
Brad Stevens: “Be Great At Things That Take No Talent” 
Welcome to PCA’s One on One Positive Coaching Alliance’s podcast series where we 
talk with leading experts about how to develop Better Athletes, Better People through 
sports.  And now here’s your host: Jim Thompson, PCA Founder and CEO.  
 
00:14 – JIM: Very delighted today to be interviewing on our PCA One-on-One Brad 
Stevens the head coach of the Boston Celtics. Brad came to the Celtics from Butler 
University where he was a wildly successful college coach and I’m really eager to get 
into talking with you, Brad.  Thanks so much for taking the time.  
 
00:38 – BRAD: No problem, Jim.  
 
00:40 – JIM: Let me just start by saying, to be a successful basketball coach at the 
college or professional level you have to put in a lot of time. What makes basketball so 
much fun that you’re willing to do that?  
 
00:55 – BRAD: Well, I think, you know, you start out by getting a passion for a game at 
a young age.  So for me, my enjoyment of basketball has really morphed over time from 
the time when I started watching it as a young, young kid, the time I was playing it – 
there’s nothing better than playing it – and, you know, learning to look at through a 
different lens, the coaching realm which…every season and every team challenges you 
in unique ways. Obviously, that and the attitude to handle competition make it so that 
it’s constantly on your mind and you’re constantly trying to figure out how to give 
yourself the best advantage.  I think my enjoyment of the game has changed as I’ve 
gotten older and it’s become more of a job and less of just a game that I watched in 
passing. 
 
01:53 – JIM: I read a book about some of the great chess masters many years ago; 
some of them actually went insane. The writer of this book was saying that part of it was 
that there’s an infinite number of variations in chess so you can never really master it, 
and I wonder if – not that you’re going to go insane – but, is there a similar dynamic with 
basketball: that there’s just an infinite number of things that can happen?  
 
02:23 – BRAD: Well, I don’t think there’s any question about that and that’s what makes 
it fun.  I mean, that’s why it’s constantly challenging you and you think about it all off-
season. You can never really get away from it in your mind and I’ve really enjoyed that 
aspect of the job.  I think that in anything you want to be in a situation where you’re 
excited to come to work, where you have the opportunity to be a part of team and to get 
a chance to do things together – do difficult things together.  There’s no – I haven’t 
found anything like the thrill of just trying to get better and watching a team grow and get 
better and taking on those tasks and challenges. Again, it’s a job and so there’re a lot of 
things that very much are job-like aspects, but it’s also a kid’s game and kind of what 
drew you to it in the first place.  
 



03:26 – JIM: You were incredibly successful at Butler University early on. Your first year 
as the head coach you won 30 games. You set an NCAA record for the most wins in 
your first three years as the head coach and you were the youngest coach ever to go to 
two Final Fours, and you did that two years in a row which, I would say, you had 
talented players, but you were not – you did not have the most talented team by far in 
the Sweet 16.  What’s your secret sauce? Why are you so successful?  
 
04:02 – BRAD: I don’t think it’s a big secret. I think it all depends on how you define 
talent because in a lot of ways we were as talented as anybody in the country.  Maybe 
not from a traditional basketball sense, individual to individual, though we had some 
very talented individuals, but we had as tough guys, physically and mentally, we had 
incredibly savvy players; we had guys that were all in for the team, were all in for one 
goal. I think, at the end of the day, those are all talents and those are all skills; it’s easy 
to say – I’ve heard people use the phrase “You need to be great at the things that take 
no talent” by being a good teammate, by being tough, by being on time, by doing all of 
those things every single day.  Well, the longer I’m in it, the more I think those are 
talents in and of themselves.  The best of the best can live and play with a clear mind 
and play with a real unselfish attitude and that’s what those teams had. I mean, they 
were the highest level of that in every which way. They were chock full of people that 
raised the energy level in the room and that didn’t care who got the glory. That’s what 
made it a lot of fun.  
 
