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Yes, the Hawks can win it all 

By: NBA Front Office 

In the latest installment of the NBA Front Office series, Tom Penn (playing the role of GM), Chad Ford 

(assistant GM), George Karl (head coach), Amin Elhassan (scouting director), Kevin Pelton (analytics 

director) and David Thorpe (senior consultant) discuss whether the surprising Atlanta Hawks can win the 

NBA title. 

After a huge win over the West-leading Golden State Warriors on Friday, followed by a close loss to 

current West No. 2 seed Memphis Grizzlies, the Hawks seemingly have solidified themselves amid the 

NBA's elite. Do they have weaknesses? Can they win it all? 

Tom Penn: I'm scratching my head at just how great the Hawks have become, and I think all basketball 

purists are smiling ear-to-ear. George Karl used to have this saying: "The power of five." I remember 

that, because that's when you really get true team synergy. The run they had in January was remarkable. 

But more remarkable was how the team was built -- where it sits in relation to the salary cap, and its 

outlook. I guess let's start there -- just how did the Hawks do this? 

David Thorpe: I think it's a combination, Tom. To me the best answer is they hired the right coach. I've 

often criticized the NBA, calling it a coach's league. Of course I recognize how importantLeBron 

James, Dwyane Wade and all these great players are. But I also know players are irrelevant without the 

proper system, the proper chemistry being built around them, and all that starts with the coach. 

With the Hawks, coach Mike Budenholzer has created a team that confidently fields three and typically 

four shooters on the floor. Again, these are all high basketball IQ guys who don't foul you, guard the 3, 

and make the 3. They share the ball as well as anyone. They look like the Spurs. That starts with 

coaching. There are not a lot of guys who can do what Budenholzer has done with those players. There's 

a lot of bad coaching going on out there. But when you've got a guy like Budenholzer in place, you can 

play the right way, and that's exactly how they play. 

George Karl: You can repeat that, that sounds good to me. 

[Laughter] 

Amin Elhassan: I agree 100 percent with what Coach Thorpe said, but I think we also must recognize the 

reason they went shopping for high basketball IQ players. These guys are not ball dominant (other 

than Dennis Schroder and Jeff Teague). They fit the mode of what they need at their position. And that's 

kind of what helped them a lot, as opposed to kind of chasing some of the bigger-splash free agents. 

Sure, they wanted to get Chris Paul and Dwight Howard; they swung and missed. So this was kind of Plan 

B. 



But I think it's important to recognize that their Plan B was to sign good, high basketball IQ players and 

good character players -- and great human beings, by the way -- and then put them together in a system 

that can make them successful, all in a financially responsible fashion. The Hawks didn't overpay second-

tier guys; they went and got guys who fit and they paid them appropriately. 

Penn: Was there a key acquisition? 

Thorpe: Besides the coach? 

Everyone: Paul Millsap. 

Penn: I think Millsap was a guy who everyone was afraid to pay the big dollars to. The Hawks got away 

with paying him a good number, but short years. They're now probably wishing they gave him more 

years at that number ($9.5 million). With how well he's playing, if they have a great run, they have to 

keep him. But it's going to cost a lot more. Millsap has a quality to him, even when he was in Utah, to 

make players better, and that doesn't happen very often. He can post up, he can make the 3, he's a 

good passer. I don't know if he's a gooddefender, but he's not a bad one; he will attempt to do what 

you're trying to do defensively. 

He's undersized to a fault a little bit, but I like his mentality. His basketball IQ is top notch, and he and Al 

Horford have kind of found a niche. Some nights it's the pick-and-roll game, some nights it's give the ball 

to Millsap on the low block and iso him a little bit. They have a great offensive balance. 

Kevin Pelton: I would jump in and say there's a player development story here, too, because as good as 

Millsap was in Utah, as Coach Thorpe says, he wasn't a 3-point shooter at that point. That's something 

he's developed. DeMarre Carroll, too. His whole career was: Well, he's an energy defense player, but 

can he help us offensively? Now he's the guy who's not quite a knockdown 3-point shooter but certainly 

a capable one who keeps teams honest. That shooting, more than anything else, really makes the Hawks 

difficult to defend. 

Thorpe: Their willingness to pass the ball to the other shooters is amazing. 

