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SAN ANTONIO — Mike Budenholzer has observed the San Antonio

Spurs’ success from many vantage points during his 19 years with the

team — from the video room, where he landed his first job with the

Spurs, to the bench, where he now sits next to Coach Gregg

Popovich.

Budenholzer has been Popovich’s top

assistant for six years. But when the

N.B.A. finals conclude, he will become

the coach of the Atlanta Hawks, the

latest in a long line of Spurs assistants

to graduate to bigger assignments

elsewhere.

The N.B.A. is full of disciples of

Popovich and General Manager R. C. Buford, who

represent stability and success, with four championships in

the last 15 seasons and a fifth within reach. It makes sense

that other clubs would be impressed by people who have

employment with the Spurs listed on their résumés.

Danny Ferry, the Hawks’ new general manager, who is

giving Budenholzer his first head coaching job, was once

the director of basketball operations for San Antonio. One

of Budenholzer’s first decisions after accepting the Atlanta

job was to hire Quin Snyder, who coached the Spurs’

Development League team for three years, to be one of his

assistants.

Mike Brown, the newly rehired Cleveland Cavaliers coach,

and Jacque Vaughn, the Orlando Magic coach, were San

Antonio assistants under Popovich. So was P. J. Carlesimo,

the interim coach for the Nets this season. New Orleans

Pelicans Coach Monty Williams played three years with

San Antonio and was an intern during the 2004-5 season,

when the Spurs won a title. Avery Johnson, a former coach

of the Dallas Mavericks and the Nets, and Vinny Del Negro,

recently dismissed as coach of the Los Angeles Clippers,

played for Popovich.

Examples abound in team front offices, too. Sam Presti

(Oklahoma City Thunder), Dell Demps (New Orleans) and

Kevin Pritchard (Indiana Pacers) are general managers

who, like Ferry, once worked under Buford.

“The success we’ve had on the court in the playoffs is

great,” Budenholzer said, “but where Pop and I, and all of

us, get just as big of a kick is watching people go out and be

successful. We love it.”
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Budenholzer, right, says Coach Gregg
Popovich “is amazing about listening to
everybody.”

When it comes to launching careers, the Spurs have had

more success than other recent champions, like the Los

Angeles Lakers, the Boston Celtics, the Mavericks and the

Miami Heat.

What makes the Spurs stand out, some former assistants

say, is that Popovich and Buford do a precise job of

including everyone in the team’s decision making.

When discussing the draft, game strategy or a trade, for

example, Popovich and Buford will bring together almost

every member of the staff in a room, Budenholzer said. Everyone then debates the issue at

stake. The format allows the coaching staff to learn as much about the salary cap and the

league’s luxury tax rules as the front office learns about team chemistry and player

development.

“Pop is amazing about listening to everybody,” Budenholzer said.

Most of the time, the Spurs make the right decision — and Budenholzer said that Popovich

and Buford were fine if it did not come from them. In fact, Budenholzer said, they are not

pleased when assistants do not give an opinion.

“When you’re asked to think of ideas and new ways, and the best idea wins, it makes the

whole group better,” Ferry said.

In 2011, it was Budenholzer’s idea for the Spurs to trade George Hill, a backup point guard

Popovich loved, for Kawhi Leonard, who is now guarding LeBron James in the finals.

“He’s a really good coach and he’s smart because he’s been asked to think,” Ferry said of

Budenholzer, his new hire. “Salary-cap questions, timeout questions and player-

development situations have been part of the things he has to think about.”

Because Spurs assistants are directly involved in decision making, they tend to have a full

grasp of what it takes to win when they meet owners who are looking to hire coaches,

Ferry said.

Ferry said that Popovich and Buford were humble enough to know that “they could both

be digging ditches” if not for Tim Duncan, their cornerstone on the court since he joined

the Spurs as the No. 1 pick in the 1997 draft.

Popovich and Buford joined the Spurs as assistants under Larry Brown in 1988 and left

after a coaching purge in 1992. Popovich returned in 1994 as the team’s general manager

and vice president for basketball operations, and he brought back Buford as the head

scout.

Popovich became San Antonio’s coach in 1996, and Buford took over as general manager

in 2002.

Together, they have taken a disciplined approach in keeping the Spurs consistently

competitive. Operating under the restrictions of a small-market team, they try to make

smart draft moves, aggressively look overseas for talent — nine of the current players are

from outside the mainland United States — and avoid contracts that would force the team

to pay the league’s luxury tax.

In Atlanta, Budenholzer and Ferry will have plenty of decisions to discuss this summer.

More than half of the Hawks’ starting lineup from last year, including Josh Smith, the

team’s best player, will be free agents.

Carlesimo, now an analyst for ESPN, said he knew it was difficult for Budenholzer to

leave the Spurs. When Carlesimo joined San Antonio in 2002, he had been a head coach

with the Portland Trail Blazers and the Golden State Warriors. But he spent five years

with the Spurs, and he said he did not regret any of it.

“Good people will stay here because the feeling is, even if you’re making a little bit less,

you’re learning, you’re part of a really good organization and you’re probably going to get

something if you pay your dues,” Carlesimo said. “People want to hire Spurs assistants.”

People want to be Spurs assistants, too.

Ime Udoka is the newest assistant on Popovich’s staff. Udoka played three years for San

Antonio and showed an interest in coaching. When the Spurs had an opening on their

staff, Udoka retired, moved from Spain to San Antonio and began providing input to
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