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ABSTRACT

In December 2008, Honda Motor Co. withdrew from Formula One amid the global financial crisis,
leaving a team of 700 employees without a future. Within eight months, that same team-rebranded as
Brawn GP under Team Principal Ross Brawn—won both the Drivers’ and Constructors’ Championships.
By November 2009, Mercedes-Benz had purchased the operation for €118 million. This paper
examines how Brawn GP began as a financial burden worth almost nothing and transformed itself into
a championship-winning team, and how Mercedes later leveraged that foundation to build one of the
most dominant outfits in Formula One history. This paper draws from public reporting, public team
summaries, and academic literature to analyze the organizational, technical, and commercial decisions
that enabled Brawn GP’s success. Key factors include Ross Brawn’s strategic restructuring, the team’s
execution of the double diffuser loophole under the 2009 technical regulations, and unique sponsorship
arrangements that kept the team financially afloat. The paper then follows Mercedes’ evolution from
a midfield competitor in the early 2010s to a historically dominant operation from 2014 onwards. The
arrival of new leadership, a critical regulation change, and a culture of open internal communication
allowed the team to win a record eight consecutive Constructors’ Championships. The Brawn GP case
illustrates how technical innovation and decisive leadership can transform a struggling outfit into a
long-term growth story. The story also raises broader questions about the relationship between financial
investment and sustained success in motorsport.
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INTRODUCTION

A Formula One team once sold for a single euro has
been transformed into a serial title-winning, billion-
dollar operation. The story of Brawn GP began in crisis
when Honda exited the sport during the 2008 financial
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downturn, leaving a team with no clear future. What
followed was a rapid rise built on technical preparation,
decisive leadership, and the right timing within changing
regulations.

Honda Racing F1 Team’s unexpected withdrawal
from the sport came at a time of widespread global
uncertainty. The Chief Executive of Honda Motor at
the time, Takeo Fukui, cited the “quickly deteriorating
operating environment facing the global auto industry”
as the reason for departing Formula One (1). This was
in reference to the 2008 global financial crisis, which
created uncertainty in industries across the United States
and globally. Honda initially attempted to find a buyer
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for the team, but potential options—Iike Virgin’s Richard
Branson—all fell through. Ross Brawn, the Team
Principal of Honda in 2008, convinced the company to
sell him the team for £1 on March 6th, 2009. Honda saw
this option as a more public-relations friendly alternative
to liquidating the team, which would have required firing
approximately 700 employees. Brawn was given a budget
of £92.5 million, which is what Honda would have had to
pay in order to shut down the team (2). Honda’s exit left
the newly formed Brawn GP team without an engine. The
team considered both Mercedes and Ferrari power units
but ultimately chose the Mercedes engine, believing that
if they were to run a Ferrari power unit, Ferrari would
have controlled their performance and prevented Brawn
from beating them (2).

This paper examines how the ownership transition
from Honda to Brawn rapidly produced a championship-
winning outfit, and traces the subsequent takeover of
Mercedes, which enabled the financial and cultural
changes necessary to transform the team into an
enduring, title-winning force in Formula One.

FORMULA ONE AND THE 2009 TECHNICAL
REGULATIONS

Formula One (F1) is the highest class of international
automobile racing. Races take place on purpose-built
tracks and street circuits across five continents and
21 countries. The first official Formula One World
Championship season was held in 1950. Throughout the
20th century, teams refined the aerodynamics, engines,
chassis, and safety of their cars. Modern F1 is composed
of 11 teams and 22 drivers. Teams still design and build
their own unique cars but must follow strict technical
regulations that dictate the aerodynamics and engine.
Drivers earn points based on their finishing position
in each race. At the end of each season, two titles are
awarded: the Drivers’ Championship, given to the
individual driver who has accumulated the most points
over the season, and the Constructors’ Championship,
for the team which has earned the most points over the
season.

The sport is governed by the Fédération Internationale
de I’Automobile (FIA), which stewards the races and
determines regulation changes. The goal of the FIA’s
2009 Formula One Technical Regulations was to reduce
the “dirty air” produced by the leading car by reducing
the number of aerodynamic devices on the car (3).The
previous generation of F1 cars featured complicated
aerodynamic devices on the wings and bodywork, many
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of which were outlawed by the new regulations. The
trailing car would therefore be able to follow the car in
front more closely, generating more overtakes and more
exciting racing (3). The regulations also featured slick
tires, replacing the grooved tires used for the preceding
decade. Although the 2.4-liter V8 engines introduced
in 2006 remained, teams had the option to introduce
a Kinetic Energy Recovery System (KERS), a hybrid
element that provided additional horsepower for a few
seconds throughout the lap.

THE ROLE OF OWNERSHIP AND FINANCE
IN SUCCESS

The merits of changing ownership in Formula One
and sports generally have long been debated. Though
Formula One teams have historically been owned by
individuals, modern teams feature diverse ownership
structures, ranging from private conglomerates to
capital investment groups to sovereign wealth funds
(4). Ownership in Formula One is difficult because it
must strike a balance between allowing a team to have
independent decision-making while also demanding
results and accountability. The role of ownership in
modern organizations continues to be increasingly
important, as companies today are increasingly reliant
on intellectual talent more than monetary assets (5).

