In today's NBA, superstars often define a franchise's competitive window. But what about when those stars come
with a clear risk of significant missed time—especially during the postseason? When you're staring at a max salary
commitment north of $50 million annually, how do you balance the potential superstar impact against the realities

of injury risk, salary cap constraints, and organizational control?

This question isn't just hypothetical. Consider Kawhi Leonard’s contract, which includes a $50.3 million salary owed
in the 2026-27 season. Leonard, blessed with elite two-way talent but plagued by injuries throughout his career,

exemplifies the complex calculus teams face with “injury-prone” star valuation.

Superstar Power Versus Organizational Control

Superstars bring an undeniable magnetic pull—ticket sales soar, sponsorships multiply, and on-court performance
often elevates the entire roster. However, the current NBA landscape demands more than just talent; it calls for

availability and a front office's ability to maneuver cap space and roster spots effectively.

As an ESPN report recently highlighted, teams increasingly rely on data-driven injury management protocols and
updated conditioning techniques. Yet, the reality remains: no protocol fully mitigates the risk of long-term star

absences.

The tension between a superstar’s on-court impact and the franchise’s control over its salary cap is stark. When a
star is healthy and performs at an elite level, the massive contract is worth it. But a player missing significant

postseason time impacts a team'’s ability to execute its championship plans.

Availability Is Part of a Star's Value

Availability isn't just a cliché—it is arguably the single most important facet of an injury-prone star's relative value.

Even the best players cannot influence games from the bench, and in extreme cases, prolonged absence can lead

to lost draft picks, fan dissatisfaction, and missed playoff revenue.




Organizations must deeply incorporate medical evaluations, player histories, and workload management into their
decision matrix. The BookmakersReview.com offshore sports betting sites page even reflects this dynamic: the
odds offered on teams missing the playoffs often factor in key absences, showing that betting markets price in

availability risks.

Salary and Roster Flexibility: The Double-Edged Sword of Max
Contracts

When a franchise commits to a max contract—like Leonard’s $50.3 million in 2026-27—they essentially mortgage
flexibility for star power. This contract not only counts heavily against the salary cap but also limits a team's ability

to add complementary pieces.

Roster construction around such contracts requires careful cap management. A team paying max salary risk with

an injury-prone star confronts multiple challenges:
¢ Limited room for impact role players: High salaries reduce available cap space for mid-tier contributors
who might be vital compensatory pieces.

* Trade difficulties: Other teams may be hesitant to take on such large contracts, especially if injury history

raises red flags.

* Luxury tax considerations: The burden of high payroll may trigger punitive tax penalties that stunt overall

roster growth.

Trade Cost and Draft-Capital Regret

Trading for or away from an injury-prone star adds another layer of complexity. On one hand, teams acquiring
such players might part with valuable draft capital to secure a chance at impactful playoff runs. On the other,

teams sending them away may regret losing future assets when that star unexpectedly returns to form.
Factor Risk/Cost Potential Reward Trade Acquisition

* High draft capital expenditure

® Taking on max salary with injury risk



Playoff-level talent, star presence Trade Away Star

® Loss of prime years if star rebounds

® Fan backlash / market perception
Cap flexibility, potential cap space for multiple role players Retain Star

® Limited roster moves

* Risk if star misses postseason again

Maximize star’s peak output, continuity

Balancing Max Salary Risk with Cap Flexibility Tradeoffs

Paying a max salary to an injury-prone star requires more than just faith in their ability. It demands an
organizational philosophy that can tolerate prolonged absences without sacrificing too much in supporting talent

or long-term asset accumulation.
The 2026-27 salary figure for Kawhi Leonard—$50.3 million—is emblematic of this gamble. Teams must weigh:

1. Projected availability: Medical outlooks, minutes restrictions, and historical injury patterns.
2. Expected on-court impact when available: Is the star's peak worthwhile for a larger multi-year window?
3. Cap flexibility loss: Does locking up such salary impede necessary roster pivots or future cap maneuvers?

4. Temporal window for contention: How many postseason runs does the contract realistically afford?

Case Study: Kawhi Leonard’s Deal and Its Implications

Leonard's contract serves as a microcosm of this debate. His $50.3 million owed in 2026-27 not only takes up a
significant cap slice but also has, historically, correlated with intermittent unavailability during critical playoff

stretches. Organizations signing or retaining him must reconcile star power with unpredictable postseason impact.

For teams contemplating whether to trade for, keep, or build around such a player, the key lies in smart cap and
roster management. Ideally, front offices build depth organically or via savvy trades to mitigate the star's absence

—uwhile also negotiating contracts that allow some breathing room for extensions or emergencies.

Conclusion: Pricing an Injury-Prone Superstar in the Modern NBA

Ultimately, how much a team should pay for a star who might miss the postseason boils down to a calculated risk

—one that blends medical insight, salary cap strategy, and a realistic appraisal of organizational goals.

Teams must resist the https://nbahoopsonline.com/Articles/2026-27/KawhiLeonard.html allure of “winner

mentality” slogans without concrete availability evidence. Instead, valuing a star with injury concerns requires:

* Hard data on availability and conditional performance impact;

® Accurate salary cap modeling reflecting worst-case scenarios;

A willingness to accept trade-offs between star power and supporting cast quality;

A long-term vision on when to cash in or cut losses on draft capital.

Ask yourself this: as the nba evolves, front offices, media, and betting markets alike—such as those tracked by
bookmakersreview.com—will continue refining how injury risk and contractual risk factor into team building and

expectations. If anything, the days of overvaluing stars without factoring availability are numbered.


https://nbahoopsonline.com/Articles/2026-27/KawhiLeonard.html

In the end, paying $50 million-plus for a max-caliber star prone to missing key postseason games should prompt
serious internal debate—and candid fan conversations—about what winning really means and how much risk is

acceptable.



