


Jeffrey S. Moorad Sports Law Journal, Vol. 18, Iss. 1 [2011], Art. 4

http://digitalcommons.law.villanova.edu/mslj/vol18/iss1/4

36



Wong and Deubert: National Basketball Association General Managers: An Analysis of

20111 NATIONAL BASKETBALL ASSOCIATION GENERAL MANAGERS 249

Milwaukee. The 1998-99 season marked Popovich’s first title in San
Antonio, while none of the other GMs coaches had ever won a NBA
title as a head coach.

The only 2008-09 executive who won a title as a head coach was
Pat Riley, who won four titles as the Lakers head coach in the
1980s.229 Mike Dunleavy Sr. of the Clippers was in his second stint
as a coach and general manager having shared both titles with the
Bucks from 1992-93 through 1995-96. He was hired as Clippers
head coach prior to the 2003-04 season and added General Man-
ager duties to his plate in 2008-09 after the resignation of Elgin
Baylor, but lost both titles when he was fired in March 2010.23°

Del Harris, head coach and GM of the Bucks from 1988
through 1992 began his career by coaching at Earlham College
before becoming a NBA scout. All four 1998-99 GMs who coached
lower than D-II did so at their alma maters: Bob Bass (Spurs 1982-
1994 and Hornets 1995-2004) at Oklahoma Baptist; John Gabriel
(Magic 1996-2004) at Kutztown; Gregg Popovich (Spurs GM duties
from 1994-2002) at Air Force and Garry St. Jean (Warriors 1998-
2004) at Springfield College. The only 2008-09 GM who coached
below D-I was the Bucks John Hammond who coached at Southwest
Missouri and Houston Baptist.23! Note that some of these coaches
did eventually coach at the D-I level as well.

College
COACHING D-II or NBA & Before
EXPERIENCE NBA College D-I Lower College NBA
198889 13 (52%) 4 (16%) 3 (12%) 2 (8%) 3 (12%) 3 (12%)
1998-99 17 (58%) 6 (21%) 4 (14%) 4 (14%) 7 (24%) 6 (21%)
2008-09 15 (50%) 5 (17%) 5 (17%) 1 (3%) 3 (10%) 4 (13%)

C. Education

This section will discuss the education of NBA GMs, including
whether they earned an undergraduate degree, where they might
have earned that degree and whether they went on to receive a
master’s or professional degree. As discussed earlier, most GMs
played college basketball, which aided them in earning a college
degree. Over the twenty year spectrum, only two GMs did not have

229. See Pat Riley Biography, supra note 227 (listing Riley’s titles).

230. See Marc Stein & ]J.A. Adande, Dunleavy out as Clippers Coach, ESPN.com
(Feb. 5, 2010, 12:34 AM, ET), http://sports.espn.go.com/los-angeles/nba/news/
story?id=4887981 (detailing Dunleavy’s coaching career).

231. See John Hammond, MUTIGERs.coM, http://www.mutigers.com/sports/
m-baskbl/mtt/hammond_john01.html (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (referencing
Hammond’s sub-D-I coaching experience).
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college degrees. In 2008-09, the only NBA GM without an under-
graduate degree was Memphis Grizzlies GM Chris Wallace. Wal-
lace, who was also GM of the Celtics in 1998-99, did not play college
basketball and dropped out of the University of Kansas to start Blue
Ribbon College Basketball Yearbook, a college basketball preseason
guide.?32 The only other GM who did not earn a college degree
was Elgin Baylor of the Clippers (1986-87 through 2007-08), who
left Seattle University after his junior year to become the number
one overall draft pick in the 1958 NBA Draft.233 ‘

The number of GMs who attended Top Fifty undergraduate
schools has not changed significantly over the years.?** The 1988-
89 GMs who attended Top Fifty schools were Billy Cunningham of
the Heat (1988 — 1994) (North Carolina), Donnie Walsh of the In-
diana Pacers (1986 — 2003) (North Carolina), Jerry Colangelo of
the Suns (1968 — 1995) (Illinois), Stan Kasten of the Hawks (1979 —
1990) (NYU), Jack McCloskey of the Pistons (1979 — 1992) (Penn-
sylvania) and Ray Patterson of the Rockets (Wisconsin).23> Kasten
was the only member of that group who did not play in college.

All six of the 1998-99 GMs from Top Fifty schools also played
there, including Bryan Colangelo of the Suns (Cornell), Donnie
Walsh (North Carolina), Billy King of the 76ers (Duke), Geoff Pe-
trie of the Kings (1995 — present) (Princeton), Rick Sund of the
Pistons (1995 — 1998) (Northwestern) and Wally Walker of the Son-
ics (Virginia).

In 2008-09, Northwestern boasted three GMs, including Rick
Sund of the Hawks (2008 — present), Jim Stack of the Timberwolves
(2004 — 2009) and Daryl Morey of the Rockets. Morey was the only
Top Fifty graduate who did not play in college. As discussed earlier,
Morey is perhaps the highest educated GM, having received a bach-

232. See Geoff Calkins, Wallace Blazed His Own Path to the Executive Offices of an
NBA Franchise, CoM. AppEAL (Memphis) (June 27, 2007, 12:00 AM), hup://
www.commercialappea-l.com/news/2007/jun/27/wallace-blazed-his-own-path-to-
the-executive-of/ (describing Wallace’s career path); see also Chris Wallace, Gen-
eral Manager, CeLTICS.coM, http://nba.com/celtics/hi-story/Chris_Wallace.html
(last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (profiling Chris Wallace).