Money has long played a defining role in Formula
One, particularly before the introduction of the cost cap
in 2021. Larger budgets allow teams to do more research
and development on their cars, attract better drivers,
and construct better facilities. Historically, large budget
disparities have existed between frontrunning teams
and the rest. It is estimated that Ferrari, Red Bull, and
Mercedes—winners of 24 of the last 28 constructors
championships—were spending in excess of £350
million per year. Smaller teams spent as little as one-
third of that amount (6). Nevertheless, money does not
necessarily equate to success in the sport. Toyota Racing,
involved in F1 between 2002 and 2009, spent more than
£1.88 billion during their time in F1 (7). The team did
not earn a single win during this spell and only scored 13
podiums. The team was often regarded as having slow-
moving and intrusive management that made success
in the sport difficult (8). By contrast, Red Bull’s owner,
Dietrich Mateschitz, was often seen as a quieter, more
anonymous manager who let those with FI expertise
manage the team (9). These cases highlight that, rather
than simply spending vast amounts of money, the key to
success arguably lies in the way the budget is leveraged.
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HOW ROSS BRAWN ADAPTED TO HONDA’S
WITHDRAWAL

Ross Brawn departed Scuderia Ferrari on October
26th, 2006, after serving for ten years as the technical
director. Under his technical leadership, Ferrari won
six consecutive Constructors’ Championships and five
Drivers’ Championships with Michael Schumacher.
On November 12th of 2007, Honda announced that
Ross Brawn would be joining the racing outfit as Team
Principal. Nick Fry, CEO of Honda Racing at the time,
expressed his enthusiasm about Ross Brawn’s “experience
of winning world championships in Formula One [which]
will be crucial as we seek to put Honda [Racing] back
into championship contention” (10). However, in spite
of a £188 million budget, Honda Racing’s 2008 season
fell short of expectations set by Fry (11). The team
scored 14 points and finished 9th in the Constructors’
Championship, with their best result of the season being
third place at the British Grand Prix. When Honda Motor
Co. announced its Formula One team’s withdrawal on
December 5Sth, 2008, the budget was slashed to £92.5
million, leaving Brawn with less than half the resources
of 2008. In order to meet the constraints of the budget,
Brawn made the decision to cut approximately 270
people from the 700-person workforce (12). Additionally,
the remaining employees were expected to take an
organization-wide pay cut between 30-40% (13). Despite
the cuts, Simon Cole, Chief Race Engineer of Brawn GP,
said that it allowed the organization to be “distilled down
to [be] smaller and more streamlined and determined [...]
the handful of us left were more tied to the success of the
organization” (2).

PRESEASON SUCCESS AND EARLY WINNING
FORM

Brawn GP began 2009 testing as the fastest of any
team. At the final day of group testing in Barcelona,
the team was in first place, more than eight-tenths of
a second faster than the nearest team. Though not a
perfect comparison, the gap between the entire top seven
in the final qualifying session in the 2008 season was
around eight-tenths of a second, highlighting Brawn’s
substantial early gap over the field (14). For Brawn,
however, the main objective of the test was reliability,
which he claimed was “successfully achieved” (15). The
early speed and reliability of the car attracted sponsors
before the first race of the season. Richard Branson,
founder and chairman of Virgin Galactic, announced
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the season-long partnership coming into the first race of
the season, the Australian Grand Prix (16). According
to Andrew Moody, the Manager of Paint and Graphics
for the team, Ross Brawn intentionally painted the car
white under the theory that a neutral color would attract
potential sponsors. In the team’s first qualifying session
of the season, Jenson Button and Rubens Barrichello
secured first and second place respectively. They went on
to finish in those same positions come race day, earning
more points in that single race than Honda had managed
throughout the entire previous season. Brawn would go
on to win six out of the first seven races. Perhaps the
biggest key to Brawn’s success was their implementation
of the innovative “double diffuser,” which generated large
amounts of downforce (17). The 2009 regulations limited
the dimensions of the rear diffuser to 1000mm wide,
175mm tall and 350mm long. However, the regulations
stipulated that the measurement would only be taken in
one dimension. As seen in Figure 1, Brawn essentially
created a second diffuser which laid above the first,
creating more downforce at the rear (18). Though other
teams lobbied the FIA to outlaw the double diffuser, the
efforts were unsuccessful, meaning that teams could
continue to use the design for the whole of the 2009

sc€ason.
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Figure 1. Brawn BGPO0O0I’s rear diffuser (red), highlighting
the secondary diffuser element (vellow) that generated
additional downforce by exploiting a measurement
loophole in the 2009 technical regulations (19). License:
CC BY 2.0, Jose M* Izquierdo Galiot.

THE SECOND HALF OF THE SEASON

Though Brawn GP stormed into an early lead in both
championships, the advantage slipped as the season
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wore on. The team managed just two wins from the final
ten races as better-funded rivals, particularly Red Bull,
surged ahead (2). As seen in Figure 2, the trend line of
finishing positions for both drivers drops as the season
progresses. The trend was particularly dramatic for
Jenson Button, who failed to win a race after winning
six out of the first seven races.

