humbling.

			Donna-Maria Cullen: I’m glad they kept it alive. I’m glad they kept looking for something else to carry on and do with it.

			Bill Bergofin: Maybe it would have done amazingly on BBC; maybe it would have done great at NBC Sports. But there were going to be limitations to where the character could go. Timing-wise, 2015 or 2016 is when we had the show greenlit internally. You think about all the pieces, the audience and the product and all of that—it didn’t have that alchemy culturally that it did when it finally came out. When people needed hope, people needed something to grab hold of, people were stuck in their houses. And this character provided that release that the world needed at the time.

			John Miller: We said this could be a show and it turned out to be a show. So I have a significant amount of pride in it. Every episode says “Inspired by the character in a promo from NBC Sports.” That was good enough for me.

			Bill Bergofin: I was skiing in Park City with my daughter, who was a college student. And we get on the shuttle bus to go back to the hotel and the driver closes the door and he goes, “Hey, is anyone watching Ted Lasso?” And I look at my daughter, and she’s looking at me like I’m a god, and she goes, “Tell them! Tell them!” And I’m like, “No, just looking at you, I got everything I need out of this.”

			John Miller: It’s one of those unexpected things that happens in your job sometimes. My job was to get people to watch the Premier League and let people know that it was now part of NBC Sports, and that was accomplished. The fact that anything else came with it was just a joy.
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				Ted Finds Purpose (and a Home)

				“This is definitely a show.”
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			Though the initial plans to make Ted Lasso the star of his own series fizzled out, Sudeikis never stopped thinking about the man in the mustache.

			After SNL, Sudeikis had carved out a steady acting career in middling R-rated comedies like Horrible Bosses and Hall Pass, indie films, and guest-star stints in series like 30 Rock and The Last Man on Earth. But after shooting the second (and final) Ted Lasso commercial in 2014, the character stuck in his head as a kind of obsession of uncertain significance.

			That began to change when Olivia Wilde, the actor and filmmaker who was Sudeikis’s partner at the time (they would have a highly public split a few months after Ted Lasso premiered), suggested that he figure out something more to do with it.

			Jason Sudeikis, creator, Ted Lasso, seasons 1–3: The commercial did well and was well liked by people in the UK and the US. So then we got to do the second one, and doing the second one really unlocked this element of the character that was his enthusiasm and optimism. Because the story of the first commercial was that he got hired and fired to coach Tottenham Hotspur in three days. So then he came back a year later and he loved it! He fell in love with soccer; he fell in love with London. And it was just a fun character to play, and it was a fun double act for Brendan and me as Ted and his assistant coach, who we then very cleverly named Coach Beard.

			That growth between the first and second and that idea of extending the character’s universe or mythology or whatever you want to say, that had to be realized. It was fun improvising this character; it was easy to create content. But what can we do with it? The theme and tone of it was just bouncing around in my head.

			Then me and my ex-partner Olivia were at dinner somewhere, probably in Brooklyn, and she knew that Brendan, Joe, and I had a ball doing it, and that it was well liked. And she said, “You should do something more with that.” It’s not like that idea hadn’t crossed our minds. But it’s one of those things where it takes someone outside of you to get your baggage—the part of me that’s like, That only exists in that medium and people don’t want this—out of the way of your intuition. And the second she said it, I started just riffing: “OK, but why? Why would he do that? Because I’m, at that point, almost forty—he must have a kid. Why would he leave? Maybe things aren’t going well at home.” So that stuff marinated.

			Brendan Hunt, creator, Coach Beard, seasons 1–3: The three of us had an awareness that Jason sort of verbalized first, like, this is fun. This character is fun. The three of us getting to hang together making this thing is fun. But we weren’t sure if it’s gonna be another commercial or a movie or TV show.

			Jason Sudeikis: Brendan and Joe came out to Brooklyn for a week and we kept spilling out stories. We’d get up every morning, drink coffee, go down to the basement, play pinball, and come upstairs and just riff on ideas. It was a very prolific week, because we came up with so many ideas for episodes and things that are in the show. You know, Ted seeing Rebecca cry in episode four. It was always at a gala—we knew we were going to show why this woman was hiring this guy to fail. Ted’s panic attack in episode seven was always going to be surrounded within a karaoke situation—it wasn’t until we were fortunate enough to meet and then hire Hannah Waddingham that it was going to be sprung by her. But all those things happened in that week.