233. See Elgin Baylor Biography, NBA.coM, http://www.nba.com/history/
players/ba-ylor_bio.html (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (noting Baylor left college
early to play in NBA).

234. See National Universities Rankings, USNEws.com, http://colleges.us
news.rankingsandr-eviews.com/best-colleges/national-universities-rankings (last
visited Oct. 29, 2010) (listing top undergraduate colleges and universities).

235. See Billy Cunningham Biography, NBA.com, http://nba.com/history/
players/cunning-ham_bio.html (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (indicating Cunning-
ham attended University of North Carolina); Jerry Colangelo Biography,
Suns.coM, http://nba.com/suns/news/jerry_colan-gelo_bio.html (last visited Oct.
29, 2010) (noting Colangelo played at Kansas and Illinois).
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elor’s degree in computer science from Northwestern and an MBA
from MIT.236

Surprisingly, the number of GMs with advanced degrees has
decreased over the last twenty years, from nine in 1988-89 to just
four in 2008-09. The 1988-89 GMs had three lawyers, Stan Kasten
of the Hawks (Columbia), Carl Scheer of the Charlotte Hornets
(1987 - 1990) (Marquette) and Jan Volk of the Celtics (1984 —
1997) (Columbia). In addition, two GMs had their MBAs: Dave
Checketts of the Jazz (1987 — 1989) (BYU) and Norm Sonju of the
Mavericks (1980 — 1996) (University of Chicago). The 1998-99 GMs
had only two lawyers, Glen Grunwald of the Raptors (1998 — 2004)
(Northwestern) and Donnie Walsh of the Pacers (North Carolina),
and boasted two MBAs: Grunwald (Indiana) and Wally Walker of
the Supersonics (Stanford). The only lawyer of the 2008-09 GM
class was Donnie Walsh (North Carolina), now with the Knicks.
Lastly, two 2008-09 GMs had an MBA, Morey of the Rockets (MIT)
and Mitch Kupchak (UCLA) of the Lakers (2000 — present).

Top 50 Advanced

EDUCATION Undergraduate®3” School®3®  Degree J.D. M.B.A.

1988-89 24 (96%) 6 (24%) 9 (36%) 3 (12%) 2 (8%)

1998-99 27 (93%) 6 (21%) 7 (24%) 2 (7%) 2 (7%)

2008-09 29 (97%) 9 (30%) 4 (13%) 1 (3%) 2 (7%)
D. Age

In this section, we are concerned with the age of NBA GMs,
including the number of GMs under forty and over sixty, as well as
their age when they first became a GM. Unlike in the Major
League Baseball, there have been no major changes in the ages of
NBA GMs. The average age and the age at which a GM became GM
for the first time has remained nearly constant over the twenty year
period. In addition, there has been no significant change in GMs
younger than forty or older than sixty.

236. See Rockets Name Daryl Morey Assistant GM, NBA.com (Apr. 4, 2006), http:/
/www.nba.com/rockets/news/Rockets_Hire_Morey_as_Assistan-174585-822 html
(noting Morey’s educational background).

237. We were able to determine that nearly all of the GMs that had
professional playing careers did in fact graduate from college, though it is possible
some did not.

238. See National Universities Rankings, supra note 234 (listing Top 50
schools).
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In 1988-89, the youngest GMs were Dave Checketts of the Jazz
and Bob Whitsitt of the Sonics (1986 — 1994), both thirty-three.23°
Checketts earned his MBA at nearby BYU, joined the Jazz in 1983 as
an Executive Vice President, and obtained control over personnel
matters as GM in 1987, at the age of thirty-one.?4® Checketts has
gone on to a very successful career beyond just being a basketball
executive, having served as CEO of Madison Square Garden and
part owner of the MLS team Real Salt Lake.24! Whitsitt, would later
serve as GM of the Portland Trailblazers and as President of the
NFL’s Seattle Seahawks, both owned by Paul Allen.242 The oldest
GM in 1988-89 was sixty-year-old Ray Patterson of the Rockets, then
in the seventeenth year of an eighteen year run as GM of the
Rockets.

In 199899, the youngest GM was 76ers GM Billy King, thirty-
two, in his first year on the job. A former captain of the Duke bas-
ketball team, King was GM of the 76ers for over eight seasons.?43
Also of note is Bryan Colangelo, the then-thirty-three-year-old GM
of the Suns (1995 — 2006), who were owned at that time by Co-
langelo’s father, Jerry Colangelo.?** Bryan joined the Suns shortly
after his 1987 graduation from Cornell and took over basketball
operations in 1995 at the age of thirty.24> The oldest GM in 199899
was sixty-nine-year-old Bob Bass of the Charlotte Hornets. Bass was
a basketball lifer, having coached in college and the ABA before
becoming the Spurs GM in 1976 when the ABA and NBA

239. See Gary Washburn, Sam Presti Era Begins for Sonic, SEATTLE POST-INTELLL-
GENCER (June 7, 2007), http://www.seattlepi.com/basketball/319014_sonx08.html
(noting youngest NBA GMs).

240. See Brad Rock, Tending the (Madison Square) Garden, BYU MAGAZINE (Sum-
mer 1998), http://magazine.byu.edu/?act=view&a=332 (describing Checketts’
career).

241. See David W. Checketts Biography, SCP Worldwide, http://www.scpworld
wide.net/le-adership.asp#BioTop (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (detailing Checketts’
career).

242. See Bob Whitsitt Biography, WHiTsiTT ENTERPRISES, LLC, http://www.
whitsittenterpr-ises.com/whitsitt_profile.htm (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (detailing
Whitsitt’s career).

