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13

Foreword by Roy Williams

I wasn’t ready to receive the news. I had known for several years 
that the day was inevitable. The dementia was ravaging his body’s 
health. He was becoming weaker and weaker. All who knew and 
loved him knew the day was coming.

But I still wasn’t ready. When I received the news at 11:19 pm, 
after a road victory against Boston College, I struggled to grasp the 
reality that he was truly gone. He always seemed invincible to me. 
But this time he wasn’t invincible. Death had robbed this great man 
from all of us.

Memories flooded my mind. Specifically, I remembered when I 
called Coach Smith the night before I went to Kansas for my inter-
view to become its head coach. And I asked him, “Are you sure you 
want me to do this? This is your school, your alma mater. You’re 
screwing them up here, telling them I can do the job. Are you sure 
you want to do this to your school?”

“You can do this job,” I remember him saying to me. “And you’re 
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14 n It’s How You Play the Game

going to be the best.” He was such an encourager, believing the best 
in everyone.

I told him when I returned to UNC twelve years ago, “I really 
want to do this the right way. I want to make you proud.” Coach 
Smith responded, “I’m already proud.” I’m sixty-four years old and 
I still want to make him proud in everything I do in my own per-
sonal life and for the University of North Carolina.

Coach Smith was not perfect. No one is. But Coach Smith pos-
sessed far more positives than any other person I’ve ever known. He 
set the standard for loyalty. One time I told him that I thought he 
was loyal to a fault. He said to me, “Don’t ever use those same two 
words in the same sentence.” He didn’t think you could ever be too 
loyal. As was most often the case, he was correct.

He was my mentor. He gave me my first chance to coach. I was 
never on the varsity, playing only on the freshman team. But he let 
me watch and learn from him. He gave me the greatest gift he could 
ever have given me: his knowledge. I learned the game from him. 
I learned how to live life from him. I try to coach like he coached.

He was the greatest there has ever been on the court. And he was 
even better off the court. He was a man of the highest integrity. He 
never wanted acclaim. It was all about his team. It was all about his 
players. They were always first in his heart.

But he cared for people behind the scenes in ways people never 
knew. He would write personal notes to fans who had cancer or 
who had just lost a loved one. He was extremely generous with his 
financial resources. His care and compassion for the poor and oth-
ers knew no bounds.

His players and those who coached with him know he is the 
finest example of what college basketball should be. I hope future 
coaches will continue to examine and study his life. We can all 
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continue to learn from him and make ourselves, and the game of 
college basketball, all it should be.

I am privileged to write the foreword for David’s book about 
Coach Smith. I was a year behind David at UNC. We knew each 
other then and have stayed in touch through the years. I know 
Coach Smith’s principles on how to lead and live have greatly 
impacted him, as they have me and countless others. 

We all love Coach Smith. We miss him greatly. I hope gener-
ations to come may also learn how Coach Smith influenced peo-
ple’s lives.

He did mine. I’m a better man for knowing Coach Dean E. 
Smith.

Roy Williams 
Head Basketball Coach 
University of North Carolina 
Chapel Hill, North Carolina
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21

Introduction

It’s How You Play the Game

In 2008, the word spread quickly among all the UNC lettermen. 
Our coach, friend, and mentor had been diagnosed with a neu-
rocognitive disorder that was slowly robbing him of one of his 

most precious life commodities: his memory. It was an especially 
cruel disease for a man who could remember the name of someone 
he’d met twenty, even thirty years earlier. We all knew that one day 
this hideous disease would rob our friend of his life. We just didn’t 
know exactly when that day would come. It fi nally did.

February 7, 2015 is a day I’ll never forget. I was getting ready 
to preach at the church I pastor, Forest Hill Church in Charlotte, 
North Carolina, where I’ve been its pastor for over three decades. As 
I readied myself to enter the commodious sanctuary, one of my pro-
duction assistants said, “David, I think you should know that Coach 
Smith just passed away.” He knew of my great love and respect for 
my former coach and life mentor. He didn’t want me to be blind-
sided by someone in the congregation randomly sharing the news 
with me before or after the service.
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22 n It’s How You Play the Game

My mind swirled with memories. This great coach and mentor 
was no longer on earth. All the former players knew the day would 
come. Dementia had been diagnosed seven years earlier. Slowly, we 
watched him evaporate from notoriety. Yet it was still hard to com-
prehend and digest that he was now gone.

News of Coach Smith’s death spread rapidly. Personally, I con-
ducted twelve interviews within twenty-four hours with differ-
ent local television and radio stations in the Charlotte area after 
his death became public. Newspaper headlines across the nation 
shouted out in bold type that Coach Smith was dead.