Red Bull’s late-season charge was driven by its
double diffuser, which was refined and improved as
the season progressed (18). As Brawn GP fell behind
in the competitive race, they attempted to attract more
sponsorships to bolster their development budget. The
team used unconventional methods of sponsorship,
such as a single-race partnership with Canon for the
Singapore Grand Prix, in which the Canon logo was
featured prominently on the sidepods of both Brawn cars
(20). The team employed a similar sponsorship later in
the year at the final race of the season in Abu Dhabi,
where Qatar Telecom branding appeared on the sidepods
and chassis (21). Despite efforts to secure additional
funding, the team faced a tense conclusion to the season
as Red Bull and Sebastian Vettel steadily closed the
gap on the points lead Brawn GP had established in the
opening stages. Going into the penultimate Brazilian
Grand Prix weekend, Brawn GP led the Constructors’
Championship by 35.5 points, while Jenson Button led
the Drivers’ Championship by 16 points. Button lined
up fourteenth on the grid after a heavily rain-affected
qualifying session. However, he managed to finish fifth
after gaining positions in the race, securing the Drivers’
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Championship. Rubens Barrichello’s second place
finish meant that Brawn GP also won the Constructors’
Championship despite Red Bull’s Mark Webber winning
the race. Though budget shortfalls meant that certain
staff could not be retained, Brawn’s innovative approach
entering the season coupled with effective survival
strategies throughout the year meant that the team
could remain long enough to win the Constructors’
championship.

MERCEDES’ PURCHASE OF BRAWN GP

After Brawn GP’s success in the 2009 season,
Mercedes-Benz purchased the team for $176 million
(approximately €118 million using 2009 conversion rates)
on November 16th, 2009 (22). In just eight months, the
team had turned itself from a burden that Honda was
struggling to offload to an asset worth hundreds of
millions. In total, Mercedes controlled 75% of the team.
45% was controlled by Mercedes-Benz Group AG and
30% was owned by Aabar Investments, an Abu Dhabi-
based investment company. Brawn and others owned
the remaining 24% of the team (23). The team continued
to use Brawn GP’s Brackley facility despite producing
engines in Brixworth. Despite Mercedes-Benz being
a German automaker, most Formula One teams are
based in the United Kingdom, making a headquarters
in the country logical for attracting talent. Ross Brawn
remained Team Principal, with much of the senior
management structure continuing in place.

Brawn GP 2009: Race-by-Race Finishing Positions

Button's early dominance fades as the season progresses
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Figure 2. Race-by-race finishing positions for Brawn GP drivers Jenson Button and Rubens Barrichello during the 2009
season. It illustrates the team’s early dominance (six wins in the first seven races) and subsequent decline as rival teams

closed the development gap. Note: chart created by author.
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MERCEDES’ EARLY COMPETITIVENESS
AND PARTNERSHIPS

Before the 2010 F1 season began, Mercedes FI
signed a long-term title and technical partnership with
Petronas, a Fortune 500 Malaysian-based oil and gas
corporation. Petronas agreed to produce the fuel that
would drive Mercedes-powered teams (24). The deal
was estimated to be worth €30 million annually (25).
The team signed seven-time German Drivers’ Champion
Michael Schumacher for the 2010 season. He joined the
lineup alongside fellow countryman Nico Rosberg. As
shown in Table 1, the team failed to record any wins or
pole positions in their debut season. However, Mercedes
did record three podiums, each one scored by Nico
Rosberg. The team ultimately finished fourth place in
the Constructors’ Standings, 182 points behind third-
placed Ferrari. The following season, Mercedes slipped
down the competitive order further in 2011, finishing 210
points behind third-placed Ferrari and failing to record
a pole position, win, or podium finish. Ross Brawn said
later that Mercedes briefly considered leaving the sport
after the 2011 season, but instead decided to bolster its
investment (26). In 2012, Mercedes recorded its first-
ever win in modern Formula One, with Nico Rosberg
earning pole position and winning the third race of the
year, the Chinese Grand Prix. However, the team fell
backwards as the season progressed. They ultimately
finished fifth in the Constructors’ standings, as Ross
Brawn claimed that they shifted their focus to the 2013
season before most other teams. The 2013 season proved
to be a critical inflection point for Mercedes, providing
the personnel and technical overhaul necessary to begin
their era of unprecedented dominance. Aabar’s stake in
the Mercedes team was bought out by Mercedes-Benz

Table 1. Mercedes F1 Constructors’ Championship results,
20102013, showing final standing, points behind the
championship leader, race wins, and podium finishes. The
table reflects the team'’s gradual competitive improvement
prior to the 2014 regulation change.

Season  Constructors’ Points off Wins Podiums
lead
2010 4th +284 0 3
2011 4th +485 0 0
2012 Sth +318 1 3
2013 2nd +236 3 9
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Group AG. Toto Wolff, an Austrian businessman and
former Executive Director of Williams F1, purchased
a 30% stake in the team and became Mercedes’ new
Executive Director. Niki Lauda, a three-time F1 world
champion, also purchased 10% of the team (27). Paddy
Lowe, former technical director at McLaren F1, also
joined Mercedes as their new technical director midway
through the 2013 season (28). John Owen, Chief Designer
at Mercedes F1, claimed that the newly structured team
had “a much more coherent view in the way we did
things” (26). A key to the coherence of the team was
the newly established Performance Group. Composed
of key technical leaders within the team, the group
ensured that all aspects of the car were being considered
in development, rather than focusing on a single aspect
in isolation (25). The team also signed 2008 F1 Drivers’
Champion Lewis Hamilton, who replaced the retiring
Michael Schumacher. The signing helped the team to
a major three-year deal with BlackBerry, paying £10
million per year (29). The team emerged as the closest
challengers to Red Bull-winners of the previous three
Drivers’ and Constructors’ Championships—and finished
second in the Constructors’ standings. As shown in Table
1, there was a clear progression made in 2013—Mercedes
won three races in addition to eight pole positions and
nine podiums. However, at the end of the season, Ross
Brawn left Mercedes, citing a lack of trust between
himself, Wolff and Lauda (30). Wolff and Paddy Lowe
jointly took over Brawn’s former role going into the 2014
F1 season (31).