243. See Bryan Toperek, Top Ten Philadelphia 76ers of the Decade, BLEACHER REP.
(Dec. 27, 2009), http://bleacherreport.com/articles/315181-the-top-10-philadel-
phia-76ers-of-the-decade (noting length of King’s position as 76ers GM).

244. See Bryan Colangelo Biography, Suns.com, http://www.nba.com/suns/
news/bryan_colangelo_bio.html (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (describing Co-
langelo’s career in NBA).

245. See id. (noting Colangelo’s achievements in NBA career).
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merged.?46 Bass was with the Spurs until 1994 before joining the
Hornets, with whom he stayed until he retired in 2004.247

The only GMs under fofty in 2008-09 were the Rockets’ Morey
and thirty-two-year-old Sam Presti of the Thunder.2#® Presti, a for-
mer Division III basketball player at Emerson College, joined the
Thunder at the age of thirty, after having served as Assistant GM to
R.C. Buford of the Spurs, who won three championships during
Presti’s time there.24® The oldest GM was sixty-eight-year old Don-
nie Walsh of the Knicks (2008 — present), another basketball lifer,
who had served as a college and NBA coach before serving in the
Pacers front office for seventeen years.250

Age When GM
for First
AGE Average Age 40 and Younger 60 and Older Time25!
1988-89 49.6 3 (12%) 2 (4%) 42.3
199899 49.5 2 (7%) 4 (14%) 43.0
2008-09 50.1 2 (7%) 5 (17%) 42.5

E. Race & Gender

This section will consider the race and gender of NBA GMs,
how that may have changed over time, and whether more change is
needed. When compared to MLB, the NBA may have been ahead
of its time in having minority GMs (MLB had zero in both 1989 and
1999).252 In the NBA, however, where nearly four out of five play-
ers are black, it would seem important that there also be a similar

246. See Hornets General Manager Bob Bass Retires, NBA.com (May 5, 2004),
http:/ /www.nba.com/hornets/news/bass_retires040505.html (detailing Bob
Bass’s basketball career from head coach of Oklahoma Baptist University in 1952
to present retirement in 2004).

247. See id. (describing Bob Bass’s relationship with Spurs prior to working for
Hornets).

248. See Andrew Ungvari, Uncontested Shots: Who Are the NBA’s Best and Worst
General Managers, BLEACHER REP. (Apr. 15, 2010), http:// bleacherreport.com/arti-
cles/379057-uncontested-shots-who-are-the-nbas-best-and-worst-general-managers
(listing youngest GM’s in 2008-09).

249. See Sam Presti: Assistant General Manager, NBA.com, http://www.nba.
com/spurs/feat-ures/presti_bio.html (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (listing accom-
plishments of Presti).

250. See Marc Berman, Walsh Gives Self Harsh Review, N.Y. PosT, (Apr. 2, 2009,
11:15 PM), hup://www.nypost.com/p/sports/knicks/ item_yITSOIaS1ouiubZSvga
02] (discussing Knicks GM Donnie Walsh).

251. This indicates the age of the executive when they obtained “final say”
over personnel matters for the first time in their career.

252. See Wong, supra note 4, at 109-21 (citing statistics of MLB’s diversity of
GMs in 1989 and 1999).
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or reasonable representation of black GMs.?53 Yet, the proportion-
ate number of black GMs does not even come close to the number
of black players, a number that has decreased, if any change at all,
over twenty years. In 1971, five-time NBA all-star Wayne Embry be-
came the first black GM, leading the Bucks until 1979.25¢ In 1988-
89, he was the GM of the Cavaliers.25> The other two black GMs in
1988-89 were also prominent NBA players: Clippers GM Elgin Bay-
lor played thirteen Hall of Fame seasons for the Lakers before be-
coming a head coach in the league, and Kings GM Bill Russell won
eleven NBA titles with the Celtics before becoming a NBA coach
and briefly Kings GM.25¢

Baylor was still with the Clippers in 1998-99, as were Wes Un-
seld of the Washington Wizards, Stu Jackson of the Vancouver Griz-
zlies and Billy King of the 76ers.257 Unseld went straight from a
Hall of Fame career to the Bullets/Wizards front office.?5® King
and Jackson, however, were both coaches before becoming GMs:
King was an assistant coach with the Pacers before joining the 76ers
and Jackson was both a college and NBA head coach before becom-
ing GM.259 Jackson would go on to become the NBA’s Executive
Vice President of Basketball Operations.260

253. See Sam Smith, NBA Does justice to King’s legacy, Chi. Trib., (Jan. 18, 2005),
http:/ /articles.chicagotribune.com /2005-01-18 /sports/0501180210_1_lorraine-
motel-mountaintop-speech-memphis-motel/2 (recognizing statistics of black peo-
ple involved in NBA).

254. See Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame, Wayne R. Embry, http:/
/www.hoophall.com/hall-of-famers/tag/wayne-r-embry (last visited Oct. 29, 2010)
(recounting highlights of Embry’s life). “In 1971, Embry was named Milwaukee’s
General Manager, becoming the first African-American GM in the NBA.” Id.

255. See Cleveland Cavaliers Historical Moments, SPORTSENCYCLOPEDIA.COM,
http:/ /www.sportsecyclopedia.com/nba/cleveland/cavs.html (last visited Oct. 29,
2010) (describing Wayne Embry’s role for Cleveland Cavaliers).

256. See Elgin Baylor Biography, supra note 233 (detailing history of Baylor’s
career with NBA); Bill Russell Biography, supra note 222 (detailing history of Rus-
sell’s career with NBA).

