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Location, Location, Location (and Tim Hardaway Jr.) 

By Kacy Sager 

Early in the third quarter against the Denver Nuggets, the Atlanta Hawks whipped the ball around the 

perimeter, moving from good shot to great, finding Tim Hardaway Jr. wide open, perched along the 

three-point line. 

Atlanta has earned something of a reputation for developing and rehabilitating wings, pushing Kyle 

Korver into the All-Star stratosphere, redeeming Thabo Sefolosha after his exile from Oklahoma City, 

and picking Kent Bazemore up off the scrap heap. The offseason loss of DeMarre Carroll—a successful 

Hawks development project himself—was supposed to stretch Atlanta’s resourcefulness to its limits. But 

they’d managed for most of the season despite little contribution from Hardaway, for whom they traded 

a first round pick. 

With a flick of the wrist and textbook form, Hardaway launched the open shot and began his jaunt back 

to the other end of the floor—towards the Hawks bench—well before the basketball softly settled 

through the bottom of the net. It was the Hawks’ third consecutive three-pointer, and Hardaway’s 

second of the night, giving his team a 16-point lead and forcing the Nuggets to burn a timeout. 

As the players on the floor made their way to the sideline, each gave Hardaway five. Backup point guard 

Dennis Schröder, all smiles, was the first to greet him off the bench, rubbing the third-year guard’s 

shoulders. 

The moment, from the quick ball movement to spring the open shot, to the genuine joy Hardaway’s 

teammates felt over his big night, was quintessential Atlanta. 

“It’s very different having him and Kyle [Korver] on the floor like that. It’s another option the team has. 

I’m just happy to see him,” Al Horford said [via AJC.com]. “He’s come a long way since the beginning of 

the year. Him being able to get more minutes and make the most of them, it’s good to see.” 

It was Hardaway’s first (and to date, only) start of the season, and he responded with 21 points, seven 

rebounds, and four assists. Since then, he’s had solid performances against the Houston Rockets (20 

points, 7-for-11 shooting) and Washington Wizards (16 points, 6-for-8 shooting), making valuable 

contributions for a player who was completely out of the rotation before the turn of the calendar year. 

To understand how far Hardaway’s come, one need only look at where his NBA career started, how he 

got to Atlanta, and what his journey says about the culture of the Hawks organization. 

On June 25, the Atlanta fanbase—larger than in years past, and perhaps more emotionally invested than 

ever before—was still gathering their bearings after a roller coaster season filled with history and 

heartbreak. 

After a franchise best regular season, the Atlanta Hawks were sent home by LeBron James and the 

Cleveland Cavaliers sooner (and more emphatically) than they’d hoped. And while the 2015 NBA Draft 

was a nice reprieve from the doldrums of summer, it was also a time of apprehension for a franchise still 

searching for an identity. 



 

 

 

By the 15th pick in the draft, the big names were long gone. But this was a particularly stacked class, and 

plenty of talent remained. Hawks fans spent years questioning the decisions of their front office, with 

nightmares of Marvin Williams, Shelden Williams, and Adreian Payne still lingering. But after a 60-win 

season and an Eastern Conference Finals appearance, they were willing to try this new thing called 

“trust.” 

They trust in Bud. Coach Budenholzer, this beautiful mad scientist sprouted from the prolific Popovich 

coaching tree, sent to save them from mediocrity. The prophetic genius who helped convince a reluctant 

Pop to trade George Hill for Kawhi Leonard, forever altering the landscape of the NBA. Their fearless 

leader who earned the trust of his players, even as the franchise was shaken by scandal, and turned the 

city around them into believers. A man who was named President of Basketball Operations exactly one 

week earlier, armed with a vision for the direction this team is heading and the personnel needed to get 

there. Hawks fans anxiously waited to see who amongst these young, untested talents Bud believed was 

the missing piece of the puzzle. 

And then the trades began. 

When the dust finally cleared, Kelly Oubre Jr. was a Washington Wizard, Jerian Grant a New York Knick, 

and the Hawks coveted first round pick (acquired from Brooklyn in the Joe Johnson trade) was traded 

for Tim Hardaway Jr. 

Frustration and loud draft night opinions are nothing new to New York. Nothing covers the entire 

emotional spectrum the way Knicks fans can on draft night. While Porzingis was resoundingly booed, the 

Hardaway deal was a bit more polarizing. Some Knicks fans seemed to think their organization had 

gotten away with murder; others, perhaps still reeling from the Porzingis pick, were horrified that Phil 

Jackson would get rid of one of the few promising young players on the roster. 

