
 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

The San Antonio Spurs: A Case Study in Organizational Culture 

Benjamin Hunt 

Director: Dr. Matthew Quade, Ph.D. 

 

In this thesis, I analyze the organizational culture of the San Antonio Spurs in order to 
determine what makes the Spurs successful.  An in-depth film analysis, statistical 
breakdowns, first-person interviews, and a comparison of the many books and articles 
written about the Spurs reveal one theme that unites each member of the Spurs 
organization, players, coaching staff, and owners alike: a team before individual mindset.  
From the X’s and O’s on the court, to the organization’s core principles off the court, it is 
evident that each individual within the Spurs organization commits to put the team’s 
goals ahead of his or her own.  By understanding how the Spurs created and maintain this 
type of culture, organizations of all kinds can emulate the Spurs’ example, taking lessons 
from the basketball court and applying them to the boardroom, classroom, or any other 
workplace.  In so doing, organizations will increase their efficiency, consistency, and 
sustainability, thereby assuring greater organizational success.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The Secret of Basketball 

 

“Basketball is about making teammates better and putting the team ahead of yourself.” 

—Bill Simmons 

 

If one were to compile a list of the great historians of the National Basketball 

Association (NBA), Bill Simmons would rank near the very top.  His 2009 work, The 

Book of Basketball, is one of the most comprehensive histories of the NBA to date.  In it, 

he ranks the best 96 players in league history (as of 2009), explores notable “what-ifs,” 

and profiles the evolution of the sport of basketball.  One of Simmons’ more remarkable 

chapters focuses on what he terms “The Secret.”  Simmons first heard of the concept 

from Isaiah Thomas, the Hall-of-Fame point guard on the legendary Detroit Pistons 

teams that won back-to-back NBA titles in the late 1980s.  In an interview in 1989 during 

the NBA Finals, Thomas spoke about what it takes to be a consistent winner in the NBA: 

“it’s not about physical skills…a team wins [the championship] one year and the next 

year every player wants more minutes, more money, more shots. And it kills them…but 

it’s hard not to be selfish. The art of winning is complicated by statistics, which for us 

becomes money. Well, you gotta fight that, find a way around it. And I think we 

have…we have 12 guys who are totally committed to winning.”1  Simmons expounded 

 
1 Bill Simmons, The Book of Basketball (New York: Ballantine Books, 2009), 38. 
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upon Thomas’ thoughts, articulating what he believes to be the secret to creating a 

successful NBA team.  The secret to creating a successful basketball team, Simmons 

argued, is that it’s not about basketball.  Great teams in league history, Simmons wrote, 

“were loaded with talented players, yes, but that’s not the only reason they won. They 

won because they liked each other, knew their roles, ignored statistics, and valued 

winning over everything else.”2  However, although Simmons stumbled upon a novel 

idea, that the secret to basketball is not about basketball, he never explicitly said what the 

secret is.  In other words, if the secret to basketball is not about basketball, Simmons 

leaves the reader pondering the question: what, then, is?  The closest Simmons came to 

codifying “The Secret” is this: “it’s not about statistics and talent as much as making 

teammates better and putting your team ahead of yourself. That’s really it.”3  The secret 

of basketball is putting the team ahead of the individual.  By no means is this a novel 

idea, both in sports and in life, generally.  Babe Ruth, regarded by many as the greatest 

baseball player of all time, once said, “The way a team plays as a whole determines its 

success. You may have the greatest bunch of individual stars in the world, but if they 

don't play together, the club won't be worth a dime.”4  Likewise, Stewart Butterfield, 

founder of the popular app “Flickr,” said, “You can take a team of absolute all-stars in 

terms of their native abilities, but if they are not working together, they are much less 

effective than a team where there is less native ability but a higher degree of teamwork 

 
2 Simmons, The Book of Basketball, 40. 

3 Simmons, The Book of Basketball, 54.  

4 “Team Quotes.” 
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and cohesion.”5  Whatever the context, working together as a team and putting the group 

ahead of the individual, or, as Simmons calls it, “The Secret,” is a necessary component 

of any successful organization.  

At first glance, applying this “secret” to organizations seems facile.  The idea of 

prioritizing the team before the individual is not difficult to grasp.  In fact, many 

organizations in our society today preach team-first principles.  However, the application 

of this idea is where most fail. Simmons quoted Bill Bradley, a Princeton graduate, 

former NBA player, and former United States Senator, as writing: “I believe that 

basketball, when a certain level of unselfish team play is realized, can serve as a kind of 

metaphor for ultimate cooperation. It is a sport where success, as symbolized by the 

championship, requires that the dictates of the community prevail over selfish personal 

impulses.”6  As Bradley alludes, selfish personal impulses resist The Secret’s application.  

Dr. Linda Livingstone, President of Baylor University, corroborated this statement, 

saying, “overcoming selfishness is necessary for organizational success.”7  The difficulty 

organizations of all kinds face in creating a team-first culture is overcoming the selfish 

impulses of those who operate within it.  In the NBA, this difficulty has been exemplified 

time and time again.  Kyrie Irving, for example, was a key contributor on the Cleveland 

Cavaliers, who won the NBA Championship in 2016.  However, he was the secondary 

star behind LeBron James and was not happy with the role he had on the team.  Irving 

requested a trade and was subsequently traded to the Boston Celtics, a trade that was 

 
5 “Stewart Butterfield Quotes.” 

6 Simmons, The Book of Basketball, 49.  

7 Interview on November 15, 2018.  
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ultimately detrimental to both the Cavaliers and Irving.  Players leave successful teams 

for reasons that have nothing to do with winning; they are willing to play for teams that 

have no chance at success simply because a championship, team success, is merely a 

secondary concern to the allures of fame, money, and statistics, allures that promote the 

individual.  This trend is common in the NBA, and one that all organizations face.  Dr. 

Livingstone said that groups “must set goals that go beyond the individual” if they want 

to be successful.8  Organizations of all kinds grapple with how to create a culture that can 

most effectively stimulate success, both for the team as a whole and among its collective 

members.  An individual looking out for his or her own interests is not always aligned 

with the operational goals of an organization.  However, when completely dedicated to a 

common goal, a group of individuals can guarantee the prosperity of the organization as a 

whole, thereby bringing greater prosperity to each member of the group.  In other words, 

the success of the group can assure the success of the individual, but the success of the 

individual cannot necessarily assure the success of the team.  The vital question, then, 

becomes this: what does this team-first culture look like, and how can organizations, 

from basketball teams to non-profit organizations to Fortune 500 companies, create and 

maintain a culture where winning is paramount, and individuals willingly subjugate their 

interests to the overall goals of the team?  

 The San Antonio Spurs embody this type of culture.  The Spurs have been, 

unequivocally, the most consistently excellent NBA franchise since Michael Jordan’s 

second retirement in 1998.  Winning NBA titles in 1999, 2003, 2005, 2007, and 2014, the 

Spurs are matched only by the Los Angeles Lakers for the most championships by a 

 
8 Interview on November 15, 2018.  
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single franchise since the 1990’s era Chicago Bulls.  Additionally, from the 1997-98 

NBA season’s inception to the conclusion of the 2018-19 NBA season, the Spurs spent 

only 65 days with a losing record, a league best by a wide margin.  For context, the next 

closest team is the Houston Rockets, who, in that same time span, spent 1,007 days with a 

losing record.9  At the center of the Spurs’ sustained excellence is a team-before-

individual mindset.  This mindset is manifested in every part of the Spurs organization, 

from the way they play on the court, to the players they bring in to the organization, to 

the way they operate off the court.  The Spurs exemplify how to successfully create and 

maintain a team-first culture that permeates all facets of an organization.  A case study on 

the Spurs organization will reveal why they are so consistently excellent and how they 

create and maintain this type of culture, bringing to light general themes that can be 

applied to organizations of all kinds.

 
9 ESPN telecast, March 19, 2019.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Spurs Way 

 

“It’s never about the individual. It’s always about the team.” 

 – Larry Mills, Executive Vice President, Holt Caterpillar/Adviser to the Spurs 

 

Although the phrase “organizational culture” can mean many different things, a 

common definition of organizational culture is “a pattern of basic assumptions that are 

considered valid and that are taught to new members as the way to perceive, think, and 

feel in the organization.”1  In other words, culture is simply the way that organizations 

operate, a common mindset that unites all individuals in an organization.  In that sense, 

the common mindset, the culture, that all members of the San Antonio Spurs share is the 

idea that the team comes before the individual.     

“The Spurs Way” is a common phrase among NBA circles, a term that has come 

to describe the team-before-individual mindset that is synonymous with the San Antonio 

Spurs.  In a 2009 Sports Illustrated (SI) interview, former Spurs forward Fabricio Oberto 

summarized their team-before-individual ethos perfectly, saying, “if I’m not playing but 

the team wins, that’s perfect…look, everyone wants to play, [but] everyone wants to win 

more.”2  The Spurs are a sterling model for organizations; everything that they do ties 

 
1 Debra L. Nelson and James Campbell Quick, Organizational Behavior: Science, the Real World, and 

You. 

2 Wertheim, “The Tao of Pop.” 
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back in to this team-before-individual mindset.  However, as mentioned previously, the 

application of this principle is where many organizations of all kinds fail, NBA franchises 

included.  The Spurs, however, have successfully demonstrated how to make the 

sacrifices necessary to implement this mindset. 

In order to be successful as an NBA franchise, constructing a team without going 

over the salary cap is virtually impossible.  Teams that play in big markets, places like 

New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, are often willing to pay a substantial luxury 

tax (a large financial tax levied on teams who go over the league salary cap) in order to 

spend more money on better players who can contribute to the team.  Teams in big 

markets are able to afford the luxury tax because of the revenue they make from lucrative 

television contracts, a substantial source of revenue for all 30 NBA franchises.  By 

contrast, small-market teams are much less likely to spend money above the salary cap, 

for it is much harder for smaller-market teams to afford paying the luxury tax year after 

year.  The television contracts in smaller cities are substantially less lucrative than in 

bigger cities; the viewership in Oklahoma City, for example, is much less than, say, 

Chicago.  Consequentially, the value that a market brings to a team affects the overall 

profitability of a team.  For example, in 2019, the New York Knicks made $1.83 billion 

by being in New York City, while the Memphis Grizzlies made only $245 million due to 

the small market in which Memphis sits.3  San Antonio is one of the smallest markets in 

the NBA.  In 2018, San Antonio ranked 26th out of 30 NBA markets in terms of size, 

ranking ahead of only Milwaukee, Oklahoma City, Memphis, and New Orleans, 

 
3 Badenhausen, “NBA Team Values 2019.” 
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respectively.4  According to Forbes, the Spurs made $465 million from their market in 

2018-19; by comparison, the Los Angeles Lakers made $1.86 billion.5  As such, the 

Spurs, in order to field competitive teams without spending as much money as richer 

teams, sign players that are willing to take a pay cut for the sake of winning or have been 

undervalued by other teams for various reasons, such as injury history or age.  Players 

like Steve Kerr, David West, Robert Horry, and Michael Finley all played with San 

Antonio late in their careers, signing a contract well below their market value in order to 

play for a team who offered the opportunity to win a championship.  In Finley’s case, he 

turned down an extra $2.5 million per year from the Miami Heat in order to play with the 

Spurs, who offered Finley the chance “to be a part of a championship team.”6  However, 

these veteran free agents were not the only players to take a pay cut while a part of the 

Spurs organization.  All members of the organization are expected to make financial 

sacrifices, beginning with the owners.  Larry Mills, an adviser to the Holt family, who 

owns the Spurs, said, “everybody sacrifices in order to compete, ownership included. The 

owners don’t take any money out of the organization.”7  Star players like Tim Duncan 

and Manu Ginobili also made financial sacrifices throughout their careers.  In the summer 

of 2012, Duncan, who, at the time, was the third-highest paid player in the entire league, 

took a pay cut that slashed his yearly salary by more than half.  He went from making 

$21.16 million per year to making $9.65 million per year, all in an attempt to help the 

 
4 “R/Nba - NBA Media Market Size Rankings 2018.” 