257. See Washington Wizards Timeline, supra note 223 (listing dates of signifi-
cant events for Washington Wizards); Stu Jackson Biography, NBA.com, http://
www.nba.com/nbal01/stu_jack-son.html (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (outlining im-
portant NBA accomplishments for Stu Jackson); Billy King Biography, Sixers.com,
http://www.nba.com/sixers/news/king_bio_030526.html (last visited Oct. 29,
2010) (describing accomplishments of Billy King).

258. See Wes Unseld Biography, NBA.coM, http://www.nba.com/history/
players/unsel-d_bio.html (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (recounting NBA bio of
Unseld).

259. See Billy King Biography, supra note 257 (describing King’s history with
Pacers); Stu Jackson Biography, supra note 257 (describing Jackson’s head coach
opportunities before becoming GM).

260. See Stu Jackson Biography, supranote 257 (acknowledging Jackson’s posi-
tion as Executive Vice President of Basketball Operations for NBA).
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All three of the 2008-09 black GMs, Rod Higgins of the Bobcats
(2007 - present), Joe Dumars of the Pistons and Otis Smith of the
Magic (2006 — present) had prior NBA playing experience.?¢! In
2008-09, eight of the GMs had both NBA playing and coaching ex-
perience while eight GMs had neither. All eight GMs who never
coached or played in the NBA were white, demonstrating that the
disproportionate difficultly for a black man to become GM without
significant playing or coaching experience.

As difficult as the path has been for black men to become GMs
in the NBA, the path seems even more difficult for women.262 With
the creation of the Women’s National Basketball Association
(WNBA) in 1996, most of the talented women interested in profes-
sional basketball work in the WNBA rather than the NBA. During
the 2009-10 NBA season, not a single woman served in a basketball
operations role for a NBA club. While there were many women
serving in executive or business positions, none were heavily in-
volved in basketball-related decisions. Among the most powerful
women in the NBA are: Heidi Ueberroth, President of NBA Inter-
national and son of former MLB Commissioner Peter Ueberroth;
Jeanie Buss, Executive Vice President of Business Operations of the
Lakers, daughter of Lakers owner Jerry Buss; and Ann Meyers Drys-
dale, one of the greatest women’s basketball players in history, who
serves as General Manager of the WNBA’s Phoenix Mercury and
Vice President of the NBA’s Phoenix Suns.262

In addition, despite the games international growth, including

twenty percent (20%) foreign-born players, there are no Hispanic
or Asian GMs.264

261. See Rod Higgins Biography, ARHENETWORK.COM, http://www.arhenet
work.com/prof-les/view/3119/Rod-Higgins (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (showing
Higgins career from college football player to pro basketball career in front office
as executive); Joe Dumars Biography, supra note 226 (summarizing Dumars’ career
with NBA over time); Otis Smith Biography, ARHENETWORK.COM, http://www.
arhenetwork.com/profi-les/view/3404/Otis-Smith (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (de-
tailing Smith’s NBA career prior to GM).

262. See General Managers, HoopsHypE.com, http://hoopshype.com/general
_manager.htm (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (listing all current GMs for NBA, all of
whom are male).

263. See Shira Springer, Facing a Power Shortage: Women Executives Still Struggling
to Reach Top with Sports Teams, BosToN GLOBE, (Jan. 18, 2008), http://www.boston.
com/sports/base-all/articles/2008/01/18/ facing_a_power_shortage/ (discussing
women in high positions within the sports world).

264. See Eric Fisher, Going Global, Major League Sports Poised to Expand to Over-
seas Markets, WasH. TiMEs, Jan. 5, 2003, at Al(discussing basketball’s expansion
overseas); see also Gary West, NBA has Become a Major Importer of Basketball Talent,
Promoter of Game Abroad, FORT WORTH STAR-TELEGRAM, Feb. 10, 2010 (discussing
non-American players).
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RACE White Black Hispanic Asian
1988-89 22 (88%) 3 (12)% 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
1998-99 24 (86%) 5 (14%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
2008-09 27 (90%) 3 (10%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)

F. Family Ties

This section will show how having a family member previously
in the business of professional basketball may help other individu-
als ultimately become a NBA GM. None of the 1988-89 GMs had
significant family ties that helped them enter the business. The suc-
cess of five GMs, however, did help their sons. The son of Washing-
ton Bullets GM Bob Ferry (1973 — 1990), Danny, had a successful
NBA career before becoming the GM of the Cavaliers in 2005.
Rockets GM Ray Patterson (1972 — 1990) turned over the reins to
his son, Steve, who would serve in that role until 1993. Nets GM
Harry Weltman (1987 — 1990) helped bring his son, Jeff, into the
league, who has served as Assistant GM of the Nets and Nuggets.?%%
Donnie Nelson, the 2008-09 GM of the Mavericks, began his career
in the NBA, thanks in large part to his father, Don, who after win-
ning five NBA championships during a fourteen year NBA career
has been an NBA coach and executive for nearly thirty-five years,
including stints as the Bucks’, Warriors’ and Mavericks’ GM.
Lastly, Jerry Colangelo, owner and GM of the Suns in 1988-89,
turned over the reins to his own son, Bryan, in 1995, who held his
position with the Suns until 2006 when he left to become President
& General Manager of the Raptors.

Rob Babcock, who briefly served as GM of the Raptors in the
mid-90s is the brother of Pete Babcock, former GM of the Nuggets
(1987 - 1990) and the Hawks (1990 — 99). Jim Paxson, GM of the
Cavaliers (1998 — 2005), enjoyed an eleven year NBA career, the
same as his brother John, who is now the GM of the Bulls. Their
father, Jim Paxson Sr. played two seasons in the NBA.

