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Something 
to PROVE

Coming off a disappointing season, Theo Epstein 

feels the Cubs have their edge back.

BY GARY COHEN
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T
heo Epstein joined the 
Cubs organization in 
October 2011. In chrono-
logical terms, that’s not 

all that long ago. But in baseball, 
eight years is enough to create a 
generational divide. 

When Epstein came to Chicago, 
he rebuilt the baseball operations 
department from the ground up, 
using a mix of new-school analytics 
and old-school scouting. Under his 
direction, the Cubs became a model 
for other franchises, signing, draft-
ing and developing young players 
who would quickly transform the 
organization into an annual playoff 
contender. He even accomplished a 
feat generations of supernaturally 
inclined fans feared would never 
happen when the Cubs captured 
the 2016 World Series title. 

But the talented young core has 
seen diminishing returns since 
then. The team has been hit by 
injuries and underperformance, 
and last year missed the postsea-
son for the first time since 2014. 
To right the proverbial ship — and, 

remember, this ship still won 92, 95 and 84 games 
over the last three years — Epstein and his cohorts 
made massive front-office and coaching changes. 

“It was a lot of work this offseason, bringing in 
some new people, putting a lot of good people who 
have been here in slightly new roles,” Epstein said. “In 
the case of the pitching and hitting department, we’re 
using a new paradigm to structure the department, so 
it’s been great.” 

Epstein knows how good the Cubs can be, but he also 
knows it’s on the front office to put the team in the best 
position to succeed. The hope is that these changes will 
help a group still loaded with talent perform to the best 
of its abilities and rediscover its 2016 swagger.

Toward the end of Spring Training, we spoke with the 
Cubs’ baseball boss about why changes were necessary, 
how technology is impacting development and what 
made David Ross the right man to succeed a legend like 
Joe Maddon. 

Cubs Yearbook: Fans were expecting major free-agent 
signings or trades this winter, which didn’t happen. 
But you made several front-office and coaching chang-
es. Are those flying under the radar?
Theo Epstein: We built the amateur scouting and 
player development departments over eight years ago 
now. As rapidly as the industry is changing in those 
areas, that’s a whole generation. We’ve been making 
improvements and innovating and incorporating new 

technologies along the way, but 
it’s a different thing altogether to 
start with a blank slate and build 
the department from scratch and 
exactly the way you want to give 
them a new landscape in the game 
and for where we think the game 
is headed.

CY: Why do you think the tim-
ing was right for these chang-
es, and what were you trying 
to accomplish?
TE: When the departments were 
built eight years ago, we had some 
of the same leadership and some 
of the same structures in place that 
were doing things a certain way. As 
much as you push change and try 
to incorporate new technologies, 
it’s hard to break some old habits. 
Incorporating new technologies into 
an existing structure is not the same 
as building a data-driven process. 
That’s what we’re doing. The new 
structure is really player-centric and 
data-driven. A couple of teams have 
passed us in certain areas, and that’s 
not a comfortable feeling.
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I believe that what we have in 
place and the incredible brain 
power that we have behind these 
ideas and the buy-in and how 
thoughtful it’s been in its imple-
mentation with some of the new 
leadership that we have, we have 
the best practices in the industry. 
Now we have to prove that with 
the results.

CY: One of the keys is trying to 
guess what the next evolution of 
the game is going to be. Is bioki-
netics part of that?
TE: That’s an important new field 
where, as part of player develop-
ment, hitters can get real-time 
feedback on the way their body 
moves to try to shape their train-
ing to get their body to move 
in an optimal way to maximize 
their performance. It’s really just 
making the training a lot more 
efficient and targeted. Strength 
and conditioning used to be com-
pletely separate from on-field 
hitting instruction, for example. 
But if you think about it, hitting a 

baseball is obviously very 
difficult and unique in our 
sport. So why would you 
train all hitters the same 
way? Certain bodies are 
wired tight. Certain bod-
ies are wired loose. Every 
swing is different. Every 
set-up is different.

You should target your 
training to maximize 
your ability to hit the ball 
hard and hit the ball hard 
often. The ability to get 
real-time feedback on 
your body and on the way 
your body moves and on 
the way your swing works, 
and then put that into 
practice as you seek to 
improve day to day with 
your practice, is really 
important. It’s been re-
ally cool now that we can 
break down body types, 
movements and swings to 
a really granular level. 

CY: With technology, the 
Cubs have been able to 
hit on some under-the-
radar pitchers, whether 
it’s Rowan Wick, Brad Wieck, Kyle Ryan or others. 
How has the pitch lab and technology impacted 
your ability to do that?
TE: First off, it’s certainly an industry-wide trend now 
where instead of just a pro scout going out and evalu-
ating a player or an analyst sitting there and looking 
at a results-based track record, you’re now looking at 
exactly what a pitcher does, how he does it and fore-
casting potential adjustments to make him better. Our 
pro scouting department works really well in tandem 
with our R&D department in the evaluations of pitchers 

in other organizations and trying 
to understand what they do well 
and, more importantly, understand 
what they maybe could do a little 
bit better. That’s factored into the 
acquisition process where you take 
a Rowan Wick or a Brad Wieck and 
just based off what they were do-
ing and how they were performing, 
they probably wouldn’t have been 
guys we would have targeted to 
acquire even in small deals.