5 Badenhausen.  

6 “Spurs Win Michael Finley Sweepstakes.” 

7 Interview on October 22, 2019.  
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Spurs afford players who could help the team win.8  Duncan did this again in 2015, 

signing a contract worth two years and $10.4 million, well below his market-value of 

over $17 million for two years.9  Duncan was not the only mainstay to make financial 

sacrifices for the greater good of the team, however.  Ginobili, another key figure of the 

Spurs dynasty, signed a one-year, $2.8 million contract in the summer of 2015 in order to 

help the Spurs afford free-agent LaMarcus Aldridge, who chose to sign with the Spurs 

that same summer.10  For context, the year before, Ginobili was making over $7 million a 

year.  Tony Parker, the point guard of the Spurs throughout most of Duncan’s tenure, 

when asked what people should learn about the Spurs dynasty, said, “we have no ego and 

we didn’t let money affect…our dynasty.”11  From the owners, to the star players, to the 

role players, these collective pay cuts enabled the Spurs to field competitive teams year 

after year, a triumph for any organization, let alone a small-market team like the Spurs.  

Consequently, the Spurs have not had a losing season since the 1996-97 NBA season, a 

tribute to the consistent success of the franchise that was aided by the willingness of its 

players to sacrifice money for the sake of success.  

On the court, the players are also required to make sacrifices in order to enable 

greater team success.  Although statistics never tell the full picture of what transpires on a 

basketball court, they provide a glimpse into the sacrificial ethos of the Spurs’ style of 

play.  The Spurs’ offense is predicated on ball-movement and passing.  Passing (in the 

 
8 “Tim Duncan Cut His Paycheck in Half, so That His San Antonio Spurs Could Remain Whole.” 

9 Gomez, “Tim Duncan Gave the Spurs a Huge Discount.” 

10 “San Antonio Spurs: Manu Ginobili's Contract History.” 

11 Spears, “‘I Can’t Be Tony Parker Anymore.’” 
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context of basketball) is inherently sacrificial, for it relinquishes one’s opportunity to 

score and enables another teammate to make a play with the basketball.  In 2013, the 

NBA began making advanced passing statistics publicly available for all 30 teams.  From 

2013 until 2018, the Spurs were in the top 10 each year in the number of passes made per 

game.  Furthermore, in the 2013-14 NBA season, the Spurs led the league in assists and 

in number of passes made per game, clearing the second-highest team by 8 passes per 

game.12  However, passing is only one facet of the Spurs’ unselfishness on the court.  The 

entire philosophy of their offense is encapsulated by the team-first mentality.  Spurs Head 

Coach Gregg Popovich, when breaking down Kawhi Leonard’s game, said, “Kawhi 

became a great player when he learned that when I called a play for him, it was for the 

Spurs to score, not him.”13  The Spurs train their players to envision themselves not as a 

collection of individuals on the court, but a unit consisting of five interconnected parts.  

At the center of this ethos is a team-first mentality.  

The disposition that enables the application of this team-first principle is one of 

selflessness.  In order to put oneself at the service of a greater good, one must learn to 

subjugate his or her own interests through humility and selflessness.  Jeremy Berman, a 

Basketball Operations Quality Assurance Assistant for the Spurs, said, “one of the Spurs’ 

core values is selflessness. We want players who have gotten over themselves.”14  The 

Spurs train their players to be happy when the team wins, regardless of which individuals 

contribute to overall team success.  Jim Guy, a longtime member of the Dallas Mavericks 

 
12 “Teams Passing.” 

13 “NBA on TNT” telecast, 4/21/19.  

14 Interview on June 24, 2019.  
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organization who spoke with many members of the Spurs organization throughout his 

career, once attributed Spurs General Manager R.C. Buford as saying, “We find guys 

who are happy to cheer on others’ successes.”15  The Spurs want players who care more 

about the success of the team than they do their own success.  In The Book of Basketball, 

Simmons tells two stories that perfectly illustrate this concept.  Of Duncan, he wrote, 

“The perfect Duncan game? Twenty-two points, 13 rebounds, 3 blocks, get everyone else 

involved, anchor the defense, win by 10, everyone goes home. He didn’t give a crap 

about stats. He really didn’t. Remember when the media stupidly voted [Tony] Parker the 

2007 Finals MVP? Nobody was happier for him than Duncan. That’s what makes 

Duncan great.”16  Of David Robinson, he wrote, “My favorite Robinson memory was the 

way he reacted during the Steve Kerr Game, when Kerr shook off the cobwebs and 

caught fire in Game 6 of the ’03 Mavs-Spurs series. Since Kerr was popular with 

teammates and his barrage of threes was completely unexpected (he was their twelfth 

man that year), San Antonio’s bench was reacting like a fifteenth-seed pulling off a 

March Madness upset. Right in the middle of everything was Robinson. He couldn’t have 

been more overjoyed. You can actually see him jumping up and down like a little kid at 

one point. I guarantee he remembers that game as one of the highlights of his career.”17  

Both of these stories capture the essence of what it means to be a Spur: an individual’s 

happiness is rooted in team success, regardless of which person receives the credit.  Both 

Duncan and Robinson were perfectly happy seeing their teammates find success on the 

 
15 Interview on March 12, 2019.  

16 Simmons, The Book of Basketball, 577.  

17 Simmons, The Book of Basketball, 460.  
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court, for it meant that the team also found success.  In essence, Duncan and Robinson 

were happy because their paramount concern was team success, not individual success.  

Yet another component of the Spurs Way is that the team is focused on 

basketball, and nothing else.  In order for the players to adhere to this standard, players 

must adopt a team-before-individual mindset.  Once players become established in the 

NBA, it is natural for them to try and expand their influence and money-making potential 

through endorsement deals, for these deals bring more publicity and greater financial 

stability.  In fact, in the modern NBA, most NBA stars have their own shoe and 

copyrighted logos, among other things.  However, with the increased attention that comes 

from endorsements and publicity, players naturally begin to see themselves less as 

basketball players and more as “brands” who happen to play basketball for a living.  This 

way of thinking promotes the individual, which threatens the Spurs’ insistence on the 

team-before-individual mindset.  As such, the Spurs target players who are less 

influenced by the sway of prestige, fame, and endorsement deals.  Popovich once said, 

“We get guys who want to do their job and go home and aren’t impressed with the 

hoopla…One of the keys is to bring in guys who have gotten over themselves.”18  

Duncan personifies this way of thinking.  A Sports Illustrated profile on Duncan wrote, 

“there are no shoes. No line of wicking shorts. No, well, anything. Lon Babby, Duncan's 

longtime agent and now G.M. of the Suns, says that Duncan ‘turned down almost all of 

it’ when it came to opportunities. ‘It just wasn't that important to him,’ Babby says.”19  

Duncan eschewed most endorsement deals; all he cared about was winning, the perfect 

 
18 Wertheim, “The Tao of Pop.” 

19 “21 Shades of Gray.” 
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Spur.  Parker also modeled this mindset of eschewing most endorsement deals in order to 

focus on basketball.  For example, in 2013-14, Tony Parker made $12.5 million in salary 

from the Spurs, but only made roughly $2 million from endorsements.20  By contrast, in 

2013-14, Kevin Durant made almost $19 million per year as a member of the Oklahoma 

City Thunder, but made over $30 million per year through his endorsement deal with 

Nike alone.21  Going off of annual salary, Durant made more money per year as a 

company spokesman than he did as a basketball player, a situation that lends itself to 

drawing a player’s attention away from basketball.  Consequently, when Spurs players do 

endorsement deals, they take precautions to ensure that basketball is still the main focus.  

As such, in many cases when Spurs’ players are featured in endorsements, the team ethos 

shines bright.  For example, in the San Antonio area, H.E.B., a grocery store prominent in 

Texas, airs popular commercials featuring a group of Spurs players. Each commercial 

always features multiple players; hardly, if any, H.E.B. commercials feature just one 

Spur.  The commercials involve players interacting with each other, ribbing each other 

over the varied cultural backgrounds of the players, their culinary skills, etc.  Appendix A 

is a six-minute video featuring many recent H.E.B. commercials involving Spurs players; 

every commercial in the video features at least three Spurs players.22  By including 

multiple players in each commercial, the Spurs reinforce their team ethos, negating any 

potential for the commercials and endorsements to stimulate feelings of individualism in 

the players.  As a whole, the Spurs target players whose sole focus is the game.  All the 

 
20 Badenhausen, “NBA Playoffs: Tony Parker by the Numbers.” 

21 Jensen, “Big Bucks.” 

22 “San Antonio Spurs Funniest Moments All H E B Commercials,” YouTube Video, 6:22, “DANI,” May 
28, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CXZMwyNOtME. 
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individual accolades, endorsement deals, and attention are secondary to the primary goal 

of team success.  

The Spurs Way has been in place for more than two decades.  Every player that 

comes in to the organization today is expected to conform to what is already in place.  

