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Introduction

If Gordon Gekko had said, winning is good, it may not have been such a good movie, 

but it would have been more accurate. A winning mentality or formula is nothing to be 

ashamed of, it is what everyone engaged in the competitive environments crave.  Based 

on the personal experiences and detailed research of the two authors, over several years’ 

collaboration within elite performance environments, a clear methodology to determine 

What It Takes To Win (WITTW) has emerged. 

 

What is WITTW?

In simple terms, WITTW is the determination and deconstruction of those performance-

related elements that need to be present for a defined level of success to be achieved. 

It uncovers the unique and detailed recipe of the most influential factors specific to the 

context, identity and capability of any team which, in turn, creates genuine competitive 

advantage. It is also specifically targeted at the highest level of performance in a sports 

organization – the first team – where winning is most imperative. Once defined at the 

elite level, the process will also contribute to the strengthening of the organization’s 

brand proposition and consequently the creation of an aligned strategy for the whole 

organization.

Within sports such as track cycling and swimming, where some key variables can be 

controlled and measured with precision, the WITTW process has been embedded for 

many years and utilizes a combination of data sources to model the times and distances 

which will win at a future date. In this highly deterministic methodology, outcome 

predictions enable the current performance gap to be identified for each squad or 

athlete, and then detailed performance strategies and plans for physical, technical, 

tactical and other performance factors to be implemented.

Technology has also played a significant role in many sports, particularly where insight 

from real time data analysis facilitated through sensor technology has created a tight 

feedback loop between intervention, measurement and outcomes. However, in team 

sports the fluidity of the action vastly increases the potential variables, including 

randomness in the case of soccer as the lowest scoring sport. While some sports lend 
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themselves to more precise quantification, no sporting performance can be explained, 

predicted or managed through data alone. Even in an individual event such as the 100m 

freestyle in swimming, with reasonably controllable variables and where the performance 

outcome seems able to be more objectively predicted, the mix of interventions which 

create the performance depend on multiple variables such as the influence of coaches and 

other relevant practitioners, each of which will derive from a blend of expertise, experience 

and data. Add to the mix the influences of culture and environment, and the level of 

complexity rises exponentially.

As the quote variously attributed to William Bruce Cameron and Albert Einstein says,

“Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts  

can be counted.”

Why do we need a WITTW Model?

Within every consistently successful organization is the knowledge and understanding 

of how to succeed. However, it remains unusual for organizations to have the focus, 

dedication and discipline to truly understand what constitutes winning for them and to 

use that knowledge to drive strategy. Many sports organizations with great strategies and 

plans for their development pathways and academies simultaneously follow a different 

approach with their first team where the philosophy is dictated by whatever head coach is 

in charge at any one time.

Research indicates that there is a deep psychological need to attribute causality to leaders 

so that we can understand why things happen. Glorifying leaders serves this need to 

deconstruct complex situations.[1] Thus, the primary role of ‘Unicorn’ leaders is symbolic 

and not insignificant, not least because the ‘great leader’ becomes a recruitment magnet. 

That is until the great leader departs at which time re-establishing the organizational 

brand around the next Unicorn becomes hugely problematic as the often-chaotic 

aftermath of the departure of long-term head coaches testifies.

WITTW erects a robust challenge to the notion of the leader as magician while 

acknowledging the leader’s role as an enabling force in the creation of the future narrative. 

It is not to be a Merlin type figure without whom nothing of substance can be achieved. 

Sadly, the criteria used to judge and evaluate leaders are [often] derived from fantastical 

views of leadership.[2] Relying on either the incumbent ‘Unicorn’ or the one being sought, 

often results in a failure to have the organizational discipline and focus to capture, codify 

and understand winning and why these organizations falter over the longer term.

WITTW needs to begin with the first team to foster an understanding and ownership of 

the intellectual property of winning with the organization, not just with a charismatic 

head coach. It is crucial for the entire organization to understand that the WITTW process 

should be the first step in defining a top-down, culturally aligned strategy across the 

organization that is consistent with its brand[3]. How can development programmes 
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succeed if they do not fully understand and align to the philosophy of winning at the 

highest level? Significantly improving performance through alignment is the most 

compelling argument for a WITTW model, creating the potential for collaboration across 

the organization. Of course, frequent and appropriate communication is instrumental, 

and this is a critical but often under-estimated success factor. Repetition of the message 

ensures that its significance does not wane. The critical concept to embed throughout 

the organization is that continual success does not happen by chance, or through 

the supposed genius of one person or a group of exalted individuals who are rarely 

challenged, but through a detailed, systematic and collaborative process.