05:23 – JIM: You know, at our Coffee with Coaches for PCA-New England at Fenway 
Park in June where you were on a panel, you said – let me first of all say, Tara 
VanDerveer, Stanford women’s coach, once said to me, years ago, that to be 
successful as a coach your best players have to be your hardest workers. You said, on 
that panel, “Your best players have to support your vision.”  Can you talk about that a 
little bit?  
 
05:51 – BRAD: I think it’s saying the same thing. I think part of your vision is having a 
work ethic that is really fantastic all the way up and down the organization.  I think that’s 
true. I’ve heard people say, as well, “When your best players are your best leaders, then 
you’ve really got something.”  I think a lot falls on the best players, and a lot falls on the 
relationship between the coach and the best player.  
 
06:18 – JIM: Tara also said that she tells her players that they will not outwork her. I 
was actually coaching high school basketball at the time and I took that to heart. I was 
thinking, “Okay, how do I let my—I was watching videos and going to coaching clinics 
and reading books, but I realized I hadn’t shared any of that with my players.  They 
didn’t necessarily know how hard I was working.  How do you let your players know that 
you’re working hard just like they are?  
 
06:47 – BRAD: Well, they can see it. I’m not going to be out there telling them 
everything I’ve done or telling them everything that I read on a daily basis or anything 
like that.  My goal is to simplify their lives with regard to the ___ game of basketball. 
When we enter practice, I don’t want to waste their time, I want to get in and out of the 



gym as soon as possible.  To do that you have to spend a lot of time thinking about the 
right way to go about your practice plan or your game prep or whatever the case may 
be.  So that they have the right amount of information: not too much, not too little.  I had 
a boss that was really fantastic, Todd Lickliter that told me, he used to quote Abe 
Lincoln all the time where he’d say, “I apologize for the length of this letter, I didn’t have 
time to write the short one.”  That says it all. I think if you—the more prepared you are, 
the more succinct you can be, the simpler you can be and the better everybody around 
you can operate.  Whether or not they know or pay attention to the hours or the amount 
of time is really insignificant to me. I’m just worried about us making sure we’re getting 
everything we need to get done, done.  
 
08:04 – JIM: That Lincoln quote is a beautiful one.  I was reading recently about “The 
Butler Way” and the Five Points are humility, passion for excellence, unity, servanthood, 
thankfulness.  With Positive Coaching Alliance we work with coaches a lot on team 
culture and organizations creating an organizational culture away from the 
entertainment sports culture to what we call a development zone culture. In the 
development zone the goal is to develop better athletes, better people. Can you talk a 
little bit about The Butler Way and team culture and how coaches, maybe high school 
coaches or youth sport coaches, can take advantage of culture to help their teams 
excel? 
 
08:55 – BRAD: You know, I think, specific to my time at Butler, I thought that was our – 
I thought the culture that was established well before I got there and really defined by 
Barry Collier really set the tone for all that we achieved in the 2000s.  Not only the Final 
Four runs, but the multiple other Sweet 16s, the different tournament runs, the regular 
season success, etc. etc. That was the biggest part of it, because, again, we knew who 
we were and it helps you make decisions based on what’s most important to you and 
your program and the values that you’ve established within your program.  I think 
culture is huge.  I think culture is something that, you know, it’s not something that 
automatically regenerates or automatically is year to year. It’s got to be passed along by 
the older players in your program. It’s got to be passed along by the way that you do 
things as a staff. Those are things that I’ve always found really challenging as a coach.  
If I’m going to demand that these things that we think are important to success on the 
court and also off of the court than I’ve got to try my best to be a model that’s striving to 
live towards that.  
 
10:26 – JIM: At one point you had said that you like solving puzzles and basketball 
presents an endless series of puzzles. Do you also like to do Sudoku or crossword 
puzzles? Do you like to read mysteries?  
 
10:41 – BRAD: You know what, not really. I went through a phase where I was flying a 
lot that I would dabble in the Sudoku, but I haven’t done – I’m not really into those, I 
think it’s more, to me, about how to figure out how to get the personalities on the team 
to all fit together.  
 



