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Basketball, born in the United States, has long been dominated by American players, a
legacy cemented by the nation’s deep-rooted passion for the sport. Yet, the global
landscape is shifting. International players are not just competing but excelling at the
highest levels, challenging the USA’'s once-unassailable supremacy in the NBA and beyond.

Larry Bird, the legendary Boston Celtics forward and a cornerstone of the 1992 Olympic



Dream Team, recently shared his insights on this transformation, offering a perspective

shaped by decades in the game.

Bird, a three-time NBA champion and Hall of Famer, spoke candidly in a recent interview
with Basketball Network, a European basketball media outlet, which published the clip on its
YouTube channel. “The world’s caught up because they've got access now,” he said,
pointing to the global spread of basketball infrastructure. “Kids overseas are growing up with
better coaching, better facilities, and they’re watching the NBA every day. They're studying
the best, and they’re hungry.” His words highlight a key driver: the democratisation of
basketball through media and technology. Where once the sport was a distant spectacle for
many, streaming platforms and global broadcasts have made NBA games a daily staple for

aspiring players worldwide.

The numbers back up Bird’s observations. In the 2024-25 NBA season, 125 international
players from 41 countries graced opening-night rosters, a stark contrast to the 23
international players in the league during Bird’s Dream Team era in 1992. Stars like Nikola
Jokic¢ (Serbia), Giannis Antetokounmpo (Greece), and Luka Doncic¢ (Slovenia) have not only
claimed MVP awards but redefined the game with their versatility and skill. Bird attributes
this to a cultural shift abroad. “Basketball’s become a priority in places it wasn’'t before,” he

noted. “Europe, Africa, even Asia, they're investing in youth programmes, and it shows.”

This global surge isn’t just about talent; it's about systems. Countries like Serbia and France
have built robust basketball academies, mirroring the American AAU model but often with
greater emphasis on fundamentals. Bird, ever the purist, admires this approach. “They teach
passing, cutting, teamwork, things we sometimes overlook chasing highlights,” he said. His
comment subtly critiques the modern American game, where individual flair can
overshadow collective play. It's a point that resonates when you see teams like Spain or
Canada outmanoeuvre USA squads with crisp, selfless basketball in international

competitions.

The 2024 Paris Olympics underscored this closing gap. While Team USA secured gold,
their victories were hard-fought, with tight games against Serbia and France exposing
vulnerabilities. Bird, reflecting on his Dream Team’s 1992 dominance, when they won by an
average of 44 points, sees the contrast. “Back then, we were untouchable. Now, every

game’s a battle. That's good for the sport,” he said with characteristic pragmatism.



Yet, this rise isn’t without challenges for the USA. Bird warns that complacency could cost
American basketball its edge. “We've got to keep evolving coaching, development,
everything. The world isn’t waiting around,” he said. His words carry weight, especially as
USA Basketball faces criticism for inconsistent youth development compared to Europe’s
structured pipelines. While the NBA remains the pinnacle, the influx of international talent,
over 25% of the league today, signals a future where American dominance is no longer

guaranteed.

Bird’s perspective is a blend of respect for the global game and a call to action for his
homeland. His Dream Team days may be history, but his insight remains sharp, offering a
clear-eyed view of a sport in transition. For fans, it’s a thrilling era: basketball is no longer

just America’s game, it’s the world’s.



