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Budenholzer builds Hawks in Spurs’ image 

By: Jeff McDonald 

Mike Budenholzer’s last night as a Spurs employee was one he wanted to forget as quickly as possible. 

Luckily, he had a plane to catch. 

The morning after the Spurs lost Game 7 of the 2013 NBA Finals in Miami, Budenholzer — then an 

assistant under Gregg Popovich — boarded a 7 a.m. flight to Atlanta to begin a new life as coach of the 

Hawks. 

“Fortunately for me, I got to move on,” Budenholzer said. “That was my therapy.” 

The Spurs spent the 2013-14 season undergoing therapy of their own. The result — a fifth championship 

banner — will hang over Budenholzer’s head Wednesday night when he returns to the AT&T Center. 

Philosophically, the Atlanta team he brings in tow should look somewhat familiar to the Spurs. 

Given a year to implement the sort of ball-sharing, people-moving offense the Spurs rode to last 

season’s crown, Budenholzer’s Hawks aim to provide an early-season test for the Spurs’ defense. 

“It’s like a mirror of what we’re doing,” Spurs forward Boris Diaw said. “We kind of know the way they 

play.” 

The opposite is also true, Popovich noted. 

“He already knows everything we’re doing,” Popovich said of his former lead assistant. “I don’t think we 

can trick him.” 

After 19 years with the Spurs, Budenholzer has had a season to mold the Hawks in his former team’s 

image. 

One thing Budenholzer has recognized in his second season at the Hawks’ helm: That “corporate 

knowledge” stuff Popovich was always prattling on about is the real deal. 

“I think I can really appreciate having guys that understand the big-picture things we’re trying to do,” 

Budenholzer said. “Starting at least a step or two ahead instead of coming in at ground zero.” 

Though Atlanta can’t yet match the Spurs in substance — the Hawks squeaked into the Eastern 

Conference playoffs at the No. 8 seed last season — they are at least beginning to emulate them in style. 

Last season, the Spurs led the league at 25.2 assists per game. On their heels, ranking second, were the 

Hawks at 24.9. 



In point guard Jeff Teague, who is averaging 22.5 points after two games, the Hawks have a lite version 

of Spurs All-Star Tony Parker. 

Center Al Horford, an All-Star in his own right, is Atlanta’s mid-range shooting big man, a la Tim Duncan. 

Hawks guard Kyle Korver is one of the few active players with a 3-point percentage higher than the 

Spurs’ Danny Green. 

The Hawks’ system, like the Spurs’, is built on constant motion. The Popovichian phrase “good-to-great” 

has likely come up in more than one Atlanta practice session. 

“It’s a tough style of play to defend,” Diaw said. “That’s why we do it too.” 

The first time the Spurs faced a Budenholzer-coached Hawks team, last Dec. 2 at the AT&T Center, 

players said it was like playing against a spy. 

Atlanta players were calling out the Spurs’ plays before they could run them. Popovich dug deep into his 

playbook in the first half, trying to show his former protege a look he wouldn’t predict. 

It led to a disjointed 102-100 victory the Spurs could not claim until Duncan’s jumper with 0.4 seconds to 

go. 

Less than two months later, the Spurs went to Atlanta and cruised to a 105-79 triumph. 

Popovich credits Hawks general manager Danny Ferry — a former Spurs player and front-office assistant 

— for putting together a roster he believes could eventually be a bear in the East. 

Ferry has been on a leave of absence since September after coming under fire for making racially 

insensitive comments on a conference call with Atlanta’s ownership group. In the meantime, 

Budenholzer is serving as the team’s acting GM.  

“He’s got a great group of guys who fit,” Popovich said. “It’s not about having the most talent in the 

world. You need a certain amount of talent, but all the pieces have to fit.” 

The Spurs proved that on the sport’s grandest stage in June. 

Budenholzer was at the AT&T Center for Game 5 clincher against Miami, celebrating a little inside as his 

old team completed its therapy. 

If Budenholzer is ever to bring the Hawks to the NBA mountaintop, he will do it the Spurs’ Way. 

“I should be sending 90 percent of my paycheck to Pop,” Budenholzer said. “I learned so much here, and 

he’s a big part of me. Hopefully, there’s a little bit of me in there, too.” 

Wednesday night, the Spurs will be reminded of just how much. 

 


