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The Architecture of a Champion

I do not write about basketball. I write about leadership 
teams in private-equity-backed and founder-led companies 
that are trying to make the jump from a very good business 
to a great company, and I write about the architecture, 
behavior, discipline, and measurement that determines 
whether they ever get there. I am writing about the New 
York Knicks this morning because the team that lifted the 
Larry O’Brien Trophy last evening1 did not win because 
they were more talented than the league. They were not. 
They won because they were more deliberately built than 
the league, and the way they were built is the most public, 
most televised, and most instructive case study in elite-
team architecture I have seen in years. 

The Knicks finished the regular season fifty-three and 
twenty-nine, the third seed in the East2, and they did so 
while living through the kind of season that every chief 
executive of a configuration-stage company will recognize. 
They opened the Mike Brown era with two statement wins 
over Cleveland and Boston, then promptly lost three. They 
went through a two-and-nine stretch in January that had 
New York columnists writing obituaries on the roster, the 
coach, and the front office in the same paragraph. Their 
defensive rating sat seventeenth at midseason. They were 
called soft. They were called overconfident. They were 
called a team whose stars did not fit. And then, in the play-
offs, the team that had been the subject of all that noise 
swept Cleveland in the Eastern Conference Finals, dis-
patched a San Antonio Spurs team that most of the coun-
try had installed as the destiny pick, and closed the series 
ninety-four to ninety on the Spurs’ floor in Game Five. 

I want to do two things in this essay. The first is to predict, 
retrospectively, what the building blocks I saw configur-
ing in plain sight from October through April told me was 
coming. The second is to walk through the framework I 
use with chief executives to architect this kind of outcome 
on purpose, in companies, where the stakes are larger, the 
season longer, and the trophy is the institution itself.

The Retrospective Prediction 
When I watched the Knicks at the trade deadline, I did 
not see a team that was struggling. I saw a team that was 
being configured under fire, and the configural pattern was 

already legible to anyone who had been close to elite-team 
building. Five things were in place by February that, in 
my experience, almost always foreshadow a champion-
ship outcome, and the absence of any one of which almost 
always predicts collapse. Allow me to name them in the 
order they appeared.

First, the architecture preceded the assembly. Leon Rose, 
the team president, had spent five years acquiring play-
ers who fit a defined system rather than collecting stars 
and asking a coach to reconcile them later. Brunson was 
acquired in free agency in 2022. Anunoby came in late 
2023 in a trade that cost the franchise two starters. Bridges 
came in the summer of 2024 to add defensive length and 
shot creation. Towns came before the 2024–25 season for 
offense creation at the five. Hart was the connective tissue 
from a four-team deal at the 2023 deadline.3 None of these 
were impulse buys. Each acquisition was a vote on what 
the team was going to look like at full configuration, three 
or four years out. That is what an Architect does. He does 
not assemble a team. He designs one. 

Second, the team’s behavioral cascade was being installed 
in order, not in parallel. The first thing Mike Brown did in 
training camp, by every player account, was not introduce 
a new playbook. It was install a new behavioral standard. 
Mikal Bridges, in October, said the change he noticed first 
was accountability and communication, that every assis-
tant carried the same message, that there were no mixed 
signals coming from the staff.4 That is the language of 
vulnerability-based trust and behavioral coherence. Brown 
was modeling, in public, the first two rungs of the cascade 
that determines whether a team can perform under pres-
sure: trust first, then engineered conflict. Without those 
two layers locked in, the layers above them, commitment, 
accountability, and results, collapse the moment the pres-
sure arrives. The pressure arrived in January. It did not 
collapse them. The reason it did not is that the foundation 
had been poured first. 

Third, the operating system was redesigned to reduce 
dependence on any single individual. The Knicks under the 
previous regime had been a team that needed Jalen Brun-
son to be a magician for the offense to function. Brown 
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took the ball out of Brunson’s hands on a significant share 
of possessions, made Karl-Anthony Towns an initiator 
the way Minnesota once had, and increased the team’s 
passes per game from two hundred eighty-one to two 
hundred ninety. He pushed bench minutes from twelve 
and seven tenths to sixteen and a half minutes per player. 
The team jumped from twenty-seventh to third in three-
point attempts and from twenty-third to fifth in passes.5 
The system was being engineered to generate advantages 
before the ball reached the decision-maker, rather than 
depending on the decision-maker to invent advantages 
from nothing. In leadership-team terms, this is the work 
of moving from heroic leadership to a coherent operating 
system, the single most important transition any maturing 
team makes.

Fourth, the coach refused to be the accountability mech-
anism. Brown installed what Josh Hart, post-Game-Five, 
called a culture of sacrifice.6 Players were empowered 
in huddles. Veterans were trusted with expanded roles. 
Correction was direct, peer-to-peer, and consistent. Brown 
was not the room’s enforcer. He was its architect, and the 
room held itself. When the Knicks responded to the two-
and-nine January stretch with a five-game winning streak 
and a hundred-and-twenty-to-sixty-six demolition of the 
Nets, that response did not come from the coach demand-
ing it. It came from a team that had been built to hold its 
own standard horizontally, not vertically. 

Fifth, and most quietly, the team treated the regular season 
as the laboratory, not the verdict. The NBA Cup win in 
December was, in Hart’s words, proof of concept. The team 
knew, by January, what kind of team it was capable of be-
coming, and it spent the second half of the season iterating 
on the configuration, testing combinations, building the 
bench’s confidence, and absorbing the public ridicule that 
comes with being a New York team that loses ten of eleven 
without panicking. They were not running from the noise. 
They were configuring against it. 