MERCEDES’ DOMINANCE IN A NEW
RULESET

The 2014 Formula One regulations dictated a change
to 1.6-liter turbocharged V6 engines featuring advanced
Energy Recovery Systems (ERS) that provided roughly
160 horsepower that could be deployed for around 30
seconds per lap. Mercedes had a unique way of navigating
the challenges of the new regulations. According to
John Owen, the team designed three engines: an engine
designed to understand performance development; an
engine designed to understand reliability; and an engine
that was a medium between the two that would ultimately
be used in races. This strategy allowed Mercedes to be
in constant development, in contrast to many rivals who
struggled with development amidst constant mechanical
issues (32). However, Mercedes’ dominance under the
new regulations was not solely the result of a quality
engine, since the team supplied three customer teams
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with engines as well. The chassis was also recognized to
be a key factor in Mercedes’ dominance that year (32).
As shown in Table 2, the team would go on to win 16 out
of 19 races, recording 18 pole positions and 31 podiums.
The team secured the Constructors’ Championship by a
margin of 296 points.

Table 2. Mercedes F1 Constructors’ Championship results,
2014-2016, showing final standing, points margin over the
second-place team, race wins, and podium finishes. The table
illustrates the team s shift from a competitive midfield outfit to
sustained dominance following the 2014 engine and technical
regulation change.

Season Constructors’ Points ahead Wins Podiums
2014 Ist 296 16 31
2015 Ist 275 16 32
2016 Ist 297 19 33

Lewis Hamilton won the Drivers’ Championship
over teammate Nico Rosberg, recording 11 wins en
route to his title. The manufacturing processes were
not the only key to Mercedes’ title. Toto Wolff’s
management style emphasized shifting blame away
from employees, fostering a team-first culture. The
blame-free culture, coupled with a policy promoting
honest communication, has been credited with enabling
employees to demonstrate their strengths effectively
within the team structure (33). Mercedes’ dominance
quickly attracted long-term sponsor agreements. The
team signed a multi-year agreement with Epson, which
provided communications technology to the team, as
well as Qualcomm, which provided wireless technology
that the team used trackside (34). Mercedes’ winning
streak continued into 2015, with the team securing
the Drivers’ and Constructors’ titles comfortably and
earning a single-season record of 12 one-two finishes.
The 2016 season continued this pattern, with the team
winning the Constructors’ title and Nico Rosberg
winning the Drivers’ title. The team won 19 out of a
possible 21 races. The on-track success, however, did not
translate into profit. The team recorded annual losses of
€95 million, €31 million, and €5 million throughout the
2014-2016 seasons, respectively (34). While Mercedes
focused on long-term investment through these losses,
the figure represents a massive shift from the 2009
Brawn GP season, which yielded a profit of roughly €131
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million (35).

While this paper emphasizes leadership and culture
as the driving factor in Mercedes’ success, they do not
exist in isolation. While Mercedes’ three-pronged engine
development strategy likely was a factor in its success,
it provided the engine to several customer teams. This
indicates that the engine was not the sole source of
its success. Other elements of the car, such as the
chassis and aerodynamics, were also important to their
advantage (26). Additionally, the extent of the regulatory
overhaul going into the 2014 season was tremendous.
The new generation of cars—in addition to having
completely new hybrid V6 engines—featured changes
to multiple aerodynamic surfaces, from the nose to the
beam wing. Gearboxes and brakes were changed to cope
with the demands of the new power units (26). Given the
extent of the overhaul, it is possible that Mercedes simply
read the rules better than competitors, independent of
culture. Further, it is possible that Mercedes capitalized
on the missteps of rivals, rather than creating a genuinely
dominant car. For example, rival team Red Bull
continued the development of their 2013 car late into the
season, potentially impacting the resources devoted to
the 2014 season, while Ferrari dealt with handling issues
in the new generation of car (26). Taken together, these
factors suggest that Mercedes’ dominance was the result
of multiple converging factors rather than culture and
leadership alone. However, the team’s ability to sustain
their dominance across three consecutive seasons still
points to organizational strength as a key factor in their
success.

THE LIBERTY MEDIA EFFECT

In January of 2017, Liberty Media Corporation,
an American holding company, purchased Formula
One for approximately $8 billion total-$4.6 billion
in equity (which, using 2017 exchange rates, equates
to approximately €7.6 billion and €4.37 billion,
respectively) (36). Liberty Media immediately set out to
foster a stronger online presence, particularly through
social media channels (37). Liberty Media also pioneered
the Netflix series Drive to Survive, which offered fans
unprecedented access into the personal life of drivers and
teams. Though Mercedes initially refused to participate
directly in the show, the show was an instant hit (37-
38). Drive to Survive has been credited with attracting
a younger and more diverse audience to Formula One.
42% of Formula One fans today are female and the
fastest growing age demographic is 18-24 (37).
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Liberty Media’s acquisition of Formula One
coincided with Mercedes’ first profitable season in the
sport. In 2017, Mercedes netted a profit of €15 million
and continued to profit between €14-17 million in 2018
through 2020 (33).