However, the Spurs Way necessarily has a beginning, going all the way back to the mid-

1990s.  In this regard, the creation and implementation of the Spurs Way is important to 

understand.  By understanding how the Spurs Way came to be, valuable aspects of 

culture creation as a science are manifestly seen in the Spurs organization.  Tim Whang, 

who worked in the Spurs’ Corporate Partnerships office from 2006 to 2008, said, “it 

started with Peter Holt, Pop, Robinson, and Duncan…the leaders set the tone of the entire 

organization and everyone else has to embrace it…they pass down the tone to everyone 

underneath their leadership and bring in guys who help establish and maintain that 

culture.”23  As Whang said, culture creation starts with high-character leaders who 

embrace a set of ideals and pass it along to others.  Spurs owner Peter Holt, general 

manager Buford, head coach Popovich, and star players Robinson and Duncan all bought 

in to the team-first mindset and passed that mindset along to others, who also bought in to 

the culture because they were under the leadership of people like Holt, Popovich, and 

Duncan.  In fact, Holt bought the Spurs in order to demonstrate that an organizational 

commitment to culture can lead to success.  Mills said, “Peter [Holt] bought the Spurs to 

show that people can live according to values and still succeed. From day one, our 

expectations were that we were going to win and lose with dignity and character.”24   

 
23 Interview on January 18, 2019.  

24 Interview on October 22, 2019.  
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Additionally, a leader’s willingness to lead by example so that others might fall in 

line is vitally important to the effectiveness of the implementation of such a desired 

culture.  Parker summarized this effect, speaking of Duncan’s impact on his teammates, 

said, “Every time you see your superstar, the franchise, being so unselfish, it makes you 

want to be like that too.”25  Leaders must practice what they preach; otherwise, those 

underneath a leader’s direction will not be apt to listen.  In this regard, Duncan was, once 

again, a sterling model for the others to follow.  Duncan, even after nearly two decades in 

the NBA, still allowed Coach Popovich to coach him hard, understanding that his 

example would make others feel obligated to listen to correction as well.  A Sports 

Illustrated article from 2012 recounted, “For 15 straight seasons Pop has gone after his 

franchise player in practice. We're talking neck veins bulging, spittle flying, a Gatling 

gun of obscenities. And all Duncan has done is stare back, absorbing it. ‘He hasn't always 

liked it,’ says former teammate Sean Elliott, now a team announcer, ‘but he takes it. You 

know how important that is for the rest of the team to see?’ Or, as one Spurs coach puts 

it, "How could a guy like Stephen Jackson complain when Pop was motherf------ Tim 

every day?".26  Duncan is not alone in his ability to lead by example.  Read any article in 

which a prominent member of the Spurs organization is quoted and, inevitably, the team-

first ethos will shine through.  

This team-first ethos is not limited strictly to the Basketball Operations side of the 

organization, either.  Whang said, “the entire organization, from basketball operations to 

 
25 "San Antonio Spurs Tribute - The Beautiful Game (PART 2) NBA FINALS," YouTube Video, 5:45, 

"Colin Stanton," June 16, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNZvNs6r800. 

26 “21 Shades of Gray.” 
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business relations, adopts the mindset that the team goes before the individual, that the 

individuals sacrifice for the greater good of the team as a whole.”27  So, for example, the 

marketing team operates in the same way that the Spurs play basketball on the court: 

emphasizing the team over the individual.  It doesn’t matter what role any member of the 

Spurs plays, for all have the same goal – team success. 

All in all, the Spurs have created a culture that permeates all facets of the 

organization, promoting a team-first mindset that enjoins and directs its many members’ 

collective effort to a common goal.  In so doing, the Spurs laid a cultural foundation that 

served as a backbone for the team’s remarkable run of on-court success.

 
27 Interview on January 18, 2019.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

X’s and O’s 

 

“The Spurs constantly sacrifice for the guy next to them. Their offense is such poetry in motion.” 

 – Jalen Rose, 14-year NBA Veteran 

 

 Basketball is, at its core, a selfless, team-centric game.  There are five players on 

the court, but only one basketball.  It requires all five players to work together as a team 

in pursuit of a common goal: defeating their opponent.  The challenge all teams confront 

in the process thereof is twofold.  First, teams must position all five players on the court 

in a way that is conducive to scoring points.  Second, teams must prevent the other team 

from scoring points.  Everything that happens on a basketball court can be traced back to 

those two main objectives. 

The essence of offensive basketball is manipulating the defense to find the best 

shot possible on a given possession, using different actions (pick and rolls, screens, 

dribble handoffs, etc.) to spring players open for a chance to shoot the basketball.  Teams 

use series of coordinated actions, commonly known as plays, to generate these chances.  

Correctly performing these actions requires precise timing, coordination, and execution 

on the part of every individual on the floor in order to achieve the intended result of a 

given offensive possession: a made basket.  Additionally, each player must know his or 

her role in a given play in order to properly execute it.  Some players are tasked with 

standing on the three-point line, ready to shoot if the ball ends up in their hands.  Other 
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players are asked to screen for their teammates, using their bodies as a “speed bump” of 

sorts to prevent defenders from playing tight defense on an offensive player.  Another 

player’s role could be to dribble the ball through the defense, drawing defenders in and 

then passing the ball to open teammates who are ready to shoot.  Underlying each of 

these roles is a team-first mindset, for the adoption of this mindset is crucial to correctly 

executing plays and knowing one’s role on the basketball court.  Players must recognize 

that they are merely one component of a five-person machine being used in a specific 

way to enable team success.  

In this regard, the Spurs are excellent at recognizing this intrinsic part of offensive 

basketball philosophy, largely in part because of their team before individual mindset.  

When every Spurs player steps on the floor, he is keenly aware of what role he plays in 

ensuring team success.  Coach Popovich said in 2009, “We get guys…who want to do 

their job…they either want to prove that they can play in this league – or they want to 

prove nothing. They fill their role and have a pecking order. We have three guys who are 

the best players, and everyone else fits around them.”1  For one, this knowledge of their 

roles is evidenced by the way the players warm up.  Show up an hour and a half early to a 

game and one will see various Spurs players preparing to play.  Each player is keenly 

aware of what he will be asked to do during the game; consequently, each player’s warm-

up routine is specifically tailored to his role within the team.  This was evident in two 

players’ warm-up routines before a game on March 12, 2019 against the Dallas 

Mavericks.  Appendix B.1 is a 19-second video of Demar DeRozan and Patty Mills 

 
1 Simmons, The Book of Basketball, 48. 
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warming up before the game against the Mavericks.2  Mills, a valuable back-up point 

guard for the Spurs, is tasked with two primary roles on offense: making open shots and 

coming off ball screens to make plays for others.  When one watches Mills warm up in 

Appendix B.1, his routine consists almost entirely of jump shots and coming off ball 

screens.  DeRozan’s primary modes of scoring for the team, his main role, are using a 

post fadeaway from the mid-range area of the floor and shooting teardrop floaters over 

the hands of defenders.  As such, in Appendix B.1 DeRozan shoots a copious amount of 

mid-range fadeaway jump shots in his warmup routine in addition to a healthy dose of 

floaters.  

Yet, the Spurs’ team-first ethos is reflected in more than pre-game warm-ups.  In 

fact, the team-first ethos of the Spurs is most clearly demonstrated by the way they play 

during games.  The entire philosophy of the Spurs’ offense is predicated on passing, an 

inherently selfless act.  Tony Parker once said, “We have a drill where we take two 

dribbles, pass, two dribbles, pass, and we do it like 10, 15 times…we were at a timeout 

[during a game] and Pop was like ‘let’s do the 10 pass [drill], I want somebody to 

overpass.’ That’s the beauty of our game.”3  Passing is the core of what the Spurs do 

offensively.  Being that passing is selfless, the Spurs’ team-before-individual mindset is 

the philosophical foundation that enables the Spurs to play with such an emphasis on 

passing.   

 

 

 
2 San Antonio Spurs Warm-Up Video, Ben Hunt, Dallas, Texas, March 12, 2019.  

3 "San Antonio Spurs Tribute - The Beautiful Game (PART 2) NBA FINALS," YouTube Video, 5:45, 
"Colin Stanton," June 16, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNZvNs6r800. 
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Passing 

Appendix B.2 is a play taken from an NBA playoff game against the Oklahoma 

City Thunder.4  This play is striking in the decisiveness of each pass.  One notices how 

quickly Ginobili passes to Mills on the left wing without looking.  Then, Mills anticipated 

where he would throw the ball as soon as he caught it.  In one motion, Mills caught the 

ball and immediately threw the ball to Duncan, who was rolling into the paint, drawing 

three Thunder defenders to Duncan.  Duncan recognizes Boris Diaw’s defender, Serge 

Ibaka (#9), creeping into the lane to defend Duncan’s roll to the rim, leaving Diaw wide-

open in the corner.  Duncan, similar to Mills, threw a pass to Diaw as soon as he caught 

the ball, giving Diaw a wide-open corner three, one of the most efficient shots a team can 

generate.  Speaking about this particular play, ESPN on NBA analyst Jeff Van Gundy 

said, “it is beautiful to watch, and that play should be an NBA commercial…like, this is 

NBA basketball.”5  As Van Gundy said, the play is beautiful to watch.  The way in which 

the Spurs manipulate the Thunder’s defense through passing is easy to appreciate and 

admire.  

Appendix B.3 is a play taken from the 2014 NBA Finals against the Miami Heat, 

whom they would defeat to capture their fifth NBA title in 15 years, a remarkable 

accomplishment.6  This play reveals how the Spurs’ passing generates favorable 

mismatches and completely flummoxes defenses.  The first thing that stands out about 

 
4 “Spurs Ball Movement,” YouTube Video, 9:40, “Evin Gualberto,” October 25, 2015, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sedat305uCE&t=253s. 

5 "San Antonio Spurs Tribute - The Beautiful Game (PART 2) NBA FINALS," YouTube Video, 5:45, 
"Colin Stanton," June 16, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNZvNs6r800. 

6 “Spurs Ball Movement,” YouTube Video, 9:40, “Evin Gualberto,” October 25, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sedat305uCE&t=253s. 
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this play is how each player knows where to pass the ball as soon as he catches it.  

Ginobili, after drawing a double team off of the ball screen, immediately passes it to 

Diaw, whose defender was trapping Ginobili.  Upon catching the ball, Diaw reads the 

defense and looks for a pass as opposed to a shot, even though he was somewhat open 

when he caught Ginobili’s pass.  Diaw takes one dribble towards the baseline to 

manipulate Danny Green’s defender, Dwyane Wade, into stepping further into the lane 

and away from Green.  Diaw’s subsequent pass to Green forces Rashard Lewis, 

originally Diaw’s defender, to rush out to Green from Ginobili and prevent Green from 

shooting.  Green then passes to an open Ginobili, which forces Ray Allen to run and 

guard Ginobili, leaving Tiago Splitter open.  Ginobili passes to Splitter, forcing Wade, a 

guard, to defend Splitter, an advantageous mismatch for the Spurs.  Splitter then 

overpowers Wade and easily scores two points.  Now, that series of events is extremely 

complicated and tough to track.  That’s the point.  The Spurs pass the ball so quickly and 

decisively that the Heat are hopelessly flummoxed by the Spurs’ offense.  Now, rewind 

the play and notice how lost Wade is.  He is the defender who crosses the half-court line 

fourth of the five Heat players.  The series of passes that the Spurs make eventually force 

Wade into a lethargic jog around the paint.  By the time Splitter catches the ball, Wade is 

completely confused.  When he finally realizes that he is the closest defender to Splitter, 

he lunges to stop Splitter, but it is too late.  The Spurs’ passing completely flummoxed 

the Heat, and their ability to pass the ball so effectively is a reflection of their team-first 

culture.  
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Similarly, Appendix B.4 is a play from a regular season game against the Toronto 

Raptors.7  The way in which the Spurs generate an open shot for Danny Green (who 

missed the shot) is the exact same way the Spurs generated a mismatch in Appendix B.3.  

The Spurs move the ball so quickly that the Raptors are running in circles trying to keep 

up, by no means an effective way to play defense in the NBA.  By the time Green catches 

the ball, the Raptors have run out of defenders that can rotate to contest Green’s shot.  

