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The Eastern Conference is back 

By Tom Haberstroh 

In February, it wasn't just the home team that made a furious comeback. Take a look at what the 

Eastern Conference has been doing lately. 

Weird things are happening in the NBA. With Wednesday bringing us six East versus West matchups, it's 

a golden opportunity to point out that the Eastern Conference isn't lying down and crying for mercy 

against its Western Conference counterparts anymore. 

Tuesday night's nail-biter between the Atlanta Hawks and Houston Rockets was the conference battle in 

the nutshell. Houston jumped out to an early lead, but Atlanta came crawling back to close the gap and 

ended up pulling out the win. After a horrible start to the season, the East has basically played the West 

even over the last couple months and, according to the Bovada sportsbook, an Eastern Conference team 

-- not a Western Conference squad -- has the best odds of standing on top in the end. 

In February, the East outscored the West in its 59 head-to-head matchups by 13 points. Thanks to some 

foibles late in games by the East, the West actually ended up having the superior record at 31-28, but it's 

clear the East isn't a laughingstock anymore. After it looked like the "Leastern Conference" was getting 

even worse after losing 73.1 percent of its games against the West last season, the East has returned to 

respectability lately. 

What's causing the East surge? And should the title favorite really be coming out of the East? Let's dig 

into it. 

East closing the gap 

At his All-Star Weekend news conference, commissioner Adam Silver addressed whether the NBA will 

look into changing the playoff format, which currently sends the top eight teams in each conference 

rather than the top teams overall. 

"As you might imagine, there are certain Eastern Conference owners who like the status quo and certain 

Western Conference owners who are saying change is due," Silver said. "But on the other hand, I think 

we have a group of owners who are willing to take a long-term view ultimately. They understand over 

time that we're in a highly competitive marketplace, that we want to put our best foot forward, that we 

want the best product on the court." 

Lately, the best product isn't necessarily coming from the Western Conference. Sure, there are several 

West powerhouses, but looking at the big picture, the gap between the conferences is closing. Indeed, 

the West pummeled the East 63-26 (70.7 percent) in head-to-head matchups through November. But 

since then? The West has won "just" 53.8 percent of the time (141-121). Overall on the season, the 



West has won 58.1 percent of the head-to-head matchups, which is considerably worse than it was last 

season at 63.1 percent to move the West right in line with the previous norm. 
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Outside of last season's trampling, the West has held steady winning around 58 percent of its games 

over the Eastern Conference. Silver is probably wise to examine whether the "best 16 teams" format is 

better than the status quo, but it's not like the gap is widening. If anything, the Eastern Conference has 

closed the gap as of late, going 60-62 against the West since the mid-January. The system isn't broken. 

It's showing but a crack. 

Should the Cavs really be title favorites? 

The biggest driver of the East resurgence: the Cavs. After looking like a 2012-13 Los Angeles Lakers 2.0, 

the Cavs that now stand as the title favorite, according to Bovada sportsbook. A lot of that optimism is 

well-deserved. The Cavs have won 19 of their last 23 games, and their starting lineup with J.R. 

Smith and Timofey Mozgov has outscored opponents by a mind-boggling 26.9 points every 100 

possessions. By comparison, the Warriors' starting lineup has an 18.4 net rating on the season. The Cavs' 

best five is scary good. 

But even so, there are reasons to be skeptical of the Vegas line. First of all, Bovada sets the odds to get 

the most action, not necessarily to represent the true title odds. So even though it lists the Cavs as the 

title favorites, that doesn't mean it believes Cleveland has the best chance of winning it all. 

Looking at ESPN's team ratings, the Cavs are not the top dog in the NBA. According to BPI's latest 

appraisal, the Cavs have the third-best power rating (plus-4.6) in the NBA behind the Warriors (plus-8.8) 

and the Clippers (plus-6.5). Why don't the Cavs look better by that system? BPI -- which measures for 

team strength after factoring in variables like game location, altitude, rest, distance traveled and 



preseason expectations -- still considers the Cavs' defense to be a below-average outfit. Since Mozgov 

suited up for the Cavs, the team ranks 13th in the NBA in defensive rating, which is surprisingly low 

considering the conventional wisdom. 