FAMILY TIES IN BASKETBALL

1988-89 6 (24%)
1998-99 3 (10%)
2008-09 3 (10%)

265. See Butch Maier, Hanging out with Former Cavaliers GM Harry Weltman,
CLEVELAND.cOM (Oct. 6, 2008), http://www.cleveland.com/livingston/index.ssf/
2008/10/han-ging_out_with_former_cavali.html (indicating Jeff Weltman’s posi-
tion in NBA).
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G. Experience Prior to Becoming GM

In this section we are concerned with NBA GMs’ professional
experience, in and out of basketball, prior to becoming a GM. The
number of GMs who had previous scouting experience doubled in
2008-09 from the previous two decades. Determining whether this
is meaningful or coincidental is difficult. What does seem clear is
that GMs increasingly serve in other front office positions prior to
gaining final say over personnel matters. The first half of this arti-
cle discussed the increasingly complex duties of a NBA GM. Conse-
quently, for a NBA GM to properly be able to understand and
handle all those roles, it makes sense that they would gain valuable
experience performing some of these roles prior to becoming a
GM.

Of the 1988-89 GMs with extensive non-basketball experience,
Jerry Krause of the Bulls was scouting for the Chicago White Sox
before joining the Bulls, Charlotte Hornets GM Carl Scheer prac-
ticed law before he started representing basketball players, while
Mavericks GM Norm Sonju and Nets GM Harry Weltman were busi-
ness executives.26 Moving forward a decade, Carroll Dawson, GM
of the Rockets from 199697 through 2006-07, was previously a
scout for the Dallas Cowboys and also a salesman for Converse; Stu
Jackson worked at IBM for a few years before returning to basket-
ball; and Wally Walker, GM of the Sonics, worked seven years at
Goldman Sachs.?6” The aforementioned Morey of the Rockets has
the most impressive non-basketball experience of the 2008-09 GMs;
however, Ed Stefanski of the 76ers gave up basketball in the 80s for
the real estate business, and Geoff Petrie of the Kings, a Princeton
alum, worked in private business for several years.268

As more GMs have served in other roles prior to becoming a
GM, they waited longer before gaining final say in personnel mat-
ters, going from an average of 10.8 years in basketball in 1988-89 to
15.3 years in 2008-09. Al Bianchi, the Knicks GM from 1987-88
through 1990-91, was a player, assistant coach, head coach and

266. See Susanne Deitzel, Scheer Commitment, GREATER CHARLOTTE Biz (Aug.
2005), http://www.greatercharlottebiz.com/article.asp?id=530 (discussing Carl
Sheer’s career).

267. See Stu Jackson Biography, supra note 257 (discussing Jackson’s career).

268. See Robert Strauss, Home Court Advantage, PENN. GAZETTE (Jan. 2, 2008),
http:/ /www.upenn.edu/gazette/0108/pro01.htmi (discussing Stefanski’s decision
to come to 76ers); Blazers.com, Geoff Petrie, http://www.nba.com/blazers/his-
tory/Player_History-70202-41.html (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (discussing Petrie’s
history in the NBA).
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front office executive before leading the Knicks.26° Pat Riley had a
twenty-eight year playing and coaching career before taking over
the Heat in 1995-96 with full control over basketball operations in
addition to his coaching duties.?’® Likewise Mike Dunleavy, the
2008-09 GM and head coach of the Clippers, had a twenty-six year
playing and coaching career when he was hired as GM and head
coach of the Bucks in 1992-93.27

On the other end of the spectrum, 1988-89 GMs Jerry Co-
langelo of the Suns, Stan Kasten of the Hawks, Carl Scheer of the
Hornets and Harry Weltman of the Nets all had less than two years
of experience in the NBA when they first became final decision
makers.2’2 Colangelo became GM of the expansion Suns in 1968;
twenty-seven year old Kasten impressed Hawks owner Ted Turner
enough coming out of Columbia Law that he let him take control
of the franchise; Scheer took over the Nuggets in 1974 after a brief
stint working in the league office; and Weltman took over the Cava-
liers in 1983 with only minimal experience in the ABA. Similarly,
Tim Howells, GM of the Jazz in 1998-99, went from season ticket
holder and businessman to GM with no steps in between in 1989.273
Daryl Morey of the Rockets was only in the league for four seasons
before taking over the Rockets in 2007.274 And again, Bryan Co-
langelo, now GM of the Raptors, took over the Suns from his father
in 1995 after only four years in the league.275

The GMs who were able to turn prior GM experience into new
jobs with different teams include Don Nelson (Golden State 1988 —
95 and Dallas 1997 — 2005), John Nash (Philadelphia 1986 — 90,
Washington 1990 — 96, New Jersey 1996 ~ 2000 and Portland 2003 -
06), Pete Babcock (Denver 1987 — 90 and Atlanta 1990 - 99), Bob
Whitsitt (Seattle 1986 — 1994 and Portland 1994 — 2003), Rick Sund

269. Se¢e The Knickerbockers Story, Knicks.com, http://www.nba.com/
knicks/his-tory/knickerbockersstory.html (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (discussing Al
Bianchi and Knicks history).

270. See Pat Riley Biography, supra note 227 (listing Riley’s career moves).

271. See Stein & Adande, supra note 230 (detailing Dunleavy’s coaching
career).

272. See Jerry Colangelo, supra note 235 (discussing Colangelo’s career with
NBA).

273. See Mark Wright, Tim Howells’ Jazz Saga, Mormons Topay (Feb. 9, 2001),
http://www.mormonstoday.com/010209/S2THowells01.shtml (describing How-
ells’ life and becoming GM of Jazz).