CY: Based on what: performance, 
the numbers, old-school stats?
TE: Yes, based on the underlying 
characteristics of what they did and 
some adjustments that we forecast 
would suit their bodies and their 
movements and the way their hand 
grips the ball and their arm action. 
With some adjustments to their 
arsenals, we felt like they could 
be even better. By definition, that 
makes a player potentially underval-
ued if you think there’s some hidden 
value there or some things that they 
can do better with adjustments. 

It’s not always right, but it was 
gratifying to see the pro scouting 
and R&D work together to target 
those guys, our major league ops 
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 Incorporating new 
technologies into an 
existing structure is not 
the same as building a data-
driven process. That’s what 
we’re doing. ... A couple of 
teams have passed us in 
certain areas, and that’s not 
a comfortable feeling.”
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following through on the trades, 
and then our R&D and coaching 
staffs working together to unearth 
that potential pretty rapidly, send-
ing those guys into the lab and 
then having it play out on the 
big league field in helping us win 
some games.

CY: Two years in a row, this team 
has been in a decent playoff posi-
tion going into the stretch run be-
fore fading late. What can you do 

to try to ensure the team is peaking at the right time?
TE: As far as the baseball operations side of it, our job is 
to provide as much depth as possible so that when in-
juries happen, we don’t suffer on the field. We weren’t 
as deep a team this past year as we’ve been in previous 
years. That showed when we got banged up late, so 
there’s something you can actively do to combat that. 
Some of it is luck. It’s just staying healthy or suffering 
your injuries at the right time when you have a chance 
to do something about it, not after the trade deadline. 
Obviously, we suffered a lot of late injuries last year. 
And then some of it is these soft factors, or intangibles. 

We’ve been open about the fact that that’s an area 

where we haven't been as sharp 
for the last couple of years. I don’t 
think as an organization — and 
that goes for all of us at the very 
top down to what’s going on in 
the clubhouse — we haven’t re-
sponded as well to winning the 
World Series as you would like. 
We haven’t been quite as hungry, 
quite as locked in as we were, say, 
in 2016, when we were clearly on 
a mission and unified and had 
that edge.

It’s easy to eyeroll that, but how 
connected you feel to the mission, 
how locked in you are, how you 
feel about the people around you, 
when you show up to work, that 
matters in your job performance. 
With David Ross here, who is so 
well respected by the players and 
so passionate about team-building 
and all the little things that are 
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 We haven’t been quite 
as hungry, quite as locked 
in as we were, say, in 2016, 
when we were clearly on a 
mission and unified and had 
that edge.”
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important to building a champion-
ship team, I think we’ll be a little 
bit more locked in here. Sometimes 
that can help. It’s really important 
to play your best baseball when it 
matters most.

CY: You’re handing the reins of a 
playoff-caliber team to a first-time 
manager. Why is David Ross the 
right man for the job? And given 
your shared history, did you al-
ways know this day was coming?
TE: I’ll start with what makes him 
the right guy. Of all the players 
I’ve been around, I haven’t seen 
anyone who is more locked in on 
what winning looks like, all the 

ingredients that contribute to a winning team, and 
then, importantly, taking it to that next step of how 
to proactively build those ingredients. Taking a team-
mate who’s starting to get isolated out to dinner or 
having a tough conversation with a star player to 
hold him accountable when he’s not living up to the 
standards of the team. Making sure there’s energy in 
the clubhouse and in the dugout every day. He was re-
ally proactive about that.

Then he’s got this unique personality where he can 
call players out and hold them accountable but still 
be the guy everyone gravitates to. He’s got an edge. He 
can even be a hardass at times, but he’s also someone 
who lifts people up and is sort of the center of the 
connectivity universe in that clubhouse. That’s a real 
special skillset. 

I was digging through some old emails, and I found 
some references telling others in the front office, 
“This guy is definitely going to be a great manager, 
and we have to find a way to keep him involved.” We 
did after he was done playing. We signed him to an 
unprecedented personal services contract of sorts 
to make sure he stayed in house — overpaid him for 
what he was doing. He was out Dancing with the Stars, 
but we were paying him a good amount of money 
just to keep him close. Then he eventually came and 
took advantage of that. He dove in with the R&D de-
partment and with the scouts, saw the game from 
360 degrees instead of just from a player standpoint, 

and made himself into a fantastic 
manager candidate. The timing 
lined up where we needed some-
thing new, and he was there ready 
to go.

