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Background: 

 

 

 In 1984, a decision was made that altered the course of the Portland Trailblazers 

and left mental and emotional scars on their fan base that exist to this day.  That decision, 

of course, was to draft Kentucky center Sam Bowie with the team’s #2 pick in the NBA 

draft, leaving Michael Jordan, who became the undisputed greatest basketball player in 

the history of the world, to the Chicago Bulls at #3.  In a recent interview, Houston 

Rockets President Ray Patterson defended the Blazers’ decision to draft Bowie, stating, 

“Anybody who says they would have taken Jordan over Bowie is whistling in the dark. 

Jordan just wasn't that good.”
1
 

 “Jordan just wasn’t that good?”  Reading that quote more than twenty years later, 

it’s almost impossible to fathom that there existed a day in which “basketball people,” the 

executive who today are paid millions of dollars to judge the relative mental and athletic 

skills of teenagers, could not determine that the mythic Michael Jordan was, and would 

be, a better basketball player than the infamous Sam Bowie.   

 Many things have changed since 1984: AAU youth basketball allows fans to 

watch players at younger ages, the internet disperses grainy street court video across the 

world, the NBA has its own television network making famous any and all of its players, 

mathematical algorithms are used by executives to aid in personnel judgment, and scouts, 

writers, journalists and bloggers are able to weigh the relative merits of players in ways 

never thought possible in 1984.  Today, we are empowered, to an unprecedented degree, 

to know when a young prospect is “just that good.”  

Today, the Blazers find themselves facing déjà vu all over again, as they hold the 

#1 selection in this 2007 NBA draft.  The Blazers have a difficult decision in selecting 

between two very talented young men, Ohio State Center Greg Oden and Texas Forward 

Kevin Durant.  This decision, no matter which way it goes, will have a drastic effect upon 

the financial bottom line of the organization, the dynamics of the basketball team and the 

ethos that their General Manager has worked so hard to cultivate.  Thankfully, today, 

Blazers’ management does not to “whistle in the dark” while making decisions that so 
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directly affect the future of their corporation.  Today, the Blazers organization and their 

fans, have overwhelming amounts of evidence that only one man is the rightful #1 

selection in the 2007 NBA draft.  That man is Kevin Durant.  This paper is the case for 

that man.   

 

The Organization: 

 

The Portland Trailblazers, by all accounts, have been a successful NBA franchise.   

Winners of the 1977 NBA championship and holders of the league’s second longest 

stretch of consecutive playoff appearances,
2
 the Blazers have fallen on hard times 

recently.  Earning a nationwide reputation as the “Jail Blazers” due to a string of players’ 

run-in’s with the law, the team has seen season ticket holders bolt en masse.
3
  

Simultaneously, the Blazers have suffered through a long string of financially 

complicated and ultimately embarrassing negotiations over economic control of the Rose 

Garden, their home arena.
4
  For this reason, the Blazers, perhaps more so than the 

average professional franchise, must look at every basketball decision as, first and 

foremost, a business decision.  This section of the paper will argue that Kevin Durant’s 

long-term financial effect upon the team has the potential to be a billion dollar boon for 

the city of Portland. Even billionaires like Paul Allen would be foolish to pass up a 

billion dollar boon. 

The National Basketball Association’s new era of global economics exploded 

with Michael Jordan for a simple reason: American consumers have demonstrated, time 

and again, that they are willing to pay top dollar to watch and be associated with the 

excitement of otherworldly athleticism, but only when that excitement is packaged in a 

form to which the average consumer can relate.  However, the relationship between 

relate-able athleticism and fan interest did not begin with Jordan.  Indeed, one look no 

further than the NBA’s premier marketing symbol, it’s logo, to realize how closely the 

league has invested itself in offensive action.  The man on The Logo, of course, is Jerry 

West, “Zeke from Cabin Creek,” the two guard with the silky stroke, effortless handle 

                                                 
2
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3
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4
 http://www.answers.com/topic/history-of-the-portland-trail-blazers 



 3 

and unmatched court sense, and not the league’s ultimate champion, Bill Russell, whose 

presence on the court intimidated not only his opponents but were inaccessible and less 

palatable to the average fan.  The fan of American basketball, when practicing in the 

privacy of his home, practices not the skyhook, but the gliding dunk; he practices not the 

elbows-out defensive rebound, but the water-pure turnaround jumper; he practices not the 

outlet pass, but the spin-dribble in traffic.  The fan of American basketball eats up Allen 

Iverson’s crazy-dribbling Reebok commercials with Jadakiss;
5
 the fan of American 

basketball has no appetite for knee braces and ice packs. 