A WITTW mentality also creates the perfect rationale for accountability. Having defined 

what it takes to win creates the means against which to judge actions. This enables 

the organization’s willingness to be thorough, detailed, and committed to be tested. As 

mentioned above, it is clear that in team sports there is much greater complexity in the 

systems and thus more complexity in the factors that will enable greater consistency 

of success. The sheer number of influencing factors both dependent and independent 

of any opposition are a significant multiple of those in individual sports and a precise 

quantification of what constitutes winning performance is much more nuanced.

That does not excuse using complexity as a reason not to work on a deeper 

understanding of WITTW. The accepted mythologies within team sports can be deeply 

embedded and rarely stand up to detailed scrutiny but persist even in the face of 

evidence to the contrary.

This can often lead to a situation where the knowledge of winning is somehow seen 

to be passed down from on high solely from the head coach and it is that person 

who alone therefore has the knowledge of the magic that enables the message to be 

decoded. Small wonder then that all seems fine when a team is winning but a downturn 

in fortunes leads to the familiar hunt for the next ‘guru’ with the secret formula for 

success because the incumbent has clearly lost the magic. Notwithstanding this 

apparent loss, another club will soon hire the head coach in the hope that he has not 

lost the magic but merely misplaced it for a short period. This should not diminish the 

importance of the head coach’s role, but rather re-characterize it as an enabling force as 

opposed to the source of all knowledge.

Despite the vast swaths of data and analytics now available, team sports cannot be 

sensibly evaluated in a purely deterministic way – there’s too much that is important 

but hard to measure. But not being able to measure something is no excuse for not 

analysing and interrogating it. WITTW is not an attempt to turn players and coaches into 

automatons or to create an algorithm for winning. WITTW for team sports is a process 

aimed at blending evidence and experience, expertise and creativity, and accepting 

the role of the data where it can illuminate the key WITTW factors and standards which 

need to be met and thereby contribute to an improved level of performance.

The most important question to ask is -  

What are we doing better and differently to make winning inevitable?
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The outcome of the WITTW process must be both holistic and proportional, to identify 

the individual factors considered most influential in creating winning over time. Each 

of these factors is represented in terms of its relative importance to the overall result 

as not all things contribute equally (see Figure 1). This is a critical point, particularly in 

the important task of resource allocation. The model provides a clear representation of 

where resources need to be dedicated to achieving the outcome. In order to identify 

the key factors through an evaluation of all possible contributing elements. That 

information needs to come from a broad range of disciplines including coaching, 

talent identification, culture, physical performance, operations, technology and 

communications. Arriving at this set of factors involves a consideration of the situation 

in which a team operates and an evaluation of the unique challenges and opportunities 

which exist. Consideration of context is imperative in creating a successful model and 

strategy as the context for any team is specific to that team and therefore requires a 

specific set of solutions. Finally, for each identified factor, a detailed definition of the 

standard required to win is created, as well as an evaluation of the current status.

Some but not all factors lend themselves to the use of data to define the standard, but 

this will only ever be part of the answer. Much more important is a practical and detailed 

description of the standard in such a way that the narrative is easy to understand. For 

example, it’s straightforward to find data to define standards required to convert third 

downs, or three points, or set plays to goals. It is much more important to define what 

needs to exist to reach that outcome such as frameworks, play options, movement 

patterns, teaching modalities and time dedicated to practice within a week.

Such information can only come from developing a model capable of dealing efficiently 

with a comprehensive and diverse information set. To achieve the most effective 

outcome, it’s crucial to embrace complexity and ambiguity and do the best job of 

making sense of it while acknowledging that complete knowledge is impossible.

Figure 1
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A diverse set of information sources, both objective and subjective or descriptive are 

instrumental. Contextual data and “market information” are important, but the value 

of narrative based experiences from inside and outside an organisation should not be 

under-valued, nor should the expert opinion of a trusted but diverse group of people. 

The key factor is to create an environment from which a diverse mixture of expertise can 

inform decision making.

In one sense you can never have enough information, but conversely too much 

information can create unnecessary complexity without adding additional value. The 

Pareto principle is never a bad guide in such situations. This is not ‘satisficing’[4] in its 

classic sense, but understanding that there are limits on time and the likely benefits of 

extending that time spent searching for optimal answers. 

Notwithstanding, there is a clear need to conduct a rigorous, comprehensive and logical 

process of evaluation, but also ensure this is tightly wrapped up with open-minded 

creativity to look for solutions from unexpected places. The role of expertise is therefore 

critical in the final analysis but not narrow expertise. Expertise in seeing the big picture, 

in drawing evidence from as wide a field as possible and having a broad enough set of 

experiences to make sensible, clear decisions on what matters most.