Very few players enter the league with a complete skill set, and Hardaway was frequently praised for his 

time in New York for his ability to play to his strengths. His self-awareness seemed to increase with a 

lighter burden, and he was a significantly more efficient scorer in fewer minutes as a Knick than he was 

in college as Michigan’s primary option. 

From Bleacher Report’s Jonathon Wasserman: 

“Hardaway has excelled doing exactly what he does well, without looking to try things he’s not 

comfortable doing. His two core strengths center around his sharp shooting stroke and high-flying 

athleticism… Catch-and-shoot basketball is clearly Hardaway’s bread and butter, and it’s allowed him to 

stay productive in a shooting-specialist role. He has textbook form on his jumper, as he gets excellent 

elevation and a high release that’s tough to contest… Hardaway is at his best when he’s asked to do less. 

The bigger his role, the more vulnerable his shot selection and efficiency become.” 

 “I told him he was casting the ball instead of shooting it. And if his man scored on him at the other end, 

Tim tried to get back at him by forcing up some kind of shot. Plus, his defense was hurting the team. He 

was not closing out on 3-point shooters and forcing them to put the ball on the floor, not trusting that 

defensive help would arrive on the second dribble. Still, [Derek Fisher] told me that Tim’s defense was 

actually improving, so I didn’t harp too much on that.” 

And: 



 

 

 

“We were hoping that Tim would establish himself as a bona fide starter, but he’s been surprisingly 

inconsistent,” Jackson says. “Sometimes the personalities of a coach and a particular player simply don’t 

match. That could be the case with Tim and Fish, but I’ll wait until the end of the season and see what 

Fish has to say. Tim still has a bright future—he wants to be good, and if he learns how to improve all 

the aspects of his game he has a chance.” 

Hardaway himself admitted his struggles learning the iconic Triangle offense [via the New York Post]: 

“The triangle is a tough offense to get used to. You really have to be dedicated and mature to that end. 

We tried. We tried our best while we were there, but it’s a learning process. you learn and you get 

better each and every day. I think after a year, those guys will get used to it.” 

Knicks fans have been notoriously (and rightfully) frustrated with their franchise and were quickly losing 

faith in Jackson. He had taken a gamble on Fisher, proven to the entire league just how valuable J.R. 

Smith and Iman Shumpert were by giving them to the Cavaliers, and failed to live up to the promise of 

victory he had made to New York (and Carmelo). Instead he delivered the worst record in franchise 

history. The nearly unanimous disgust fans expressed when he drafted Porzingis (who has since won 

them over by proving himself an absolute beast) showed just how unwilling they were to give Jackson 

the benefit of the doubt. His first year with the Knicks was looking like a failure, and somewhere along 

the way Hardaway became a scapegoat. 

Jackson criticized defensive effort and rebounding abilities, praising Jerian Grant as the more complete 

player on Hardaway’s way out the door. Maybe there is some truth to that. Maybe Jackson was right 

and Grant is a much better fit in New York than Hardaway was ever going to be. Maybe Tim’s defense 

was hurting the team, and maybe he had shown a lack of growth after his rookie year. All of those things 

could be true, and Phil Jackson still didn’t have to sell Jerian Grant to Knicks fans by throwing Tim 

Hardaway Jr. under the bus. 

2015 Coach of the Year Mike Budenholzer had proven himself not only to the city of Atlanta, but the 

entire NBA community by leading the Hawks to a franchise record 60 wins and Atlanta’s first-ever 

appearance in the Eastern Conference Finals. Once they had officially parted ways with Danny Ferry for 

insensitive remarks about Luol Deng, the Hawks organization announced Coach Bud as the new 

president on June 18th, one week before the 2015 NBA Draft. Acquiring Hardaway was his first move in 

this new role, and as unfair as it may be, the moment he agreed to the trade, he essentially staked some 

of his reputation as an executive on Hardaway’s success. 

“We felt like adding Tim Hardaway Jr. was best for us,” Budenholzer said when the trade was 

announced. “We think he’s going to grow and prosper here. We added depth at the wing with a 6-foot-6 

shooting guard with athleticism and the ability to make shots. As we integrate him into our system of 

player development, we feel like we have a great young player that’s going to add to our team now.” 

On draft night, Tim Hardaway Jr. was at a restaurant with Knicks fans, watching coverage of the draft. 

He’d just gotten off the phone with Carmelo Anthony (who called to vent his frustration over the team’s 

draft night moves) when he learned he was traded. He spoke to Atlanta media for the first time just days 

later and addressed Jackson’s criticisms before making it clear he was ready to move past his rocky 

tenure in New York. 