Over the next few weeks, I kept asking myself, “What made him 
so great? Why did I cry when I heard he had died, similar to when 
I knew my mom and dad had passed? What made him the great 
man he was?”

The more I pondered these questions, the more I returned to this 
simple answer, found in the following phrase:

It’s How You Play the Game

Dean E. Smith was extraordinarily successful because he knew 
what’s most important in life is how you play the game.

Let’s see if you can complete this phrase: “It’s not whether you 
win or lose… ”

If you have a modicum of understanding of the American com-
petitive sports scene, you undoubtedly are able to supply the end-
ing: “… it’s how you play the game.” Reflecting on this thought, the 
great football Coach Vince Lombardi purportedly said, “If that’s 
true, then why keep score?” Lombardi is also credited with having 
said, “Winning isn’t everything. It’s the only thing.”

Yet are these ideas—that the goal of sporting events is to win 
or that it is in the manner of playing—mutually exclusive? I don’t 
think so. Perhaps it’s because I played for Coach Dean Smith, one 
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of college basketball’s greatest coaches. His number-one priority was 
developing his players as people—teaching us how to play the game 
rightly on and off the court, showing us how to be persons of integ-
rity. He doggedly believed it is how you play the game that counts 
the most. In fact, if any phrase encapsulates Coach Smith’s leader-
ship, it’s this one: it’s how you play the game.

What then, was the result of Coach Smith’s placing the empha-
sis on how the game should be played?

The numbers say it all: 36: seasons as head coach at UNC. 879: 
the number of career victories. 2: national championships. 11: Final 
Fours. 1: Olympic gold medal and championship. An NIT cham-
pionship. He’s the only college coach who has won the champion-
ship trinity of the NCAA, NIT, and Olympic gold.

At one point, the number 879 made him college basketball’s 
all-time wins leader. Since his retirement from college basketball 
in 1997, this record has been passed by such prominent, coaching 
luminaries as Bob Knight and Mike Krzyzewski. It is still a remark-
able achievement. 

However, in my opinion, it’s not just that he won, it’s how he 
won that should be exalted. It’s how he lived his life, how he distrib-
uted accolades and deflected praise, how he represented the univer-
sity, how he cared for his players, staff, and the people with whom 
his life had intersected through the years that had set him apart from 
others in the coaching profession and leaders in general.

US Army general George S. Patton defined leadership as the art 
of getting subordinates to do the impossible. Someone else has said 
that leadership is the expression of courage that compels people to 
do the right things.

In the business world, the difference between an effective or 
ineffective corporation is leadership. In the military, the difference 
between a good unit and a bad unit is leadership. In sports, the 
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24 n It’s How You Play the Game

difference between a successful team and an unsuccessful team is 
leadership.

Author and leadership expert Peter Drucker has defined leader-
ship simply as getting things accomplished by acting through others. 
Warren Bennis, another who has studied leadership, writes, “Around 
the globe, we face three threats: the threat of annihilation as a result 
of a nuclear accident or war, the worldwide plague of ecological 
catastrophe, and a deepening leadership crisis. In my mind, the 
leadership crisis is the most urgent and dangerous of the threats we 
face today.”  1

In a world starving for effective leadership, Coach Dean Smith 
has proven to be a very effective leader. Therefore, I believe there’s 
enormous value in looking at his life and leadership style. As one of 
his former players, I have seen up close and personal the practical, 
transferable principles by which he lives. These principles, consis-
tently practiced over almost four decades as a leader, have been the 
foundation for his outstanding success.

Coach Dean Smith’s goal was not to become college basketball’s 
most winning coach. Indeed, many of us former players had to con-
vince him to surpass former Kentucky Coach Adolph Rupp’s record. 
Over and over again Coach Smith had threatened to retire when he 
was one game behind Rupp. We had to beg him to stay at it, to break 
the record for all of us who had played for him, if not for himself. 
Fortunately, he finally agreed.

But breaking the record and winning the most games was not 
his life’s goal. I firmly believe his intent was simply to teach basket-
ball to young men through systematic, disciplined life principles. 
He would have been happy doing this at any level. The wins fol-
lowed naturally. Sure, he enjoyed winning. He was extremely com-
petitive. When he played golf against someone, he would never give 
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mulligans. He would always demand you attempt every putt. You 
had to beat him fairly and squarely. Yes, he wanted to win. But 879 
wins was never the end goal. His players and those who worked for 
him were his real motivation. Playing the game rightly was more 
important to him than the final score.

