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Atlanta Hawks at the halfway point: What have we learned? 

By: Bradford Doolittle 

The Atlanta Hawks have been lighting up the NBA for two months now, and when they visited Chicago 

over the weekend everyone was wondering whom Atlanta will send to the All-Star Game. No one really 

had a good answer for the question. Bulls coach Tom Thibodeau rattled off the entire Atlanta starting 

lineup. Kyle Korver was asked about it after the Hawks breezed to their 12th straight win, and after 

pausing to consider it, he asked the reporter, "Who would you send?" 

It's a tough question. At 33, Korver is in his 12th season and has never played in an All-Star Game. He 

probably has never merited serious consideration for the honor. But I want to make a subjective 

observation: Korver might be the most fun player in the league to watch right now. And I think he's an 

All-Star. 

Few players match Korver's combination of professionalism and execution. He's unselfish, tireless and 

his shooting ability takes your breath away. It's not just that Korver is deadly accurate. He's got such a 

quick trigger, and such good balance coming off screens full speed, that you can't take your eyes off him. 

If Korver finds a crease, the ball is redirected toward the hoop and it's probably going to go in. His 

teammates know it, and so too does the defense. He affects everything. 

"Kyle is real clever," Thibodeau said. "He runs the floor hard. He never stays in the same place -- you 

turn your head and he's gone. He's a great catch-and-shoot player, he runs the floor well and he plays 

very well off people. He's also great at utilizing back picks to get himself open, great at using the curl to 

get bigs open. Just a great pro." 

The Atlanta system under Mike Budenholzer is one of the best combinations of scheme and personnel in 

the league right now, and it's ideal for Korver's skill set. Just as the 33-8 Hawks are having an historic 

season in the long history of their franchise, Korver is having an historic season in his own right. 

Korver ranks 33rd in wins above replacement (WARP), and is 12th among Eastern Conference players. 

That in itself marks Korver as a viable All-Star candidate. The Hawks have Jeff Teague(11th) and Paul 

Millsap (21st) ranked ahead of him, though Atlanta isn't likely to get three players in the game. Still, 

Korver's résumé is strong. 

Historic efficiency 

After burying the Bulls with seven 3-pointers Saturday, Korver is now shooting 53.64 percent from 

behind the arc. The extra decimal is important in this case, because Korver now has exactly the same 

success rate as he did when he set the league record in 2009-10. Korver's percentage keeps going up: 

He's hitting 58.9 percent from behind the arc in January. For the season, he's hitting nearly 60 percent 

from the corners. 



Korver led the league in true shooting percentage last season, breaking a six-year stranglehold on the 

category by high-percentage, dunking big men. This season he's off the charts. Korver's 73.9 true 

shooting percentage would shatter the league record set by Tyson Chandler in 2011-12 by more than 3 

percent. During Atlanta's incredible 26-2 run since Thanksgiving, Korver's true shooting percentage has 

been 75.0. 

Perhaps the most impressive thing about Korver's season is that he's basically cut out all the 

inefficiencies in his game. His scoring average of 13.2 points is the second highest of his career. Yet his 

average of just 8.8 shot attempts per 36 minutes is his lowest ever. He forces nothing. 

"They do a great job of using him," Thibodeau said. "Sometimes it's false action to create opportunities 

for others. When you have a shooter like that, it opens up the paint. You have to do more than one thing 

[on defense] and everybody has to be tied together." 

Hidden talents 

Of course to be an All-Star with a usage rate of 14.5 percent, you've got to impact the possessions you 

don't use. And that's what people miss about Korver. 

"He's just unique in what he can do without the ball," Budenholzer said. "He's very unselfish, likes to set 

screens, he loves to pass. He just does so many things other than just shoot. I think he's just made 

himself more of a complete player." 

Korver moves relentlessly without the ball, making him a nightmare matchup for opponents who might 

think that they face an easy night of contesting a standstill shooting specialist. According to NBA.com's 

tracking data, Korver has covered 95.6 miles on the court this season, ranking 11th in the league. Just 

ahead of him is San Antonio's Danny Green, which is fitting -- Korver fills the same role for Atlanta in a 

very similar offensive scheme. 

