
What It Means to Be a Superteam 
There’s been a lot of talk of Superteams lately. Through all of this discussion of the Cavaliers and 
Warriors assembling Goliaths, something has been getting lost in translation: What exactly constitutes a 
Superteam? Throughout NBA history successful teams whose core features one, two, or in the most 
recent case, three, great players have been the marquee destinations for free agents during the 
offseason. Once in a while, an ambitious front office will seek to add the top free agent in a given 
offseason to an already fortuitous roster effectively assembling a hydra of talent that warrants 
discussion of fairness around the NBA community. Prior to the start of the season, talking heads occupy 
their time predicting how a given Superteam is going to dominate the league and how adding so-and-so 
automatically vaults them into the title-favorite conversation. Keep in mind this almost always happens 
before the assembly of talent has been given the opportunity to step on the hardwood as a unit to face 
actual competition, but analysts enjoy making their predictions during the lull of the offseason where 
there isn’t much happening in the basketball world.  

Right now we have entered the infancy of the offseason where the Golden State Warriors (a proposed 
Superteam) are coming off their second title in three years after defeating the Cleveland Cavaliers 
(another proposed Superteam) in what has become to be known as the “Thrillogy”. The addition of the 
second-best basketball player in the league to a team coming off of a record-breaking 73 win season 
proved too much for LeBron & Friends to handle in what became one of the highest rated NBA series of 
all time. With the beginning of the offseason, predictions have been flowing in regarding which top-tier 
free agent is going where and whether or not LeBron James will be repping wine & navy in the coming 
years. Should LeBron leave and join forces with some of his buddies on the west coast, more talk of 
super-teams will come about and the media cycle shall continue. BUT, that isn’t for another year, so let’s 
let the predictions flow as they will, and in the meantime, look back through the history of the NBA and 
try to define what truly constitutes a Superteam (I hate that word and use it a lot). 

For the purpose of this analysis1 we are only looking at teams who acquired an established free agent(s) 
rather than teams that drafted well. Drafting players out of high school and/or college requires scouting, 
player development, and a little bit of luck, whereas teams have expectations of what they are going to 
get out of a marquee free agent. Each team shall be analyzed and compared to the following metrics:   

1 All statistics hereto were derived from http://www.basketball-reference.com/ 

http://www.basketball-reference.com/
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The metrics above are the averages and totals of the nine Superteams that were analyzed. Seven of 
those nine teams were represented by a core of three players, and the other two by a core of four 
players. For comparative purposes, teams that were composed of a core of four players were not 
compared to those who had a core of three players and vice versa.  

Beginning the Conversation

With all of that out of the way, let’s start this thing off with one of the first super-trios of all time. At the 
close of the 1967-68 season, the Philadelphia 76ers were in a predicament.  The beast in the east at the 
time was the Bill Russell-lead Celtics, you may have heard of them and their 11 titles. Wilt Chamberlain, 
a Sixer at the time, had won a single chip with the franchise and was amassing some of the most eye 
popping statistical seasons ever, putting up 30 point – 24 rebound seasons like it was his job (it was). 
But, and here is where things get interesting, Philly was without a coach and throughout their search for 
a replacement, they were unable to strike gold. Wilt proposed an idea: What if he became a player-
coach?  After mulling it over, the front office was on-board, but when they approached him with the 
opportunity, Wilt recanted his initial idea and instead presented an ultimatum: Trade me to a contender 
in the west, or I jump ship to the ABA. With their backs against the wall, and in fear of losing one of the 
best players in the league for nothing in return, Philly struck a deal with the Los Angeles Lakers, sending 
Wilt to the land of the purple & gold.2  

At the time, the Lakers, already sporting a cast with two all-time great players in Jerry West and Elgin 
Baylor, had just gained an all word talent in Wilt Chamberlain and were poised for a dynasty of 
greatness. During the 1967-68 season, just before Wilt was added to the roster, the three players 
averaged a combined 76.6 points, 41.8 rebounds, and 19.3 assists. Their single chip came after making 
and losing two consecutive finals in 1969 & 1970, and being eliminated in the playoffs in 1971. In their 
first season together the Lakers amassed a 55-27 record, which tied the 76ers’, and was second to the 
Wes Unseld-led Baltimore Bullets that won 57 games. Together Wilt, Jerry and Elgin went on to win just 
a single championship in 1972 as the NBA’s first unofficial Superteam, unknowingly creating a formula.  

