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Hawks in a Playoff Race That Isn’t Their Priority 

By Mike Tierney 

ATLANTA — For any N.B.A. devotee, much less someone associated with the league, the standings are 

required daily reading during the ticktock to the playoffs. 

An exception is Danny Ferry, the general manager of the Atlanta Hawks, though he has more incentive 

than others to check the pecking order of teams. 

Just before a woe-is-us matchup on Monday night between the slumping Hawks and the über-slumping 

Philadelphia 76ers, Ferry said he could not pinpoint the gap between Atlanta and the Knicks for the last 

playoff slot in the Eastern Conference. (Answer: one game.) 

“Candidly, I don’t pay the amount of attention to the standings that you would expect,” he said. 

Ferry’s admission reflects a viewpoint in the Hawks’ front office that landing the final berth would 

constitute no grand achievement. The team is a construction site — first-year coach, revamped system, 

retouched roster with more changes imminent — and expectations were tamped down even before 

injuries ravaged the squad. 

In the short run, the ceiling hangs low, and it is not made of glass. So why fret over the playoffs? Besides, 

based on the history of No. 8 versus No. 1 seeds, the Hawks are probably going nowhere even if they 

make the playoffs. 

“Our goal is not to be the eighth seed,” said Ferry, who did note that experiencing the playoff crucible 

would benefit his greener players. 

Coach Mike Budenholzer, unlike his boss, does keep tabs on postseason possibilities, but he shares 

Ferry’s perspective that qualifying is hardly a reason to pop Champagne corks. 

“We’re really just focused on building our habits,” he said. “I know the standings. There’s not a lot of 

time and energy I put into it.” 

As a one-hour practice Tuesday wound down, Budenholzer reiterated his emphasis on laying a 

foundation for long-term success rather than on the fleeting rush of playing into late April. 

“Getting in or not getting in, I don’t think of it that way,” he said. 

Such prioritizing has sifted into some corners of the locker room. Asked about the prospect of missing 

out on the postseason, forward DeMarre Carroll said: “I don’t think it’d be that big of a deal. Nobody 

expected us to be in the top eight. 

“Our biggest thing is, don’t worry about the playoffs. It’s about building the system.” 



Still, athletes, by nature, require a dangling carrot. As soon as the Hawks returned to their dressing 

quarters after dispatching the 76ers, 103-95, in a game whose teams were on an aggregate 7-46 slide, 

guard Kyle Korver promptly tracked down the Knicks’ score in Utah. 

“Down by one at the half,” he said. “Yes, I look at the standings. I know who they are playing.” 

Korver was the latest of 11 Hawks who have been idled by injury, a pattern that has resulted in 21 lineup 

combinations, the sixth most in the league. Just about everyone with the franchise has been afflicted 

other than the radio announcer Steve Holman, who extended his streak of games on Monday to 2,123, 

unequaled in league annals, dating to March 1989. 

The continual churn has challenged Budenholzer with his installation of what Ferry terms “system-based 

play on both ends of the court.” 

“We don’t want to play like a typical N.B.A. team,” he said. “There is some substance to how we play.” 

On offense, that means more spacing than usual, with extensive ball movement, as evidenced by their 

No. 2 ranking in assists a game. In contrast to those of the Knicks, the Hawks’ sets are not geared to 

create shots for one or two players. Everyone is expected to score. 

It was hardly a coincidence the Hawks lost the six games before Monday while Korver sat with back 

spasms. A sharpshooter who obliterated the league record this season for consecutive games with a 3-

point basket, he fits snugly in the Hawks’ system. 

The most devastating casualty was the loss of Al Horford, a center/forward. Atlanta hovered above .500 

for a while after Horford tore a pectoral muscle in late December, but an accumulation of absences 

dragged them down. The veteran Elton Brand, who had typically been logging 15 to 18 minutes a game, 

had his playing time more than double. 

“It’s been fun,” said Brand, the 35-year-old backup center, “but I’d rather not play 40.” 

If defense and rebounding are mostly about effort, injuries cannot stand as the sole excuse. Phoenix 

piled up 79 points on the Hawks in the first half of a loss March 2, and they yielded 42 in the fourth 

quarter against New Orleans nine games later. The team has the third-worst rebounding average in the 

league. 

The Hawks’ limited activity before the trade deadline signaled their lack of urgency. They acquired 

Antawn Jamison from the Los Angeles Clippers but waived him before he left Los Angeles. The net effect 

was providing money that can be applied to extensive free-agent shopping. 

The city’s unsteady fan base, numbed by the team’s playoff ouster in the first or second rounds for six 

straight years, is following the postseason chase — or is it retreat? — with apparent indifference. The 

Hawks are 28th in average attendance, the fourth straight year their attendance has declined. 

Atlanta’s lone victory in a 1-14 stretch from February through early March could help confine the Knicks 

to ninth place. Weary from a double-overtime defeat in Orlando the night before, the Knicks were 



drubbed in Atlanta, which was without Horford and the All-Star forward Paul Millsap, thus ending the 

season series leveled at 2-2. The next tiebreaker is conference record. 

With six of nine remaining dates at home and a forgiving schedule, the advantage goes to Atlanta. 

As Ferry looks forward to the team “walking into next year with corporate knowledge from the start,” 

most of the players are centered on the here-and-now. 

“As players, our job is to win games," said guard Lou Williams, regarding the significance of reaching the 

postseason. “The playoffs come with winning games. So, yes, it’s important.” 

 