What are these principles Coach Dean Smith imparted to his 
players? That’s the reason for this book. For thirty plus years I’ve 
known and observed him, originally as a player and then later as a 
friend. I believe these principles encapsulate why he was extraordi-
narily successful as a leader and a man. They are not principles he 
thought up or invented. They are natural laws, inviolate principles of 
the human, relational dimension, as real as gravity is to the physical 
reality. These principles guide civilization. Every positive, meaning-
ful human relationship throughout history observes them. When 
disobeyed, there is disharmony, disintegration, and destruction.

Indeed, I would suggest that when people see someone commit-
ted to living by these principles, an instinctive inward trust moti-
vates them to follow. Again, I believe this is the real reason for Coach 
Smith’s effectiveness as a leader. Those who knew him well consis-
tently saw these principles in action. We instinctively sensed he was 
a man of character and ability. We therefore trusted him and desired 
to emulate and follow him.

This is not to imply that he was perfect. He had flaws, some of 
which I will point out in this book.

In fact, years ago, when I first approached Coach Smith about 
his permission to write this book, he quickly granted it. “David,” he 
said, “it’s a free country. You can do whatever you wish.” Then he 
paused for a moment. Silence engulfed his office. An uneasy look 
crossed his face. I sensed his discomfort. Finally, he spoke, “Please, 
please don’t deify me!”
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26 n It’s How You Play the Game

I don’t think I did, although you’ll consistently witness my sin-
cere admiration for him. I’m sure, like all of us, he was forced to 
live in the fog of deep convictions that at times he didn’t necessarily 
practice. Surely, like most of us, he had disappointed friends, family, 
and followers. But when his life was shrouded in uncertainty, these 
principles grounded him on a firm foundation and allowed him to 
persevere. When life did not make sense for him, or when he made 
mistakes and was forced to face consequences, these principles con-
tinued to guide him.

When I asked Coach Smith about these principles, he asked, 
“From where did you get these?” He wasn’t even aware of them being 
in his life. Yet they’re there. They were probably indelibly etched 
into his character from an early age by his parents, undoubtedly 
then reinforced by formative mentors like his high school and col-
lege coaches. They’re obvious to anyone who examines his life. Ask 
any former player. Ask any of his assistants. We would all extend 
super-human effort for him. Why? We believed in him. We saw his 
life principles lived out.

Outside of my father, Coach Smith may have had the greatest 
impact on my life, especially in the area of leadership. That’s the real 
legacy I think he left. Leaders in the twenty-first century need to 
know this man and the principles by which he lived. Unless some-
one spends time to put these insights on paper, future leaders will 
miss his wonderful example of leadership. That’s the reason I have 
spent countless hours writing and rewriting this book.

As I traveled around the country and interviewed people and 
players who have been profoundly impacted by Coach Smith’s life, 
three different core values kept arising that seemed to define his 
leadership. These three core values are what Jim Collins and Jerry 
Porras, in their highly successful book Built to Last,  2 state are the 
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kind of successful habits every visionary company possesses and 
drives deep into its corporate culture.

First, he placed people above everything else—yes, including 
wins and losses. People were first in his life. Second, he believed the 
team is more important than the individual. The individual talents 
of the player, even if a superstar, must be submitted to the good of 
the team. Third, personal integrity and character were very impor-
tant. The leader leads by conviction, care, and character. Then peo-
ple will trust him and naturally follow.

From these three core values I have identified what I refer to 
as twelve principles that have undergirded Dean Smith’s successful 
leadership. If read and practiced, these principles should help any-
one become a better and more effective leader.

That’s the legacy I hope to leave about Coach Smith to genera-
tions that have admired and venerated him, and to future generations 
that can learn and grow from his extraordinary life and leadership.

Coach Dean Smith’s accomplishments as a man and coach 
were extraordinary. Who is the man behind those successes? What 
allowed him to be so successful? How did he last for so long in a 
sports climate that often imbibes cheating and scandal? How was he 
able to send so many guys to the NBA, many of them having out-
standing pro careers? How did 97 percent of his players graduate, 
almost half of whom later earned post-graduate degrees? How did 
many of these players become fine citizens, leaders, in their com-
munities? What were his secrets for successful leadership for the 
long haul?

It is my privilege to try to answer these questions for you. And 
in the process I believe we’ll discover that it is, after all, how you 
play the game.

—David Chadwick
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1

LeAdership Principle 1:

Be Loyal
“If you ever need me, call!”