With their Average and Total points, rebounds, and assists all surpassing the benchmarked Superteam 
average and total, we can confirm, this was the first official Superteam from a statistical standpoint.  

Conclusion: SUPERTEAM. 

2 Source: http://ballislife.com/why-did-the-76ers-trade-wilt-for-jerry-chambers-archie-clark-darrall-imhoff/ 
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Three-Peating 

Michael Jordan had just been ousted from the playoffs by the Orlando Magic after his midseason return 
to the game of basketball after a short hiatus in which he decided to play baseball, citing a loss of 
passion for the game. It turns out that he, while still marginally better than most if not all of us, was not 
cut out for playing on the diamond and though he willed his 1995 Bulls team to the playoffs, they were 
still one piece away from resuming where he left off.  

That piece it turns out was none other than Dennis Rodman, affectionately known as “The Worm”. An 
incredibly gifted and talented athlete with a knack for defense and rebounds, Rodman was a crucial part 
of two prior Detroit Pistons Championships and a not-so crucial part of two league-leading rebound 
seasons in San Antonio in which his team underachieved in the playoffs. After causing multiple 
headaches for the Spurs’ front office, the team traded him to Chicago prior to the 1995-96 season in a 
deal that would end up gifting the Bulls exactly what they needed for three consecutive titles. For the 
purpose of this individual analysis we are going to use the three players’ (Scottie, Michael, and Dennis) 
statistics from their first year together because Michael and Dennis played a combined 66 games in the 
1994-95 season. The trio of stars would go on to average a combined 55.3 points, 27.9 rebounds, and 
12.7 assists as well as having all three of the team’s stars featured on the NBA All Defensive First Team.   

This team is an anomaly in the conversation of the assembly of a Superteam because during the prior 
season the Bulls had Michael for just the last 17 games of the season and Dennis was only able to 
participate in 49 due to a motorcycle accident. Nonetheless, the three core players would go on to win 
three championships together and 72 regular season games during their first season together.  

This was only one of two teams whose statistics were included from the year in which the players 
actually played on the court together. Even so, the combined statistics of Michael, Scottie, and Dennis 
were far below the 3-Man Superteam Average and Total, falling short in every statistical category except 
for rebounding. 

Conclusion: NOT A SUPERTEAM. 
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The Forgotten Squad 

Rings are one of, if not the biggest motivator for players not just in the NBA, but in every professional 
sport. To reach the NBA finals and win is a testament to how much work a team has put in over the 
course of a season towards the collective goal of achieving greatness. But for some, it’s just a matter of 
being a free agent at the right time and having an ambitious front office that sees a shiny asset and goes 
all in for the short term. This is the case of the 1996-97 Houston Rockets who acquired 32-year old 
Charles Barkley, adding him to a roster that featured Clyde Drexler and Hakeem “The Dream” Olajuwan. 
None of these players were under the age of 32 and the 96-97 season would be the last in which any of 
three would be featured on an all-star team.  

The level of talent on the Rockets was tremendous, and during the 1995-96 season the three stars 
averaged a combined 69.4 points, 29.7 rebounds and 13.1 assists. While the Rockets’ assembly of talent 
made it all the way to the Western Conference Finals after a competitive second round against the 
Seattle Supersonics, they ultimately met their fate against the Utah Jazz in six games. Barkley never 
ended up getting the ring he so desired and you can now see him regularly on TNT as the butt of many 
ring-related jokes, smiling all the while but with a hint of emptiness in his eyes.  Just four years after 
joining forces both Barkley and Drexler would be out of the league, and all three would go on to retire as 
Rockets.  

The combination of Barkley, Dream and Drexler looked good on paper, averaging just .2 fewer points 
than the average Superteam composed of a three-man core and averaging .7 more rebounds. 
Unfortunately, this aging team would underperform after assembling just a few years too late. 