11:06 – JIM: Yup. You know, in looking back over your career, in 2010, in a Sweet 16, 
you played Syracuse and numerous times Syracuse made a run, and each time you 
called a timeout.  And, your team came out and did something that worked.  Later, you 
went on to play Kansas State, similar situation: they made a run; you called a timeout; 
your team came out and did something that worked.  I think every youth coach, every 
high school coach, every coach at every level, wants to be the kind of coach that can 
call a timeout and tell their players what they need to hear and send them out to be 
successful.  Do you remember those timeouts that I just mentioned? Can you talk a little 
bit about what you were able to share with your players to make them successful?  
 
12:04 – BRAD: I don’t remember specifically, no.  But I—probably not too dissimilar, 
timeout to timeout, really, throughout the course of my whole career.  I think I’m very 
much “This is what I think we need to do next” and that’s always been my focus. Now, 
certainly, there’re different times where you have to really talk about what just 
happened, whether it was a mental lapse, physical lapse, or if it was a combination of 
the two, or if there’s something that you need to change within your scheme…you’re 
always using timeouts to relay that.  But, I think, the biggest thing that we can do is 
focus on what to do as far as moving forward.  I don’t think it was anything in particular; 
I think it was just more “this is what we need to do to become the best we can be in this 
next four minutes.”  
 
13:01 – JIM: Another iconic game was your game against Gonzaga when one of your 
players stole the ball at the buzzer.  I think Gonzaga might have been the number one 
team in the country; they were in the top ten, anyway.  Player made almost a half-court 
shot at the buzzer to win.  I was watching that game and I’m pretty clear in my mind, my 
memory, which is not so good, but my memory is that you didn’t actually see the ball go 
into the basket; that you had already turned and were walking towards Mark Few, the 
coach at Gonzaga. First of all, is that true that you did not see the ball go into the 
basket? [13:43 – BRAD: No.] And, then, secondly, how can you be so calm in a 
situation like that?  
 
13:50 – BRAD: Well, I saw the ball go through the basket. I had started walking but I 
watched it.  I’m not that- I’m not that emotionless.  I think that, as I was walking down 
the floor, I’m thinking about two things.  Number one is that we’ve got a heck of a 
challenge to respond after this.  Because, when you’re in coaching, you’re totally in the 
moment and part of being in the moment is always kind of anticipating what’s next and 
being able to think about how you’re going to communicate to your team the next time 
you talk to them.  The thing that’s going through my mind is not that we won the game, 
it’s what am I saying in the locker room afterwards because we have a hard game 
Wednesday. The other part of it is Mark is a good friend, a long-time friend and the last 
thing that I need to be doing is doing cartwheels with him over there in a game that both 
teams played great.  
 
14:57 – JIM: I interviewed Tim Howard recently, the goal keeper for the US soccer team 
in the World Cup and he scored a goal once in the goal—a 108 yard goal or whatever.  
He showed no emotion from it. When I asked him about it he said he did not want to 



show up his counterpart on the other side because it’s a---I think that’s one of the great 
things about sports that’s best, we talk at Positive Coaching Alliance about honoring the 
game and respecting your opponents and I think sometimes… well, I guess I just want 
to say I really admire your thinking about Mark Few in that moment.  That’s really what 
we want coaches to do and athletes to do, is to about their opponents in situations like 
that.  
 
15:46 – BRAD: Well, I think it doesn’t make an exuberant celebration bad either.  I think 
that’s part of sports.  If you’re on the other side of that, and I’ve been on the other side 
of that, you don’t lose any sleep over it. At least, I never have. I understand that’s part of 
it.  We put so much into winning that moment or into winning the next game that – you 
know, it’s okay to show that kind of enthusiasm, but—you know, I guess I’ve been in a 
lot of these games and the longer you get into it, the more you realize there’s only so 
much you can control.  That shot goes in or not, our team played great that night – a 
little bit undermanned, our best player was sitting out. I knew we had done everything 
we could to try to win the game and that was about all we could ask.  
 
16:40 – JIM: We’ve been talking mostly about the human aspects of sports, but I think 
you were a little ahead of the coach, maybe more than a little ahead of the curve in 
terms of analytics.  How do you think about using analytics to help your team succeed?  
 