LESSONS FROM THE BRAWN GP CASE

The Brawn GP case raises broader questions about
the relative weight of financial investment, innovation,
leadership, and timing in finding success in Formula
One. After Honda’s withdrawal from the sport in 2008,
the team was cut sharply in size and cost, which made
the organization more lean and nimble despite the initial
pain of mass layoffs. The smaller structure appeared to
be a key factor in Brawn GP’s success, as it reduced
financial redundancies within the team and arguably
tied the remaining employees more closely to the
performance of the car. The decision to move towards
Mercedes power solved what was perhaps the biggest
risk of the post-Honda era: a car without a reliable power
unit. Brawn GP was also able to capitalize on the timing
of the 2009 regulations through their discovery of the
double diffuser, providing a competitive advantage. At
the same time, Ross Brawn’s strong leadership gave the
team a clear identity:.

A crucial factor in the team’s survival was its ability
to demonstrate speed before its financial position
became untenable. Brawn’s on-track success, even
as early as testing, rapidly attracted sponsors such as
Virgin. The Brawn car was reliable enough to race
well and innovations like the double diffuser meant
that the organization remained competitive at the front
of the grid. One-off sponsorships followed as the team
attempted to survive the year through a larger funding
base. Ultimately, the team’s performance, alongside
cunning marketing decisions from Brawn-such as
painting the car white to attract sponsors—meant that the
team was publicly perceived as a success story rather
than the remnants of a failed Honda project.

The success ultimately attracted Mercedes, whose
purchase of the team for €118 million in 2009 symbolized
a shift towards a long-term approach to sustainable
success. Mercedes inherited a capable, lean organization
with a clear leadership structure headed by Ross Brawn.
However, the same 270 job cuts that enabled Brawn
GP to survive meant that the Mercedes team could not
immediately match the breadth of knowledge of other
championship-winning organizations. The team’s early
years were mixed in terms of their on-track success but
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laid the foundation for stronger commercial partnerships
and a more logical technical structure.

The arrival of team principal Toto Wolff, chairman
Niki Lauda, driver Lewis Hamilton, and others helped
the team to truly move beyond survival and into a period
of dominance. The 2014 regulation change proved to
be the crucial moment when investment, management
decisions, and technical structure finally paid off.
Mercedes became a stronger and more reliable brand,
supported by sponsor growth and on-track success.
Mercedes’ purchase of Brawn enabled the move from
a fragile winner to one of the sport’s most historically
dominant and commercially successful teams.

These findings also highlight a limitation of this
paper. The study relies on public reporting and published
team summaries rather than financial records or private
data. This means that some conclusions about valuation
growth, sponsorship impact, and organizational
change must remain inferential rather than exact.
Many of these sources also depend on team interviews
conducted years after the events occurred, which raises
the risk of hindsight bias, as successes tend to make
past decisions look more deliberate in retrospect than
they may have actually been. Similarly, figures like
team valuations and profit or loss come from media
estimates rather than published records, so they should
be read as approximations rather than certain values.
Additionally, Formula One is a moving target. Analyzing
any team’s performance is time-bound and subject to
constant change under new regulations, employees, and
driver lineups. Even so, the evidence still supports the
paper’s central argument: Brawn GP became Mercedes
because the team proved that technical innovation,
lean management, and strong ownership could turn a
struggling outfit into a growth story.

WHAT CAME NEXT

The 2020 season highlighted how strong Mercedes
had become as the team had to perform under the
unusual pressure of the COVID-19 pandemic. Formula
One itself described the season as “one of the strangest
years of racing the sport has ever seen” (39). The calendar
was shortened by the pandemic and featured races on
tracks that did not typically appear on the Formula One
calendar, such as Portimao, Mugello, and Istanbul Park.
In spite of the challenges posed by the disrupted season,
Lewis Hamilton won 11 out of 16 races, winning the
Drivers’ Championship and tying Michael Schumacher’s
record seven championships. Valtteri Bottas’ additional
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two race wins meant that Mercedes secured 13 out of
a possible 16 races. 2020 functioned as an unplanned
stress-test of the team’s logistics and processes.
Mercedes’ continued winning showed how mature the
operation had become.

The ground-effect era, however, exposed a different
side of the team. Beginning in 2022, Formula One
adopted cars featuring sculpted venturi tunnels under the
floor which accelerated airflow underneath the car to pull
the car towards the track and produce more downforce.
Unlike the previous “flat floor” era, where teams relied
more on wings and upper-body aerodynamics for
downforce, the new generation of cars produced more
downforce from the underbody, introducing sensitivities
to the ride height of the car. Mercedes struggled under
these new regulations, experiencing a “rollercoaster” run
across the entire ruleset (40). The team’s best finish in
the Constructors’ Championship was second in 2022 and
2025, failing to ever mount a sustained title challenge.
However, Mercedes engine customer McLaren won the
Constructors’ Championship in 2024 and 2025, so the
engine was not the limiting factor. Rather, Mercedes
struggled to adapt to the new regulations with their
chassis and aerodynamics. After a slow start to the
new regulations with an aerodynamically flawed car,
Mercedes was never able to fully recover, experiencing
numerous false dawns that kept them on the wrong
development path (41).