Conclusion: NOT A SUPERTEAM. 
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Malone, Payton, Shaq, Kobe… 

The Lakers are a franchise that has remained competitive only up until recent memory. They have a 
hungry fan base and an ownership group that hates being on the outside of the competition and have 
orchestrated countless trades and acquisitions to avoid such a fate. Two years removed from a three-
peat, the Lakers were looking for a way to get better. Already featuring a roster with the likes of 
Shaquille O’neal and Kobe Bryant, there was only so much better one would think they could become. 

The prior year the Lakers had been defeated by the likes of the San Antonio Spurs who featured a prime 
Tim Duncan and a well-aged David Robinson in just six games in the Western Conference Semifinals. The 
Lakers’ front office was dissatisfied with losing in the second round coming off of their third consecutive 
championship season and decided to splurge in the offseason. This splurge created arguably the first 
Superteam of the 2000s with the addition of 39-year old Karl Malone and 35-year old Gary Payton. 
Payton had played 12 seasons with the Supersonics and Malone 18 with the Jazz, but neither had won a 
ring and both were hungry to reach the promised-land. Payton was renowned for his defensive 
tendencies, achieving an NBA All Defensive 1st team selection 9 times (!!). Malone had been a 
benchmark of consistency throughout his career averaging above 20 points and 7.5 rebounds every 
season of his career except his lone year with the Lakers. Additionally, the quartet of Bryant, O’neal, 
Payton, and Malone had averaged a combined 98.5 points, 30 rebounds, and 22 assists during the 
season before.  

At the age of 40, Karl Malone faced injuries throughout the regular season and into the playoffs where 
the team made it to finals, falling in just 5 games to the rough-nosed Detroit Pistons. Malone would play 
his final NBA game in the finals, retiring in the offseason ringless. Payton went on to play for the 2005-06 
Miami heat who would defeat the Dallas Mavericks in the NBA finals gaining his first ring, retiring after 
the following season.  

This Lakers squad was the best team statistically; however the sum of their parts didn’t quite match the 
expectations of what they would accomplish. Malone and Payton had just come off of 20 point seasons, 
something they would never accomplish again after joining the Lakers. A dip in production was expected 
and injuries occurred at the exact wrong moments in time, preventing this team from accomplishing 
what they capable of: winning a championship. 

Conclusion: SUPERTEAM. 
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Going Green 

The Boston Celtics, coming out of the 2006-07 season in which they finished with a 24-58 record, were 
looking to make a splash in free agency to bring a competitive edge back to their historic franchise. The 
team faced injuries throughout the entire season with Pierce sitting out a considerable number of 
games and defensive stalwart Tony Allen tearing his MCL and ACL in one of his knees.  The highlight of 
their season was when the Celtics defeated the Spurs on St. Patricks Day, marking the first time that 
they defeated Tim Duncan since he’d entered the league.  

On draft night, knowing that they would be missing out on both Greg Oden and Kevin Durant after 
receiving the 5th pick in the draft lottery, the Celtics made a trade with the Supersonics for sharpshooter 
Ray Allen, also known as Jesus Shuttlesworth. With a killer three-point stroke and acting chops to boot, 
the Celtics had acquired some much needed scoring on the wing with the addition of Allen, but they 
weren’t quite done with the talent acquisitions just yet. A month later, the Celtics went on to make a 
trade for Kevin Garnett giving up a treasure trove of assets including five players, two first round draft 
picks, and cash.   

They had their core three, who during the 2006 – 07 season averaged a combined 73.8 points, 23.2 
rebounds and 12.3 assists, and together they were determined to raise a banner up to the rafters of 
the TD Garden. The All-Star trio was surrounded by other key players such as Rajon Rondo, who was in 
just his second year in the league and hadn’t quite established himself just yet, as well as Glen Davis, 
Kendrick Perkins, and The Ginger Ninja; this team was poised for a deep playoff run. Boston would go on 
to play in two 7- game series in the first and second rounds against the Hawks and Cavaliers respectively 
before defeating both the Pistons (in the Conference Finals) and Lakers (in the NBA Finals) in 6 game 
series. Their formula had worked and the addition of the two All Stars in the offseason had paid off. 
Unfortunately this would be the only championship for both Kevin Garnett and Paul Pierce, while Allen 
would go on to win one more with the Miami Heat, hitting one of the greatest shots in NBA playoff 
history along the way.  

