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The sport of business:
Learning from the best
The Michael Jordan-era Chicago Bulls used
failure and togetherness to win six NBA titles
he title for the Netflix
documentary The Last
Dance comes from a
tactical guide given to Chicago Bulls
players ahead of the 1997/98 season
that signalled the end of one of the
greatest winning streaks in sporting
history.
From 1991 to 1998 the Bulls won a
total of six NBA championships, aided
most notably by the talent of Michael
Jordan.
But as the 10-episode documentary
shows, the team needed more than
just one iconic basketball star to truly
be successful.
The Bulls had to experiment with
different strategies, learn from tough
defeats, and continuously find new
motivation to stay at the top.
To succeed, sports teams - much
like businesses - need leadership and
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there are some lessons the former can
learn from The Last Dance.

Fail, learn, grow...

Despite joining the Chicago Bulls
in 1984, and quickly becoming the
biggest star in the NBA, Jordan didn’t
win a championship until 1991.
The Bulls came up against many
pitfalls in their search for glory and
tougher opponents, such as the
Detroit Pistons, highlighted a number
of flaws within the team.
With the infamous ‘Jordan-rules’ the
Pistons stifled the Bulls by physically
dominating their star player and also
exposed the lack of any backup plan.
For the 1991 season, the Bulls began
experimenting with offensive strategies to take some of the scoring
burden away from Jordan while also
addressing their physical strength

by implementing intense gym routines. The work resulted in a far more
competitive Bulls team blowing the
Pistons away to win their first title. It’s
an example of how sports teams use
failure to grow stronger, which businesses can benefit from, according to
Jil Maassen, a strategy consultant at
US software firm Optimizely.
“The new business mantra is ‘fail,
learn, grow, succeed,” Maassen
explains.
“The data from failed initiatives can
be used in the future when trying new
approaches or adopting new methodologies. Experimentation is a big part
of taking the right kinds of risks and
learning quickly from them.
“Success also cannot be pinned on
the shoulders of one person, every
department must be able to experiment in tandem for this approach to
work, or at least provide their input.”

Work as a real team

Although Jordan is the star of The
Last Dance, the documentary exam-
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ines the integral pieces of the Bulls.
From small forward Scottie Pippen to
Dennis Rodman, the team was full of
talented and hard-working basketball
players and they all contributed to the
team’s success.
A case in point of this collective
desire to succeed is the fact that the
victory in the 1997 playoff final was
sealed by little-known Steve Kerr.
Kerr carved out a successful
basketball career, not by being the
best player, but by being the right
player at any given moment.
Indeed, he often watched games
from the bench, coming on as a
replacement for injured or tired teammates. Regardless of when he was
called on to play, he always gave 100%
- he was a team player.
“It takes much more than a talented
individual to make an organisation
successful,” says Aaron Skonnard,
the CEO of enterprise skills platform,
Pluralsight.
“Just as in business, everyone
needs to understand what their role
is, have the opportunity to do it to the
best of their ability and understand
how essential their contribution is to
collective success.”

Agile management

Keeping the team focused was the
job of head coach Phil Jackson, who
served as an assistant to a number of
different managers until his chance
came in 1989.
Through a combination of deep
strategic knowledge and empathetic
leadership, Jackson quickly earned
the respect of the players and turned
them into title contenders.
“Jackson was able to connect with
each individual by understanding what
drove them and was sensitive to their
pressures off the court,” Skonnard
says.
“The way he approached and
motivated Jordan was very different
compared to Rodman but he always
showed his true self.
"Likewise, the best business leaders
connect with their workforce on a
personal level by not hiding behind
business jargon. They let their personality shine through.”
Being able to communicate ideas to
people that think and absorb information differently was a key part of Jack-

son’s success as coach of the Bulls. It's
precisely that agility that is extremely
important for businesses, according
to Tom Castley, the UK head of sales
engagement firm Outreach.
“The Last Dance teaches us to never
underestimate the role of strong, empathetic management in the success
of the team,” Castley says.
“It reminds us that being a rigid
manager will never work in the long
term - great managers always need to
be flexible, whether in the boardroom,
on the court or in a virtual office.”

Shared goals

To win a fourth, fifth, and sixth title,
the Chicago Bulls had to find new ways
to motivate themselves. It's all too
easy for teams that have done well for
a long period of time to stop trying and
this, ultimately, is never a good thing.
Complacency and stagnation can stop
sports teams from continued success
and it can also impede businesses
that can’t continue to keep employees
motivated.
In The Last Dance, for example, we
see Jordan regularly find new ways to
push himself by engaging in personal
battles with other players.
“Despite often having respectful
admiration for certain individuals on
rival teams and in some cases real
friendships, Michael Jordan found
inventive ways to keep himself and the
team motivated,” says Skonnard.
“Just as in basketball, there is never
room for complacency in business even when you seem way ahead you
need to continually innovate.”
At the start of the 1997/98 season,

with the Bulls looking to win that sixth
title, the management set out a plan
to reorganise the team.
Head coach Phil Jackson is told he
won’t be staying on after the season,
whether he wins or not, which inspires
him to call it The Last Dance.
“The show highlights how important
it is for leaders, when going through a
difficult period of transition or stress,
to empower their teams through
mutual trust,” says Siobhan O’Reilly,
UK manager for Dropbox.
“Great teams work together around
a tangible mutual goal such as one last
championship run, so in this climate,
business leaders must clearly outline
their team goals and empower them
to achieve them.”
Jackson was replaced as coach
after winning that sixth title and
Jordan, who refused to play without
him, also left. The team hasn’t won a
championship since.
Whether we focus our lens on
basketball, football, rugby or any other
team sport, there remain several
parrallels between the world of sport
and that of business.
No one player - however talented can ever be greater than the team as
a whole. Indeed, behaving in this way
and over-focusing on individuals can
actually be of detriment to achieving
significant success in the medium and
long-term.
Good leaders - much like sports
coaches - recognise every person
has a role to play and value to add and
their role is to continue to motivate
and develop that talent for the greater
good of the team/business.
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