How can WITTW programmes be assessed? Naturally, winning is a good indicator but 

that can be transient. As John C. Bogle, the investment guru warns,

Never confuse genius with luck.[5]

The problem is that if you do not recognize when you have been lucky you can fool 

yourself into thinking that your performance was the result of your own genius. It rarely 

is. Understanding why and how you won is the key to sustaining success.

Employing the WITTW methodology to create consistently high performance enables 

proactivity in designing winning strategies as opposed to retrospectively analyzing why 

winning happened. The pivotal feature must be a willingness to commit to exposing your 

collective expert beliefs to the evidence – objective or otherwise – and then committing 

to acting upon the results. That becomes the ultimate test. It’s the only way to see if 

it’s working. It’s also important to remember that ‘working’ is only a moment in time 

concept. As the competitive landscape changes, so the approach must adapt ahead of 

the change.

Beware, however, of the temptation to change or pivot at every sniff of a threat or 

transient underperformance. Investing in creating a deep, shared understanding of the 

factors which make winning inevitable for your team will create a robust, non-emotional 

perspective if results don’t go to plan for a time, allowing good decisions as opposed to 

knee-jerk reactions.
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Key Lessons & Success Factors

1. Define winning

Invest significant time in the definition and agreement phase as to what constitutes 

winning for your organization. Is it getting to the play-offs? Winning the Champions 

League? Doing it once? Doing it always? Or just surviving? As obvious as this might 

sound, it’s amazing how often there is a lack of clarity of winning in organizations.

 

2. Align winning

WITTW is about actioning winning, not just dreaming about it. Ensure that winning is 

aligned to your brand and its values as well as your resources – otherwise change both!

 

3. Team composition

Create a small group of expert people with a diverse range of skills and experiences with 

high levels of peer trust to challenge the status quo and each other’s ideas.

 

4. Beware of the HiPPO

The opinions of the HiPPO (highest paid person) in the room should carry no greater 

weight than any other participant. Don’t allow hierarchy and status to get in the way of 

great solutions.

 

5. Prepare to be iconoclastic

Insist on an environment of open-mindedness and challenging debate. The WITTW 

room must be a safe but challenging space. Just because it has never been done before 

doesn’t mean it can’t be done.

 

6. Question everything

Be bold. Ask why and how and be prepared to defend your ideas with evidence.  It’s great 

to be creative and dream, but winning is about being ruthlessly practical about action.

 

7. Embrace complexity

Deconstruct complexity through the experts and communicate it simply. What you show 

and how you explain it should be appropriate for the selected audiences – players, staff, 

and the board.

 

8. Build a complete model

Build a model which takes account of all the key factors for your particular context – 

communications, marketing and commercial, for example, might not be traditional 

performance factors but they could be essential factors for you.

 

9. No Equality of ideas

Some factors matter more, some ideas are better than others. Make this explicit and 

make sure everyone understands why.

 

10. Fully Commit

None of this works if it only exists in someone’s head where others can only partially 

access and/or understand it. So commit to it. Write it down in real detail. Then 

communicate it widely and often so everyone in the organization understands it as well 

as those who created it.
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WITTW is not an easy option, it takes commitment and time. Invest that time up-front to 

create deep trust in the approach then give it time to work. Define in detail, commit to 

it, review and adapt on a sensible timeline – not every time the wind changes.

In complex environments like team sport, winning is often spoken about in either very 

general terms or overly specific or narrow ones. Both miss the realities and opportunities 

which come from creating deep understanding through systematic work. Every 

organisation will have a different definition of winning and for each there are several 

possible ways to win. Owning the detail of how to win by capitalizing on the unique 

strengths and vision your organization owns is a positive and empowering endeavour 

which has to be at the heart of long-term success.

The process of defining WITTW is not a straightforward one. It takes effort, discipline, 

humility, intelligence, open-mindedness, collaboration, and a degree of bravery. Whilst 

the process alone cannot guarantee winning, our research tells us that this approach, 

when enabled by the right people, a supportive environment and organizational 

commitment, creates an unstoppable force.

For more information on this topic, or to engage directly with our research team, contact:

         Dr. Chris Brady (Director of Research)

     chris.brady@sportsology.pro 

     +44 7956 575278

      Dave Reddin (Strategic Advisor)

     dave.reddin@sportsology.pro 

     +44 7836 643154

      Chris Mann (Head of Content)

     chris.mann@sportsology.pro 

     +44 7794 733530

mailto:chris.mann%40sportsology.pro?subject=Research%20Academy
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