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STRATEGY AND BASKETBALL – ONE IN THE SAME

How the game of basketball  
closely aligns with building out 
a strategic plan.
With the success of the NBA bubble and 
the somewhat reduced but still enjoyable 
college football season, all signs are 
pointing to the madness coming back for 
2021, albeit with some COVID-19 related 
structure changes. Nevertheless, March is a time 
for the whole country to get involved in one of the 
most exciting sports tournaments – with 67 games 
slated to begin starting March 18 in Indiana. 
Over the past f ive years, the NCAA 
men’s basketball tournament has generated 
more than $4.5 billion of national TV ad 
spending. Ad revenue in 2019 reached $910 
million across 102 different advertisers, but 
unfortunately, due to COVID-19, the 
tournament never kicked off  in 2020.

Companies such as GM, AT&T and Coca-Cola are 
historically some of the biggest spenders and work 
a corporate partnership with the NCAA into their 
marketing strategy year after year. Not only will you 
see their commercials during each break, but they 
also have integrated activations like sweepstakes, 
POS advertising and, before COVID-19, on-site 
activations at the various tournament stops. Even 
though the entire tournament is taking place in 
Indiana this year, it will still be interesting to see 
how these advertisers shift their strategy to more 
streaming and digital activations to keep their 
name aligned with one of the greatest events in 
the sports calendar. 

Now, we could talk about the madness all day, but we ’d like to 
present another concept to you: How is strategy like basketball — 
especially when it comes to marketing?
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STRATEGY AND BASKETBALL – ONE IN THE SAME

What is ‘Strategy’?
To start, ‘strategy’ is a word that may not be as 
easy to define as you think. There are several 
definitions out there, but in somewhat simple 
terms, strategy is:

The intentional means through 
which one seeks to achieve a 
set of objectives, guided by a 
particular vision and direction.

Fair enough – but what we’ve found after working 
in marketing over the years is that strategy is not 
necessarily a straight line. 

At Marketsmith Inc., it certainly touches almost 
every part of our agency, whether we realize it 
or not. We implement strategy for not only new 
clients, but also for our current roster of clients in 
offering up new ideas on how to shift their brand 
or market new products. Strategy must be a part 
of everything we do and in every dialogue we 
have. Like the definition says, it’s the vision to get 
us to our goals.

Often, that vision or direction is led by a strong 
leader or team of leaders through to the desired 
result. One of the greatest leaders, Duke Men’s 
Basketball Coach Mike Krzyzewski, has said, 

“A leader may be the most 
knowledgeable person in  
the world, but if the players  
on his team cannot translate  
that knowledge into action,  
it means nothing.”

To me, this quote reiterates that if your strategy 
is not solid, if it’s not continually a part of 
everything you do, and the roles are not clearly 
defined, then even the strongest leader cannot 
execute to a certain goal. Which is again 
why strategy is the root of everything we do  
at Marketsmith Inc. 
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STRATEGY AND BASKETBALL – ONE IN THE SAME

Where does basketball fit in?

But what does each of these positions entail?

1. Point Guard = The eyes of the court and the 
source of the team’s basketball ‘IQ’

2. Shooting Guard = Moves without the ball, 
finding the perfect position to make the hard 
shots

3. Small Forward = Known as the most versatile 
of the group – they need to know how to 
dribble, but don’t always handle the ball; need 
to be able to post up, but not expected to sit 
on the post… etc.

4. Power Forward = Just like the name suggests, 
this is where the team’s power comes from

5. Center/Post = They get rebounds, contest 
shots, and set screens

If you think about it, strategy is the same as a basketball team. Hear us out…  
A good basketball team is like a well-oiled machine. Five players step onto the 
court, each filling a specific role, working toward the ultimate goal: victory.

Got it? Good. Now, how does that equal strategy? Enter the 5 stages of strategic thinking. 
Just like each of the 5 players on a basketball court have a role, there are 5 key stages to 
the strategic process that set us up for success:
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STRATEGY AND BASKETBALL – ONE IN THE SAME

What is ‘Strategy’?
• Step one – Clarify Your Vision. Just like the 

point guard is the ‘eyes,’ if you don’t clearly 
‘see’ or clarify your vision at the outset, none 
of the other pieces will work. This is where our 
strategic lead or leads (our point guard) define 
objectives, identify the process in which the 
team will execute against their goals and 
establish the team’s roles.

• To me, Step 2 is the Shooting Guard of the 
strategic process. You need to learn to move 
without the ball and find open spaces, which 
means expanding your knowledge outside 
of what you may already think you know and 
ensure you are learning perhaps even more 
than the client does! Gathering and analyzing 
information helps to identify challenges or 
hurdles to accomplishing your vision and 
driving your strategy. This is not just completed 
by the Marketsmith Inc. Research department; 
everyone at the agency is expected to expand 
their knowledge to bring in fresh ideas and 
solutions to client challenges.

• While Step 3 would be connected to the 
Small Forward, it is in no way a small feat. 
Just like a small forward, this is the position or 
stage where you implement the blend of skills 
you already have with what you have grown to 
learn in Step 2, to formulate how you will help 
the team reach their ultimate goals. As a cloud 
or team, we must review information and data 
and determine the optimal path forward for 
the plan set forth.

• In Step 4, it’s time to put your ‘power’ to 
use and implement the strategy you’ve 
developed. This is where you lay out what 
you’ve learned, the obstacles you’ve overcome 
and how you drive down the lane toward 
accomplishing your goals. All departments are 
a part of this step, if not in all the previous ones 
already. Here is where we develop creative 
concepts and media plans and engage 
internal subject matter experts or outside 
vendor partners to execute the plan based on 
our goals.

• And finally, the Center or Post – picking up 
those rebounds, analyzing the data and 
results coming in and either dishing it back 
out (also known as optimizing) or helping to 
keep everyone on task to take it to the hoop. 
Analytics, Media and Client Performance are 
our centers. They’re also our biggest defense 
– so when things aren’t going to according to 
strategy, they’re helping to get us back and 
pivot to the strategic plan.
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STRATEGY AND BASKETBALL – ONE IN THE SAME

Strategy in action

Conclusion

In 2020 one of our legacy clients was heavily 
impacted by COVID-19, but Marketsmith Inc. 
worked swiftly and collaboratively with their 
internal marketing team – implementing a new 
strategic vision that helped to transform their 
brand and lay the groundwork for future growth. 

Each step of the five stages of strategic thinking 
played a role – from new data collection to shifts 
in media based on marketplace trends and 
continuous optimizations to ensure we were 
hitting the right targets and reaching our goals.

Despite the unpredictable 2020 landscape, 
our client maintained performance within 
10% of their sales goal and exceeded revenue 
going into 2021. We’re looking forward to 
continuing the momentum with continued 
agility against strategy in the ever-changing  
COVID-19 landscape.

All in all, the sentiment remains the same. When 
a well-oiled strategic machine (much like a 
basketball team) works together, sticks to their 
goals AND roles, and continuously talks to each 
other on and off the court, you’ll have a strategic 
slam dunk!

5 stages of  
strategic thinking
Let’s work together to produce a strategic slam dunk!  
Email marketing@marketsmithinc.com to discuss 
the 5 stages of strategy.




