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This Year's Atlanta Hawks Look A Lot Like Last Year's Spurs 

By: Andrew Beaton 

The Atlanta Hawks (31-8) enter Friday’s showdown with Toronto owning a 10-game winning streak and 

the second-best record in the NBA, placing them four losses clear of the Raptors and Washington 

Wizards in the Eastern Conference.  

Atlanta’s success this season with a team devoid of superstars seems mind-boggling in the modern NBA, 

where LeBron James and the Cleveland Cavaliers were anointed champions-to-be in July. (Even with a 

sub-.500 record entering Thursday’s action, Cleveland still has shorter odds to win the NBA title than the 

Hawks, according to online sportsbook Bovada.)  

But as startling as the Hawks’ record has been, it should actually look quite familiar. More than anything, 

they look like the reigning NBA champion San Antonio Spurs. Coached by Mark Budenholzer, who was 

an assistant in San Antonio under Gregg Popovich from 1996-2013, the Hawks have built a team around 

a cast of solid, yet unspectacular, players.  

Last year’s Spurs were led in scoring by a point guard (Tony Parker) who doesn’t turn the ball over very 

often. Atlanta point guard Jeff Teague, who leads the team in scoring, is one of four players in the NBA 

averaging more than seven assists per game and fewer than three turnovers. The Spurs ranked third in 

the NBA last year in assist-to-turnover ratio, and the Hawks rank fourth this year.  

The similarities don’t stop there. Atlanta shooting guard Kyle Korver, who leads the NBA hitting 52.5% of 

his three-pointers, resembles an improved version of San Antonio sharpshooter Danny Green (13th in 

NBA in three-point shooting last year). At small forward, both teams feature athletic players tasked with 

shutting down the opposition’s best scorer. Last season, Kawhi Leonard ranked fourth in defensive win 

shares (which estimates a player’s points allowed per 100 defensive possessions) among small forwards, 

according to Basketball-Reference; this season, Atlanta’s DeMarre Carroll ranks fifth.  

In the post, Paul Millsap may not have the same storied career as Tim Duncan, but the two put up eerily 

similar numbers. And both are also valuable for their defense: Duncan ranked ninth in the NBA last year 

for defensive win shares and Millsap ranks fourth this year. At center, Al Horford outpaces the 

production of Tiago Splitter, but he also emulates Duncan in some respects as Popovich often shuffled 

his lineups and gave Splitter fewer minutes.  

The unheralded key for both teams: a foreign spark plug. Argentina’s Manu Ginóbili has been a key part 

of four Spurs championship teams and Australian guard Patty Mills became a sensation last season, 

averaging 10.2 points in only 18.9 minutes per game off the bench for San Antonio. So don’t be 

surprised if the German-born Dennis Schroder (17.8 minutes per game) garners the same attention for 

the Hawks. 

 