When Dean Smith said, “If you ever need me, call!” he genu-
inely meant it. Everyone who played under Coach Smith heard him 
make this statement at one time or another, and many of them went 
on to discover fi rsthand that the invitation was for real. While he 
might not have thought about it in such terms, when Dean Smith 
extended the off er to call him whenever you might have a need, he 
was expressing the reciprocal law of loyalty to his players.

It’s an immutable law. Others have stated it diff erently through 
the ages. “You get what you give.” Or, “You reap what you sow.” Or, 

“If you want to be loved, be lovable.” Or, as the Hebrew Scriptures 
say, “Whoever brings blessing will be enriched, and one who waters 
will himself be watered” (Proverbs 11:25). Or, as Jesus said, “Blessed 
are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy” (Matthew 5:7).

It doesn’t matter how you say it, the principle still operates the 
same way: If you are loyal to people, they’ll be loyal to you. If you put 
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others first, they’ll work and play hard for you. Dean Smith under-
stood and practiced this reciprocal law of loyalty, and every player 
returned his loyalty. His wasn’t a blind loyalty that allowed people 
to take advantage of him. Rather, it was a genuine caring for others 
that fostered mutual care.

When John Calipari, the head coach of men’s basketball at 
the University of Kentucky, heard about Coach Smith’s death, he 
tweeted, “Dean Smith was the most innovative and player-loved 
coach of his time.” In my opinion, Calipari is correct. It was because 
Smith practiced the reciprocal law of loyalty.

Upon learning Coach Smith had passed on, present UNC bas-
ketball coach Roy Williams said, “He set the standard for loyalty 
and concern for every one of his players, not just the games won or 
lost. He was the greatest there ever was on the court but far, far bet-
ter off the court with people. His concern for people will be the leg-
acy I will remember most.”

Coach Smith gave his players advice, guidance, and access. In 
exchange, we gave him hard work, respect, and deference. He set 
standards and expectations for us, both on and off the court. He 
never demanded perfection. He did ask for a quest for excellence 
and accountability. Knowing his care and loyalty for us, we easily 
complied.

When I asked Coach Smith about this principle, he shared with 
me what led him to reach the conclusion that loyalty to others mat-
tered more than success. “I loved to win and hated to lose,” he said. 

“Yet for years I struggled with something internally. We would play 
poorly and win, and I’d feel great. We’d play well and lose, and I’d 
feel terrible. That didn’t make sense to me.

“If two of your children were playing tennis against each other, 
would you really care who won? Is winning all that important in 
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the scheme of things? No. That’s why I have ultimately placed com-
passion above competition. I want to win, but caring for people is 
much more important to me. I finally concluded that success is not 
defined by winning or losing, but in doing the best you can, where 
you are, with what you have.”

Putting People First

The reciprocal law of loyalty begins with putting other people 
first, even above your own success. People were Coach Smith’s most 
important products. He knew that everything meaningful in life 
flowed out of relationship, and he steadfastly refused to manage peo-
ple as things. Before considering the product, or profit, or goals, or 
objectives, or outcomes, or action plans—or, especially in his case, 
wins and losses—he was most concerned about the players who 
played for him and the people who worked with him. He poured 
his life first and foremost into them. His greatest desire was that they 
succeed, as players and people, even above his own success.

One of the ways Coach Smith demonstrated this desire was by 
counseling gifted players such as James Worthy, Jerry Stackhouse, 
Rasheed Wallace, Antawn Jamison, Vince Carter, and, yes, even 
Michael Jordan, to forfeit remaining years of eligibility for their own 
financial security. If they had stayed at UNC, Coach Smith’s chances 
for more victories and more golden national championships would 
have been greatly increased. But he was more concerned about the 
individual players and their future careers.

After Antawn Jamison and Vince Carter announced their deci-
sions to forego their senior seasons and enter the NBA draft, Ade-
mola Okulaja, another member of that team’s starting five, was 
asked about coaches Smith and Guthridge encouraging those play-
ers to leave early. Okulaja said, “It’s different here than anywhere else. 

It's How You Play the Game.indd   31 4/9/15   1:36 PM

Copyrighted material 
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The coaches really do put us number one. Many programs squeeze 
the players out like an orange and then throw them away. But there 
is respect and honor here—the players have it for the coaches, and 
the coaches have it for the players. Therefore, there is a certain obli-
gation not to let each other down.”