274. See Eric Neel, How Do You Know . . . This Game Isn’t Rocket Science?, ESPN
Magc., available at http://sports.espn.go.com/espnmag/story?section=magazine&
id=3658571 (reviewing Daryl Morey’s biographical and career history).

275. See Bryan Colangelo Biography, supra note 244 (recounting Colangelo’s
history with NBA).
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(Detroit 1998 — 2000 and Atlanta 2008 — present), Chris Wallace
(Boston 1997 - 2003 and Memphis 2007 — present), Donnie Walsh
(Indiana 1986 — 2003 and New York 2008 — present), Bryan Co-
langelo (Phoenix 1995 — 2006 and Toronto 2006 — present) and
Ernie Grunfeld (New York 1993 - 99 and Washington 2003 —
present).

Avg. Years in
Professional
Basketball
Other Front Extensive Prior to GMs Whom
Office Non- Becoming Were
PRIOR Experience Position Basketball GM for First Previously
EXPERIENCE  as a Scout  Prior to GM  Experience Time276 GMs277
198889 5 (20%) 11 (44%) 4 (16%) 10.8 6 (30%)
199899 5 (17%) 16 (53%) 7 (24%) 12.9 5 (17%)
2008-09 10 (33%) 21 (70%) 3 (10%) 15.3 6 (20%)

H. Characteristics of GMs During Their Tenures

This section highlights the long road to a NBA GM position,
noting the number of teams worked for and years it may take. Al-
though the GM position seems to require increasing amounts of
experience, the tenures of GMs have become gradually shorter over
the years. In 1988-89 Jerry Colangelo was in his twentieth year lead-
ing the Suns, Ray Patterson in his seventeenth as the Rockets GM
and Bob Ferrry in his sixteenth at the head of the Bullets.2”® The
longest tenured executive in 1998-99 was Jerry West, in his sixteenth
year as GM of the Lakers. In 2008-09, only three GMs had been in
their positions for ten years or more: Pat Riley in his fourteenth
year as President of the Heat, Geoff Petrie in his fourteenth year as
GM of the Kings and Kevin O’Connor in his tenth season leading
the Jazz.

In 1988-89, Don Nelson of the Warriors, Al Bianchi of the
Knicks, Wayne Embry of the Cavaliers (1986 — 1998), Bob Ferry of
the Bullets and Jerry West of the Lakers all had between twenty-
seven and thirty years in professional basketball, thanks in large
part to lengthy playing careers. West was in his thirty-ninth season
in 199899 and Nelson in his thirtyfifth, this time as head coach
and GM of the Mavericks. In 199899, Clippers GM Elgin Baylor
was in his thirtieth year in the NBA, and Heat President Pat Riley

276. Includes playing career and experience in the ABA or Europe but not
college.

277. Does not include interim positions.

278. See Jerry Colangelo Biography, supra note 235 (showing Colangelo’s ca-
reer moves).
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was in his thirtysecond. Riley was in his forth-second year in 2008-
09, while Nets President Rod Thorn was in his forty-sixth.27¢ 2008-
09 Hawks GM Rick Sund, in his thirty-fifth year, has the most expe-
rience of any NBA GM lacking NBA playing experience.?8°

Of the 1988-89 GMs, both Don Nelson of the Warriors and
Jerry Krause of the Bulls worked for five NBA teams.?8! Nelson was
on to his sixth team with the Mavericks in 1998-99 while Pete
Babock was with his seventh team as GM of the Hawks.282 The
most-traveled GMs in 2008-09 each had worked for five teams: Rick
Sund in Atlanta, Chris Wallace in Memphis and Kevin O’Connor in
Utah.

Average Years in Avg. # of NBA
Present Average Years in Professional Teams Worked
Experience the Position?83 Basketball284 For?85
198889 5.3 17.3 2.4
199899 5.0 19.6 2.6
2008-09 4.8 23.0 2.6

I. Career Track: Common Paths to GM Position

Of all the demographics of NBA GMs, the one that seems to
have changed the most over time is the career track. Over the past
twenty year period, GMs have become more experienced, having
spent more years in the league prior to becoming a GM, most of
that time in another front office position, and have had longer ca-
reers in basketball overall. This section will examine the paths GMs
have taken to reach their position and how others might seek to do
the same.

279. See Pat Riley Biography, supra note 227 (relating Riley’s career history).

280. See Rick Sund Biography, Hawks.com, http://www.nba.com/hawks/
news/Rick_Sund_B-io.html, (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (listing Sund’s career
moves).

281. See Meet the Men in Green — Don Nelson, supra note 224 (delineating Nel-
son’s career moves); see Fred Mitchell, Krause Prefers Silent Approach to Scouting, CHr.
TriB., May 4, 2005, at 3 (discussing Krause’s career history).

282. See Meet the Men in Green — Don Nelson, supra note 224 (listing Nelson’s
Career moves).

283. Represents the amount of time in current position possessing “final say”
on personnel matters.

284. Includes team and league employment, including playing career, but not
broadcasting.

285. Does not include playing career.
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1. Former College Player but Not NBA Player

Twenty-six of the eighty-four GMs (31%) examined played in
college but did not make it to the NBA. Nevertheless, most of these
college players still played in Division I (D-I), as only nine GMs
reached that position without playing D-I basketball. Depending
upon the player’s experience, the player may be able to get an in-
troductory position as a scout, as seven (27%) of the non-NBA for-
mer college players have done. Nevertheless, the best route for a
former college player is to get his foot in the door with a NBA or-
ganization and move up through the ranks of the front office, as
twenty-two of the twenty-six GMs (85%) in this career path have
done. Many GMs got in with an organization after coaching in col-
lege and then the NBA. Only eight of these twenty-six GMs (31%)
managed to become GMs without coaching experience.

