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In the worlds of elite sports and high-stakes business, outstanding
performance isn’t just about talent or effort—it’s also about exceptional
leadership. In his new book Winning Match: Leadership for Game Changers,
Dr. Christian Marcolli draws on his extensive experience as a former
professional athlete and as a leading performance psychologist and
executive coach working globally with world-class athletes and top
executives to show how great leaders bring out the extraordinary in others.

Marcolli’s career began on the soccer field. “I was a pro player on a team
with an extremely di!cult head coach,” he recalls. “It led to a toxic culture—
most players were afraid of him. When I asked him, in a respectful way, for
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constructive feedback and a commitment, his response was explosive and
humiliating. From then on, he completely ignored me, yet, ironically, he soon
started putting me on the field for every match. All of this was very di!cult
for me to handle. I did not feel supported at all. Consequently, my
performance suffered, I overtrained, and eventually suffered a career-
ending injury.”

Looking back, Marcolli recognizes the significant role poor leadership
played in his trajectory. “I was very talented and gritty, one of the best in the
country, and willing to do everything to push myself. But instead of helping
me safely maximize my potential, most of the coaching I received was
careless and selfish. I learned the hard way that the right kind of leadership
—combined with clear guidance, in a healthy culture, and with the right kind
of emotional support—can make the difference between unrealized
potential and extraordinary achievement.”

This experience shaped Marcolli’s approach to leadership, one that bridges
the gap between sports and business. Over the last two decades, he
became one of the world’s most in"uential voices in leadership, executive
coaching, and performance psychology. He points out striking similarities
between world-class sports coaches and exceptional organizational
leaders. “The best sports coaches and leaders are deeply invested in
bringing out the best in their top performers,” he says. “They identify the
people with the rare potential to change the game and do everything they
can to help it happen. Both are highly ambitious for their people to succeed
and maximally generous with offering their time, knowledge, and
resources.”

Winning Match challenges traditional notions of leadership as authority or
control. “Many leaders try to prove themselves by pushing their views too
hard or micromanaging their teams,” Marcolli explains. “That approach
actually discourages everybody, especially the people who could have the
most impact. Another mistake is assuming talent will naturally rise to the
top. I often hear “hire great people and get out of their way” – in world-
class sports, a great coach would never get out of the way of their best
players. They would do everything to make them even better. The same
applies in business. High performers want regular, intense interactions,
feedback, quality inputs, continuous productive challenge, and active



engagement with their leaders. That’s how they achieve extraordinary
results.”

Central to Marcolli’s framework is the concept of the Leadership Champion.
These are leaders who recognize their best people with great potential—
whom he calls Game Changers—and strategically nurture their future value.
“Leadership Champions develop dynamic partnerships with their Game
Changers, using specific leadership principles that I call leadership
sparring,” he says. “This involves ongoing, constructive interaction where
leaders regularly challenge and support these individuals with game-
changing potential to grow insights and capabilities. Leadership sparring is
respectful, "exible, demanding, maximally supportive, and playful. It is
incredibly powerful, covering topics from immediate operational issues to
strategic, big-picture challenges.”

For leaders who want to make the leap from good to great, Marcolli
stresses the importance of mindset. “In order for you to become a
Leadership Champion, you have to be willing to acquire new leadership
skills and think differently. Game Changers can be disruptive—they often
challenge the status quo. That’s part of their brilliance. Leaders must adapt,
deviate from standard procedures when necessary, and create tailored
paths to unleash their potential. Standard programs or generic development
plans won’t inspire them. You have to be bold enough to do something
special.”

Sustaining excellence, Marcolli emphasizes, requires a balance between full
engagement and recovery. “Leaders need to take care of themselves, yes,
but they also have to create a performance context that allows their best
people to thrive. High performers should be challenged, but not constantly
overwhelmed. One big factor is keeping it light. Scalable high performance
isn’t just hard work—it’s about building systems that allow excellence to
happen sustainably. Leaders need to model playfulness, humor, and a
sense of ease, even in tough situations. Permanent high pressure wears
down even the strongest people.”

At the heart of Winning Match is a transformative idea: when companies
strategically identify and support their Game Changers, they can achieve



outcomes that far exceed expectations. “Paired with Leadership Champion,”
Marcolli says, “individuals with game-changing potential can reshape an
organization from the inside out and outperform competition. That’s why I
wrote this book: to enable leaders worldwide to spot potential, partner with
it, and guide it toward extraordinary results. In other words: To make the
best people even better.”

Marcolli’s insights offer a new lens on leadership—one that moves beyond
hierarchy, authority, and control. It’s about partnership, trust, investment,
and the courage to adapt for those who can truly transform the game.
Whether you’re leading a business team, a department, or an entire
organization, the principles of Winning Match provide a roadmap to inspire,
challenge, and elevate those around you. As Marcolli reminds us, “the true
power of leadership lies not only in reaching great results, but in creating
the conditions for others to achieve the extraordinary.”

Get your copy of Winning Match by Dr. Christian Marcolli on Amazon and
Barnes & Noble.
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