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Commitment  
to Goals

Chapter 

2

Goals—what individual players and teams are striving to accomplish—
come in all forms and sizes. What drives one player might be quite differ-
ent from what drives another, and the same is true of coaches. And that’s 
OK, as long as those varied individual aspirations don’t conflict with or 
diminish the importance of the shared objectives of the team.

One tactic used by basketball coaches is to place a large photograph of 
the site of the national or state championship on the wall in a high-traffic 
spot such as the locker room. Players passing by each day are reminded 
of their mission—the destination the program wants to reach that season. 
For example, Marquette used such a photograph in 2003, when they were 
a long shot to make it to the NCAA finals, and they claimed that literally 
keeping their eyes on the prize each day helped them to ultimately earn 
their trip to New Orleans.

We did the same thing at Rowan University. Before each season, I’d 
place a picture of the site of the NCAA Division III Final Four near the main 
entrance (and exit) of the locker room. Our teams reached three Final 
Fours in four years—winning the national championship in 1996—and 
we believed that the photo’s presence helped us maintain a daily focus 
on working toward that special goal.

Before you can set a useful goal, you need to know why you would want 
to do so in the first place. One reason is that goals provide a clear sense of 
direction. As targets that you’re seeking to hit, they help focus attention (as 
was the case with the photo of the Final Four site). Players and programs 
without clearly defined goals seldom achieve their potential. They might 
want to succeed, but they work without a purpose or a plan.

Another potential benefit of a goal is that it can serve as a source of mo-
tivation while you are striving to achieve a certain result. As anyone who’s 
been through a tough, long season knows, practices, injuries, travel, and 
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so on can take their toll over several months, and it’s easy to get down or 
distracted. Keeping goals in mind during those tough times can provide that 
extra spark needed to overcome the inevitable challenges you’ll face.

Understanding that goals can be beneficial, what should you consider 
when trying to identify and set them? Good goals share four basic attri-
butes:

Meaningful.•	  Players and coaches must find value in achieving the 
goal, and they must be willing to apply the time and effort necessary 
to do so.
Specific.•	  The criteria for accomplishing the goal must be explicit and 
concise. Vague or convoluted goals can be misinterpreted and hedged 
on if players or coaches fail to achieve them.
Measurable.•	  Accomplishment of goals must be based on observable 
or quantifiable actions, not on subjective standards, “intangibles,” 
or feelings.
Consistent	with	a	larger,	overall	plan.•	  Individual goals within a bas-
ketball team have to fit within and be prioritized according to the 
primary objectives of the program.

Each year, players and coaches should share in developing the overall 
plan for the team. This should include setting specific goals and commit-
ting to them. The overall plan and the major goals are typically defined in 
the spring, after evaluation of the previous season has been completed. 
These goals should be the foundation and focal points of everyone in the 
program for the season ahead.

team Goals
Basketball is a team sport. Therefore, team goals should be the first prior-
ity for any player. This type of orientation must be instilled and reinforced 
throughout the program. When players embrace this mind-set—and when 
it is reflected in how they practice and compete—they earn the label 
“winners.”

The best teams are made up of winners who are positive, tough-minded, 
smart, unselfish, and dependable in their orientation to the game. A win-
ner does whatever the squad needs him to do for the team to succeed. 
This could mean being a defensive stopper, dominating on the boards, 
handling the ball against a press, or getting the ball to a key scorer on 
the offensive end.

Winners seem to get every critical rebound and loose ball. They step up 
at crunch time to make the key basket or steal in the decisive moments 
of a game. They don’t fear failure.

Jason Kidd in his prime is an excellent example of a winner. Dating back 
to his days in high school and college—on teams at St. Joseph of Notre 
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Dame High School (California) and the University of California—the posi-
tive impact of Kidd’s presence on a club has been apparent. His arrival in 
New Jersey in 2001 turned a struggling lottery-level team into an Eastern 
Conference champion. Why? What makes him special?

Duke and 2008 Olympic team coach Mike Krzyzewski says Kidd’s mind 
is his best talent, and marvels at his “ability to instinctively react to situa-
tions on the court,” something Kidd himself describes as being able to be 
creative in a split second. Kidd isn’t blessed with the best physical tools 
or even the greatest basketball skills, yet he consistently does whatever 
the team needs to be successful—running the point, hitting the open man, 
pulling down rebounds, shutting down his man defensively, helping out 
teammates who get beat on the defensive end, diving for loose balls, and 
so on. Syracuse coach Jim Boeheim reinforced this point when he said, 
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Though he received five NBA MVP awards, the Boston Celtics’ Bill Russell (6) was much more 
concerned that everyone associated with that team’s 1960s dynasty shared the same mission and 
goals, and they won an amazing 11 championships during his 13-year playing career.