17:03 – BRAD: Yeah, I think, obviously, I think it’s important. But, I think a lot – that 
would be seconded by every coach in the NBA, and every coach at every level. I mean 
the more information that you have the better; the more that you can process in as short 
an amount of time to get to your players, the better; the more that they can know and 
still play with a clear mind, the better.  So, I don’t think I’m all that unique or a “person a 
head or at the top of the analytics movement.”  I think that’s been a little bit overblown.  
It’s more that I just look for – like you talked about earlier – anyway to help us find an 
answer when we have a puzzle in front of us.  
 
17:51 – JIM: Let’s talk about your transition from college to the pro rank.  I think I read 
where you had said, when you were approached about the UCLA job that was open at 
that time, I think you had said to your wife, like, “Okay if I’m not interested in leaving 
Butler to go to UCLA, where would I be interested in going to?”  Then, of course, the 
Celtics came.  What went through your mind about college, leaving Butler to go to the 
Celtics and how has that transition been?  
 
18:38 – BRAD: Well, it’s been, first of all, it was really a difficult decision to leave Butler.  
That was first and foremost, because it was such a great place it was a huge part of our 
early adulthood. Tracy and I, we were there – I was there for 13 years and it was pretty 
much my entire professional career before I moved, so, leaving was really difficult. The 
only way that I was going to do that was for a special opportunity and, obviously, the 
Boston Celtics are a special opportunity.  I think there’re things that you ask and the 
things that you do to study and figure out the work environment and the commitment 
level from a long term stand-point, and those kinds of things, that you have to do your 
due diligence on and the Celtics answered all of those questions.  Most importantly to 



me and what I’m so thankful for, is that ever since I’ve been here it’s been exactly what 
was advertised.  I work for great people. They are very supportive. They are—they 
understand that it’s a process to get back to where we need to go and where we want to 
be and they value all of the things that you need to do to really grow and get better.  It’s 
been a good transition from that standpoint.  Hopefully, we’ll get better and better and 
better.  Yeah, it was difficult to leave but it was only going to be for a place that was truly 
unique and this was truly unique.  It helps that it’s not in college because—obviously, 
we are first and foremost Butler fans and can continue to be that.  
 
20:35 – JIM: I love what you said that you get to keep all your Butler gear whereas if 
you went to another college you couldn’t wear that.  
 
20:44 – BRAD: Yeah, that’s it. And we do and my wife is fortunate enough to be on the 
board of trustees there now and so she’s going to be back a few times a year.  I got a 
chance to go back from graduation and spend time there and see a lot of our old 
friends.  We keep in regular contact with them and couldn’t be more proud to have 
worked there the years that we did.  Couldn’t be more rabid a fans as we are from afar.  
 
21:14 – JIM: That’s great. In terms of transition to the pro-game, I know reading---the 
typical college coach who goes into the pros as a head coach, typically doesn’t do well.  
I remember reading about one college coach who was very successful, came in as a 
head coach for a pro team and they described him as always been one matchup 
behind.  That the pro game is faster and the coaches are thinking ahead more; have 
you found that it’s – go from high school to college, college to pros – that it is a different 
game and a faster game and more challenging than the college game?  
 
22:03 – BRAD: It’s faster cause the players are bigger, faster, stronger, the shot-clock 
shorter. There are a lot of challenges that you need to be up to including the 82 game 
schedule which is a whole different situation in and of itself because it limits practice 
time and its obviously a lot more travel and toll on your players’ and coaches’ bodies 
and everything else.  I think that there are certainly a lot of differences – you know what, 
I’ve done my research quite a bit on college coaches moving to the pros and one of--- a 
lot of the coaches who have done that went into building situations.  Situations where it 
was going to be very hard to win without the appropriate amount of time so I think that 
was something that was really important from the standpoint of meeting with the Celtics 
and deciding to ultimately leave Butler, to say “Okay, we just traded two hall of famers, 
we know we are in the process of building, growing and getting better, and is there a 
commitment to do this over a course of a longer period?” I think that that’s something 
that, again, was not only communicated upfront, but has been—I’ve just felt supported 
all the way through here.  That’s been great.  I think, certainly, there have been 
challenges. I’m a lot better and a lot more prepared on August 27th, August 28th this 
year than I was last year.  That’s to be expected, I think.  But I do think that, hopefully, 
we can just, again, show signs of improvement and keep building in the right direction.  
 
