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According to the latest All-Star ballot update, Hawks big man Al Horford received less than 200,000 

votes, which ranks fifth among centers in the Eastern Conference and 12
th

 if you include the Western 

Conference lot at the position. Even Dallas backup center Brendan Haywood, he of 4.1 points and 5.1 

rebounds per game, has garnered more love from fans. 

 

And that’s a shame because, outside of Dwight Howard, there may not be a better, more complete 

center in today’s game than Horford. Speaking before Tuesday’s game against Miami, Horford said he 

knows he won’t surpass Howard in the fan vote, but the former Florida Gator hopes the coaches give 

him the nod to play in Los Angeles in February. 

 

“It’d mean a lot,” Horford said. “I’ve put in the work and put myself in the position, I feel, to be able to 

make an All-Star. That would be special. All I can do is keep playing.” 

 

In his fourth season in the league, the 24-year-old Horford is currently averaging 16.2 points, 9.7 

rebounds, and 3.4 assists per game while shooting 57 percent from the field. Put it all together and we 

find that his 22.6 PER ranks second among qualified centers, not to mention outpacing every Hawks 

player by a wide margin. 

 

So if you’re searching for explanations why the Atlanta Hawks, at 28-15, are still chasing a top four seed 

in the East, you might want to start with the unheralded big man. The Hawks played nine games in 

December without go-to scorer Joe Johnson, but they stayed afloat with a 5-4 record thanks to Horford 

taking on a bigger role on offense and averaging a double-double in Johnson’s absence. 

 

While Horford has seen more touches this season under new head coach Larry Drew, it’s puzzling why 

he doesn’t get even more. Horford’s usage rate -- the estimated percentage of team possessions used 

by a particular player while on the floor -- has climbed from 17.6 percent in 2009-10 to 20.4 percent this 

season, which is a welcomed boost, but still not commensurate with his scoring talents. He’s still very 

much a fourth option on offense and there’s good reason why he demands a higher spot in the pecking 

order. 

 

Normally when a player shoulders more scoring responsibility, we tend to see their shooting numbers 

dive in the opposite direction. But not Horford. In fact, the big man’s efficiency has only improved with 

more touches this season as his field goal percentage has risen from 55.1 percent to 56.6 percent. Not 

only that, he’s cut down on his turnovers as well. 

 

And if you watch Horford play, you can see why he’s able to maintain his lofty efficiency. What sets 

Horford apart from other league big men is his rare ability to put the ball on the floor and create offense 

away from the block. That diversifies his attack and keeps the defense guessing. Skill-wise, Horford has 

no problems starting out on the perimeter from the triple-threat position and crossing up his defender 

off the dribble en route to the basket. According to Synergy data, 70 players in the league – both big and 

small -- have made at least 70 isolation plays this season. Take a guess how many of those players have a 

higher efficiency than Horford’s 1.1 points per isolation play? Three – Dirk Nowitzki, Kevin Martin, and 

Chauncey Billups. That’s it. 

 



Horford is an absolute nightmare for opposing big men to defend out on the perimeter because he can 

blow by if you play too close. But play too far off, and he’ll happily drill a jumper. So far this season, 

Horford has nailed 58 percent of his 194 long 2 attempts this season, which is hands-down the best 

conversion rate in the league according to Hoopdata.com. Nowitzki? 53 percent. Kevin Garnett? 48 

percent. Kevin Durant? 41 percent. Horford has them all beat. 

 

“I just worked a lot in the offseason,” Horford said about his jumper. “A lot of people are not necessarily 

acknowledging that part of my game so they’re letting me shoot the ball. I’ve been working on that and I 

feel more confident.” 

 

But despite his scoring talents, Horford doesn’t just create for himself; the big man can pass, too. Double 

team him in the post and he’ll dish out to Mike Bibby or Joe Johnson spotting up on the perimeter. After 

dropping eight dimes against Houston on Saturday, Horford followed up with another six assists against 

Sacramento on Monday night. How many turnovers in those two games? Just two.  

 

Where’d he learn to make plays like that? Horford believes a late growth spurt has something to do with 

it. He grew up playing the 2 and the 3, which enabled him to build ball-handling skills long before he 

became a big. But he also credits his collegiate experience at Florida, when he won two straight national 

championships alongside fellow NBA players Joakim Noah and Corey Brewer. 

 

“ One of the things [Florida] coach [Billy]Donovan gave us a lot of freedom, once we got the rebound on 

the defensive end to bring the ball down and our shooters would spot up for threes. If not, make plays 

at the rim. I think that’s where I got it from. So I came here and in my rookie year [former Hawks] coach 

[Mike] Woodson would let me play and this has been a carry over for me.” 

 

Perhaps the most impressive aspect about Horford’s game is that he’s displaying All-Star caliber 

basketball despite playing the majority of the time out of position.  

 

“I still consider myself a forward,” Horford said. “I just have to play the center here. We have Josh 

[Smith] and he does a good job playing the 4. And I don’t mind playing the 5.” 

 

The 24-year-old stands six-feet, 10 inches tall and plays predominantly against the league’s biggest 

players. But despite the size disadvantage, Horford has managed to be a top ten rebounder, now in his 

second straight season. 

 

All things considered, there’s not much Horford can’t do out on the court. The disparity between his 

actual value and fan voting places him among the most underrated players in the NBA. If the coaches 

select him to the All-Star game as a reserve, he may not go under-the-radar much longer. 

 