Penn: Kevin, can you put into context some of the Hawks' shooting numbers? 

Pelton: Well, Millsap, in his career before Atlanta, had made 31 3-pointers. He more than doubled that 

last season to 76, and he's nearly got that just a little bit past the midway point this season. So he's on 

his way to a career high there. Carroll made 27 3-pointers in his career before he got to Atlanta. He 

made 97 last season, 69 so far this season. He's shooting at nearly 40 percent. 

Penn: The 3-pointer headlines go to Kyle Korver, but when you dig a little deeper -- wow. 

Thorpe: The worst shooter of their five players who start typically is Teague. I think he's made a third of 

his 3s this season, but he's obviously a dynamic penetrator. And he is not occupying the ball as much as 

he has in the past. His usage rate is 10th in the league among point guards. When you look at their 



starting five, it's not like Korver is much of a dribbler, or any of the other three starters, so Teague really 

does have to dribble a lot. 

And let's not forget the return of Horford, who was an All-Star for a couple of seasons in a row and is 

considered one of the smartest guys in the league in not just his IQ on the court, but also leadership. I've 

talked to guys who played with Horford in college and the NBA and they all say he's the heart and soul 

of that team. He's an incredibly genuine teammate; he really doesn't care about "me." I think a lot of 

those guys are that way, but he leads them; he really cares about "we" and sacrifices his body. He's 

playing the 5 most nights, when he really should be a 4. 

Chad Ford: The thing that stands out to me beyond all those names is if you look at their payroll, they're 

under the cap and they don't have a bad contract. Not one. They've got assets -- they own the Nets' pick 

this year, which means that they're probably going to end up with a lottery pick despite the fact they 

have the best record in the league. They're going to be $25 million under the cap next year. This team's 

not only set up to win now, they're set up to win in the future. They've been shrewd and opportunistic 

with signings, and they've drafted well, picking up Schroder, Mike Scott, Teague. They could've let 

Teague go in restricted free agency when the Bucks made a move for him, but they decided to re-sign 

him and Mike Muscala. 

They didn't blow their money on a marquee free agent who wouldn't be a good fit there. It's a textbook 

example of how to build a competitive team. I honestly did not think the Hawks would be this good. I did 

not predict early in the season they would be playing like this, that they would be the best team in the 

Eastern Conference. I thought they would still be spinning their wheels as a good, but never great, 

basketball team. So kudos to them because I think they saw this more clearly, at least [more] than I did. 

Elhassan: Isn't this also a triumph of player development? Because all too often in this league we get 

this opinion of a player and that's who he is, and he's never getting out of that mold again. Think about 

whose games have developed and grown and evolved over time. Even someone like Korver, who three 

or four years ago was playing 18 minutes a night. And now look where he is. His game has grown from a 

defensive standpoint, too. I think he's a much better defender than he was earlier in his career. But also 

in his offensive ability to more than just catch and shoot to coming off screens to now making that little 

pocket pass. There are so many guys from this roster who have grown tremendously even over the last 

two years. I know Coach Thorpe is passionate about this. 

Thorpe: It still starts with the head coach. I can spend plenty of time working with a player on his shot. 

But I would never do that if I thought the head coach wouldn't allow that player to shoot and miss. 

You're going to have failure if you want to develop your game, you're going to have to grow through 

that, and to me that's key. When Pelton was listing the big leaps in their 3-point makes, I promise you 

100 percent they also have the same leaps in attempts. And if the makes aren't quite there yet, the best 

coaches have the vision of what that player can become. 

As Chad said, none of us predicted this. I believe they started this season 7-6, which is not so great. We'd 

be wrong to not recognize that this is not a team made up of incredible elite athletes across the board. 

But they play smart defensive basketball. They're not fouling, they're guarding 3s, and offensively 



they're making those simple basketball plays; they're not a highlight team in that sense. And that's 

exactly the recipe. When players grow their games, they often want to do too much. And the head 

coach's job is to make sure his players recognize what their roles are and how they can have success in 

those increased roles without going too far. 

Penn: Yeah, they can play inside, play fast, make the 3, and their bench has a personality -- they can 

come in and be dynamic at times. The Carroll kid, they've kind of reincarnated Bruce Bowen a little bit in 

him. But getting back how the Hawks are built, it is awesome at every level how well this thing is set up. 