Bobby Jones, the great All-American from the 1970s and gener-
ally considered one of the greatest NBA defensive players ever, per-
sonally experienced the value Coach Smith placed on caring for 
people. When Jones was playing for the Denver Nuggets, he began 
to suffer from epilepsy. The team doctors couldn’t figure out what 
was wrong with him, and the managers just wanted him to play. He 
was really feeling the pressure. “Then I got a call from Coach Smith,” 
Jones said. “Coach wanted me to come see this doctor in North Car-
olina that he knew. I did, and he’s the one who helped me the most. 
In fact, he is still my doctor today. When Coach Smith does things 
like that for people—and he does it a lot—it communicates that he 
cares for you as a person far beyond an NBA player. That meant a 
lot to me.”

For John Swofford, Coach Smith’s practice of putting his play-
ers first often meant going to the end of the line himself. Swof-
ford, formerly the UNC athletic director and now commissioner of 
the Atlantic Coast Conference, was Smith’s boss for seventeen years. 
Swofford told me, “Sometimes I think the Carolina basketball pro-
gram was wrongly caricatured as IBM. It suggested the program was 
structured like a corporation. A very cold image. It was intended 
as a compliment because of its wonderful organization. But what 
got lost was the way Dean always made sure the players came first, 
before the athletic director, the chancellor—anyone! There were 
times I would call him about something and he would politely say, 
‘John, I’m in with a player right now, so we’ll need to talk later.’ I 
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always understood. He was loyal to his players. They came first. It 
sent a tremendous message to the players, and it’s why they were so 
loyal to him.”

Evidently this reciprocal law of loyalty worked with his assistants 
too. Bill Guthridge, Coach Smith’s assistant for thirty years, would 
do anything to protect Coach Smith. For example, when former 
Maryland coach Lefty Driesell lost to Carolina in a heated game in 
Carmichael Auditorium, he refused to shake Coach Smith’s hand 
after the game. In Coach Guthridge’s eyes, that was a huge mistake. 
He chased down Driesell and chewed him out for his lack of cour-
tesy and respect. Driesell later said, “I really respect Bill. He’s a good 
man, and if he ever got mad at me, well, I must have deserved it.”

That’s the reciprocal law of loyalty: If you are loyal to people, they 
will be loyal to you.

Accepting Others Unconditionally

Not only did Coach Smith always put his players first, he 
also demonstrated that he accepted them unconditionally. That’s 
another aspect of the reciprocal law of loyalty.

Dave Hanners, who played for Coach Smith in the early 1970s 
and then became one of his assistants in the late 1980s, said that 
Smith’s loyalty knew no bounds. “Most loyalty tends to float to peo-
ple who can help you the most. This was not so with Coach Smith. 
He was loyal to us all, superstar or sub alike.”

In 1982, Hanners called Smith and announced he had quit his 
job because he just didn’t want to work there any longer. Sensing 
that Hanners needed to talk about it, Coach Smith had his secre-
tary set up an appointment as soon as possible.

“We talked about what made me quit my job,” Hanners said, “and 
what I planned to do. He was very understanding, but also very tough 
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with me. Frankly, he told me I was fairly stupid to quit my job with-
out having another one lined up. He then evaluated my strengths and 
weaknesses, not as a player, but as a person. He knew them intimately!

“But when I left his office, I felt great. I didn’t have a job. I didn’t 
know where I was headed. But he helped me believe in myself. He 
didn’t offer me a job as one of his assistant coaches. That didn’t hap-
pen until seven years later. I just knew that Coach Smith believed in 
me, and I would be all right.”

What struck me most about my interview with Dave Hanners is 
what happened while he was talking about his meeting with Coach 
Smith—tears formed in his eyes. He was so overcome with deep 
emotion that he had to stop for a moment and compose himself.

I couldn’t help wondering, Would any of my staff break down 
and cry when talking about my leadership and loyalty to them? What 
a supreme compliment!

That’s an important question for every leader to ask. How would 
those who work under you feel when describing their relationship 
with you? Would they be overcome with deep emotion while recall-
ing the ways you had loved and treated them? Would they unabash-
edly acknowledge your absolute loyalty to them as people first, then 
as employees? Would their eyes tear up when talking about you? If 
not, why not?

When I asked Hanners why he teared up, he said, “It’s this sense 
of unconditional love from him toward us. The world doesn’t under-
stand it. Everything is performance-based. But that’s not the case 
with Coach Smith’s loyalty. It’s not baloney. I go to the staff meet-
ings. He doesn’t say we’ll treat the twelfth man one way and the 
superstar another way. He makes sure every player is treated the 
same way. It is unconditional loyalty. I think that is what separates 
him from all the other coaches.”
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