This brings us squarely to Greg Oden and Kevin Durant, two remarkable talents 

with different skills sets.  Oden’s game draws comparisons to low-post stalwarts like 

Russell, Tim Duncan and other dominant big men.  Durant’s game draws comparisons to 

face-the-basket finesse phenoms like Jordan and Tracy McGrady.  If you are a business 

with a bottom-line problem like the Trailblazers, energy and excitement are of utmost 

importance.  One needs look no further than the average home-game attendance statistics 

of the Cleveland Cavaliers, a team that, like Portland, was blessed with the #1 pick in the 

2003 draft at a time they desperately needed it.  Cleveland made the easy decision, 

selecting the closest thing to Jordan since Jordan: LeBron James. 

 

NBA Season 2002 (Pre-LeBron) 2003 (LeBron Year 1) 2007 (LeBron year 4) 

Avg. Attendance 11, 497 18,288 20,435 

  

The table says it all.
6
  The mercurial James increased attendance by 60% in one 

season and the upward trend has continued to this day.  In a league where television 

ratings have plummeted,
7
 where this year’s champion San Antonio Spurs failed to sell out 

playoff games,
8
 this statistical uptake is almost unfathomable.  If James were averaging 

18 points, 14 rebounds and 4 blocks a game, would anyone care? Yes.  But would that 

many people care? No.   

                                                 
5
 http://youtube.com/watch?v=11hhHr_JaZk 
6
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Portland, god bless her soul, is not a huge metropolis.  These past five years have 

proven that the Blazers cannot sell the Rose Garden out by accident: the city’s small-

market population simply won’t support a below-average product.
9
  Of course, ticket 

sales are only one element of the economic equation: team-based revenue streams like 

jersey and paraphernalia sales are another absolutely key component to an NBA 

franchise’s business model.  Analyzing jersey sales for the past year, the top 10 list of 

most popular players includes nine players (Kobe Bryant, Dwyane Wade, LeBron James, 

Allen Iverson, Carmelo Anthony, Steve Nash, Vince Carter, Gilbert Arenas and Stephon 

Marbury) whose games are primarily face-the-basket and scoring-oriented and only one 

player, Shaquille O’Neal, who plays a back-to-the-basket game.
10
    

There is no doubt that Greg Oden will sell jerseys; his talent is undeniable.  

However, will he continue to sell jerseys five years from now?  Will he continue to drive 

interest in his team throughout his development process, if he isn’t putting up 25 points a 

night?  As Rasheed Wallace is wont to say: “The ball don’t lie.”
11
  These statistics don’t 

either.  Shaquille O’Neal himself, a man whom Greg Oden would be lucky to emulate, 

sells less jerseys than eight individuals whose game is more tailored to an open-pace and 

therefore is more accessible to the average NBA fan.  Over the long haul, it is quite clear 

that someone with Durant’s skill set, particularly his jumper and to-the-basket quickness, 

has a much better chance of making this list than someone like Oden. 

“But it’s only jerseys, who cares?” the basketball purists might say.  It is never 

“only jerseys.”  Ask any businessman: Would you want millions of young people 

wearing the colors of your organization, putting forth a positive image of your company 

as they go about their daily business?   The answer is a resounding yes.  Ask the same 

businessman: Are you better able to accomplish major projects with a loyal, free-

spending customer base that has invested itself personally in your entity?  You will again 

receive a resounding yes. 

Ultimately, this is where the true financial value of Kevin Durant lies.  Not only 

in his ability to put points on the board but in his ability to encourage fans young and old 

to identify with, and personally invest in, the Blazers franchise.  If the Blazers’ recent 

                                                 
9
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actions, like the hiring of new Vice President and former Nike executive Larry Miller, are 

to be taken seriously, it is clear that they realize that this pick has much more than on-

court basketball implications.
12
  If, as rumored, the Blazers are looking to re-develop the 

Rose Quarter section of Portland that surrounds the stadium, they are going to need 

significant and consistent revenue streams to do so to reap the nearly limitless profits that 

a redevelopment project could create.  They are going to need someone that can sell not 

only season tickets and jerseys, but who can help major potential local business partners, 

like Nike, earn significant revenues of their own.  Ask yourself: do any of your friends 

own Air Duncans? 

 

The Team: 

 

Yes, basketball is big business but it is still also a sport.  The financials outlined 

above are only one part of the overall draft decision facing the Blazers.  Every business is 

only as good as its product: the Blazers’ product is their on-court performance.  While 

on-court performance is generally judged by a singular measure --  NBA titles – a team 

like the Blazers, coming off a 32-50 season in 2007, does not have the luxury of 

dreaming about rings.   