“Once I heard him say that, all hands on deck now,” Hardaway said. “Obviously as a basketball player, 

you take that to heart. So, it’s time to move on, get better, and when the time comes, the time comes. 

Right now, it’s all about Atlanta basketball.” 



 

 

 

On Media Day, he continued to say all the right things. 

“More defense, more defense, and more defense,” he responded when asked what he could bring to 

this team. “I’m constantly in the weight room, constantly working on lower body, constantly getting 

defensive habits down pat. [I’m] picking these guys’ brains like Thabo and Bazemore, guys that are quick 

and play defense the right way. So I’m just trying to do whatever I can to help this team.” 

New York cast Tim Hardaway Jr. aside because he didn’t possess the perfect skill set for their system. 

Atlanta welcomed him aboard because they run a system that can help any player become more well-

rounded as long as he has the right mentality. The beauty of the Hawks’ system is that you don’t have to 

be an elite defender to be effective; you just have to learn your role. 

Acquiring Hardaway was less risky than drafting a rookie because Budenholzer had already seen enough 

to recognize his potential. Physically, he was quick, strong, and possessed a potent jumper that could be 

a deadly weapon in this fast-paced offense. Mentally, he had been receptive to criticism, shown a strong 

desire to expand his game, and perhaps most importantly, had something to prove. 

Budenholzer sounded confident, Hardaway seemed focused, and Hawks fans divided themselves into 

skeptics and believers. 

Both sides were eager to see him in action, and they were given ample opportunity during the 

preseason. Hardaway averaged 19.4 minutes, more than any other bench player, but his stats (5.6 

points, 2.3 rebounds, and 0.9 assists) were underwhelming. 

Once the regular season began, Tim Hardaway Jr. was banished to the bench. 

By Nov. 21, the Hawks had played 15 games and he hadn’t seen a single minute, with Budenholzer 

simply citing competition at the wing. By the time he saw his first action on Nov. 24 against the Boston 

Celtics, many had grown tired of speculating about Hardaway’s debut: 

And: 

He played five minutes in the first half and another seven after Atlanta ran away with the lead, making 

just one of his three shots. His quiet showing was still a very big deal, however, for the entire Hawks 

community that had been waiting not-so-patiently for his debut. Budenholzer seemed encouraged by 

Hardaway’s performance. 

“I thought he was good,” Budenholzer said after the game. “There were a couple of defensive plays that 

stand out to me where he was early to his rotation and his assignment as bottom weak side defender. I 

thought he competed and hit a shot and it was good to see him out there. He’s been working hard in 

practice.” 

Hardaway played in the following three games as well, but didn’t do much to convert the non-believers. 

He averaged 2.5 points and 0.5 assists, and in his first 44 minutes as a Hawk, Atlanta was outscored by 

24.7 points per 100 possessions (only Edy Tavares had a worse net differential). Hardaway’s preseason 

proclamations about a renewed emphasis on defense appeared to have fallen flat. By early December, 

Bud had seen enough to know Tim wasn’t ready and assigned him (along with Tavares) to the Canton 

Charge, Cleveland’s D-League team. 

Hardaway played two games for Canton, averaging 17.0 points in heavy minutes but only hitting 27.6 

percent of his shots. A sprained right wrist had prevented him from getting into his normal offseason 



 

 

 

routine, and he struggled to regain the shooting form that made him such an offensive threat in New 

York. To his credit, he never made an excuse, even as he bounced around from the inactive list to the D-

League and back. 

“When I had those couple of months to get back from my injury and work my way back, I wasn’t ready,” 

he admitted when asked directly how his wrist impacted his slow start. “I took the challenge and, being 

the professional that I am, I didn’t hold my head. I took what they gave me to get better.” 

“I think he missed a month or two of training this summer,” Coach Budenholzer said in January. “He had 

a little bit of a wrist injury that held him back from doing some things in the weight room and different 

things that are invaluable to players. We talk about the offseason and how important it is. He put in a lot 

of time and work to get really physically fit and that’s what you’ve got to be to defend.” 

He rejoined the Hawks Dec. 6, but the horrific shooting slump that continued to plague him kept him 

inactive. Later that month, he received his second D-League assignment, this time with the Austin Spurs. 

Suddenly, he was a brand new man. 

In three appearances in Austin, he averaged a whopping 20 points per game in 23 minutes. But more 

importantly, he did so by shooting 53 percent from the field and 48 percent from behind the arc. 

Confident that his young guard had finally found his shot, Coach Bud recalled Hardaway on Jan. 3 and 

inserted him into the lineup against his former team two days later. He has been in the rotation ever 

since. 