By the time the playoffs began, every signature of an elite 
team was on the floor in plain sight: architecture, behav-
ioral cascade, operating discipline, measurement, and a 
head of the organization who had stopped trying to be the 

mechanism and had started being the system. That is why I 
was not surprised last night. The destiny that realized itself 
in the final ninety seconds of Game Five had been visible in 
the configuration since November. It only became obvious 
in retrospect because the regular season had hidden it 
underneath the noise.

The Framework Underneath 
What the Knicks did, on a basketball floor, in front of 
twenty million people on television, is what I help chief 
executives do, on a leadership team, in a room of seven or 
eight, with no audience. The framework I use to do it has 
three integrated parts. I will walk through each, briefly, 
and then say what I think the larger leadership lesson of 
last night actually is. 

The first part is the High-Performance Leadership Team 
model, which I refer to as the HPLT. Its core proposition is 
that an elite team is not a function of talent density, mis-
sion inspiration, or charismatic leadership. It is a function 
of four things multiplied together: architecture, behavioral 
cascade, chief-executive operating discipline, and mea-
surement.7 Fail any one of the four and you will produce 
a team that performs below the sum of its components, 
which is the most common and most expensive form of 
leadership-team failure I see in private-equity-backed and 
founder-led portfolios. The behavioral cascade is sequen-
tial, trust, then conflict, then commitment, then account-
ability, then results, and no layer can durably score more 
than a half-point above the layer beneath it.8 A team that 
scores high on commitment but low on trust is not com-
mitted. It is compliant, and compliance collapses under 
pressure. The Knicks’ January was a stress test of the lower 
layers, and they held.

The second part is the Elite Teams and Elite Roles model. 
Composition matters, and it matters in ways most chief 
executives misread. The portfolio of roles around the table, 
the Architect, the Operator, the Challenger, the Integrator, 
the Catalyst, and the Steward, must be deliberately bal-
anced. Most failed top teams have three Operators and no 
Challenger and then wonder why disagreement and coor-
dination collapse in the same meeting. The Knicks roster, 
viewed through this lens, is almost a textbook configura-
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tion. Brunson functions as the on-floor Architect. Towns 
is the offense-creating Catalyst. Anunoby and Bridges are 
Operators with Challenger range on the defensive end. 
Hart is the Integrator who does the unglamorous connec-
tive work. Robinson is the Steward of the paint. Brown, 
off the floor, is the Architect and Reflective Leader. Rose, 
above all of it, is the design Architect of the institution. Six 
roles, six seats, a team that could hold its standard hori-
zontally because no role was missing. 

The third part is the ConvergenceMultiplier, which is the 
principle that connects the first two. The Convergence-
Multiplier is the integration pattern, strategic architec-
ture, leadership acceleration through personal mastery, 
and capability building through action learning, executed 
simultaneously rather than sequentially, that turns linear 
team-building into exponential value creation.9 Tradition-
al consulting and traditional coaching solve one problem 
at a time. Strategy gets solved. Leadership gets coached. 
Culture gets developed. Each in its own track, each on its 
own timeline, each producing linear returns. The Con-
vergenceMultiplier insists that the three must be done at 
once, on the same team, by the same architect, against 
the same enterprise outcomes, because that is the only 
way you produce a team that simultaneously delivers the 
result, builds the leaders, and embeds the system that will 
keep producing both after the architect has stepped out 
of the room. Brown’s Knicks operated this way all season. 
The system on the floor was the same system Brown was 
building in the locker room was the same system Rose was 
building in the front office. Three tracks, one architecture, 
one outcome.

What the Knicks Just Taught Every Chief 
Executive I Work With 

There is a line I have used in client work for a long time, 
that elite teams are designed, not assembled, and that 
the most expensive form of leadership-team failure is the 
high-potential team that consistently underperforms its 
components. The Knicks just proved that thesis on na-
tional television. The team that won last night was not the 
most talented team in the field. The Spurs were arguably 
more talented. The Celtics were arguably more talented. So 
were Denver, and Oklahoma City, and a healthy Phoenix. 

What the Knicks had that none of those teams had, in the 
same combination, at the same time, was an architecture 
installed in the right order, a behavioral cascade that held 
under stress, a chief who treated his job as designing the 
operating system rather than running it, and a measure-
ment discipline that told them in November what the 
playoffs would later confirm.

That is the work I do with chief executives. It is the work 
every chief executive in a configuration-stage company, 
whether private-equity-backed or founder-led, has to do 
whether they have a framework for it or not. The teams 
that get there on purpose, with a framework, do it twice. 
The teams that get there by accident, without one, do it 
once and spend the next three years wondering why they 
cannot repeat it. 

The Knicks will be asked, this summer, whether last night 
was the beginning of something or the end of it. The an-
swer, in my view, is already written into the configuration. 
If the architecture, the cascade, the operating discipline, 
and the measurement stay in place, this team will compete 
for the trophy again next June. That is not a prediction 
about basketball. It is a prediction about the durability of 
a properly designed leadership system, which is the same 
prediction I make, with the same conviction, about the 
leadership teams I help build in the companies I serve. 
The trophy is the lagging indicator. The architecture is 
the leading one. Last night, on the second-largest stage in 
American sport, the architecture won.
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