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Carolina Way: Leadership Lessons from a Life in Coaching , Dean Smith & his former players (2004)  

 This book is about basketball, life, fairness and peo-
ple striving to serve others. During the season, everything was 
for the team; out of season, everything for the individual. 
Dean Smith coached NC Chapel Hill for 36 years, won 78% 
of his games, graduated 96% of his players, 40% went on to 
graduate or professional schools, and he never ran afoul of the 
NCAA rules and regulations. He took the blame for losses and 
gave the players credit for the victories.   
 Coaching is management. Good leadership qualities 
are transferable from one occupation to another. Our mission 
statement: Play hard; play smart, play together. The best lead-
ers care about the people they lead. Most effective leaders cre-
ate a sound strategy, recruit good people, lead by example, 
adapt to changing conditions, honor their commitments, admit 
their mistakes, and take responsibility for their failures. All 
leaders must learn how to compete effectively.  
  Confidence is earned with work, time, and dedica-
tion. Winning is a by-product of the process. We measure our 
success by how we did in the 3 areas of our mission. When we 
put these elements together, the players had fun. Each shared 
the ball, which made the game enjoyable for more players. 
Seldom did the nation’s leading scorer play on a ranked team 
and none on a championship team. You must stay in the pre-
sent and focus on each task, one at a time. Good businesses 
die because senior leaders lose touch with the outside world. 
 The best way to win is a by-product of the process. In 
any competition, the participants are better off if they get their 
minds off the final outcome and onto a ritual. I asked each 
player to have a ritual on the foul line. It helped relieve the 
pressure of the moment. The bigger a person’s job, the more 
losses he/she will have, and the more costly they will be.  
 Coach Smith taught us in practice that if we held a 
team to a low score and forced a poor fieldgoal percentage, we 
could be successful. We were going to run our offense until 
we got the shot we wanted. You are never more selfish than 
when you keep a group of people waiting.  
 The physical attributes we looked for in recruits were 
size, quickness, speed, and good hands—you can’t teach those 
things. We also looked for unselfishness, leadership, tough-
ness, and determination. People won’t change their behavior 
until they change their beliefs. Only when they see for them-
selves will they come out better by changing. If managers al-
low unselfishness to go unnoticed, employees will assume that 
you don’t value it.   
 I encourage rituals becase they assist in promoting 
closeness and unselfishness. I didn’t substitute for mistakes. 
However, players came out immediately for not playing hard 
or being selfish. Coach Smith rewarded his seniors by letting 
them help make team rules, allowing them to be first on the 
bus, airplane, and water breaks at practice and putting them in 
a role to mentor the younger players. It was his way of thank-
ing them for what they’d done for the program for 4 years. 
Praise behavior you want to see repeated. Positive reinforce-
ment is crucial to team building. Coach’s actions fostered con-
fidence and humility, which were paramount for the team’s 
success. Self and group control is more powerful than boss 
control.  

Thank the passer by pointing to him. One of our ritu-
als required the players on our bench to stand and applaud a 
teammate as he came out of the game. On the court, I made 
the rules, but we allowed the seniors to make the off-court 
team rules and I’d enforce them. It was my classroom. Our 
coaches spent more than 5 hours looking at tapes of every 
game we played and graded what each player did on each pos-
session. We handed out awards for the players who performed 
best in the unselfish categories that helped us succeed, such as 
defense, offensive rebounding, assist/error ratio, deflections, 
charges drawn, screens set, blocked shots and good plays. 

When a player got tired, he flashed the tired signal, a 
raised fist, and we substituted for him. Studies show that the 
maximum most people can work, and be consistently effective 
is 10 hours a day, 5 days a week. The key to staying at your 
peak all day long is to work intensely for about 50 minutes 
and then take a 10-minute break starting with the first hour of 
work.  
 Making each team member count (and be accounta-
ble) should be a foundation of an organization’s work smart 
efforts. Basketball is the perfect game for television. Vide-
otape served as a great teaching tool for me and a superb way 
for them to learn. Get them to think out loud—questions, 
problems, and opportunities. The higher your position, the 
more time you should devote to teaching your methods and 
principles. One of the best ways to teach is for all leaders and 
workers to mentor younger associates. Most managers at the 
end of their careers would like to teach--few do. Choose 2 in-
dividuals a year to mentor. Select new employees to mentor 
each year.  

I was very specific with each player. I gave each 2 or 
3 areas I wanted to see improvement when they returned to 
school in the late summer. Hard work equals success, which 
equals confidence. Visualize performing each step necessary 
to execute the job well. We went to the 4 corners to protect a 
lead late in the game. The rules allowed it, and it was a very 
hard offense to stop.  

Children entice parents to do things they normally 
wouldn’t--meet new friends, try new activities, and take fresh 
looks at their own childhoods and philosophies. Leaders 
should select their teams by answering these questions: Is this 
person curious, like to learn, listen will to ideas different from 
his/her own, humble, like to test new ideas, willing to admit 
he/she is wrong? 
 
[Coaching is management. Effective leaders create a sound 
strategy, recruit good people, lead by example, adapt to chang-
ing conditions, honor their commitments, admit their mistakes, 
and take responsibility for their failures. Confidence is earned 
with work, time, and dedication. Winning is a by-product of 
the process. Positive reinforcement is crucial to team building. 
 
 
 
 
 
  