There is no defender within 15 feet of Green.  That the Spurs are able to pass so 

effectively that they can completely confuse NBA defenses and generate these 

mismatches and wide-open shot attempts is a tribute to their team-first culture, which 

serves as the philosophical foundation of the Spurs’ passing prowess.  

 

The Extra Pass 

The Spurs are also great about making the “extra pass.”  In basketball circles, the 

extra pass stands for a pass made by a player who has an open shot, but passes the ball to 

a teammate because that teammate might be more open, a better shooter, etc.  The extra 

pass is even more unselfish than a traditional pass, for a player would be justified taking a 

shot in situations where he is open.  However, the extra pass captures the team-before-

individual ethos perfectly, for the extra pass, at its core, is focused with finding the best 

shot possible for the team, regardless of which player is the one taking the shot.  The 

Spurs excel at making the extra pass, a clear reflection of their team-first emphasis.  

 
7 "San Antonio Spurs Tribute - The Beautiful Game (PART 2) NBA FINALS," YouTube Video, 5:45, 

"Colin Stanton," June 16, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNZvNs6r800. 
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Appendix B.5 is a play from the 2014 Western Conference Finals, a matchup 

between the Thunder and the Spurs.8  In this play, the Spurs run a pick and roll play with 

Parker and Duncan.  Parker drives into the lane as Duncan rolls, awaiting a pass from 

Parker.  Kendrick Perkins, Diaw’s defender, slides into the lane to prevent Parker from 

making a pass to Duncan for an easy layup, leaving Diaw wide open at the apex of three-

point line.  Parker tosses a pass out to Diaw, who receives the ball without any defender 

nearby to contest his shot.  Diaw would be perfectly justified shooting the wide-open 

three-point shot the offense just generated.  However, as Perkins makes a dash to try and 

contest Diaw’s shot, Diaw sees Duncan spring open underneath the basket, a chance for 

an easy layup.  Diaw selflessly aborts his shot in mid-air and throws a pass to Duncan, 

who proceeds to make the easy layup.  Diaw had a good shot, but Duncan had a better 

shot.  The Spurs selflessly play basketball to find the best shot possible.  This play 

captures the essence of that selflessness.  

Appendix B.6 reveals two aspects about the Spurs.9  One, it reveals the Spurs’ 

dedication to finding the best shot possible.  Two, it reveals the Spurs’ jubilation at 

others’ successes, a fundamental part of the “Spurs Way.”  The play itself is simple; 

Parker drives into the lane, which forces the Heat’s defense to collapse.  This allows the 

Spurs to begin hunting for the best possible shot they can find, manipulating the defense 

through passing to generate an open look.  In this case, Kawhi Leonard receives a pass 

from Parker, who drives by his defender, leading to a three-on-two situation.  Diaw’s 

 
8 “Spurs Ball Movement,” YouTube Video, 9:40, “Evin Gualberto,” October 25, 2015, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sedat305uCE&t=253s. 

9 “Spurs Ball Movement,” YouTube Video, 9:40, “Evin Gualberto,” October 25, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sedat305uCE&t=253s. 
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defender steps up to stop Leonard, who could have attempted a semi-contested mid-range 

jump shot.  Leonard, however, throws a pass to an open Diaw, who also could have 

attempted a semi-contested floater over Chris Bosh, the rotating defender.  Instead, Diaw 

sees Duncan all alone, with no one able to rotate to contest Duncan’s wide-open dunk 

attempt, and so Diaw wraps a nifty pass around Bosh to Duncan, who dunks it with 

authority.  The Spurs move the ball with intentionality and purpose, hunting for the best 

shot possible through passing.  The best part of this play, however, is not on the court, but 

on the bench, which erupts when Duncan dunks the ball.  Every player stands up in 

unison.  Towels are waved and players begin screaming, all expressing sheer jubilation at 

the sight of Duncan ferociously dunking the ball.  This play is a perfect expression of the 

Spurs triumphing as a team, regardless of which individual is making the play happen, a 

reflection of their team-first ethos. 

 

Moving Without the Ball 

Another aspect of the Spurs’ team-first mentality on the offensive end of the court 

is the way in which players move without the ball in order to generate quality looks for 

their teammates.  Off-ball cutting is often a selfless action on the part of a player, for 

certain plays require a player to cut so that another player might find an open shot.  A 

cutting player will oftentimes never receive the ball, nor receive credit for his role in the 

play, but is still expected to cut, for his cut is vital to the team as a whole finding success 

on a given play.   
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Appendix B.7 is a sterling example of this concept.10  Marco Bellinelli comes off 

a screen from Diaw and receives a pass from Parker.  Bellinelli passes the ball to Diaw, 

who is posting up his defender.  Bellinelli then cuts away from the ball to the opposite 

corner in order to open up a cutting lane for Ginobili, who set a flare screen for Parker at 

the same time Bellinelli was cutting.  Ginobili, who now has a free lane to the basket, 

receives the pass from Diaw and draws Deandre Jordan, Duncan’s defender.  Ginobili 

then makes the extra pass to Duncan, who dunks the ball easily.  Bellinelli’s cut is the 

key to this whole play; it serves two functions.  First, his cut opens the lane for Ginobili 

to cut without having to face a defender.  Second, his cut serves as a screen to prevent 

Ginobili’s defender from inhibiting Ginobili from receiving Diaw’s pass -- that is why 

Bellinelli jogged methodically through the lane.  It is likely that most fans would never 

give Bellinelli any credit for his seemingly inconsequential role in the play.  In spite of 

this, he still did his job, selflessly cutting in order to make the play a success for the team.  

Appendix B.8 and Appendix B.9 are the same play run in two different games, 

showing how the off-ball cut enables team success.  Appendix B.8 has Cory Joseph, a 

back-up point guard, passing the ball to Diaw.11  Diaw then passes to Aron Baynes and 

screens for Ginobili, who runs right into a dribble hand-off and has a free lane to the 

basket, drawing the foul and two free throws.  Now, rewind the play and focus on Cory 

Joseph.  Joseph cuts to the corner as soon as he makes the pass; his cut was the reason 

that Ginobili had a free lane to the basket.  Joseph’s defender followed Joseph to the 

 
10 “Spurs Ball Movement,” YouTube Video, 9:40, “Evin Gualberto,” October 25, 2015, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sedat305uCE&t=253s. 

11 “Gregg Popovich San Antonio Spurs After Time Out Sets,” YouTube Video, 6:53, “Half Court Hoops,” 
November 20, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3aSechs8Vvw&list=LLi5dTEuxcdhrJDsURmRJtJQ&index=1
7&t=15s. 
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corner, leaving nobody in the middle of the lane to meet Ginobili around the ball screen.  

Similarly, in Appendix B.9, Parker is the one cutting to the corner, with Ginobili once 

again coming off the dribble-hand off.12  The only difference between the two plays is 

that the Pelicans send help from Kawhi Leonard’s man, which springs Leonard open for a 

corner three, even though he does not shoot the ball.  Both plays hinge on the point guard 

cutting selflessly in order to open up a driving lane for Ginobili coming off of the dribble 

hand off.  Although most teams run actions that rely on off-ball cuts, the Spurs run these 

plays with greater frequency than most partly because of their culture, which relies on the 

team-first mindset that makes plays like these effective.  

 

Consistency 

A fascinating trend that emerges the longer one watches the Spurs is the 

predictability of their offense, in the sense that they always find the open man.  Viewers 

accustomed to watching the Spurs learn to predict where the Spurs will pass the ball.  

Part of the reason for this is the team-first ethos that permeates the Spurs’ style of play on 

the court and the methodical, selfless approach they take to finding the best shot.  

Another reason for this, though, is that the Spurs’ offense has stayed true to its 

fundamental principles for the entirety of the current Spurs’ dynasty, dating back to the 

late-1990s.  A substantial component of the Spurs’ offense is forcing a defender out of 

position, then passing the ball around the court until the defense has run out of rotating 

defenders to contest potential shots, as was evident in Appendix B.4.  The Spurs try to 

 
12 “Gregg Popovich San Antonio Spurs After Time Out Sets,” YouTube Video, 6:53, “Half Court Hoops,” 

November 20, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3aSechs8Vvw&list=LLi5dTEuxcdhrJDsURmRJtJQ&index=1
7&t=15s. 
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force the defense to react to what they are doing on offense, manipulating the defense so 

that they can find specific players for open shots.  Each play from the Appendices has 

this principle uniting them.  The way in which the Spurs’ generate mismatches has 

developed over time, but the core principle underlying it all remains the same.  For 

example, compare Appendices B.10 and B.11, which are from 1999 and 2014, 

respectively.  The two plays are conceptually identical.  Both plays draw a defender out 

of position, then reverse the ball around the court until the Spurs generate an open look.  

The only difference between the two plays is the method of drawing the defender out of 

position and the resulting shot.  In Appendix B.10, the threat of a Duncan post-up draws a 

double team.13  The Spurs then work the ball around the three-point line, winding up with 

a Robinson dunk.  By contrast, in Appendix B.11, the Spurs use a pick and roll, which 

became the dominant mode of attack for NBA offenses after 2007, to draw a defender out 

of position.14  From there, the ball movement is the same as it was in 1999, the only 

difference being that the Spurs shoot a corner three instead of driving into the lane for a 

dunk.  

Each of these offensive plays in Appendix B share a team-first ethos in common.  

From the dependence on passing, to off-ball cutting, to ball movement, the team-before-

individual mindset lays the foundation upon which the Spurs build their offense.  The 

Spurs rely on each member of their team to know and execute their role within the larger 

context of the team. 

 
13 “1999 NBA Finals Game 5 New York Knicks@San Antonio Spurs,” YouTube Video, 2:25:32, “Post 

Up,” April 1, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y17PxtxGBdo&t=7283s. 

14 “Gregg Popovich San Antonio Spurs After Time Out Sets,” YouTube Video, 6:53, “Half Court Hoops,” 
November 20, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3aSechs8Vvw&list=LLi5dTEuxcdhrJDsURmRJtJQ&index=1
7&t=15s. 
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Defensively, the Spurs also exemplify their team-first mentality in clear ways.  

From the 1997-98 through the 2017-18 seasons, the Spurs’ defense was historically great.  

In that time span, the Spurs finished inside the top 10 in defensive rating every single 

year.  In fact, most years, the Spurs were actually a top-five ranked defense, including a 

stretch from 1997-2008 in which the team’s defensive rating never dropped below the 

top-three.15  The Spurs’ defense is excellent for a myriad of reasons, all of which tie in to 

their team-before-individual mindset.  Great defense is a combination of communication, 

synchronization, and assisting teammates in need of defensive support.  Each of these 

factors are enhanced by a team-first mentality, for individuals looking out for their own 

defensive well-being are less apt to work as a cohesive defensive unit.  

 

Communication 

When discussing the Spurs’ communication skills, Simmons wrote, “Whenever I 

watch the Spurs in person, that’s the first thing I always notice: how well they talk on 

defense. It’s a friendly, competitive chatter, like five buddies maintaining a running 

dialogue at a blackjack table as they figure out ways to bust the dealer.”16  In Appendix 

C.1, listen to how the team yells at each other communicating a switch as Steph Curry 

and Ian Clark come off screens on either side of the court.17  The players are in constant 

communication with each other throughout the entire possession, stifling one of the 

greatest offenses in NBA history, the 2015-16 Golden State Warriors.  

