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CULTURE BUILDING: THE COMPLETE COACH'S
REFERENCE

The whole culture guide in one place: what culture is, the ten building blocks coaches kept returning to,
how to rebuild a struggling team, and where culture most often goes wrong. The overview has the short
version.
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1. What culture actually is 3. Rebuilding a struggling culture
2. The 10 building blocks of a sustainable culture 4. Where culture most commonly goes wrong

"The secret sauce in New England, the secret sauce for Bill Walsh, the secret sauce for the Golden State
Warriors is ultimately their culture. It isn't anything other than culture. We don't ever spend enough time on it."

A former NFL executive

WHAT CULTURE ACTUALLY IS

1. Culture is what people do when no one is watching

Not your slogans, not your posters, not what you say at parent night. It is the actual behaviour of your players
when the coach isn't in the gym, when the game is already won, when no one is filming.

Multiple coaches, independently

2. Culture is the collection of behaviours your programme rewards

You get more of what you reward. Audit what you actually reward in practice, in playing time decisions, in
public recognition, and that audit will tell you what your culture really is.

A three-time champion college coach (300-78) and multiple others

3. Culture is what happens in your hardest moments

Any team can look like a great culture when they're winning. The reveal is a 14-game losing streak, a season-
ending injury, a close loss when everyone expected a win.

A college coach with 600+ wins and multiple championship coaches
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4, Culture is the environment people want to be part of

The ultimate test: do your players want to be in the gym when they don't have to be? Do former players come
back? Create an environment players are drawn toward, not one they endure.

Universal consensus across all 225 episodes

THE 10 BUILDING BLOCKS OF A SUSTAINABLE CULTURE

1. Recruit for character first, talent second

It's easy to find talent. It's easy to find character. It's very hard to find both. Actively recruit captains: one
player per year whose primary drive is winning, not stats. Most house and domestic teams don't get to recruit
or cut anyone: you coach who signs up. This applies directly if you run a representative or select side with
tryouts; for a house team, the equivalent move is building character in the players you've got, through the ideas
below.

Multiple college coaches

2. Establish values before the season, with player input

Don't dictate the team standards. Have the team bring the standards. Players who set the standards own the
standards. The college coach: 'Give them until our next session. If you can't figure it out, we've got more
problems.'

A college head coach and an NBA assistant

3. Let your values be the bad guy, not you

When a player falls short, return to the agreed-upon values: 'This is what we agreed upon.' This removes ego
from confrontation and makes it about the group's commitments.

An NBA coach

4. Reward what you actually value, not just box score stats

Post a charge taken board. Track offensive rebounds attempted. Celebrate the screen that freed up the
shot. Give public recognition to the backup who had six hockey assists.

NAIA champion (500 wins) and multiple coaches

5. Build player-led structures before you need them

Players lead the pre-practice huddle outside the gym every day. The coach is not involved. Leadership is
practised like a skill (daily, in low stakes) before it is needed under pressure.

Two college head coaches
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6. Clarity is king: same language across the whole team

Can every player on your team describe your culture in the same words? If not, it exists only in your head. A
standard understood differently by three players is not a standard. It is a source of confusion.

A college head coach and an NBA assistant

7. Connect culture to identity: who do we want to become?

Ask'who do we have to become?' before asking 'what do we want to achieve? Players who understand who
they are becoming have an internal compass that survives losing streaks and coaching transitions.

A three-time college champion coach

8. The senior class sets the ceiling: build generationally

Freshmen learn culture from seniors, not from the coach. How you develop your senior class every year is
one of your most important cultural acts.

A college coach with 760+ wins and other long-tenure coaches

9. Culture is fragile: protect it from day one with every new player

The most dangerous time for your culture is when you add significant new talent. The first two weeks of pre-
season are when culture is won or lost for the year.

An NBL championship coach and a college coach

10. Model the culture yourself: it starts with the coach

'How you handle adversity as a coach is how your players will handle adversity.' The coach is the first cultural
signal every player reads.

A college coach with four Final Fours, and another elite coach

REBUILDING A STRUGGLING CULTURE

Step 1: Understand what losing looks like before defining winning

Sit players down and make them define, in detail, what had been causing losses. Not opponents. Not bad luck.
What behaviours within the team produced losing? Players who understand why they have been losing are
more receptive to change.

College coach with the fastest Division 1 programme turnaround

Step 2: Call every returning player immediately: 'you are my player

A returning player who hears from the new coach before the coach hears from anyone else about them has a
fundamentally different relationship from day one.

The same college coach
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Step 3: Change the recruiting profile before changing the system

Two years of trying to coach talent to the required character. It didn't work. Year three: recruit character first.
The first high-character players changed the culture from inside the locker room in ways no coaching could
replicate. Again, this is a representative/select-team move: a house team can't change who walks in the door,
but can still apply steps 1and 2 above to everyone who does.

College coach whose programme went from 11-9 to the NCAA tournament

WHERE CULTURE MOST COMMONLY GOES WRONG

The coach is the only culture carrier Culture lives in the players and the programme
Culture that lives only in the coach's head When seniors transmit culture to freshmen, when
evaporates during the off-season and dies when standards are re-created by the team each year,
the coach leaves. when culture is visible in physical artefacts, it has

independent existence.

Tolerating exceptions for talented players Non-negotiables are truly non-negotiable

The moment you let a star player violate the The coaches with the longest sustained cultures
standard, and others see it, the culture is made the hardest decisions: removing talented
damaged. Every subsequent enforcement looks players who could not meet the standard. Players
like selective enforcement. deeply respect this.

The most important idea about culture, across all 225 episodes

Culture is not what you say. It is the collection of daily behaviours that your programme actually rewards,
tolerates, and models. If your players choose to stay in the gym on a day off, that is your culture. If they look the
other way when a teammate cuts a corner, that is also your culture. The only question is whether the culture
you have is the one you intended to build.

RELATED GUIDES

Part of The Basketball Podcast Library. Start with the Youth Basketball Coaching Guide. See also Coaching Girls'
Basketball on retention, or browse all coaching resources. Back to the culture building overview.

Unofficial fan-created resource. Not affiliated with or endorsed by basketballimmersion.com. Synthesised from The Basketball
Podcast. Full credit to host Chris Oliver and all guests.
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