Yes, it is player development, cap management and good people. It's all those things together. Chad, 

give us a little more detail on this for next year. Paint what the offseason might look like. 

Ford: Going into the summer, they own the Nets' pick -- they own it flat out, no protection. But they're 

swapping, so the Hawks don't keep their own pick. But the Nets look like right now they'll have a pick 

around 10th, 11th, 12th, in the draft. Obviously, occasionally you can get lucky, but if the Nets won the 

lottery, the Hawks would get that pick. That's an amazing asset. 

They do have some free agents. Right now they have about $42 million on the books; the cap is 

projected at about $67 million next year. That's $25 million in cap space. Their big free agent's going to 

be Millsap. He comes off the books next year, is an unrestricted free agent, so he could use a lot of their 

cap space if they decide to re-sign him. Carroll, Elton Brand, Pero Antic and John Jenkins come off the 

books. Teague is on a very good contract; he's making $8 million over the next two years. Horford has 

one more year at $12 million and then he becomes an UFA in summer 2016. Korver has about two 

years, roughly $11 million left on his contract -- very reasonable, considering what he's delivering. 

They're in really good shape. 

Penn: George, can they win it? And is there anything that can be tinkered with? 

Karl: I not only think they can win it, this team is playing at such a level, it's comparable to how San 

Antonio played a couple of seasons ago. They don't make mistakes, they don't beat themselves. Now 

can they sustain it? The biggest challenge of any good basketball team is learning how to be good and 

then learning how to be good in the playoffs and sustaining it. They have an exploding point guard in 

Teague, high-character and high basketball IQ players with no egos, great shooters, great coach. 

I don't see any flaws. Why wouldn't they be able to sustain it? We've talked about the offense, but they 

are very strong and confident defensively. The only thing I don't see is they don't have a shot-blocker. 

They don't have a base to erase a defensive mistake. 

But right now they don't need that, because they don't make many defensive mistakes. They're 

balanced, they're organized. OK, if they were in the West, would I predict they could beat three really 

good teams in a seven-game series? I would say their inexperience somewhere along the way might 

catch up with them. But in the East, they're going to win a first-round matchup pretty easily. This team is 

not going to self-destruct. 



Elhassan: I have three concerns with the Hawks. I think what we've seen year after year in the playoffs 

is: You rarely can go in and play your game and just be successful. At some point, an adjustment gets 

made and you're going to have to play a style that's maybe not your preferred style. For the Hawks, I 

don't see the versatility in terms of being able to play up inside. They're not a good defensive 

rebounding team, and that's absolutely a flaw that could come back to bite them. I definitely see that as 

being the Achilles' heel of the Hawks. 

The other thing is the inexperience, specifically of the bench, where they don't have a veteran scorer. 

They don't have someone in second lineups who can slow everything down and go get one or calm the 

troops down. Lastly, I'm not sold on Teague. I think he has played great this season, but in terms of 

being a decision-maker, I think he's rather average. I think he's got predetermined options in his brain, 

then he'll make a pass that'll be an obvious pass. Again, I think when you get to the postseason, teams 

make adjustments, and I don't know if he can adjust on the fly and make the correct decision. 

Thorpe: This Hawks team might not have the elasticity or ceiling that the Bulls or Cavs have. They have 

to keep those legs fresh, because that engine is running perfectly as constructed, and if it changes 

because of injuries, it lowers their ceiling. I believe the Bulls' and Cavaliers' range can be higher than the 

Hawks to withstand that. 

Pelton: Can the Hawks rest their players down the stretch? They're going to have the No. 1 seed 

wrapped up probably by the start of April, I think. 

Penn: Kevin, any nuggets you can throw out there as far as answering the question: Are they great 

enough to win it? 

Pelton: Well, they're a top-5 team on both ends of the floor right now, which is a relatively rare 

combination. On average, there has been less than one team per season in the top 5 at both ends of the 

floor dating to the ABA-NBA merger. This season we're probably going to have two, because Golden 

State also is up there in that category. I'm a little surprised the track record is not as great as I expected 

it to be. I believe about a third of them went on to make the Finals and about a fifth of those teams 

went on to win a championship. So yeah, that's good company. 

 