 
15 “San Antonio Spurs Stats - Basic (Ranks).” 

16 Simmons, The Book of Basketball, 574-575.  

17 “GSW VS SAS – March 19, 2016 – Full Game,” YouTube Video, 1:37:42, “Basketball Life,” September 
27, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=42VrMbd68Zg&t=3844s. 
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Helping the Helper 

Another integral aspect of effective defense is a concept known as helping-the-

helper.  When a defender is out of position, his teammates are forced to rotate away from 

their defender and help out their teammate who is out of position.  This first rotation 

prompts the entire defense to rotate as new offensive players spring open.  This dance 

requires exquisite precision, communication, and coordination.  In fact, the Spurs’ 

offense is predicated on exploiting these errors in defensive rotations, as evidenced 

earlier.  However, when a team is able to effectively rotate and help-the-helper, offenses 

often stall out and are forced to attempt shots that are well-guarded and, consequently, 

unlikely to go in.  The Spurs are aided in their ability to help the helper because of their 

team-first mindset, which helps players work as a unit and rotate to assist teammates.  

Many players are too focused on their primary defensive assignments and are unable to 

quickly rotate to help out their teammates.  However, because the Spurs are always 

focused on team success, the Spurs’ players are always ready to rotate and help whoever 

needs it. 

Appendix C.2 is a perfect example of this help-the-helper concept.18  As Steve 

Nash of the Phoenix Suns comes off the ball screen, Duncan slides over to help Beno 

Udrih, Nash’s primary defender, cover the threat of the ball screen.  As Duncan slides to 

help Udrih, Tony Massenburg (#34), slides over to cover Duncan’s assignment as 

Duncan’s assignment rolls toward the hoop.  As Nash passes out to Massenburg’s man, 

Amare Stoudemire, Udrih runs out to defend him, the third rotation in this frenetic 

sequence.  Stoudemire drives past Udrih, where Massenburg is waiting, and fires a pass 

 
18 “Spurs vs Suns 2005-01-21,” YouTube Video, 1:49:28, “nashile,” April 16, 2014, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lw4Lpmk6b4Y&t=784s. 
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into the corner towards Nash, who is picked up by Devin Brown (#23).  The ball is then 

swung out to Shawn Marion, Brown’s original assignment, who is then picked up by 

Udrih.  In a very short succession, the Spurs perfectly navigated six defensive rotations in 

a manner of seconds.  Although the Suns ended up scoring on that possession, the help-

the-helper scheme was perfectly executed by the Spurs, forcing the Suns to work much 

harder than normal for a quality shot.  Without the team-first defensive principles in 

place, it is highly unlikely that the Spurs would have been able to navigate each one of 

those rotations with mistake-free precision.  

Appendix C.3 shows two more examples of pristine defensive rotating.19  The 

first example is a switch between Fabricio Oberto and Duncan.  Early on in the clip, as 

Oberto lunges at the ball screen to give Ginobili time to recover, Duncan slides over to 

defend Oberto’s man, who is rolling toward the hoop.  Oberto then recovers to Duncan’s 

man and the play continues.  Although this seems like a routine switch, to do this with 

precision takes countless hours of practice and is, even then, very difficult to pull off.  

The next defensive rotation worth mentioning is towards the end of the clip as Sasha 

Pavlovic beats Parker on a drive along the baseline.  Duncan immediately slides off of his 

man to contest the layup, while Bruce Bowen slides down to prevent Duncan’s man from 

grabbing an offensive rebound.  Simply put, this is picture-perfect help-the-helper 

defense. 

 

 

 

 
19 “Cleveland Cavaliers vs San Antonio Spurs 2007 Finals G1,” YouTube Video, 1:24:15, “Lfk,” October 

7, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0Xi2H2If59Y.  
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Knowing Weaknesses 

One last tenet of defensive excellence is being able to identify potential defensive 

weak spots and help players who are defensively challenged.  Occasionally, teams will 

play lineups in which one player is not defensively reliable.  The Spurs are not immune to 

this.  Tony Parker was, at times, a defensive liability, as was Steve Kerr, who played for 

the Spurs late in his career.  Kerr saw action during Game 6 of the 2003 Western 

Conference Finals against the Dallas Mavericks.  He had not played much on account of 

his defensive weakness, but Coach Popovich put him in the game in order to give the 

Spurs an offensive jolt, as Kerr was a prolific shooter.  Although the Mavericks 

repeatedly targeted Kerr, the Spurs were able to send help and prevent the Mavericks 

from taking advantage of Kerr’s presence on the floor.  In Appendix C.4, a typical play 

during Kerr’s time on the floor, shows how the Spurs made up for Kerr’s defensive 

weakness.20  The Mavericks had Kerr’s original man screen for Michael Finley, which 

forced Kerr to switch onto Finley, a great scorer.  The Mavericks then try to isolate Kerr 

by sending all of their players to the opposite side of the floor, knowing that Kerr cannot 

guard Finley one-on-one.  Stephen Jackson, however, does not follow his man to the 

opposite side of the floor, but completely abandons his assignment to help Kerr defend 

Finley.  Jackson was not the only Spur to do this.  Ginobili and Duncan both turn their 

attention towards Kerr, forgetting about their defensive assignment in order to help Kerr 

defend Finley.  This focus on helping Kerr is indicative of the Spurs’ team-first ethos.  

The phrase, “You’re only as good as your weakest link,” is tried and true in the context of 

 
20 “2003 NBA wcf game 6 San Antonio Spurs-Dallas Mavericks(only 4th quarter),” YouTube Video, 

23:20, “Basketball VHS archives,” June 23, 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5C6hJ26u0vs&t=795s.  
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sports, especially basketball.  The Spurs, in order to assure team success, supported the 

individual who had the most potential to inhibit team success.  They disregarded their 

own assignments in order to help Kerr with his, thereby assuring the success of the team 

as a whole.  

All in all, the Spurs’ defensive philosophy rests on their commitment to team-

before-individual principles.  NBA defense requires teams to function as a cohesive unit, 

not a collection of individual parts.  Teams that emphasize team-success and togetherness 

have a natural advantage, and the Spurs excel defensively as a result.



   

33 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

The Spurs off the Court 

 

“We find guys who are happy to cheer on others’ successes.”  

– R.C. Buford, Spurs General Manager 

 

 Although the team-before-individual mindset is necessary for organizational 

success, it would be reckless for an organization to follow this mindset so wholeheartedly 

that it forgets about the importance of caring for its members.  It follows logically that a 

member of an organization will not readily subject his or her interests to the interests of 

the group if the member is, generally, not satisfied with how the organization is treating 

the individual.  Larry Mills, Executive Vice President of Holt Caterpillar, summarized it 

best, saying, “people want to work for someone that cares about them.”1  Thus, it is 

necessary for organizations of all kinds to focus on caring for its individual members’ 

needs and show concern for its members’ well-being.  Off the court, the San Antonio 

Spurs are intentional about maintaining exactly this type of focus.  

The Spurs try to create a family amongst their players and within the organization 

as a whole.  “Family” is a word that is often seen in conjunction with the Spurs, for the 

Spurs emphasize the importance of family.  For example, after the 2014 NBA Finals, 

when asked what he told Kawhi Leonard to inspire him before the series began, Head 

 
1 Interview on October 22, 2019.  
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Coach Gregg Popovich would not elaborate, saying, “that’s family business.”2  This 

family mindset creates a distinct team chemistry amongst players and coaches.  Two 

examples illustrate the Spurs’ family culture in practice.   

First, the Spurs occasionally allow their players to bring family on the team planes 

to games.  Although this seems trivial, it is something that means a great deal to those 

who play for the Spurs.  The constant travel that NBA teams endure throughout a regular 

season leads to many nights away from home.  Teams play 41 away games every single 

regular season, not to mention playoff games.  Often times, teams will play four or five 

away games in a row, which means that teams invariably spend at least one and a half to 

two weeks away from home multiple times throughout the season.  Many of these players 

have young children and want to be around their families as much as possible but are 

unable to do so because of the NBA’s demanding travel schedule.  In response to this, 

according to Whang, the Spurs, in caring for their players and their players’ families, try 

to mitigate this homesickness by allowing families to travel with the team.3  This became 

a major factor in Tim Duncan’s free agency in the summer of 2000.  Duncan was very 

close to signing with the Orlando Magic.  Bruce Bowen recounted what kept Duncan 

from signing with the Magic: “I remember when Tim was a free agent, he was thinking 

about going to Orlando when Doc [Rivers] was there. ... When Tim went out to meet with 

Orlando, he asked, 'can family come on the flights to some games?' From what I 

understand, Doc said no, and that's when he lost Tim Duncan."4  Unlike the Spurs, the 

 
2 "San Antonio Spurs Tribute - The Beautiful Game (PART 2) NBA FINALS," YouTube Video, 5:45, 

"Colin Stanton," June 16, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNZvNs6r800. 

3 Interview on January 18, 2019. 

4 “Tim Duncan to the Magic Didn’t Happen and Doc Rivers Might Have Been a Reason Why.” 
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Magic did not allow families on the team plane, which became a factor in keeping 

Duncan in San Antonio.  Amazingly, something as small as allowing family to travel on 

the team plane helped keep Duncan in San Antonio, a tribute to the importance of 

meeting individuals’ needs and how that impacts the members of an organization.   

A second example of the Spurs’ culture of family is their emphasis on bonding 

with each other off the court, an effort spearheaded by Coach Popovich.  Berman 

described a typical first encounter with Coach Pop: “Pop first asks you about life…he 

wants to know what makes you tick, what your philosophy on life is. He never mentions 

basketball…he knows that life is bigger than basketball.”5  Coach Pop tries to understand 

who his players are off the court; he makes the intentional effort to treat his players not 

just as basketball players, but people too.  Mills said, “Pop truly does care about people. 

It’s obvious, the man spends a million dollars of his own money feeding his players each 

year.”6  Yes, Coach Pop uses (and buys) team dinners as a way for his players to bond 

with each other and for his players to know that Pop cares about them.  In fact, the entire 

Spurs organization comes together over these shared culinary experiences, creating one 

giant family.  ESPN’s Baxter Holmes wrote an article about these dinners in mid-April 

2019, revealing the importance of mealtime to the organization and, in particular, Coach 

Popovich.  The article repeatedly alludes to this family culture.  For example, it states, 

“Before Game 6 of the 2013 Finals, Popovich prepares a title-clinching celebration at a 

favorite Miami restaurant, Il Gabbiano. But then Heat guard Ray Allen buries a miracle 

corner 3-pointer to send the game to overtime -- and the Spurs lose. ‘I had never seen our 

 
5 Interview on June 24, 2019.  

6 Interview on October 22, 2019.  
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team so broken,’ Spurs guard Tony Parker says later. ‘Pop's response was, “Family!’ 