Despite the competitive struggles, the team remained
financially stable and accrued record levels of profit.
Even after four years of relative uncompetitiveness,
Mercedes recorded a record profit of €172 million. The
team also signed sports apparel brand Adidas to a deal
worth $30 million (€25 million using 2025 exchange
rates), reflecting that Mercedes is still an attractive
proposition to potential sponsors (42).

Going into the 2026 Formula 1 season, the regulations
will shift once again. The ground effect will be largely
removed once again in favor of a return to flat floors.
Additionally, the engine formula will change, requiring
a near 50-50 split between internal combustion and
battery power. Mercedes have been tipped by many as
early favorites to be fastest in the new regulation set
(41). Whether Mercedes can translate the organizational
maturity it developed during its dominant stretch in
the 2010s to sustain championship victory remains a
question. The answer may ultimately determine whether
the transformation that began with a sale for a single
British pound represents a durable model for success, or
a story that is contingent on circumstance.
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CONCLUSION

The story of Brawn GP and Mercedes offers a lesson
in how strong leadership and opportune timing can lead
to success well beyond what the circumstances might
suggest. Although Honda’s withdrawal in 2008 left the
team without a clear direction, Ross Brawn’s careful
restructuring and the team’s capitalization on the double
diffuser loophole meant that they were well-poised to
seize the opportunity of a new regulatory period. In
its first and only year, Brawn managed to secure both
the Drivers’ and Constructors’ championship. However,
Mercedes’ subsequent purchase of the team in 2009 did
not produce immediate results. Only with the arrival
of new leadership in Toto Wolff and Paddy Lowe
was the team able to capitalize on the new regulation
set and seize on the underperformance of near rivals.
The team went on to enjoy a period of unprecedented
dominance, winning eight consecutive Constructors’
Championships and seven consecutive Drivers’
Championships.

The transformation from a circumstantial champion-
ship victor to a serial title-winning organization carries
broader significance beyond Formula One. It illustrates
how a lean organizational structure, decisive leadership,
and open communication can lead to overperformance
compared to better-funded but clumsier organizations—
see Toyota’s struggles in contrast to Mercedes’ rise (7).
However, it is important to note that no factor can fully
explain sustained success, as technical and circumstantial
advantages are often important in addition to leadership
and culture.

The Brawn GP and Mercedes case also raises
questions that extend beyond the period covered in this
paper. Mercedes’ struggles under the ground-effect
regulations introduced in 2022 show that organizational
strength built in one regulatory period does not
guarantee success in another (41). As the sport enters a
new regulatory cycle in 2026, Mercedes’ ability to be
competitive under the new ruleset will be an important
test of whether the story is a durable model for success
or heavily shaped by circumstance. Future research with
access to internal team records and financial data would
be well-positioned to build on the conclusions offered
here.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST

The author declares no conflicts of interest related to
this work.

August 2026  Vol. 4 No. 4 American Journal of Student Research www.ajosr.org 928



REFERENCES

Reuters Staff. Honda quit Formula One amid financial
woe. Reuters [Internet]. 2008 Dec 5; Available from:
https://www.reuters.com/article/business/honda-quit-
formula-one-amid-financial-woe-idUSTRE4B423J/
(accessed on 2026-03-23).

Edmondson L. The untold stories of Brawn GP -
The F1 fairy tale that nearly never happened - ESPN
[Internet]. ESPN.com. ESPN; 2023. Available from:
https://www.espn.com/f1/story/ /id/28167282/the-
untold-stories-brawn-gp-fl-fairy-tale-nearly-never-
happened (accessed on 2026-03-22).

Noble J. Why FIA hopes F1’s new rules won’t repeat
mistakes of 2009 [Internet]. Motorsport.com. 2022.
Available from: https:/www.motorsport.com/f1/news/
why-fia-hopes-fls-new-rules-wont-repeat-mistakes-
0f-2009/7559203/ (accessed on 2026-03-25).

Hardy E. F1 team ownership: who are the different
teams owned by? [Internet]. Autosport.com. Autosport;
2024. Available from: https:/www.autosport.com/f1/
news/f1-team-ownership-who-are-the-different-teams-
owned-by/10617806/ (accessed on 2026-04-12).

Kang DL, Serensen AB. OWNERSHIP
ORGANIZATION AND FIRM PERFORMANCE.
Annual Review of Sociology. 1999 Aug;25(1):121-44
(accessed 2026-04-12). https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.
soc.25.1.121

Knight B. A New Budget Cap Gave Small Teams A
Reason To Stay In Formula 1. They’re Thinking Much
Bigger. Forbes [Internet]. 2021 Jul 22; Available from:
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brettknight/2021/07/22/a-
new-budget-cap-gave-small-teams-a-reason-to-stay-in-
formula-1-theyre-thinking-much-bigger (accessed on
2026-04-10).

Bishop M. $3bn and not a single win: the F1 team
that Toyota kept on a leash [Internet]. Motor Sport
Magazine. 2024 [cited 2026 Mar 14]. Available from:
https:/www.motorsportmagazine.com/articles/single-
seaters/f1/3bn-and-not-a-single-win-the-f1-team-that-
toyota-kept-on-a-leash. (accessed on 2026-03-14).
Hamilton M. Toyota exit may be a blessing in disguise
for F1. The Guardian [Internet]. 2009 Nov 4; Available
from: https://www.theguardian.com/sport/blog/2009/
nov/04/toyota-quit-formula-one-f1. (accessed on 2026-
03-14).