In truth, they do not have the luxury of thrusting their number one pick into the 

centerpiece role of a long-term rebuilding effort because they have more immediate 

goals.  Over the last three years, the team’s effort to build a quality roster has been 

ongoing and it has been significant.  Thanks largely to new General Manager Kevin 

Pritchard, they have assembled an outstanding core of young talent that includes Rookie 

of the Year Brandon Roy, LaMarcus Aldridge, Jarrett Jack, and the team’s best player, 

the quixotic Zach Randolph.  The team, as constructed, is poised for a significant step 

forward next year and into the near future.   Adding a quality piece to this mix should 

have immediate dividends on the court.  Therefore, from an on-court basketball 

standpoint, the top two criteria for making this selection should be: 1) The ability to be 

cohesively integrated into the current roster, maximizing the potential of the current 
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pieces in place and 2) The ability to make an immediate impact and guide this team 

towards the playoffs.  On both counts, Durant seems the clearly superior choice. 

Greg Oden’s presence immediately creates a log-jam down low, either stunting 

the development of future all-star LaMarcus Aldridge or necessitating the trade of the 

team’s current franchise player, Zach Randolph.  While Randolph may honestly be only 

the 7
th
 or 8

th
 best power forward in the league, his twenty points per game production 

would not be replaced by Oden for at least two seasons and the resulting starting lineup 

of Jack, Roy, Aldridge, Oden and whomever is traded for Randolph is glaringly young, 

inexperienced and completely devoid of a go-to scoring threat.  In the Western 

Conference especially, this is a recipe for continued disaster and future entries into the 

NBA draft lottery. To make matters worse, because of Randolph’s noted public relation 

problems
13
 he almost certainly will command less in a trade than his current value to the 

Blazers.  This subtraction by the addition of Oden therefore fails to meet the cohesion 

test. 

Given Oden’s ongoing wrist injury, which severely limited his playing time and 

skill development in his one year at Ohio State, doubts already exist about his ability to 

be an impact player in his first or second year in the league.
14
  To compound these 

concerns, the track record of the highest-rated low-post prospects in each of the last 15 

drafts is not good.  Of these fifteen players, seven (Kwame Brown, Darko Milicic, 

Stromile Swift, Michael Olowakandi, Bryant Reeves, Shawn Bradley and Felton 

Spencer) can be written off as having washed out entirely for a variety of reasons.  A 

number of others were quickly trumped by smaller, more athletic players picked behind 

them (Andrew Bogut by Chris Paul, amongst others).  Clearly, building a championship 

team around a big man is an unsure proposition, no matter how skilled he appears on 

paper.  For this reason, Oden seems less likely to make an immediate impact and is also 

burdened by a heavy recidivism rate that affects NBA big men more than other positions. 

Certainly, there are two counterexamples to the argument outlined in the 

preceding paragraph: Shaquille O’Neal and Tim Duncan.  Shaquille O’Neal not only has 

nearly 100 pounds and 3-4 inches on Oden, he also has had the pleasure of playing with 
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 http://www.chicagotribune.com/sports/basketball/bulls/cs-070524smith,0,4922332.column 
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three extraordinary face-the-basket players: Anfernee Hardaway, Kobe Bryant and 

Dwyane Wade, three men whose talents (in their respective primes) far surpass those of 

anyone on the Blazers’ roster, Brandon Roy included. Tim Duncan, too, has been blessed 

with championship-caliber face-the-basket teammates in Tony Parker, Manu Ginobili, 

Avery Johnson and Robert Horry.  To further distinguish Duncan from Oden, though, one 

should remember that Duncan entered the draft seasoned, motivated, unpretentious and 

extremely skilled with the ball in his hands.  An honest assessment of Oden’s current 

skills: raw and developing.
15
  His sub-par performance during his personal workout in 

Portland drew questions about his motivation. Further, his hints at a desire to enjoy Los 

Angeles’ beaches
16
 not only call into question his maturity but also his long-term desire 

to fulfill his promise and continue his career in small-market, rainy Portland.  The 

Cavaliers experienced significant difficulties resigning LeBron James and he was from 

nearby Akron, Ohio.  The Blazers have no such geographical advantage. For all of these 

reasons, Oden fails to meet the immediate-impact test and, quite possibly, could set this 

team back to ground zero in three years if he decides to bolt for greener pastures and 

warmer beaches when its time to re-sign.   