Brett Brown, then a Spurs assistant, later tells ESPN. ‘Everybody to the restaurant. 

Straight there.'"7  Dinner is Coach Pop’s method of making his players feel like family, 

regardless of the result on the court.  Pop cares about his players outside of the confines 

of the court, and dinner serves as his vehicle for expressing this sentiment.  For each 

dinner, Coach Pop arrives early to the restaurant to make sure that everything is ready.  

When the team bus arrives, Coach Pop greets each player at the door, welcoming them in 

to the meal that he has “prepared” for the team.  Holmes writes, “it's all but impossible to 

arrive before Popovich, who shows up well in advance to make sure everything's in 

order. As staffers arrive, Pop will be at the head of the table, arms out, palms in the air, a 

smile on his face, the Godfather himself.”8  Coach Pop sets the tone for the dinner: this 

dinner is a time for the team to become family, learn about one’s teammates outside of 

the context of basketball, and enjoy one another’s company so that, on the court, the team 

will play more united and together.  Former Spurs guard Danny Green said, “Dinners 

help us have a better understanding of each individual person, which brings us closer to 

each other -- and, on the court, understand each other better."9  Everything about these 

dinners is structured in order to maximize the creation of a family culture, from the 

restaurant that Coach Pop meticulously chooses, to the menu, to the number of chairs at a 

table.  Yes, Coach Pop requires exactly six chairs to a table – no more and no less, 

because “six guests at a table, Pop believes, fosters diversity of conversation without 

 
7 Holmes, “Michelin Restaurants and Fabulous Wines.” 

8 Holmes. 

9 Holmes. 
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folks breaking off into separate chats. Not too many, not too few -- just right.”10  The 

reason why the Spurs and Coach Pop go to such effort to plan dinners is highly 

intentional.  As mentioned earlier, these dinners create a family culture and build up the 

team, reinforcing the team’s performance on the court.  Coach Pop, when asked about 

team-building, said, “the key is to take people out of their element, have them experience 

new things, and learn from it together.”11  These dinners force people within the Spurs 

organization to bond with their fellow teammates and engage with others in ways that 

stimulate personal growth and interaction, creating bonds that will transcend the dining 

room.  

Additionally, NBA teams often fly out to their next destination as soon as the 

game ends.  Most teams are in a hurry to reach their next city, whether that be the next 

road game or their home city, but not the Spurs.  On road trips, “whenever possible, the 

Spurs tend to stay over[night] and fly out the next morning ‘so we can have that time 

together,’ former San Antonio center Pau Gasol says. ‘I haven't been a part of that 

anywhere else. And players know the importance of it as well -- and how important it is 

to Pop."12  The result of these dinners is a team culture that is truly unique among NBA 

circles.  One former player says it best: “I was friends with every single teammate I ever 

had in my [time] with the Spurs. That might sound far-fetched, but it's true. And those 

team meals were one of the biggest reasons why. To take the time to slow down and truly 

dine with someone in this day and age -- I'm talking a two- or three-hour dinner -- you 

 
10 Holmes. 

11 Holmes. 
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naturally connect on a different level than just on the court or in the locker room. It seems 

like a pretty obvious way to build team chemistry, but the tricky part is getting everyone 

to buy in and actually want to go. You combine amazing restaurants with an interesting 

group of teammates from a bunch of different countries and the result is some of the best 

memories I have from my career."13  The Spurs create a family culture that breeds some 

of the greatest memories of its members’ careers, a tribute to the excellence of the 

organization and its ability to create a family atmosphere.  The Spurs are successful on 

the court because of their intentionality in connecting with each other off the court, 

exhibited in menial things like team planes and dinners, things that become significant 

when combined with care and intentionality.  

Another reason why the Spurs are able to create such a vibrant culture is the 

intentionality and selectiveness with which the Spurs bring in players to their 

organization.  Whang said, “they bring in guys, through the draft and through free 

agency, that create and sustain that culture.”14  Berman, a member of the organization 

who has been with the team for four NBA Drafts and four Free Agency periods, said, “we 

seek out people who reflect our core values.”15  Mills corroborated this statement, saying, 

“when we recruit, we are crystal clear about what we expect and what we want out of 

people. We select players because they have character that fits our culture.”16  The Spurs 

bring in players who they know will fit in well with their team-first mentality.  Although 

 
13 Holmes.  

14 Interview on January 18, 2019.  

15 Interview on June 24, 2019.  

16 Interview on October 22, 2019.  
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by no means a novel idea, the Spurs’ excellence in applying this principle is worth 

studying.  As mentioned earlier, General Manager R.C. Buford once said, “We find guys 

who are happy to cheer on others’ successes.”17  Bill Simmons corroborated this in his 

book when writing about the formula to winning an NBA championship, writing, 

“Duncan’s Spurs push the formula one step further, pursuing only high-character guys as 

role players…in a related story, Duncan’s teams have won 70 percent of their games for 

his entire career. This can’t be an accident.”18  The Spurs are very intentional to bring in 

players who they know will not jeopardize their team-first culture but, instead, will 

readily accept and reinforce it.  One look at the Spurs’ draft history from the previous two 

decades confirms this approach.  The Spurs repeatedly draft high-character individuals; 

here is a list of a few of their draft picks that were well-known for their character: Tim 

Duncan (1997), Manu Ginobili (1999), Tony Parker (2001), Tiago Splitter (2007), Cory 

Joseph (2011), and Derrick White (2017).19  The Spurs also sign high-character free-

agents willing to give up their ego for the good of the team, as mentioned earlier in 

Chapter One.  In fact, a Sports Illustrated preview of the 2005 NBA season quoted 

Michael Finley as saying, “‘It's an established team, a coaching staff that's well 

respected,’ Finley says. ‘There are no individual egos or underlying strategies…I just 

want to do what I can to help the team win,’ he says. That's just what the rest of the 

league wants to hear: The Spurs have found another talented player willing to sacrifice 

 
17 Interview on March 12, 2019.  

18 Simmons, The Book of Basketball, 48. 

19 “San Antonio Spurs Draft Picks.” 
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for the good of the team.”20  The Spurs know exactly what kind of player fits in with their 

system, and rarely ever bring in players who threaten that culture.  Simmons said that the 

Spurs won “just once with a squeaky wheel (Stephen Jackson in 2003, and he was 

jettisoned that summer).”21  Mills confirmed this, saying, “we never went for the super 

ego people that wouldn’t fit in.”22  All in all, the Spurs consistently and intentionally find 

high-character players.  In fact, character is one of the Spurs’ core values, according to 

Berman.  He said, “we look for guys who are good people, humble, and coachable. We 

want players who are enjoyable to be around.”23  This emphasis on player selection is a 

large reason why the Spurs are able to maintain a strong culture, for the people they bring 

in to their organization have a predilection to the values most cherished by the Spurs, 

reinforcing the team-first culture.  

All in all, the Spurs have created a culture off the court that is second-to-none.  

From caring about players and their families, to creating a family atmosphere through 

team dinners, to bringing in carefully selected players who will reinforce their culture, the 

Spurs are an example for all organizations who desire to create a successful culture 

conducive to excellence. 

 

 

 

 
20 Ballard, “1 San Antonio Spurs.” 

21 Simmons, The Book of Basketball, 48. 

22 Interview on October 22, 2019.  

23 Interview on June 24, 2019.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Kawhi Leonard 

 

“The Kawhi situation was challenging for us as an organization.”  

– Larry Mills, Executive Vice President, Holt Caterpillar/Adviser to the Spurs 

 

Now, the Spurs have undoubtedly had great success with their team-before-

individual mindset the last two decades.  However, there have been instances when the 

Spurs’ commitment to this principle led to trouble for the organization.  One notable 

instance when the Spurs’ commitment to this principle led to trouble occurred in 2017-18 

with Kawhi Leonard, the Spurs’ star player.  Leonard won the 2014 NBA Finals MVP 

with the Spurs, and was one of the best players in the entire NBA, finishing on the 2016-

17 All-NBA First Team, placing him in the highest echelon of the league.1  In 2017, 

Leonard injured his quadriceps muscle, which led to the ensuing rift between the Spurs 

and Leonard.  Before expounding upon this topic, it is important to note that much of 

what has been said takes the form of “he said, she said,” so it is tough to definitively 

determine what exactly happened between the Spurs and Leonard.  Nevertheless, it is 

important to try and understand how the Leonard situation came to be acrimonious from 

both sides of the dispute.  An SB Nation article summarizes the essence of the 

controversy perfectly: “Kawhi never recovered from a nagging 2017 quadriceps injury, 
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and the Spurs and Leonard’s representatives quarreled about how to best treat the 

ailment. Those quarrels eventually spilled over enough to sour the relationship.”2  

Leonard’s quadriceps injury was first revealed in September of 2017; Leonard 

was expected to miss the preseason and potentially the beginning of the regular season.  

By November of 2017, however, Leonard’s rehabilitation was beginning to frustrate the 

Spurs, who had anticipated that Leonard would have recovered by then.  On December 

12th, Leonard returned to action, playing nine games for the Spurs and playing relatively 

well.  But, on January 17th, Leonard was listed as “out indefinitely” as he continued to 

rehab his injury, which led to a growing rift between the Spurs and Leonard.  By March, 

various members of the Spurs, including Tony Parker and Manu Ginobili, made 

comments to the media that expressed frustration towards Leonard, believing that 

Leonard should be playing.  On March 23rd, Leonard and the rest of the Spurs players had 

an “emotional and tense” meeting, although many Spurs players refuted that reporting.3  

By the time the playoffs came around, Leonard declined to travel with the team, instead 

doing private rehabilitation and workouts away from the Spurs’ facilities.  Eventually, 

Leonard became more and more disgruntled by the organization’s treatment of his injury 

and, at his request, was traded to the Toronto Raptors, who subsequently won the NBA 

championship with Leonard the following year.  

Ramona Shelburne, writing an extensive history of the Leonard/Spurs rift, wrote: 

“The frustration on the Spurs' end stems from losing control of the medical care of their 

franchise player, and the way in which the entire process has been handled by Leonard's 
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representation, according to multiple sources… The frustration from Leonard's camp 

emanates from the resistance it felt it encountered from the Spurs over considering 

outside opinions, and the public questioning of the situation by Popovich, according to 

multiple sources.”4  The Spurs wanted to treat Leonard’s injury using their doctors and 

exercise control over the rehabilitation process, but Leonard came to distrust the 

organization, believing that the Spurs were trying to rush him back on the court in order 

to maximize the potential of the current team, placing the team’s needs ahead of 

Leonard’s.  Shelburne gave credence to this interpretation of the facts, writing, “Leonard 

was supposed to be the bridge from the Duncan-Ginobili-Parker era. That's how the 

Spurs positioned and planned around him. Rather than rebuild and refresh the roster in 

the offseason, the Spurs assembled this season's team with the idea of maximizing his 

prime -- agreeing to new deals with LaMarcus Aldridge (32 years old), Pau Gasol (36 

years old), Patty Mills (28 years old) and Ginobili (40 years old).”5  In essence, the Spurs 

were placing the needs of the team ahead of the individual, a practice consistent with 

their modus operandi.  Rushing Leonard back would serve the best interest of the team, 

always a paramount priority of the Spurs, even if that meant accepting the minimal risk of 

a catastrophic injury to Leonard.  Now, it must be noted that the Spurs would never 

recklessly endanger someone coming back from injury; however, if Leonard was cleared 

by their doctors to resume activity (as he was), the Spurs expected Leonard to resume 

playing.  Now, NBA players have always feared returning to action before they are 

completely healed due to the risk of re-injury; thus, Leonard’s apprehension was 

 
4 Shelburne, “The Uncomfortable Silence of Kawhi Leonard.” 
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justifiable.  That he resisted the Spurs’ team-before-individual mindset in an effort to 

preserve his health is reasonable, and the Spurs should have been as sensitive as possible 

to Leonard’s concerns.  Although the Spurs were indeed patient with Leonard, they did 

not engender feelings of trust with Leonard by resisting his desire to solicit outside 

opinions regarding his injury.  Instead, assuming that the Spurs tried to rush Leonard 

back to the court, the Spurs’ dedication to team-before-individual principles deteriorated 

trust between the organization and its star player, leading to his eventual trade.   