23:53 – JIM: I think they gave you—was it a seven year contract?  
 



23:58 – BRAD: It was actually a little less than that.  
 
24:01 – JIM: Okay. I was really interested to find out that John Wooden, it took him 15 
years, I think, before he won his first NCAA championship. A lot of places won’t give a 
coach enough time to develop. Fifteen years! How many people, I think, if you asked 
them how long did it take John Wooden to win a championship, they might have said 
three or four.   
 
24:27 – BRAD: Right.  I read an article the other day about what would Duke be like if 
the AD had acted on the reaction some, not very many, but some fans the first three 
years that Coach K was there because they didn’t have a winning record. Then, all of a 
sudden, it became one of, if not the dominant program in college basketball.  I think 
there are benefits as long as you know you are in a situation where guys are really 
improving, and guys are getting better, and guys feel empowered to come to work and 
those types of things, I think that the continuity pays itself off in the long run. Now, I’m 
obviously biased in that regard because I’m the one sitting in the chair and we didn’t 
have a very good year, but I do think there is something to staying the course.  
Sometimes you are a lot closer than you think you are.  Like we've said many a time 
here, you’re never as good as you think you are, you’re never as bad as you think you 
are. You’re usually somewhere in between.   
 
25:46 – JIM: I was just talking with a friend, a mutual friend, who had started two or 
three successful businesses and then he started one that was kind of a dud, and he 
went into a depression.  Rather than looking at it and saying, “Hey, I created three really 
great companies and this one didn’t really work out the way I wanted it to.”  He really 
focused on that last one. I think so many of us are perfectionists in that way and don’t 
give ourselves enough credit.  
 
26:13 – BRAD: Well, I think that that’s hard. This is an emotional game; this is an 
emotional industry. Your highs are sighs of relief and your lows are-feel a lot more 
devastating than the joy of winning, let’s put it that way.  I think that that’s the way that 
most coaches look at it.  I heard one college coach say, “Winning, you’re moving on to 
what’s next. Losing is just pure misery.”  There’s probably some truth to that.  Maybe 
that’s because you just know that being able to get back off of that felling of losing is 
something you are just driven to the next day and in your practice and getting back onto 
the court, and then, hopefully, getting over the hump the next game and making sure 
none of those feelings of doubt creep in that you saw the last time you performed.  
That’s part of coaching and that’s part of getting the most out of people, but that’s 
certainly the way that you look at it and emotions run high.  I think that’s why it’s so 
important as you’re into this to focus on the process.  And, to be more focused on if 
you’re growing, if you’re getting better than on the results, because, at the end of the 
day, if you’re going to put your self-worth or your self-esteem on the results then you’re 
walking a scary line.  I think that that’s, again, in coaching I’m trying to control what I 
can; I’m trying to teach as best as I can and let the chips fall where they may.  
 



28:04 – JIM: You know, you just answered a question I was going to ask.  As we wrap 
this up, I wanted to focus on youth sports and I was going to ask you what advice would 
you give coaches to be able to maintain their composure in the highs and lows and I 
think you just said “really focus on the process and getting better, not so much on the 
scoreboard.”  Any other advice for high school and youth coaches on how to get the 
most out of players, how to gets some enjoyment themselves even when they lose?  
 