The Celtics were able to ride some incredible scoring and team-wide defense to a single ring behind a 
core of Ray Allen, Kevin Garnett, and Paul Pierce. Their Average was higher the average 3-Player 
Superteam core in just a single category: points, but that was enough for multiple years of greatness 
and a memorable voyage to the finals.  

Conclusion: NOT A SUPERTEAM. 
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Not One, Not Two… Oh wait, Just Two 

I’ve done no research to confirm whether or not this was true, but LeBron spurning the Cavaliers and 
joining his buddies in South Beach may have been the first mention of the term “Superteam”. 
Disclaimer: it probably wasn’t, but it was possibly the most divided that I had ever seen the basketball 
community up until that time. Was it fair? How would anyone else compete?  There was so much 
disdain, so much hatred aimed towards the assembly of that team, it was unlike anything that we had 
witnessed before. Dan Gilbert penned the infamous letter, Jerseys were burned, and the price of 
LeBron’s fathead was reduced to $17.41, the year Benedict Arnold was born. The consensus is out there, 
The Decision was the wrong way to go about handling such a sensitive form of business, regardless of its 
charitable contributions.  

LeBron wanted to win, and the Miami Heat were in a position where they could fit him, and two of his 
incredibly talented draft partners on the same team, effectively putting him in a position to do just that, 
at arguably the perfect time in his career. He could see how this whole playing with his buddies thing 
works out, and still have the tail-end of his prime to figure out his next move.  The Heat had just 
concluded the 2009-10 season in which they finished with a 47-35 record and they eyed the perfect way 
to improve. In early July they achieved exactly that, signing the trio of Dwyane Wade, Lebron James, and 
Chris Bosh to six-year deals with early termination options after the fourth year. They took less money 
to play with each other effectively giving them the window they needed to win a championship 
together. The year before they signed with the Heat, the trio averaged a combined 80.3 points, 22.9 
rebounds, and 17.6 assists, some eye-popping statistics for just three players to collectively achieve. 
They’d end up losing to the Dallas Mavericks in their first NBA finals together, going through growing 
pains related to establishing whose” team” it was, before rallying off two straight championships, one of 
which can be attributed to Ray Allen’s season-saving Game 6 shot against the San Antonio Spurs during 
their second championship run.  

The Heatles wouldn’t last after losing their rematch with San Antonio the following year, Lebron would 
go on to sign with his hometown Cavaliers, Dwyane Wade went on to sign with the Bulls (his hometown 
as well) and Bosh developed an incredibly unfortunate career-ending heart condition. If the three of 
them had stayed together, and if Bosh had remained healthy, who knows what could have happened. 
Maybe they would have made good on their promise of multiple consecutive championships, what is for 
certain however is how much fun these guys were to watch at their primes, playing together, lighting up 
arenas and igniting crowds in one way or another everywhere they went.  

Higher Average points, rebounds and assists by fairly wide margins are all you need to see that this team 
deserved the label of Superteam. The Heat assembled three incredible talents, one of whom was on the 
verge of gaining the unanimous label of Best Basketball Player in the World.  

Conclusion: Superteam. 
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The Dwightmare 

It takes a special type of star to handle the bright lights and flashing cameras of Los Angeles.  Kobe 
Bryant managed to do it and maintain a certain level of play throughout his career, despite a fair share 
of troubles and controversies. Combined with the original Superman, Shaquille O’neal, the two of them 
formed one of the most dynamic tandems in NBA history, winning three titles together and setting up 
the former for superstardom. You’d think that adding a player who is essentially Superman 2.0, along 
with a two-time MVP point guard in Steve Nash to an ensemble cast that had won two championships in 
the prior five years would have set this team up for a title run. Boy was everyone that declared this 
squad a Superteam wrong.