Straw E. Mateschitz wielded huge influence on F1 with
such subtlety [Internet]. The Race. 2022 . Available
from: https://www.the-race.com/formula-1/mateschitz-

Success Factors Behind Brawn GP and Mercedes F1

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

wielded-huge-influence-on-f1-with-such-subtlety
(accessed on 2026-03-16).

AU Motorsport com. Honda announces Ross Brawn as
team principal [Internet]. Motorsport.com. Motorsport.
com - AU; 2007. Available from: https:/au.motorsport.
com/f1/news/honda-announces-ross-brawn-as-team-
principal/2252770/ (accessed on 2026-03-22).
Sandomir R, McDonald M, Spurgeon B. Honda
Pulls Out of Formula One Racing. The New York
Times [Internet]. 2008 Dec 5; Available from:
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/12/06/sports/
othersports/06grandprix.html (accessed on 2026-03-18).
BBC SPORT | Motorsport | Formula 1 | Brawn GP
reveal heavy job losses [Internet]. Bbc.co.uk. BBC;
2026. Available from: https:/news.bbc.co.uk/sport2/
hi/motorsport/formula_one/7970826.stm (accessed on
2026-03-22).

Emmet J. Honda hands Brawn US$200m in cash and
assets - SportsPro [Internet]. SportsPro. 2009. Available
from: https://www.sportspro.com/news/honda_hands_
brawn_us200m_in cash _and assets/ (accessed on
2026-03-23).

Fl - The Official Home of Formula 1® Racing
[Internet]. Formula 1® - The Official F1® Website.
2026. Available from: https:/www.formulal.com/en/
results/2008/races/842/brazil/qualifying (accessed on
2026-03-28).

Cooper A. Formula One: Barrichello puts Brawn GP
on top again [Internet]. Autoweek. 2009. Available
from: https://www.autoweek.com/racing/formula-1/a20
24521/formula-one-barrichello-puts-brawn-gp-top-
again/ (accessed on 2026-03-22).

Guardian staff reporter. Virgin and Brawn agree
sponsorship to confirm Branson’s entry to formula one
[Internet]. the Guardian. The Guardian; 2009. Available
from: https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2009/mar/28/
branson-brawn-virgin-formula-one (accessed on 2026-
03-22).

Noble J. Double diffusers banned from 2011 [Internet].
Autosport.com. Autosport; 2010. Available from:
https://www.autosport.com/f1/news/double-diffusers-
banned-from-2011-4434892/4434892  (accessed on
2026-03-25).

Somerfield M, Piola G. Banned: The double diffuser
that triggered an F1 development race [Internet]. www.
autosport.com. 2020. Available from: https:/www.
autosport.com/f1/news/banned-the-double-diffuser-
that-triggered-an-fl-development-race-4982556/
4982556/ (accessed on 2026-03-25).

August 2026 Vol. 4 No. 4 American Journal of Student Research www.ajosr.org 929



19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

Izquierdo Galiot JM. Flickr [Internet]. Flickr. 2009
[cited 2026 Aug 4]. Available from: https:/www.flickr.
com/photos/mypoorbrain/3379292013  (accessed on
2026-08-03). Note: image was cropped and elements
were highlighted and outlined for visual clarity.

Long M. BrawnGP signs new sponsor ahead of
Singapore Grand Prix - SportsPro [Internet]. SportsPro.
2009. Available from: https:/www.sportspro.com/news/
brawngp signs new_sponsor _ahead of singapore
grand prix/ (accessed on 2026-03-22).

Long M. Brawn GP lands one-off sponsor for Abu
Dhabi - SportsPro [Internet]. SportsPro. 20009.
Available from: https://www.sportspro.com/news/
brawn gp lands on-off sponsor for abu dhabi/
(accessed on 2026-03-22).

Sylt C. Revealed: Mercedes Paid Just $176 Million
For Its F1 Team [Internet]. Forbes. 2020. Available
from: https:/www.forbes.com/sites/csylt/2020/06/09/
revealed-mercedes-paid-just-176-million-for-its-f1-
team/ (accessed on 2026-03-22).

Straw E. Mercedes takes over Brawn [Internet].
www.autosport.com. 2009. Available from: https:/
www.autosport.com/f1/news/mercedes-takes-over-
brawn-4433692/4433692/ (accessed on 2026-03-25).
PETRONAS - Our Partners [Internet]. Mercedes-AMG
PETRONAS FI1. 2023. Available from: https:/www.
mercedesamgfl.com/partners/petronas (accessed on
2026-03-25).

Mercedes lands €30 million Petronas sponsorship
[Internet]. www.motorsport.com. 2009 [cited 2026
Mar 28]. Available from: https://www.motorsport.
com/f1/news/mercedes-lands-e30-million-petronas-
sponsorship/3217719/ (accessed on 2026-03-28).
Mitchell-Malm S. How Mercedes designed F1’s best
car but kept it secret [Internet]. The Race. 2020 [cited
2026 Apr 4]. Available from: https:/www.the-race.
com/formula-1/how-mercedes-designed-f1s-best-car-
but-kept-it-secret/ (accessed on 2026-04-04).