The consistency of Korver's movement, which always comes within the confines of the offense, pays 

dividends in unexpected ways. During the Chicago game, on one play an entry pass toThabo 

Sefolosha was tipped away. Sefalosha and Chicago's Nikola Mirotic converged on the ball, while Korver 

raced in their direction -- not to the ball, but to the corner. Sefalosha came up with it, handed off to a 

streaking Korver, who made a fallaway 3 as Mirotic knocked him out of bounds. 

Korver can impact a defense just by standing in a corner, but he does much more than that, which is 

why he ranked second in Tom Haberstroh's Gravity-based ranking of floor-spacers before the season. It's 

also why he gets 33 minutes per game on one of the league's best teams, something that would never 

happen for a one-dimensional player. 

Korver's quick release is another key weapon. Per Synergy, he ranks in the 99th percentile in guarded 

catch-and-shoot situations. In other words, even if you contest Korver, if he gets a shot up you're in 

trouble. His 53.9 percent accuracy on contested catch-and-shoot looks leads the league, as does his total 

of 27 successful contested 3s. 



But my favorite trait of Korver is his transition game. Korver is murder in the open court. He might not 

be the best transition player in the league since his opportunities are limited. But he might be the most 

dangerous. Korver has a knack for finding the open space as a trailer and timing his arrival to the arc 

with when a penetrating teammate is looking to kick out. Per Synergy, Korver's 15 3s in transition leads 

the league. On all transition shots this season, his effective field-goal percentage is a ridiculous 83.6 

percent. The only players to rate that high are run-to-the-rim dunk artists such as DeAndre 

Jordan, Anthony Davis and Mason Plumlee. 

"It's good to have some balance," Korver said. "We have some guys running for layups. I'm probably 

better at the 3s than the layups, so I try to stick to my strengths. It puts a lot of pressure on the other 

team if you have to cover both." 

And then there's Korver's underrated defense. Korver's defensive real plus-minus this season is plus-

0.74 and the Hawks' sixth-ranked defensive efficiency has been more than a point better with him on 

the court. According to Synergy Sports, teams go at Korver in isolation about 10.4 percent of the time, 

which is nothing special. He ranks in the 81st percentile on those plays, so there's little to gain from a 

game plan that tries to exploit him in that fashion. 

"One thing people don't appreciate is that he's 6-foot-7 and long," Budenholzer said. "When he really 

commits to defending and getting long, he's active, his arms and legs -- he can be disruptive. And he's 

really made a commitment to being a good defensive rebounder. If he doesn't get the ball, he's tapping 

it." 

Elite impact 

Korver has long been one of the most efficient offensive players in the NBA. Yet in his 12th season, at 

age 33, he's never been better. 

"When you think about Kyle, he ages like wine," said Millsap, his Hawks teammate who also played with 

Korver in Utah. "It seems like every year he comes back better. He shoots the ball better. He adds 

something else to his game, whether it's pump fakes or one-dribble pull-ups. 

"He's definitely a different player from when he was in Utah. Definitely a different player from when he 

was in Chicago. He's a different player than he was last year. He just continues to get better." 

The Hawks have been outscored by 3.4 points per 100 possessions with Korver off the floor this season. 

Teague's off-court figure is minus-0.3, and everyone else on the roster is positive. That means the deep 

Hawks roll no matter who is off the court -- unless it's Korver. Atlanta has been 15.7 points better with 

him on the court. You could see that in the Chicago game, as the Hawks tended to slack every time he 

took his mid-quarter rest. Korver was a game-high plus-15 in the game. 

"Kyle is always going to make everyone around him a lot better," Thibodeau said. "Whenever you have a 

shooter like that, it forces the defense to shift and it creates space. And they use him extremely well." 



Korver's RPM this season is plus-4.37, ranking 17th in the league. After watching Korver, and little else, 

during Saturday's game, I think that accurately portrays the impact he has for the Hawks. And if that's 

the case, Korver is an All-Star. Regardless of whether you agree, you still have to admire a player who 

continues to perfect his craft at an age when most players are well into their decline. 

"I've learned how to take care of myself," Korver said. "I love playing basketball. My body feels great, 

really good right now. It's just a fun game, and we're a fun team to play on. I'm just a piece to this team, 

and we're all a pieces to the puzzle. We all realize it. It's just pure basketball and I love it." 

 