Prior to him being traded to the Lakers, Dwight Howard had just gone through an episode that was 
affectionately labeled “The Dwightmare” down in Orlando. The Dwightmare involved trade requests, 
contract amendments, and a comical situation in which his coach at the time was giving a presser about 
how the Center wanted him fired and Dwight appeared out of nowhere and hugged him, unaware of the 
topic at hand. Rather than lose him for nothing, the Magic orchestrated a trade in the 2012 offseason 
involving the Lakers and Sixers where the Magic received a litany of players and draft picks and in return 
the Lakers would receive an injured Dwight Howard who was coming off of surgery for a herniated disk 
in his back. Howard would play injured for almost the entire year and while he played in all but six 
games during the 2012-13 season, his production took a dip in most major stat categories as a result of 
more than just the change of scenery.  

Steve Nash, or Stevie Boy Fresco (depending on which part of Connecticut you grew up in) was the final 
piece of the puzzle that included Kobe, Dwight, and a still bucketworthy Pau Gasol. With the addition of 
Nash and Howard, the Lakers were touted as an early finals favorite, but just five games into the season 
head coach Mike Brown was fired and Mike D’Antoni was brought on as his replacement, implementing 
his pick & roll heavy offense from the get-go. Howard’s reluctance to run the pick & roll, the most 
featured set in D’Antoni’s playbook, as well as having one of the oldest starting fives in the league, 
hampered the Laker’s offense and the team stumbled to just a 47-35 record. Despite a late-season surge 
that propelled the Lakers into the first round of the playoffs, they were swept by the Spurs, never able 
to establish the kind of continuity that a championship contender typically requires through the course 
of a season. In the year prior to joining forces, the trio of Nash, Howard, and Bryant averaged a 
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combined 61 points, 22.9 rebounds, and 17.2 assists, unfortunately injuries and team chemistry got in 
the way of this team achieving greatness and the team fizzled out before it was able to accomplish 
anything.  

It turns out that team chemistry is just as important as assembling talent, with this Lakers’ team being 
the marquee example. Infighting and injuries sapped this team of the potential that it garnered prior to 
the beginning of the season, and it’s unfortunate that Kobe and Superman 2.0 weren’t able to do more 
together. Statistically, the only place that this team differentiates itself is in the assist column where 
Steve Nash’s averages were responsible for a .6 differential between the Kobe, Nash, Dwight core and 
the other 3-Man cores.  

Conclusion: Not a Superteam. 

Beginning of a Thrillogy 

I still remember where I was on July 11th, 2014. I was doing construction work, building a road in the 
sweltering summer heat, sweating like I had just been to four straight finals. I didn’t have time to read 
the essay that had been posted to Sports Illustrated, but I didn’t have to. The update on my phone was 
clear as day: “I’m Coming Home” – LeBron James. LeBron had just experienced his version of college 
during his four years with the Miami Heat, and just like most kids fresh out of school for the summer, he 
went home. The Chosen One would be joining a young roster including number one overall picks Kyrie 
Irving and Andrew Wiggins, or so it would seem. After talking about it for over a month, the Cavaliers 
pulled the trigger on a three-team trade centered on a swap that involved Kevin Love going to the 
Cavaliers and Andrew Wiggins to the Wolves. Prophesies were foretold of KLove tossing ¾ court outlet 
passes to a streaking LeBron James, while Kyrie Irving would develop his scoring output and Mamba 
mindset, finally playing with some All-NBA talent rather than the spare parts the Cavaliers front office 
had put around him during his first few years in the league.  