Others have claimed that Leonard had a group of people around him influencing 

him to desire a trade away from the Spurs, harboring motives that included wanting 

Leonard in a bigger market so as to make Leonard more money on endorsement deals 

and subsequently profit themselves.6  Many believe that Leonard’s camp used his injury 

as a way to create a rift between the organization and Leonard, disguising their selfish 

motives behind the façade of a dispute over Leonard’s injury rehabilitation.7  This belief 

is a rational one.  Owing back to the team-first ethos of the Spurs and the market size of 

San Antonio, being a member of the Spurs organization is not conducive to increasing 

one’s brand.  Although Leonard is not one who seeks a variety of endorsement deals, 

many have questioned the motives of those around Leonard, believing that Leonard’s 

camp wanted to move him to a larger market in order to increase his brand and use his 

success to increase their own success.  

In all likelihood, the reality as to what actually happened between the Spurs and 

Leonard is somewhere in the middle, with blame extended to both parties.  The Spurs are 
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at fault for two primary reasons.  First, the Spurs’ resistance to Leonard’s desire to seek 

other treatments for his injury came off as insensitive to Leonard, even if they honestly 

believed that Leonard was in no danger of reinjuring himself by returning to play.  

Second, the passive-aggressive comments made by members of the Spurs organization, 

from Pop, to Parker, to Ginobili, were inappropriate.  Parker, who also injured his quad 

roughly around the same time Leonard did but returned before Leonard, was quoted as 

saying that his injury was 100 times worse than Leonard’s, a not-so-subtle dig at 

Leonard’s toughness.  Parker later said that his quote was meant to inspire Leonard, 

although that seems like a weak attempt at reconciliation.  Coach Popovich made a 

comment that seemed like a veiled critique of Leonard in April, saying, “LaMarcus has 

been a monster all year long…He’s led our team at both ends of the floor. He doesn’t 

complain about a darn thing out on the court. He just plays through everything. I can’t 

imagine being more proud of a player as far as playing through adversity and being there 

for his teammates night after night after night. He’s been fantastic.”8  In both instances, 

the Spurs were unwilling to compromise on their team-before-individual ethos to the 

degree necessary to placate Leonard and maintain his trust.  They publicly lambasted 

Leonard for his abandonment of the Spurs’ team-first principles, and privately resisted 

his efforts to seek medical treatment.  However, one must not too harshly blame the 

Spurs’ for their unwillingness to abandon their team-before-individual mindset.  It is easy 

to blame the Spurs for being insensitive, but the very thing that justified their 

insensitivity, their team-before-individual mindset, is the same mindset that helped the 

team win five NBA championships and led to 22-straight winning seasons (as of the 
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completion of the 2018-19 season).  Abandoning that mindset is not intuitive to the 

organization, and rightfully so.  Maybe, because the Spurs always place the team above 

the individual, the situation with Leonard was inevitable.  That judgement is out of the 

scope of this paper.  However, it is important to note that adopting the team-before-

individual mindset also requires that organizations be diligent to monitor the happiness of 

its individual members and, at times, accommodate people’s concerns, for unbending 

adherence to a team-before-individual mindset can lead to situations like the one with 

Leonard.  

Leonard (and his camp) is at fault for three simple reasons.  First, in all likelihood, 

Leonard and his camp decided that San Antonio was a detriment to Leonard’s career, 

doing whatever they could to force a trade from the team.  Although this screams of 

selfish motives on Leonard and his camp’s part, it is difficult to place too much blame on 

Leonard for trying to further his own ambitions, even if those ambitions did not match up 

with the Spurs’.  Second, Leonard and his camp were unwilling to trust the Spurs, who 

should have earned Leonard’s trust with their track record of organizational excellence.  

Third, Larry Mills said, “The number one challenge with Kawhi was that he was so 

introspective and quiet. By nature, he avoids conflict, which isn’t a bad thing by any 

means. But, it made it difficult for us to resolve our issues since we couldn’t hear from 

Kawhi to see what was going on.”9  Judging from what Mills claimed, Leonard could 

have done a better job of communicating with the Spurs, trying to proactively address his 

concerns instead of letting his problems boil over into an irreconcilable situation.  
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 Although things ended rather acrimoniously between the Spurs and Leonard while 

Leonard was a member of the Spurs, it is a tribute to both parties that there is still no love 

lost between one another today.  For example, in Leonard’s return to San Antonio as a 

member of the Toronto Raptors, the fans booed Leonard, but things between Leonard, the 

Spurs’ coaching staff, and the players were amicable, ending in hugs and laughter after 

the game, amazingly.  Even though things ended sorely, the Spurs had still created a bond 

with Leonard that transcended periods of struggle, revealing the Spurs’ continued care for 

Kawhi, even if Leonard was no longer a part of the organization.  Appendix D.1 is a clip 

from the end of the Raptors-Spurs game, which marked Leonard’s first return to San 

Antonio.10  In it, one sees Leonard hugging his old teammates and coaches.  However, 

one also cannot help but hear the fans booing Leonard in the clip.  In his postgame 

interviews, Coach Popovich was asked how he felt about the fans booing Leonard.  

Instead of applauding the fans for booing someone who left the Spurs on unpleasant 

terms, Popovich said, “I felt badly about it. Kawhi is a high character guy; we all make 

decisions in our lives, what we’re going to do with our futures, and he has that same right 

as any of us. So I felt badly, in all honesty.”11  Popovich’s response affirmed Leonard and 

cared for Leonard, regardless of how things ended between the two, revealing Popovich 

and the Spurs’ class, dignity, and character as an organization.  Even in instances in 

which players seemingly reject the Spurs’ culture in favor of something else, the Spurs 

still respect people and wish them well, a tribute to the Spurs’ character.

 
10 “Kawhi Leonard Emotional Moment With Greg Popovich As They Laugh&Hug Each Other (1st 

Return)!,” YouTube Video, 2:25, “Isolation,” January 3, 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aSpkE6k_fHg. 

11 Interview from January 3, 2019.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Lessons Learned 

 

“In both basketball and the business world, you have to come together, put the team over the 

individual, and set goals that go beyond the individual.” 

 – Dr. Linda Livingstone, Baylor President 

 

 Having studied how the Spurs cultivate their culture on and off the court, there are 

lessons to be taken from their success that can be applied to organizations of any kind.  

The Spurs’ example reveals the benefits of creating and maintaining a healthy team 

culture, which provides evidence for why all organizations should strive to create a strong 

culture.  

  

Selecting the Right People Leads to a Strong Culture 

 The first takeaway from the Spurs’ example is the importance of bringing in 

people who will help create and reinforce a desired culture.  According to sources, in the 

past, the Spurs have required potential players to fill out an extensive, 100-question 

questionnaire that gives the organization a feel for the player’s personality.  Tony Parker, 

referring to these questionnaires, said, “they do that to recruit guys and make sure they 

have guys that are going to match what they have here with the Spurs. I think they do a 



   

49 

good job of getting only guys who are going to fit the Spurs Way.”1  The Spurs, in trying 

to best identify which players will fit in with their culture, have gone to great lengths to 

ensure that their culture is sustained by the people whom they bring in.  Organizations of 

all kinds can learn from the Spurs’ intentionality.  If a company, for example, cares about 

creating and/or maintaining a specific culture, one of the most valuable things a company 

can do is bring in people who will be inclined to foster the desired culture.  Benjamin 

Schneider published a paper in 1987 entitled “The People Make the Place” that discussed 

the concept of intentional selection in great detail, arguing why this intentionality of 

selection is vital to the overall behavior of an organization.  His overall thesis is this 

statement: “it is the people behaving in them that make organizations what they are.”2  

Since the behavior of the people within an organization is fundamental to the behavior of 

the organization as a whole, Schneider then argues that the selection process of people 

filters which candidates will fit in seamlessly with an organization and which candidates 

will struggle to fit in.  His fourth proposition is the statement, “attraction to an 

organization, selection by it, and attrition from it yield particular kinds of persons in an 

organization. These people determine organizational behavior.”3  As a result, over time, 

Schneider argues, the selection and retention practices of organizations becomes vital to 

determining the behavior of an organization.  He writes, “persons attracted to, selected 

by, staying with, and behaving in organizations cause them to be what they are.”4  In 

 
1 Moyle, “How Do the Spurs Find the Right Players?” 
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essence, creating a specific, organizational culture starts at the very beginning, when 

people are brought into the organization.  This places great emphasis on intentionality in 

selecting individuals who will help build a desired culture. 

 

A Strong Culture Leads to Consistency 

 Another key takeaway from the Spurs’ example is that their culture has generated 

incredible consistency.  Upon the conclusion of the 2018-2019 NBA season, the Spurs 

had finished with a winning record in 22 consecutive seasons.5  The Spurs’ run is 

arguably the greatest stretch of consistently excellent basketball in the history of the 

NBA.  For reference, the Utah Jazz, who are second on the list of most consecutive 

winning seasons in NBA history, reeled off 19 straight winning seasons, beginning with 

the 1983-1984 season and concluding with the 2003-2004 season; no other team in NBA 

history has come close to 20.  The Spurs’ run is simply historic in the context of the 

NBA.  A number of factors are responsible for this.  Coach Popovich was at the head of it 

all, setting the tone for the team day in and day out.  R.C. Buford managed the team 

marvelously, finding players that fit into the Spurs’ culture.  The Spurs’ team-centric 

culture is another factor responsible for this consistency.  The Spurs’ culture ensures the 

team’s consistent performance year after year, regardless of which players take the court.  

Shaquille O’Neal once said, “The San Antonio Spurs, they do what they do. They’re 

gonna move the ball, they’re gonna take the high percentage shot. Popovich [is] gonna 

call the play, they’re gonna execute the play, they’re gonna set picks, they’re gonna do all 
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the little things, and they’re gonna win.”6  Every player that comes in to the organization 

is expected to fit in to the culture that the Spurs have established and do things that are 

required by that culture: pass the ball, take the open shot, make the extra pass, cut, 

execute, and win as a team.  The Spurs play the same style of basketball, no matter who 

is wearing the jersey, year after year.  Appendices B.10 and B.11 attest to this.  