“That’s probably not how anybody envisioned it,” Budenholzer said when asked about Hardaway’s rocky 

start. “You want that perfect takeoff. He’s one of our youngest—if not our youngest—players age-wise. 

Sometimes things like this in the long run actually make you better. When you’ve got to work and earn 

things I think you appreciate more and maybe understand how important all those things are to a 

winning team and a winning organization. I couldn’t be happier with how he’s doing and the progress 

he’s made.” 

After finishing 2015 with the second worst net differential on the team (albeit in a very small sample 

size), Hardaway has been a completely different player in 2016. For the current calendar year, Hardaway 

has a net differential of plus-9.6, second among Hawks with at least 100 minutes played. Defensively, 

when he’s on the court, opposing teams are scoring only 96.2 points per 100 possessions, which is 

nearly equal to the top-ranked San Antonio Spurs (96 points per 100 possessions per NBA.com) 

Players on opposing teams are shooting 10 percent below their season average when guarded by Tim 

Hardaway Jr. in 2016, according to SportVU optical tracking data provided by NBA.com. For reference, 

teammate Thabo Sefolosha—a well-regarded defensive player—holds opponents to 4.5 percent below 

their season average. 

“I’m at a point now in my career that I have to show everybody that I can play defense,” said Hardaway. 

“I think I’m doing that right now. I’m more focused on it now than I was my first two years in the league. 

I think that’s just the fire and energy I’m trying to bring to the table with not playing those first two 

months. You just have to do whatever you can to make it tough on the individual playing the offensive 

end.” 



 

 

 

That same fire got him in trouble with teammates at times in New York, like when he yelled at Carmelo 

Anthony to get a rebound in a 2014 game against the Brooklyn Nets—with Anthony reportedly 

threatening to beat him up.   

In Atlanta, the Hawks have channeled that fire into more productive avenues and a healthier team 

culture. He’s joined a group of guys that genuinely support each other—a cast of overlooked or 

underappreciated players who enjoy each other’s company enough to meet for Uno sessions in the 

offseason. 

“Tim is very fiery,” Kent Bazemore said with his trademark grin. “He’s probably one of the most 

competitive people I’ve been around. I’ve been known to get out of control with my emotions but he’s a 

very fiery individual. He’s a very hard worker. I stay on him a lot because when I played against him it 

was funny cause like, I could not stand this kid. He was always talking and chirping and yapping.” 

“Oh, word?” Hardaway asks, interrupting. 

“But he’s my teammate so I got nothing but love for him,” Bazemore continued, both laughing. 

That love seems to be spreading quickly, with his coaches praising his work ethic and humble demeanor 

over the past few months. Back in January, with a sound victory over the Orlando Magic on Martin 

Luther King Day, six players scored in double figures; but it was Hardaway (eight points, three assists, 

and a steal in 20 minutes) who got most of the postgame attention. 

“I think he’s really added something to our group,” Budenholzer said, his face practically lighting up 

when I mentioned his plus-36.2 net differential over the previous six games. “I think to see him attacking 

the basket, getting to the basket, playing a little bit of pick-and-roll, I think his passing and decision-

making’s been good. and I think he’s worked really hard. He wants it so badly. So, hopefully he can 

continue to grow and progress as he is now.” 

By the third consecutive Tim Hardaway Jr. question, Budenholzer still had plenty to say. 

“I think he’s really taken a lot of pride in his defense. I think on that end of the court you just see the 

effort to get through screens, fight through screens, rebound 50/50 balls, and I think it’s carrying over to 

the offensive end of the court. [He’s] just kind of playing free.” 

Tim Hardaway Jr. isn’t likely to be the difference in moving the Hawks past the Cleveland Cavaliers and 

the Eastern Conference Finals. He has a long way to go before he has nothing left to prove. But the 

Hawks organization as a whole is in a similar position—trying to prove last season wasn’t a fluke, that 

you don’t need a superstar to contend, that Atlanta can be a desirable destination for free agents. 

They’re also trying to prove that they are one of the top franchises in the league for player 

development, and Hardaway, Jr. is a great litmus test. There’s value for a team able to identify particular 

traits and develop legitimate rotation players from unusual sources. Any success he achieves here 

becomes the success of the entire organization, and he has been given all the tools he needs to find it. 

In Atlanta, Hardaway has an opportunity to realize his potential as a player and become a part of 

something special, and no one knows that better than he does. 

“They brought me here for a reason,” Hardaway said. “They know what I can do. I’m here for a reason.” 

He was brought to Atlanta because he fits—not just as a cog in a system, but as validation of it. 