			Brendan Hunt: We wrote the pilot and were like, “OK, well, let’s see what happens here.” And then nothing happened. Nothing happened for a very long time.

			Jason Sudeikis: It just sat dormant for three years. Olivia and I had kids; Joe created a series with friends of ours called Detroiters. Brendan was working, acting and everything.

			Brendan Hunt: Jason kept having babies. Jason and Joe, their careers were going great. I was still waiting tables at a club.

			Jason Sudeikis: Then the universe brought Bill Lawrence into the mix, and he actually made the son of a gun happen!

			Sudeikis, Hunt, and Joe Kelly could hardly have found a more suitable partner than Bill Lawrence. A Connecticut native, he came to Hollywood in the 1990s and quickly became the Nate Shelley of TV: a “wonder kid.” At twenty-seven, he cocreated the hit Michael J. Fox sitcom Spin City in 1996 before moving on to create the hospital comedy Scrubs in 2001. That show, which ran for nine seasons, mashed up heart and silliness in a way that would be familiar to most Ted Lasso fans. Lawrence’s follow-up, Cougar Town, eventually moved past its original focus on middle-age lust to become one of television’s most easygoing portraits of adult friendship, another future Lasso hallmark.

			When he and Sudeikis connected, in 2017, Lawrence was amid a streak of series that either had short runs (Ground Floor, Undateable) or didn’t even make it to air (Spaced Out, which starred a then unknown Brett Goldstein). Lawrence and Sudeikis occasionally played in the same pickup basketball games in Los Angeles, and they had been looking for something to develop together.

			Bill Lawrence, creator: I wanted to work with Jason Sudeikis; he just cracks me up. I thought he was awesome on SNL. Whenever he shows up in a movie I’m immediately into it, and he seems like that dude you want to hang with.

			Jason Sudeikis: We were chatting about another thing, and that didn’t quite work out. But our respect and rapport did, and he asked me at the end of it, “Do you have anything else?” And I was like, “We have this thing,” and as that old saying goes, Bill’s forgotten more about television than we’ll ever know. We were like, “We don’t know if this is worth a damn,” and he’s like, “Oh yeah, this is great! This is definitely a show.”

			Bill Lawrence: I’d seen those sketches, the promotional videos for the Premier League, back when he did them. I thought they were so funny, and he said, “What if we made that character three-dimensional and really rounded him out?”

			If Jason had pitched the first video, I’m not sure I would have been as into it. I thought what these guys did was really funny, but he was a bombastic, yelling…I wouldn’t say angry, but certainly a more aggressive Ted Lasso. And from the start, Jason was really clear that this was about a dude living in the world of not only curiosity but kindness and empathy and forgiveness.

			Jason Sudeikis: So then the four of us all sat down and rewrote the pilot together. I knew we had to work backward. At that point I’m forty-three, I have a child of my own, so we knew he was going to be married. But then why does he take this job? Well, things must not be great at home. We added the kid once we connected with Bill.

			I personally didn’t want to do the arc of son of a bitch to saint. It had already been crushed by Ricky Gervais as David Brent and Michael Scott by Steve Carell, and the idea of playing an antihero dramatically had been done so well: Don Draper, Tony Soprano, Breaking Bad, et cetera. So it was like, What about just playing a good guy?

			Bill Lawrence: I was sitting with a writer, Bill Wrubel, talking about the show and asking him to come meet Jason and hopefully get to write on it, and he said, “What about the show appeals so much?” And I said that I’d reached a point in my life that if I were to meet Ted Lasso for real, I would go, “Now I’ll just wait for two weeks for this guy to reveal that he’s just an asshole like everybody else.” And then two weeks later, when he doesn’t reveal that and he turns out to be an empathetic, forgiving, kind person, you have to take a look at yourself.

			Jason Sudeikis: Bill and I went around and pitched it. A thing we talked about was this antidote or antithesis of the shitty cocktail of a human man being ignorant and arrogant. Which, lo and behold, a Batman-villain version of it became president of the United States right around the same time.

			Bill Lawrence: I had just been living in the Czech Republic, because this show I was doing was shooting in Prague. And the perception of Americans outside America is not the same as we remember. So to do a show about how we want to believe Americans would behave overseas and how we want to think Americans would be thought of by the people within that country meant a lot to me. It’s not the Ugly American abroad.