If you consult a rating system that places extra weight on recent games, the Cavs still don't come out on 

top. Hollinger's power rankings, which lean heavier on the last 25 percent of a team's games, ranks the 

Cavs at third by a healthy margin behind the Warriors and Clippers. With their next five games against 

winning teams, we're about to learn a whole lot more about the Cavs. But I'm not willing to call them 

the NBA's best quite yet. Reminder: They're still not even within 10 games of the Hawks in the standings. 

Are the Indiana Pacers secretly good? 

That's not a joke. You know who owned the NBA's best record in February? It's the Pacers (7-2). 

Granted, they only played nine games with the extended All-Star break, but Frank Vogel's squad 

demands your attention after recently beating Golden State, Cleveland twice and the Pelicans by 

double-digits in New Orleans. Indiana's only losses since Feb. 1 came against the San Antonio Spurs (by 

just two points) and the Oklahoma City Thunder (only by Russell Westbrook's wrath). 

After a variety of injuries to start the season, George Hill is playing some of the best ball of his career 

right now. He's currently sporting a career-high 20.4 PER while being asked to carry the offense for long 

stretches, something he's never been tasked with in his career. So far this season, Hill is averaging 19.5 

points, 6.2 assists and 5.5 rebounds every 36 minutes while taking care of the ball and making things 

difficult for the opposing point guard. The upshot: The Pacers are 10-3 this season when Hill starts. 

David West is David West. C.J. Miles has recovered after a miserable start dealing with debilitating 

migraines. Rodney Stuckey is averaging 18.1 points over his last eight games. Roy Hibbertcontinues to be 

a beast at the basket; opponents are shooting just 43.2 percent at the rim when he's nearby, according 

to NBA.com, which is the fourth-lowest rate in the league. 

No one wants to play the Pacers if they're healthy. Put it all together and you find that the Pacers 

outscore opponents by 7.2 points every 100 possessions with Hill, West and Hibbert on the court. If 

those three can stay on the floor, it's hard seeing the Pacers missing the playoffs. Oh, and Paul 

George may be coming back. Don't sleep on the Pacers. 

News and notes 

• LeBron James passed Ray Allen on the all-time scoring list Tuesday night after hanging 27 points on 

Allen's former team in Beantown. James just turned 30, and he already has more career points than 

Larry Bird, Allen Iverson and Charles Barkley. Look this up: James has more points through his age-30 

season (24,508) than Scottie Pippen and Allan Houston combined (24,035). 

• With Brian Shaw's ouster in Denver, it's official: The Phil Jackson coaching tree has rotted out. Shout 

out to SB Nation's Tom Ziller for bringing up this graphic to illustrate how dreadful Jackson's protégés 

have turned out in the NBA. The five coaches -- Jim Cleamons, Frank Hamblen, Bill Cartwright, Kurt 

Rambis and Shaw -- are a combined 225-481 (.319) as head coaches. If we throw Derek Fisher into the 



mix, the PJax tree falls to .310. For perspective, theOrlando Magic are at .311. And that's your moment 

of Zen. 

• On the BS report last week, I mentioned I wasn't the biggest fan of the Isaiah Thomas trade for Boston. 

That proclamation looked spectacularly dumb after he dropped 21 points in his debut and the Celtics 

put together a nice little three-game winning streak. But can we just point out the guy is shooting 37.9 

percent from the floor along with a Westbrook-esque 36.3 usage rate? Fun to watch, but not sure he's 

fun to play with. Maybe Brad Stevens can fix the latter. 

• Josh Smith called Hawks fans "bandwagoners." Oh. If mailing it in for two seasons in Detroit and then 

joining a championship contender in Houston isn't bandwagoning, I don't know what is. 

• This week's trivia question: Which player leads the league in offensive charges committed? Last 

week's trivia question/answer: Michael Jordan was whistled for 2,493 fouls in his career with the 

Chicago Bulls, but he doesn't have the most all time for a Chicago guard. Who does? That would be Jerry 

Sloan (2,524). Did the Dorkapalooza hint give it away? 

 