Durant, on the other hand, fits perfectly into the Blazers current roster, filling the 

most gaping hole in the starting lineup: a consistent go-to scorer at the small forward 

spot.  The range of his jumpshot, which has been called “effortless,”
17
 would quickly free 

up Zach Randolph from double teams and his hard-nosed determination would fit right in 

with Jarret Jack and Brandon Roy.   Perhaps most importantly, Coach Nate McMillan 

could grant full-time starter minutes to Aldridge, without pressuring him to provide a 

significant scoring load.  Not only would this significantly simplify the Blazers off-

season, it would keep the one core veteran and current team leader, Zach Randolph, in the 

fray, and surround him with yet another positive, hard-working influence.  For all of 

these reasons, Durant passes the cohesion test with flying colors. 

                                                 
15
 http://www.oregonlive.com/blazers/oregonian/index.ssf?/base/sports/118239812154620.xml&coll=7 

16
 http://fortheloveofsports.blogspot.com/search/label/Greg%20Oden 

17
 Podcast cited on http://draftkevindurant.blogspot.com/search?q=effortless 
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There is certainly no player in this draft who made the impact that Durant did in 

the NCAA’s last season.
18
  Quite possibly, no freshman in the modern era has had the 

impact that Durant did, as he set freshman scoring records, out-rebounded Oden (which 

should squelch recent concerns about his upper-body strength), led his team in both 

blocks and steals, and managed to play more than 35 minutes per game.
19
  It came as no 

surprise when Durant took home every major player of the year award and everyone from 

his own coach, Rick Barnes (“he’s the most talented player we’ve ever had”),
20
 to the 

illustrious Bobby Knight ("He's really good... Jesus... the guy is 6'9"... mobile... he's 

quick... he's fast... there's no secret... there's no secret thing he drinks before the game... 

or that they rub on his ass before the game... that makes him that good. The guy is a great 

athlete that can really play basketball.)",
21
 fell all over each other in praising his singular 

talents.  Already viewed as the odds-on Rookie of the Year candidate,
22
 Durant displayed 

an immense work ethic and maniacal drive to improve his game throughout his freshman 

season.  His outstanding pre-draft workout in Portland caused Blazers General Manager 

Kevin Pritchard to publicly state, “That was an incredible workout.  He's in great shape.” 

Certainly, this performance was no accident; Coach McMillan agreed, “Sometimes God 

creates you to do certain things, and he was put here to play basketball. He's going to be a 

special player.”
23
  Like his performance during that workout, Durant aces the instant-

impact test, instantly making the team an odds-on playoffs participant in 2008. 

In a final analysis of their relative on-court talents, it is important to remember 

that Greg Oden is no more Tim Duncan than he is Kwame Brown and Kevin Durant is no 

more Michael Jordan than he is Harold Miner.  Any comparison of these young men to a 

current or former NBA player falls necessarily flat because Oden and Durant are only 

teenagers, and the same injuries and unexpected flukes of life that befell Sam Bowie are 

capable of befalling either player.  Of course, the best predictor of the future is past 

                                                 
18
http://www.risemag.com/main.cfm?actionId=globalShowStaticContent&screenKey=InTheMag&articleI

D=9118&categoryKey=Next 
19
 Statistics from espn.com and compared on http://draftkevindurant.blogspot.com/2007/06/odds-and-

ends.html 
20
 http://www.bullz-eye.com/sports/athletes/kevin_durant.htm 

21
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yc4CGY4vSXQ&eurl=http%3A%2F%2Fdraftkevindurant%2Eblogsp
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22
 http://www.realgm.com/src_poll_archives.php 

23
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behavior: one player, Durant, has demonstrated the ability to improve his game, stay 

healthy and produce in volume on a large stage.  The other, Oden, despite a nice run 

through the NCAA tournament, aided in large part by a well-rounded team surrounding 

him and a weak draw, largely has failed to do so.  The Blazers already beat the odds once 

in winning the draft lottery; they need not rest the future of the franchise on the lark that 

Oden develops into Tim Duncan where so many other well-heralded low-post prospects 

have failed.  The safe bet, the best bet, for the team is Kevin Durant. 

