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Al Horford picks-and-pops opponents with jump 
shot

By Michael Cunningham  

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution 

7:00 p.m. Tuesday, January 25, 2011 

When Larry Drew got the job as Hawks coach, he took what many viewed as a big question for Al 

Horford and turned it around so far until opponents now have no answer.

The knock on Horford was that, despite his considerable talent and skills, he needed to become more 

effective scoring in the post against bigger and stronger players. Drew didn't deny that, but he also told 

his All-Star center that he would need to force bigger and stronger defenders away from the basket, 

where they aren't as comfortable.

"Can he post guys? Yeah, he can post guys," Drew said. "But the strength of his game is the ability to 

pick-and-pop."

It's a simple play that's commonly used in the NBA. The center sets a screen for a guard and when the 

center's defender helps on the ball handler, he rolls away from the basket ("pops"), takes a pass from the 

guard and shoots a jump shot.

The Hawks run the play frequently for Horford, and it has been astonishingly effective. According to 

statistics compiled by Synergy Sports Technology, Horford ranks 15th in the NBA on points scored per 

play on pick-and-rolls, making 59 of 96 (62 percent).

Drew's plan wouldn't work if Horford couldn't consistently make mid-range jump shots. In what is a 

remarkable trend from a statistical standpoint, Horford's scoring efficiency has improved as he takes a 

higher percentage of his shots farther away from the basket.

In 43 games this season Horford has more than doubled from last season his number of field-goal 

attempts taken from 16 to 23 feet. He has taken 4.5 shots per game from that range this season after 

taking 2.2, according to shot-tracking data compiled by hoopdata.com.

Yet he has made 58 percent of those shots this season as compared with 48 percent last season, 39 

percent in 2008-09 and 35 percent in his rookie season. The dramatic improvement in accuracy in the 

past two seasons correlate with Horford making it a priority to improve his jump shot in the summers.

"I feel as confident as I've ever felt shooting the ball," Horford said.
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Even though his jump shooting improved from 2008-09 to last season, Horford took about the same 

number of mid-range shots per game. Drew urged Horford to shoot them more often this season.

"He has shown he can knock down that shot consistently, so why not use it to his advantage?" Drew 

said. "Because they are going to go at him at the other end. They are going to put him in the post and 

bang him. ... He is not a reluctant shooter anymore. He knows that's his shot. He's comfortable taking 

that shot. And more than anything he's confident."

It seems opponents have been slow to adjust. Even as he makes jump shots with regularity, it's still 

somewhat common to see opponents almost dare him to take them.

Defenders sometimes let him step out and shoot on pick-and-rolls (a strategy made even stranger by the 

fact that, outside of Jamal Crawford, the Hawks don't have a guard adept at turning the corner off 

screens to get to the basket). The Hawks also run plays through Horford in the high post, and at times 

defenders sag off Horford as he squares up and shoots uncontested jump shots.

"I don't know why teams keep giving him the mid-range shot, but I am sure he will take it any time he can 

get it," Hawks guard Joe Johnson said.

"I'm surprised the way some teams play him," Drew said. "He has shown he can stick that shot on a 

consistent basis, yet teams allow him to free up and get it off."

Horford has the ability to drive to the basket off the dribble, so it can be risky for his defender to closely 

challenge his jump shots. But Horford said it is more relevant that his man often doesn't have a lot of 

good options against the Hawks' balanced scoring and motion offense.

"I think they almost have to pick their poison," Horford said. "A lot of times they are saying, ‘We will make 

him beat us by shooting.' And we don't have a problem with that."
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