Consequently, the Spurs’ success is not completely reliant on which players the team 

employs, but largely upon the system and culture, which ensures that the players are set 

up for success on the court.  A team built on a strong culture breeds consistency, for 

success becomes grounded not on the individuals on the court, but in the culture of the 

organization, which is far more stable than the individuals comprising the organization.  

Players grow old, coaches take new jobs, people’s roles change; a healthy culture, if 

maintained properly, is far less susceptible to change over time.  When the foundation of 

an organization is grounded in a set of unchanging principles, it naturally provides a 

greater sense of stability and consistency than an organization whose foundation is tied to 

the people who make up the group.  Consequently, organizations can expect to be 

rewarded with consistency if they can create and maintain a strong culture, leading to a 

number of positive effects for any organization.  Jesper B. Sørensen discussed this in his 

2002 journal article entitled “The Strength of Corporate Culture and the Reliability of 

Firm Performance.”  Sørensen wrote, “widespread agreement about basic assumptions 

and values in the firm should increase behavioral consistency and thereby enhance 

organizational performance…the impact of consistency on execution is important, since 

firms with excellent strategies may perform poorly if they fail to execute well, and firms 

 
6 "San Antonio Spurs Tribute - The Beautiful Game (PART 2) NBA FINALS," YouTube Video, 5:45, 

"Colin Stanton," June 16, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNZvNs6r800. 
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that execute their routines extremely well may compensate for suboptimal strategies.”7  

As Sørensen explained, a strong culture leads to consistency in an organization’s 

performance, giving organizations a larger margin of error in the event it employs a 

suboptimal strategy.  Moreover, Sørensen argued that a strong culture not only leads to 

consistency, but also increased effectiveness.  He wrote, “consensus surrounding 

organizational values increases organizational effectiveness.”8  For the Spurs, this 

effectiveness translated into the sharp execution of plays on the basketball court, as 

demonstrated in Chapter 2.  For a company, efficiency rooted in a strong culture might 

translate into better cooperation between different departments, driving up the potential 

success of a company’s ventures.  For a restaurant, efficiency rooted in a unified culture 

could translate into faster and better service, driving up profits.  For a school, a strong 

culture and increased efficiency might translate into higher test scores as students benefit 

from a more effective educational experience.  In short, a strong culture leads to 

consistency and efficiency in organizations, leading to a number of desirable effects.   

 

Sacrifice Leads to Success 

 A third lesson learned from the Spurs’ experience is the idea that team success 

requires individual sacrifice from a team’s component members, and that sacrifice must 

be practiced by all members of the organization, especially its leaders.  As discussed 

earlier, the Spurs’ players have sacrificed money, individual fame, and statistics for the 

sake of winning.  All individuals have the desire to win.  Winning, however, is not a 

 
7 Sørensen, “The Strength of Corporate Culture and the Reliability of Firm Performance.” 
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product of mere desire.  Winning (in the context of team activities) requires selflessness, 

determination, and sacrifice from each individual within the team in order to bring 

organizational success.  Being interviewed about Kobe Bryant, Phil Jackson, then the 

Head Coach of the Los Angeles Lakers, said, “sometimes his needs overwhelm the rest of 

the ballclub’s necessity…as we get into the playoffs, that’ll dissipate, because he knows 

he’s got to put his ego aside and conform to what we have to do if we’re going to go 

anywhere in the playoffs.”9  As Jackson stated, Bryant, for as talented as he was and how 

much he wanted to win, needed to lay down his ego and place the needs of the Lakers 

ahead of his own needs in order to win a championship.  Bryant wanted to win on his 

own terms, taking every big shot and scoring as many points as he desired.  However, 

basketball forces players to choose between individual success and overall team success.  

When players consistently choose team success over individual success, the results are 

remarkable, as the Spurs clearly demonstrate.  The emphasis on passing, the extra pass, 

the off-ball movement, and the Spurs’ defensive philosophies are all underpinned by a 

sacrificial, selfless ethos that requires players to prioritize the team above the individual, 

to value team achievement more than their own individual accomplishments.  In the same 

way, organizations that desire success should strive to find members that care more for 

the success of the team than they do themselves.  Organizational success ensures the 

success of the individual, but the inverse is not always necessarily true.  Although each 

organization has different structures that require sacrifices in different forms, each 

organization should focus their attention on creating a culture where members of the 

group are ready to identify areas of sacrifice and subsequently do what is needed to 

 
9 Simmons, The Book of Basketball, 526.  
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achieve organizational success.  As for how to create this type of culture, where sacrifice 

becomes an intrinsic part of the organization, Yeon Choi and Renate R. Mai-Dalton 

discuss this process in a journal article entitled, “On the Leadership Function of Self-

Sacrifice.”  First, Choi and Dalton define sacrifice as a situation in which, “people 

sometimes give up or postpone their fair and legitimate share of organizational rewards, 

such as salary, benefits, promotions, vacations, recognitions, or awards.”10  The Spurs 

exemplify this concept through their willingness to sacrifice money, statistics, and fame 

for the sake of winning.  Next, when organizations begin to create cultures built on 

sacrifice, Choi and Dalton argue that this culture will spread to each individual within an 

organization, writing, “people are socially and psychologically under pressure to give as 

much as they have received…’reciprocal altruism,’ returning the benefit to the donor, is 

the fundamental mechanism through which society is formed and sustained among social 

animals and insects as well as humans.”11  As Choi and Dalton write, a sacrificial culture 

builds upon itself, for members of the organization are built up by the sacrifice of others, 

and in turn feel the need to sacrifice for their peers.  However, in order to initiate the 

process of creating a selfless culture, a leader must model this self-sacrificial behavior.  

The Spurs are a perfect example of this.  Tim Whang said, “it started with Pop, Robinson, 

and Duncan…the leaders set the tone of the entire organization and everyone else has to 

embrace it…they pass down the tone to everyone underneath their leadership and bring in 

guys who help establish and maintain that culture.”12  Once a leader models an 

 
10 Choi, “On the Leadership Function of Self-Sacrifice.” 

11 Choi. 

12 Interview on January 18, 2019.  
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organization’s desired behavior, others will fall in line.  Choi and Dalton allude to this 

when they mention the principle of reciprocal altruism.  They said, “self-sacrificial 

leadership will create emotional and cognitive pressure in followers to reciprocate or 

imitate the leader’s self-sacrifice(s).”13  From this, it is clear that leaders play a 

fundamental role in the creation of a sacrificial culture.  However, once leaders begin the 

process of creating this culture, it will quickly spread throughout an organization. 

 

Organizations Must Know the Conflict Styles of their Members 

 A fourth lesson from the Spurs example stems from the Kawhi Leonard situation: 

in order to keep its members happy, an organization, especially its leaders, must be aware 

of the conflict styles of its members, for without that knowledge an organization makes 

itself vulnerable to a scenario in which a member’s small grievance turns into an 

irreconcilable difference between the organization and the member.  For the Spurs and 

the Kawhi Leonard situation, this would have meant two things.  One, the Spurs needed 

to be (and quite possibly were) aware of how Kawhi handled conflict.  Two, the Spurs 

needed to have a plan of action with Kawhi for how to resolve conflicts that was tailored 

to his conflict resolution style.  As mentioned in Chapter 4, Larry Mills said, “the number 

one challenge with Kawhi was that he was so introspective and quiet.  By nature, he 

avoids conflict, which isn’t a bad thing by any means. But, it made it difficult for us to 

resolve our issues since we couldn’t hear from Kawhi to see what was going on.”14  As 

Mills stated, Leonard was an introspective person that, by nature, avoided conflict.  In 

 
13 Choi.  

14 Interview on October 22, 2019.  
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Organizational Behavior, Mitchell Neubert and Bruno Dyck defined the avoiding style as 

“a passive response to conflicts…it is characterized by withdrawal from conflict or 

suppression of the reasons the conflict has occurred.”15  By no means is conflict 

avoidance a flaw in Leonard’s personality – being conflict avoidant is not a flaw; in fact, 

avoidance is one of the five primary conflict styles, along with competing, 

compromising, accommodating, and integrating.16  Additionally, as Mills implied, the 

Spurs knew that Leonard’s conflict style was avoidance, but were unable to figure out 

how to accommodate his conflict style and resolve issues between the organization and 

the individual.  The Spurs, knowing that Leonard’s conflict style was to withdraw from 

conflict and suppress his concerns, should have done a better job of trying to come up 

with a way of allowing Leonard to address his concerns with the organization.  Better yet, 

the Spurs could (and should) have identified Leonard’s conflict style when they drafted 

him and sat down with Leonard to discuss how the two parties would negotiate future 

conflicts in a way that was sensitive to Leonard’s personality.  In the same way, 

organizations should be intentional about understanding how their members resolve 

conflict, both amongst their peers and with the organization as a whole.  In addition to 

this, organizations should prepare for resolving future conflicts by creating and 

implementing member-specific conflict resolution mechanisms that are suited to each 

individual member.  For example, for someone that is conflict avoidant, an organization 

should repeatedly reassure the member that he or she will not face any repercussions for 

any comments made while expressing his or her concerns, and that no concern is too 

 
15 Neubert, Organizational Behavior (Hoboken: Wiley, 2014), 179. 

16 Neubert, Organizational Behavior, 179.  
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small not to mention.  By intentionally understanding conflict styles and implementing 

member-specific conflict resolution mechanisms, an organization will better maintain a 

happy culture amongst its members, for its members will feel like the organization cares 

about their grievances and will do whatever it takes in order to help each member resolve 

his or her differences.  

 All in all, the Spurs’ example offers a number of lessons that should be applied to 

every organization: the importance of selecting the right people, the crucial relationship 

between culture and consistency, the importance of individual sacrifice within 

organizations, and the necessity of understanding the various conflict styles of an 

organization’s individual members.  However, there are countless other lessons that 

organizations could take from the Spurs, and the impact of this inquiry should not be 

limited to those four lessons.  The Spurs also exemplify the importance of leading by 

example, finding happiness in organizational, not individual, success, and how to care for 

organizational members as family, inter alia.  In short, the Spurs exemplify total mastery 

of “The Secret” that Bill Simmons wrote about in The Book of Basketball, for they have 

perfected the commitment to the team-before-individual ethos at both the individual and 

organizational level.  As the Spurs demonstrate, fielding a consistently excellent 

basketball team is more than merely possessing a collection of talented players.  Coaches, 

players, and all other members of the team must learn to care more about the team than 

they do their own personal ambition in order to be successful.  In the same vein, 

organizations must learn this same lesson if they wish to attain consistent excellence.  A 

collection of individuals can be talented, but if they want to be a successful team, they 

must learn to work together toward a common goal and subjugate their individual 
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interests.  Although Simmons conceived what he termed “The Secret” in the context of 

the game of basketball, its lessons extend to the operations of all organizations, regardless 

of the context, whether that be basketball or life, in general.  
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