 

The General Manager: 

 

 Kevin Pritchard, whose basketball pedigree includes time in the hallowed halls of 

the University of Kansas, as a player, and with the NBA’s preeminent franchise, the San 

Antonio Spurs, as an executive, has been the focus of unimaginable media attention for 

very good reason: he has cultivated a well-earned reputation as an intelligent 

individualist, one who is not often swayed by popular opinion.
24
  His methods are 

considered cutting edge, as he employs statistical analysis and intense video study to aid 

his personnel decisions.  This is a very smart, proud man who has raced up the corporate 

ladder and stuck to his ideals along the way.
25
 

 Drafting Greg Oden would contradict much of what Kevin Pritchard has publicly 

stated are his goals for the Trailblazers organization.  Consistently preaching a “culture” 

of togetherness and hard work,
26
 Oden’s goofy and aloof personality would seem out of 

place in Coach McMillan’s notoriously stringent practices.  Blaming the “Northwest Air” 

and apologizing to Coach McMillan for his inability to properly finish drills might work 

during a pre-draft workout,
27
 but that behavior would not, and should not, be tolerated 

either by the organization or its fan base.  More directly, one needs look no further than 

the case of Darius Miles
28
 to realize that skating by on talent is not something a man of 

Pritchard’s background and intelligence is going to put up with for long.  In addition, a 

now-infamous picture has already surfaced showing Oden enjoying himself perhaps a 

                                                 
24
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kevin_Pritchard 

25
 http://blog.oregonlive.com/blazers/2007/06/kevin_pritchard_knows_stuff.html 

26
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little too much with a young Ohio State Co-ed,
29
 something that most certainly would 

endear him to teammate and strip club connoisseur Zach Randolph
30
 but might send 

Pritchard to a psychologist. 

 Kevin Durant, however, is a young, black Kevin Pritchard.  Dedicating himself at 

the age of 11 to become an NBA player, Durant, the son of a cop and a postal worker 

who taught himself how to play the Star-Spangled Banner on the piano, would spend 

hours running up and down a local area hill to hone his endurance, often sleeping behind 

a curtain in his gymnasium during marathon practice sessions.  His stroke isn’t so smooth 

by accident; it’s been honed, much like Tiger Woods’ swing, by an obsessive, decade-

long effort to become the greatest.  Known for busying himself by hyper-competitively 

playing video games and text-messaging his “mommy,” no one has yet publicly 

questioned Durant’s work ethic, off-court behavior, or desire to become a champion;
31
 in 

fact, his most forward statement in the last few weeks saw him outline his desire to make 

affordable sneakers that would be marketed towards underprivileged children.
32
  Shrewd 

Chief Executive Officers across the country would kill for a job candidate with this 

attitude and persona; no wonder Pritchard refers to Durant as an “assassin.”
33
  No wonder 

Pritchard has been raving to owner Paul Allen about Durant for months leading up to the 

draft. 

  

Conclusion: 

 

This paper has endeavored to summarize the short-term and long-term financial 

benefits, the on-court and locker room advantages, and the fulfillment of stated 

organizational goals that together lead to the conclusion that Kevin Durant should be the 

#1 pick in the 2007 NBA draft.  This paper has argued that due to the popularity of high-

                                                 
29
 http://deadspin.com/sports/college-basketball/greg-oden-is-the-only-person-wearing-pants-168573.php 

30
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31
 Information drawn from many sources and compiled at 
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scoring, electric basketball players, the Blazers are more likely to sell tickets and team 

paraphernalia, and to be better equipped to serve their corporate partners and accomplish 

city-wide development plans, by selecting Durant.  This paper has put forth an analysis of 

the Blazers’ two gravest on-court needs and has concluded that Durant fills both fully.  

This paper has quickly summarized the man who will make the decision, Kevin 

Pritchard, and has taken him at his public word, outlining how Durant fits into the 

franchise model that Pritchard is attempting to erect. 

The primary purpose of this paper was not to slander Greg Oden; rather, it was to 

compare both players’ true skills and accomplishments side by side, in an effort to further 

the debate that is circulating in the Blazers’ offices, in chat rooms, message boards, bars 

and taverns across the country.  It was, admittedly, an effort to spread the gospel of the 

next great superstar, Kevin Durant. 

The secondary purpose of this paper was to create a living record of the 

knowledge available to basketball fans in the week prior to the 2007 NBA Draft, so that 

the decision made this week is subject to total accountability when it is judged in one 

year, five years, 10 years and 20 years from now.  If all goes right, both Oden and Durant 

will retire from the NBA as champions.  More than likely, however, this will not happen.  

This paper has attempted to make clear that Durant, not Oden, is best equipped to help 

this Blazers organization at this time in its history take the steps necessary to reach its 

ultimate goal: the NBA championship. In doing so, this paper attempted to quash any 

possibility that a Blazers executive will be able to sit back in 2035, and between breaths 

of cigar smoke, say the following, “Anybody who says they would have taken Durant 

over Oden is whistling in the dark.  Durant just wasn’t that good.”   

Durant is “just that good.”  And this paper has said it. 

  