Trying to work through a NBA front office to the GM position
will generally take at least a decade. Ultimately, the most common
path for a former D-I college basketball player to become a NBA
GM is to become a NBA assistant coach, move into a team’s front
office and then ascend to the GM position. Among the GMs to
have followed this specific path are Stu Jackson (Grizzlies 1994 —
2000), Billy King (76ers 1998 ~ 2007), Donnie Nelson (Mavericks
2005 - present), John Hammond (Bucks 2008 — present), Jim Stack
(Minnesota (2004 — 09) and R.C. Buford (Spurs 2002 — present).

PATH A:
College Played in
Player but  College but not  Coached in Coached in
not NBA NBA College NBA Never Coached
1988-89 6 3 (50%) 4 (67%) 1 (17%)
199899 10 7 (70%) 6 (60%) 3 (30%)
2008-09 10 4 (40%) 5 (50%) 4 (40%)
Avg. Years in
Professional
Basketball
Extensive Non- Prior to
Experience as Other Front Basketball Becoming GM
PATHA a Scout Office Position Experience for First Time
1988-89 1 (17%) 4 (67%) 0 (0%) 7.7
1998-99 0 (0%) 8 (80%) 3 (30%) 10.3
2008-09 6 (60%) 10 (100%) 1 (10%) 13.3
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2. Former NBA Player

During the years studied, thirty-eight of eighty-four GMs (45%)
were former NBA players. Furthermore, as discussed earlier, often
they were quite good NBA players, averaging careers over a decade
in length. After their playing careers, the most common step for
future GMs has been coaching in the NBA. Some former players
serve in other front office roles before taking over as GM, though
only a few have worked as scouts. Several prominent former NBA
players jumped to GM without ever serving as coach or in another
front office position, including Danny Ainge of the Celtics, John
Paxson of the Bulls, Danny Ferry with the Cavaliers (2005 —~ 2010),
Joe Dumars of the Pistons, Chris Mullin with the Warriors (2004 -
09), Steve Kerr with the Suns (2007 — 2010) and Kevin McHale with
the Timberwolves (1995 — 2008).286 Collectively those seven former
players won fifteen NBA titles as players. Although several former
players were coaches and even head coaches in the NBA, only two
won NBA titles as head coaches before assuming GM duties in their
career: Pat Riley and Bill Russell.287

PATH B:

Former NBA  Played in Average Coached in  Coached in Never
Player NBA NBA Career College NBA Coached
1988-89 10 10.2 years 1 (10%) 8 (80%) 2 (20%)
199899 12 10.4 years 0 (0%) 9 (75%) 3 (25%)
200809 16 10.8 years 0 (0%) 9 (56%) 7 (44%)

Avg. Years Avg. Prior
in Years in
Professional Professional
Basketball Basketball
Other Extensive Prior to Not
Front Non- Becoming Including
Experience Office Basketball GM for Playing
PATH B as a Scout Position Experience  First Time Career
1988-89 1 (10%) 3 (30%) 0 (0%) 17 6.8
199899 1 (8%) 4 (33%) 1 (8%) 174 7
2008-09 1 (6%) 7 (44%) 1 (6%) 17.8 7

286. See Danny Ainge, supra note 227 (recounting Ainge’s career history);
John Paxson, supra note 227 (discussing Paxson’s career path); Joe Dumars Bio,
supra note 226 (explaining Dumar’s career history); Steve Kerr, supra note 227
(reviewing Kerr’s career history); McHale, supra note 224 (examining McHale’s ca-
reer history).

287. See Pat Riley, supra note 227 (relating Riley’s career history); Bill Russell
Biography, supra note 222 (discussing Russell’s biographical, career history).
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3. Non-Player

Only seventeen of the eightyfour GMs (21%) from 1988-89,
1998-99 and 2008-09 never played basketball in the NBA or college,
representing a decreasing percentage of non-player NBA GMs.
Some recent GMs have overcome their lack of athletic ability by
being basketball “junkies,” working around the game for a long
time before getting their chance as a scout or assistant coach. Mark
Warkentien of the Nuggets, Chris Wallace of the Grizzlies and Jeff
Bower of the Hornets match this description.?88 Additionally, sev-
eral academics or polished businessmen impressed owners with
their acumen enough to eventually earn a front office position. For
example, Tim Howells, Jazz GM from 1989-99 was a season ticket
holder involved in commercial real estate when he was hired as GM
despite never having worked in basketball.?8® Stan Kasten, the GM
of the Hawks from 1979 through 1990, first earned that role after
impressing Hawks owner Ted Turner fresh out of Columbia Law
School.

Any person with the hopes of becoming a NBA GM without
playing in college or the NBA will most likely need to be academi-
cally inclined and seriously consider obtaining an advanced degree.
While in the past people ascended to the GM position based largely
on their education and business acumen, today’s GMs must have
strong and practical basketball knowledge. In this regard, Rockets
GM Daryl Morey might present the new and best path for non-play-
ers.29° Morey might not be able to break down a big man’s foot-
work or a point guard’s court vision like an experienced player,
coach or scout. His relatively unique ability to understand the value
of objective statistics and data to examine the efficiency of a player
or team, however, is increasingly valuable. Dr. James Naismith in-
vented the game before the twentieth century and there are un-

288. See Mark Warkentien Biography, NUuGGETs.coMm, http://www.nba.com/
nuggets/st-aff_directory/warkentien_bio.html (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (review-
ing Warkentien’s career history); Grizzlies Name Chris Wallace General Manager and
Vice President of Basketball Operations, GRizzLIES.COM, June 18, 2007, http://www.nba.
com/grizzlies/news/wal-lace_named_vp_gm-070618.html (relating Wallace’s ca-
reer history); Jeff Bower Biography, NBA.coM, http://www.nba.com/coachfile/
jeff_bow-er/index.html (last visited Oct. 29, 2010) (describing Bower’s career
history).