So Lebron is coming home, his Robin is one of the best up-and coming point guards in the league, and 
his Batmobile is the type of floor-spacing power forward that made those Miami teams so effective. 
Coming into the 2014-15 season, Ky, Lebron, and Love average a combined 74 points, 25.5 rebounds 
and 14.3 assists, but how much progression would be made from these three talents playing together? 
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Kyrie Irving played hobbled through just 53 games, experiencing dips in his output across all major 
statistics, while chemistry issues with Love and his fitting-in on the team were made prevalent over 
social media. The team experienced injuries to both Irving and Love in the playoffs and despite all odds, 
made it to the Finals where they would steal two games from the Golden State Warriors. There was just 
too much talent for Lebron to overcome on his own, and his Cavaliers fell in six games on their home 
court. Lebron being humbled (again) on his own court is really when the narrative around him started to 
shift. Fans had hopped onto the Warriors’ bandwagon, and boy was it rolling, but this is Lebron James, 
and this rivalry was just beginning.  

More points, but fewer rebounds and assist numbers are what will ultimately prevent this team from 
being considered a Superteam. They averaged just 1.4 points more than the other 3-Man cores and fell 
short in both the rebound and assist categories. Had Ky and Kevin been healthy for the NBA Finals 
maybe we have a different story in terms of legacy, but as for their consideration as a Superteam, this 
one is just shy.  

Conclusion: Not a Superteam. 

73 Wins, and Some Added Firepower 

94.4 Points, 26.9 rebounds, and 21.2 assists. This is what the quartet of Steph Curry, Klay Thompson, 
Draymond Green, and Kevin Durant would combine to average the year before they formed Voltron 
West. Fresh off of two(!) historical 3-1 leads that were snapped, Kevin Durant and the Golden State 
Warriors must have been sharing similar feelings in the weeks preceding Kevin Durant’s decision to take 
the “hardest road”. The only thing that was hard for KD this year was dealing with the opinionated 
media driving narratives and dragging his name through the mud for making possibly the most fruitful 
business decision of his entire life. Similar to Disney acquiring the Star Wars franchise, or Amazon with 
their recent acquisition of Whole Foods, Kevin Durant made a decision that will provide him with the 
greatest benefit from both a legacy and monetary perspective. When KD retires with a ring and 
millennials force turnover within the media, people will remember less of his “betrayal” of Russell 
Westbrook and the Thunder, instead remembering him for his generational scoring ability and for being 
a winner.  
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It cannot be forgotten how ¾ of the Warriors were acquired through the draft and developed internally. 
Who would have thought just three years ago that Klay Thompson would be capable of scoring 60 points 
through three quarters and eleven dribbles? Who would have guessed that a shooting star from 
Davidson would become a two-time MVP and reshape the NBA with his shot making? This team has 
been talked about enough and there’s not much else I can say without repeating what someone else has 
already covered. This collection of talent may be one of the best in history, and with LeBron James tied 
to their legacy, will be remembered for mastering the talent assembly formula onwards and into the 
future. 

This is a perfect case of how statistics might give you the numbers, but the eye test will give you the 
answers. This Golden State Warriors core lived up to the hype and vanquished The King, bringing their 
record against LeBron in the finals to a lopsided 2-1. Coming into this season it was essentially 
championship or bust for the Warriors, and they proved too much to handle for the rest of the league, 
losing just a single game in the playoffs. Statistically, this team falls below the 4-Player Core Average, 
however, only two teams were used in determining this average so the data doesn’t completely capture 
their greatness.  

Conclusion: Voltron. 
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Closing the Book 

In a league and industry motivated by rings and winning, players will seek the best possible situation for 
themselves. The formation of super teams may prove to be the rising call for the rest of the NBA to get 
better; it’s an exciting time to be a fan. The players who are motivated to win and cement their legacies 
are the driving force that dictates the balance of power in the National Basketball Association. When a 
team identifies a player who they know will contribute to their ability to win at the highest level, they 
will do what they can to acquire that individual. Sometimes it works; sometimes it doesn’t, just like in 
the world of business where mergers and acquisitions occur for the purpose of gaining competitive 
advantages. Some teams will swing for the fences and get all ball, like this year’s Golden State Warriors, 
while others mortgage their future to manufacture a winning culture and strike out like so many teams 
with great aspirations before them.  

Below is how each team stacked up against the 3 & 4 Player Average and Total. 

*The two 4-Man Core teams who are to be compared with the 4-Player Average & Total are the 2004
Lakers and the 2017 Warriors. 
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