Noble J. Toto Wolff joins Mercedes in management
role [Internet]. Autosport.com. Autosport; 2013.
Available from: https://www.autosport.com/f1/news/
toto-wolff-joins-mercedes-in-management-role-
4463914/4463914/ (accessed on 2026-04-04).

Benson A. Paddy Lowe to join Mercedes from
McLaren as executive director. BBC Sport [Internet].
2013 May 20 [cited 2026 Apr 4]; Available from:
https://www.bbc.com/sport/formulal/22596068
(accessed on 2026-04-04).
Long M. Hamilton’s confirms

Mercedes team

August 2026  Vol. 4 No. 4 American Journal of Student Research www.ajosr.org

Success Factors Behind Brawn GP and Mercedes F1

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

3s.

36.

37.

38.

BlackBerry deal - SportsPro [Internet]. SportsPro.
2013 [cited 2026 Apr 4]. Available from: https:/www.
sportspro.com/news/hamiltons _mercedes team
confirms_blackberry deal/

Motorsport.com. Ross Brawn breaks F1 silence: “I
couldn’t trust” Toto Wolff and Niki Lauda at Mercedes
[Internet]. Motorsport.com. 2016. Available from:
https://www.motorsport.com/f1/news/ross-brawn-
breaks-f1-silence-i-couldnt-trust-toto-wolff-and-niki-
lauda-at-mercedes/3221376/ (accessed on 2026-04-04).
Noble J. Mercedes confident in new F1 team structure
after Ross Brawn’s exit [Internet]. Autosport.com.
Autosport;  2013.  Available https:/www.
autosport.com/fl/news/mercedes-confident-in-new
-fl-team-structure-after-ross-brawns-exit-4469937/
4469937/ (accessed on 2026-04-04).

Mitchell-Malm S. The incredible origin story of
the Mercedes F1 era [Internet]. The Race. 2020.
Available from: https:/www.the-race.com/formula-1/
the-incredible-origin-story-of-the-mercedes-f1-era/
(accessed on 2026-04-04).

Haselier E. Social and Educational Outcomes at
Mercedes F1 Team : An Explanatory Study of Team
Identification in the Context of Formula - ProQuest
[Internet]. Proquest.com. 2022. Available from: https://
www.proquest.com/openview/72f3d09b5a9b62celadb3
35646d6ecfa/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2026366&di
ss=y (accessed on 2026-04-04).

Cushnan D. Formula One 2015: a team-by-team
commercial guide - SportsPro [Internet]. SportsPro.
2015. Available from: https://www.sportspro.com/analy
sis/insights/analysis/formula_one 2015 a team by
team_commercial preview/ (accessed on 2026-04-04).
Spurring Q. Formula One: Brawn GP team raked in
profits in 2009 [Internet]. Autoweek. 2010. Available
from: https://www.autoweek.com/racing/formula-1/a20
12876/formula-one-brawn-gp-team-raked-profits-
2009/ (accessed on 2026-05-06).

Sylt C. Revealed: How Liberty Media Bought Formula
One For $301 Million [Internet]. Forbes. 2017. Available
from: https://www.forbes.com/sites/csylt/2017/08/15/
revealed-how-liberty-media-bought-formula-one-for-
301-million/ (accessed on 2026-04-07).

Rackham A. How Netflix’s Drive to Survive triggered
a new F1 celebrity age. BBC [Internet]. 2026 Feb 28;
Available from: https:/www.bbc.com/news/articles/
cp8rz13gdx0o (accessed on 2026-04-20).

Ralston W. Inside the Making of “Drive to Survive,”
Netflix’s Still-Booming Formula 1 Hit [Internet]. GQ.

from:

930



30.

40.

2024. Available from: https:/www.gq.com/story/how-
drive-to-survive-netflix-is-made (accessed on 2026-
04-20).

Medland C. 13 things we learned from the 2020 F1
season | Formula 1® [Internet]. Formulal.com. 2020.
Available from: https://www.formulal.com/en/latest/
article/13-things-we-learned-from-the-2020-f1-
season.l01AMgEOIKGIDK6Sw30VYx (accessed on
2026-04-20).

Seymour M. All you need to know about Mercedes
ahead of 2026 [Internet].
Available from: https://www.formulal.com/en/latest/
article/team-preview-mercedes-all-you-need-to-know-

Formulal.com. 2026.

August 2026  Vol. 4 No. 4 American Journal of Student Research www.ajosr.org

Success Factors Behind Brawn GP and Mercedes F1

41.

42.

about-the-team-ahead-of-the-2026.2NkQWIlgj
f5Sn2PmtwMQdTo (accessed on 2026-04-20).

Straw E. Why Mercedes went from F1 dominator
to four years of failure [Internet]. The Race. 2026
[cited 2026 Apr 20]. Available from: https:/www.
the-race.com/formula-1/why- mercedes-went-from-f1-
dominator-to-four-years-of-failure/ (accessed on 2026-
04-20).

Knight B. Forbes Formula 1’'s Most Valuable
Teams 2025 List. Forbes [Internet]. 2025 Nov 20;
Available from: https:/www.forbes.com/sites/
brettknight/2025/11/20/formula-1s-most-valuable-
teams-2025/ (accessed on 2026-04-20).

931



