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Mike Budenholzer wins big with Hawks without a superstar 

 By Ray Glier 

ATLANTA -- After a win or after a loss, Mike Budenholzer always left the Philips Arena court in a fast walk 

with his head down. 

He captained a 60-win regular season, so it wasn’t as if the Atlanta Hawks coach did not want to look up 

for fear of getting a face full of warm beer from a disgusted fan. 

He might, once in a while, give a quick, halfhearted wave to a fan who shouted, “Great job, Bud,” but 

mostly the Hawks coach exited the NBA stage as if he needed to use the restroom really badly. 

“Coach Bud” hurries off because he never wants to make it about Bud. But the truth is the Hawks are all 

about Bud, last season, and this season, and probably the season after this. 

Budenholzer, the 2014-15 NBA coach of the year, guided the Hawks to a 60-22 record without sermons, 

without bluster, without plea bargains with millionaire players and (if you’ve heard it once, you’ve heard 

it a million times) without a super-duperstar. 

If you ranked NBA players 1-20, Budenholzer set a franchise record for wins without a player ranked in 

the top 20. 

An outsider, who is now an insider, marveled over the work of the Atlanta coach as he watched the 

Hawks last season. 

“It was string music,” said Tim Hardaway Jr., who played for the New York Knicks last season. 

Hardaway seems to be happy to be part of the cohesiveness of the Atlanta team. He is second-

generation NBA, the son of Tim Hardaway, and he is accustomed to the ways of the league and 

understands where a collaborative culture must come from in the NBA. The head coach. 

“You see everybody passing up open shot after open shot to get a great shot,” Hardaway said. “That 

doesn’t happen very often in this league.” 

The dazzling shot is emblematic for most NBA teams but not the Hawks. Their snapshot is the pass. 

Hardaway says it all looks so random yet choreographed at the same time. He just shakes his head from 

side to side at how uncanny it is, and he couldn’t wait to inhale it all in training camp. 

What’s not random is the devotion to the other four men on the floor and the complete buy-in of the 

Bud system. 

Point guard Jeff Teague says Budenholzer does not permit players to lazily drop in and out of 

possessions, especially on defense. The Hawks get a lot of credit for their connectivity on offense — the 

first pass is never the last pass — but it is also true about their defense. 

“He doesn’t go nuts, as long as we move the ball and play unselfishly,” Teague said. “Defensively, if you 

don’t go all out for your teammates, that’s when he has a problem and he’ll get on you.” 



 

 

 

Budenholzer often says one of the best things he does as coach is have honest discussions with players 

about work ethic and responsibility on the floor. He asks them to trust the process and be no-nonsense; 

in return, he refuses to be superficial with them. 

“As coaches, we hold them accountable and we have high standards and high expectations,” 

Budenholzer said. “We watch a lot of film with them. If they are not doing whatever it is defensively or 

offensively that we expect, we let them know. And hopefully we do it in a way that is really honest.” 

Of course, Budenholzer’s skill at the blackboard could not overcome LeBron James in the Eastern 

Conference finals or do much about the Hawks getting manhandled on the defensive glass. 

Budenholzer is hoping roster adjustments and a healthy Thabo Sefolosha will remedy both. 

That the Hawks even got to the conference finals was a stunner, to say the least. 

The players insist their coach made it happen, but they debate just how he did it: X’s and O’s? 

Communication? Motivation? What is it exactly about the man? 

“His strength? I would say he straddles both, X’s and O’s and being a players’ coach,” forward Mike 

Muscala said. “His concepts offensively and defensively are great, but he is good at building good habits 

and he preaches competing. 

“That resonates with me and my teammates. He takes it one day at a time and one practice at a time, 

and that’s a good mind-set to have.” 

 