28:38 – BRAD: The biggest thing is keep the focus on the growth of your program, the 
growth of the team, the growth of the players within your team.  You’ve got to stand for 
____ out there.  One of my favorite books that I’ve ever read is by Stanford professor of 
psych, Carol Dweck “Mindset” where she talks about not necessarily pursuing trophies, 
but pursuing growth.  Not being afraid of failure, but being driven by it.  I think that if we 
can instill that in our players, if we can instill that in our kids – if I, as a parent, can do a 
good job of instilling that in my two children then they’re going to be able to maintain an 
even kill.  They’re going to be able to handle success because it’s not going to be 
overblown and they’re going to be able to move on from defeat because it’s not going to 
be all that…it’s not going to destroy their outlook. I think that that’s really important and 
it’s hard to do. I’m a competitive guy. Winning and losing is important. I’ve always been 
a guy that hates to lose at anything I do and at the same time the longer that I’ve gotten 
into coaching, again, the more I realize that it’s about being able to respond one way or 
another to play your best the next day regardless of circumstance.  
  
30:08 – JIM: Carol Dweck, like you, is on PCA’s National Advisory Board and I don’t 
know if—have you met Carol?  
 
30:15 – BRAD: I have not.  
 
30:17 – JIM: We’ll have to arrange that at some point because she’s a big sports fan. I 
think she’d love to meet with you.  
 
30:29 – BRAD: She signed a book for me last Christmas. My sister-in-law got that for 
me. So, tell her thank you if you see her.  
 
30:36 – JIM: I will. I read a quote from Henry Kissinger a while back that said “every 
victory is simply a door opening to a greater problem.”  When I first read that – I didn’t 
get it exactly right, but basically every success opens the door to the next problem – 
and, I thought, if you have a fixed mindset that’s like hell.  If you have a growth mindset, 
that’s great. “Okay, now we got another problem we have to solve.”  I’m reading a book 
now on scaling; it’s called “Scaling Up Excellence” because Positive Coaching Alliance 
is scaling around the country and the author uses this term that entrepreneurs see 
themselves “knee-deep in a manageable mess.”  I often thought that was a good 
metaphor for coaching as well.  Like, I’m in a mess here, but it’s manageable.  
 
31:37 – BRAD: I think that that’s a unique phrase and unique way to look at it, but I 
think that there are some things that really apply there.  You know, I thought my hardest 
off-season with regard to getting ready to coach a team in the following season, was 



when we went through the first Final Four because of the challenges that would be 
presented by human nature, not necessarily by anything else.  That’s something—no 
matter how good you were yesterday, there are challenges in moving forward and 
growing.  That’s something that, again, kind of keeps you on your toes as a coach and 
that’s what makes this an enjoyable profession.  
 
32:24 – JIM: You bet. Last question: at our Coffee with Coaches event at Fenway Park 
in June, you said, “I love watching my kids play so much. I wouldn’t want to coach them 
unless they begged me.”  I just thought, “What a lovely thing.”  One of the things we tell 
parents, “If you have to say something to your child after a game, say, ‘I really love 
watching you play.’” I love that quote. Can you think of a college coach that you would 
want your kids to play for and why?  
 
32:59 – BRAD: You know what, there are college coaches in all different levels of 
basketball that I would be honored if they recruited my kids to play there.  Probably 
wouldn’t be fair to single out one, but I can tell you this, I would encourage my son to 
look at it from the standpoint more of the big picture of “What is that experience for you, 
for the next 50 years, and what relationships will you build as a result of being part of 
that organization and program?”  There are a lot of people that do it a lot of great ways. 
Interestingly enough, after being in coaching and getting a chance to live the highs of 
Final Fours and coaching in the NBA and those types of things, my encouragement to 
my son would be a lot less about playing time, style of play, etc. and a lot more about 
those intangibles that I mentioned earlier cause I think those are a lot more important.  I 
don’t think enough people make decisions based on those things.  
 
34:09 – JIM: Great.  Brad, thank you. It’s been a great interview. I think the coaches, 
parents, and athletes who listen to it are going to get a lot from it. I also want to thank 
you for your support of the Positive Coaching Alliance movement; having individuals like 
you on our National Advisory Board really gives us credibility.  And, also, thank you for 
the role model that you set for youth coaches who – as a coach you work so hard and 
then you’re disappointed and it’s easy to lose control, and I just feel like you’re a great 
role model. So I want to thank you for your support.  
 
34:45 – BRAD: Thanks, Jim.  