CY: The Cubs have had success 
bringing talented bats through 
the system and to the major 
league level. The weakness has 
been developing homegrown 
pitching. How do you feel about 
the state of the organization’s 
pitching heading into the season?
TE: I’m excited about what’s to 
come. We have some best prac-
tices now and some talent to work 
with, so I’m excited that there is 
a wave coming in. It’s a scenario 
where we clearly have to get bet-
ter. At the same time, since we 
started our competitive phase in 
2015, we have the second-best 
starter ERA in the big leagues and 
the second-best reliever ERA in 
the big leagues. I care a lot less 
about where players come from. I 
care a lot more about how we per-
form at the big league level. Our 
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 [David Ross] was out 
Dancing with the Stars, 
but we were paying him a 
good amount of money just 
to keep him close. Then he 
eventually came and took 
advantage of that.”
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pitching has actually exceeded our 
position player contribution. 

That said, in order to sustain 
success and keep this thing go-
ing, it’s going to be important 
to get some contributions. But I 
look at the wave we have coming 
through and the infrastructure 

we have in place to help these guys get better, and 
I’m pretty excited about where it’s going.

CY: Certainly from a budget standpoint, it’s beneficial 
to have those guys come up through the system.
TE: Absolutely. To keep it sustainable, you need 
some minimum salary contributions. We’ve been 
able to get that from outside the organization, but 

it would be really nice to eventu-
ally get it from inside. I person-
ally don’t believe that you have 
to exclusively build your organi-
zation around homegrown pitch-
ing because what that means is 
suffering through all the ups and 
downs and all the attrition of 
trying to incorporate young start-
ers into your big league rotation. 
It’s really hard to do that and 
contend. If you look at the teams 
that have won, there are very few 
that have built their rotations 
around homegrown pitching.

Yes, we want that flow of 
pitching coming through to keep 
and to trade. But, again, we’ve ac-
quired most of our pitching from 
outside the organization and 
have been the second best in the 
big leagues. Part of that is letting 
pitchers sort of weed themselves 
out elsewhere and suffer the re-
ally difficult transition process 
of going from a coddled, 100-in-
ning, minor league prospect, 
adjusting to big league pitching, 
going through your injury phase, 

ST
EP

H
EN

 G
R

EE
N

A
LE

X
 T

R
A

U
TW

IG
/G

ET
TY

26  |  2020 CUBS YEARBOOK  |  #WhereStoriesPlay



learning how to get up to 180-200 
innings, and then you can still 
acquire that pitcher from outside. 
If we can develop the right kind 
of pitching and incorporate an 
impact starter or two, or any kind 
of starter, and then obviously for-
tify our bullpen from the inside, 
that’s the goal.

CY: The big pitching prospect is 
Brailyn Marquez. What do you 
like about him, and does he have 
a chance to be the next great 
Cubs homegrown pitcher?
TE: I don’t want to hang that 
burden on him, but he’s got the 

potential to impact major league games. He’s got a 
phenomenal arm. It’s hard to find a left-hander who 
can touch triple digits, and he’s not like a freak car-
nival thrower. He knows what he’s doing out there. 
He’s got a good delivery. When he’s right, he’s sitting 
in the upper 90s, and he’s got an overpowering fast-
ball. His change-up and slider really took big steps 
forward last year. He made some adjustments, and 
his stuff is playing really well. A couple of years ago, 
his stuff was playing below the velocity, and now 
it’s playing at or above the velocity — how it plays 
through the zone, the swings hitters are getting or 
not getting against him.

He’s starting to feel how good he can be and put-
ting the work in. He had a really good last year in 
terms of the adjustments he made, how his delivery 
looked and then the mental side of the game. He’s 
really been working hard and getting after it. He’s 
still got some hurdles ahead of him. Double-A can 
be a big separator for guys, but we’re excited about 
where it’s going. I think he’s a guy who could fill a 
variety of roles. As the three pitches develop, he’s 
got a chance to be a really good starter and then 
probably a quicker path if he ends up going in the 
’pen. But certainly we’re going to work hard to make 
sure he’s an impact starter.

CY: In recent years, you guys have always had a 

target on your back. This year, 
it feels a bit more like you’re 
the hunter versus the hunted. Is 
that an advantage, and do you 
feel like the NL Central is still up 
for grabs?
TE: The NL Central is obvi-
ously up for grabs. You’ve got 
four teams that function really 
closely together in terms of the 
talent. I thought we’d be really 
hungry coming off 2018 because 
we played so poorly down the 
stretch — lost Game 162, lost the 
one-game playoff and lost the 
Wild Card Game. But, honestly, 
I think it was too easy to fall 
back on 95 wins. That’s a lot of 
winning. But there’s no doubt 
that coming off the pain of that 
nine-game losing streak and fail-
ing so extremely in September 
that our guys have a ton of hun-
ger and edge and feel that they 
have something to prove. That’s 
evident in camp, and we hope it 
shows up from Opening Day to 
the last game of the season.
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 There’s no doubt that 
coming off the pain of … 
failing so extremely in 
September that our guys 
have a ton of hunger and 
edge and feel that they 
have something to prove.”
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