289. See Jazz Losing Longtime GM, CNNSI.coMm, (Dec. 20, 1999, 6:51 PM), http:/
/sportsillustrated.cnn.com/basketball /nba/news/1999/12/20/jazz_howells_ap/
(relating Howell’s expertise outside of professional basketball).

290. See Neel, supra note 274 (reviewing Daryl Morey’s biographical and ca-
reer history).
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likely to be any groundbreaking ideas on how to play the game.2%!
Yet, providing new, more accurate and predictable methods of mea-
suring a player’s value can provide periods of competitive
advantage.

Did Not Play in Coached in

PATH C: College or College or Advanced
Non-Player NBA NBA Top 50 School Degree
1988-89 8 1 (13%) 1 (13%) 7 (88%)
199899 5 1 (20%) 0 (0%) 2 (40%)
2008-09 4 2 (50%) 1 (25%) 1 (25%)
Avg. Years in
Professional
Basketball
Extensive Non- Prior to
Experience as Other Front Basketball Becoming GM
PATH C a Scout Office Position Experience for First Time
1988-89 2 (25%) 4 (50%) 3 (38%) 5.1
199899 2 (40%) 4 (80%) 2 (40%) 7.4
2008-09 3 (75%) 4 (100%) 1 (25%) 10

4. Former Coach

Forty-nine of the eighty-four GMs (58%) examined during the
twenty year period previously coached either in the NBA or college.
Fortyfive of them (54%), coached in the NBA, making former
coaches the most likely to land a NBA GM position of the four
paths considered here. Although there is some overlap with Path A
and Path B as many GMs who formerly coached also played in col-
lege and the NBA, if you are a college coach with aspirations of
becoming a NBA GM, the best move would be become a NBA
coach first.

Being a successful NBA coach is not necessarily required. Billy
Cunningham, GM of the Heat from 198894, was the only GM of
1988-89 who previously won a NBA championship as a head coach,
leading the 1982-83 76ers to the NBA title.292 Additionally, there
are two unique combination cases worth mentioning: Bill Russell,
who was briefly GM of the Kings in the 1988-89 season, won two

291. See Biography of James Naismith, NaisMirHMUseuM.com, http://www.na-
ismithmuseum.com/naismith_drjamesnaismith/main_drjamesnaismith.htm (last
visited Oct. 29, 2010) (listing biography of Dr. James Naismith, including Nais-
mith’s fame as inventor of basketball).

292. See Billy Cunningham Biography, supra note 235 (relating Cunningham’s
achievements prior to GM position).
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NBA titles as player-coach of the Celtics, and Pat Riley, GM and
coach of the Heat, won four NBA titles as head coach of the Lakers.

PATH D: Coached in
Former College or Coached in Coached in Coached in
Coach NBA College NBA College & NBA
1988-89 14 (56%) 4 (29%) 13 (93%) 3 (21%)
1998-99 18 (62%) 8 (44%) 17 (94%) 7 (39%)
2008-09 17 (57%) 5 (29%) 15 (88%) 5 (29%)
Avg. Years in
Professional
Basketball
Extensive Non- Prior to
Experience as Other Front Basketball Becoming GM
PATH D a Scout Office Position Experience for First Time
1988-89 3 (21%) 5 (36%) 0 (0%) 14.2
1998-99 3 (17%) 10 (56%) 2 (11%) i5.1
2008-09 8 (47%) 12 (71%) 0 (0%) 16.9

IV. CoNCLUSION

As discussed earlier, NBA front offices have grown dramatically
in recent years to account for the variety of different and important
tasks an organization must handle. Organizations typically have a
single individual in charge each of these business functions includ-
ing salary cap and contract analysis, scouting, finance, legal, market-
ing and media relations. In times past NBA GMs handled all or
some of these roles while also making roster decisions and even
coaching the team. Today, however, these positions are too diffi-
cult and time-consuming to be handled by just one person.

This article focused on the individuals who make the most im-
portant basketball decisions. For those interested in making the
key basketball-related decisions for an organization, high level bas-
ketball experience, playing and/or coaching, is still generally re-
quired. While a lack of playing experience might make increase
the difficulty in convincing a NBA owner that you sufficiently un-
derstand the professional game to handle GM duties, this lack of
playing experience certainly does not preclude serving in any num-
ber of other important roles in an organization.

Nevertheless, just as baseball has undergone something of a
transformation in the past decade, the NBA is possibly opening its
mind to more basketball outsiders. MLB GM Billy Beane was able
to lead the Oakland Athletics to the playoffs from 2000 through
2003 despite having a payroll below the league average in a league
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without a salary cap.2® Whether the NBA experiences a similar
change in thinking might depend on the success of Daryl Morey
and the Rockets in a league that operates with a parity-inducing
salary cap.

293. See Howard Bryant, The Revolutionary, ESPN.com (Jan. 15, 2010, 5:47 PM,
ET), http://sports.espn.go.com/espn/otl/columns/story?columnist=bryant_how-
ard&id=4357166 (describing Beane’s unconventional techniques).
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