			Jason Sudeikis: What if you played an ignorant guy who was actually curious? And when someone used a big word like vernacular, he didn’t act like he knew it? We all know that comedy move where it’s like, “Oh right, yeah, vernacular, exactly.” But he just stops the meeting, like, “Question: What does that mean?”

			And that idea of saying please and thank you. I remember holding doors for people when I first got hired at SNL, walking out of 30 Rock and people stopping, thinking I’m going to hit them in the butt if they walk through it. It was always really funny to me. So it was based on all those observations about what was going on with society and discourse online and in person and lack of manners, et cetera. It was all that rolled into one.

			Doozer Productions, Lawrence’s company, had a contract with Warner Bros. Television, which would become the producing studio for Ted Lasso. But the creators needed someone to actually air it. Sudeikis and Lawrence pitched the show around Hollywood and found little interest until they talked to program executives at Apple TV+, which hadn’t actually launched at the time. Whatever misgivings they had about the unproven platform was offset by its parent company’s global dominance and deep pockets. “Evidently they do more than just television,” Sudeikis cracked.

			They sold the show to Apple in 2018 and were given a green light to production in early 2019, then the creators assembled a writers’ room to help Sudeikis, Hunt, Kelly, and Lawrence build out the world of Ted Lasso. Brett Goldstein and Phoebe Walsh were British writer-performers who would also act in the series (as Roy Kent and Jane Payne, Beard’s tempestuous girlfriend). Jane Becker had been a writer mostly for irreverent animated series like Rick and Morty, SuperMansion, and Harley Quinn. Leann Bowen had come up through Upright Citizens Brigade and written for Funny or Die and series like the Netflix comedy Dear White People. Jamie Lee was a touring comic and talk-show panelist who got her big break on Last Comic Standing. She also wrote for shows like Ridiculousness and Crashing. Finally, Bill Wrubel was a veteran writer and producer for hit sitcoms like Modern Family, Ugly Betty, Will & Grace, and Sports Night.

			Some of them were familiar with the Ted Lasso ads, but they quickly learned that the series would have little to do with coaching bombast or, for that matter, soccer.

			Bill Wrubel, writer, seasons 1–3: They pitched it but people didn’t want it because often they were reacting to the promos—like, “I don’t know, the promos seem goofy; the promos seem broad.” I know for a fact certain well-known streamers passed on it for that exact reason. But when I read the script it was actually kind of melancholy. And then little by little, as we worked on the show—because it was often my job to kind of drill down with Jason on what we wanted the show to be—I was like, Oh, this is going to be entirely different. There’s a handful of jokes from the promos we’re going to steal, but this is its own brand-new thing.

			Joe Kelly, creator: We went into filming feeling like the underdogs that Richmond were. We weren’t coming on the heels of a bidding war. We weren’t coming on the heels of like, Here we go with this monster show. And it felt like it helped the process, the tone, the feeling, the vibe, everything.

			Jane Becker, writer, seasons 1–3: The line that drew me to the show in the original pilot was, “If we see each other in our dreams, let’s goof around and pretend we don’t know each other.” That was the weirdest, stupidest thing, but I thought, You got me. These people fucking get it.

			Bill Lawrence: I remember in the interviews of writers, which is before you’ve outlined or written any of these shows, that Jason was asking each writer who the mentor was in their life that gave them a little push, a head start into the world. It’s rare that you know so early in conception that that’s the stuff you’re going to try and hit on.

			Bill Wrubel: One of the first questions he asked me was, “Have you ever had a mentor in your life? I want you to tell me a little bit about him or her.” And that speaks to what Jason’s vision was for the show, which is, he didn’t want it to be a goofy coach. He wanted it to be about a human being who could have an impact on the lives of a bunch of other human beings.

			Jason Sudeikis: I’ve always felt that if you ask someone who their heroes are—and I don’t mean, like, famous people but just actually people that encouraged them—you can learn a lot about someone.

			Brett Goldstein, writer, Roy Kent, seasons 1–3: At the beginning, all there was was the pilot script that Jason, Joe, Brendan, and Bill had written and the original commercials. All the characters were there in the pilot script, in their basic form, and then we just started filling up the boards. It’s got more and more specific as it’s gone on, but there were end points that Jason had.

			Jane Becker: Jason had thoughts for every character, what they’re going to be doing for three seasons. I think
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