NBA Expansion Timeline Set: Silver
Signals Decision in 2026 with Seattle &
Las Vegas Leading the Race

NBA expansion is officially on the horizon. Commissioner Adam Silver confirmed that the
league will reach a decision on adding new franchises in 2026, ending years of speculation and
marking a pivotal moment in the league’s evolution. Two cities — Seattle and Las Vegas —
stand out as the most likely candidates to host future NBA teams, potentially expanding the
league from its current 30 teams to 32.

Silver offered his most definitive timeline yet ahead of the NBA Cup championship game,
telling reporters the league expects to make a determination about expansion sometime in
2026. This commitment represents a shift from previous years when expansion talk was more
speculative than concrete.

Why the NBA Is Ready to Consider Expansion

The NBA has not expanded since 2004 when the Charlotte Bobcats (now Hornets) became
the league’s 30th franchise. With nearly two decades passing, calls for growth have steadily
increased as the league’s popularity and global footprint have grown. Analysts and fans alike
have discussed new markets — especially Seattle, which lost its beloved SuperSonics in 2008
— and Las Vegas, which has never had an NBA team but has developed strong ties through
league events.

Silver’s remarks indicate that the league has moved well past casual inquiries and is now
entering formal evaluation and due-diligence phases. Expansion is no longer just a topic of
conversation — it is becoming a structured process with real timelines and data assessments.

Seattle — A Classic Market With Passionate Fans

Seattle’s case for an NBA franchise is deeply rooted in history and fan support. The
SuperSonics were one of the league’s cherished teams before relocating to Oklahoma City in
2008. Since then, Seattle has remained a high-demand market, frequently topping fan surveys
and league discussions as the city most deserving of a return.
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Why Seattle remains a frontrunner:

e |t has aready and passionate fanbase eager for the NBA's return.

e Seattle boasts a modern, NBA-ready arena in Climate Pledge Arena, already used by
NHL’'s Kraken and capable of hosting NBA games with minimal modification.

e The market itself is large and basketball culture runs deep, contributing to strong ticket,
merchandise, and media interest.

Despite its historical success and infrastructure readiness, Seattle’s challenge lies in ownership
group readiness, financial commitments, and how the expansion model would integrate with
existing league economics — all factors the league is evaluating before a final decision next
year.

Las Vegas — A City Built for Basketball’s Big Stage

Las Vegas doesn’t have a historical NBA team, but its case for expansion is compelling for
several reasons:

e The city hosts the NBA Summer League annually, a premier showcase of rising talent
watched by fans and teams alike for over 20 years.

e It has been the home of the NBA Cup semifinals and finals, further cementing the
league’s operational and fan-engagement footprint.

e The Las Vegas Aces (WNBA) demonstrate the community’s support for top-level
professional basketball.

Silver specifically mentioned that despite other major league teams and entertainment
properties in Las Vegas, he believes the market could support an NBA franchise. With a
strong tourism base and a vibrant sports-centric atmosphere, Las Vegas remains one of the
most talked-about expansion destinations.

What the League Is Studying Before Deciding

NBA expansion isn’t simply about picking new cities — it involves detailed economic modeling,
owner buy-ins, broadcast impact analysis, and competitive balance considerations.
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According to Silver, the league is working with existing teams to assess both local economics
and feasibility. This includes evaluating projected revenues, market strength, facility readiness,
sponsorship interest, and long-term sustainability. Silver emphasized the importance of these
rigorous assessments before reaching a final expansion verdict in 2026.

Additionally, the issue of league equity — selling ownership stakes to new franchise owners and
how that dilutes share percentages for existing owners — is another major financial component
under review.

Expansion or Not? The Decision Is Not Guaranteed

While Seattle and Las Vegas are front-runners if expansion proceeds, Silver and the NBA Board
of Governors have been clear that expansion is not yet guaranteed. Earlier statements from
Silver have emphasized that expansion won’t happen unless there is strong economic rationale
and broad support among owners.

Historically, NBA commissioner statements have reflected caution, noting a desire to prioritize
key business fundamentals — including media deals and financial health — before moving
forward. A 2025 meeting of NBA owners was discussed as a pivotal point to “take the
temperature of the room” regarding expansion interest, underlining the deliberative nature of the
process.

Possible Expansion Scenarios
If the NBA ultimately chooses to expand, several scenarios could unfold:

1. Two-Team Expansion (32 total teams)

This model — adding both Seattle and Las Vegas — remains the most commonly discussed
outcome. Such a move would expand the league to 32 teams, offering balanced scheduling and
divisional structures.

2. Sequential Expansion

The league could choose to award a franchise to one city first and follow with another later,
though this approach is less discussed publicly.

3. Expansion Draft & Player Pool Considerations
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Adding two teams would require an expansion draft to build rosters, which has implications for
competitive balance and free agency strategy.

Each of these components adds complexity — requiring strategic planning and stakeholder
alignment before any expansion can be finalized.

Looking Ahead to 2026

As of late 2025, Adam Silver confirmed that the NBA will reach a clear decision about
expansion in 2026. Whether that decision leads to new franchises or pauses the process, it will
represent one of the most important developments in professional basketball in years.

With Seattle’s historical weight and Las Vegas’s modern allure, the potential for NBA growth is
exciting for fans, teams, and the league’s global vision. For now, all eyes will remain on advisory
committees, league owners, and economic projections as the NBA approaches what could be a
landmark decision in its history.
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