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The 10 Unwritten Rules 
of Pickup Basketball 

 
Follow these rules to keep your pickup basketball vibes immaculate. 

 
Rule #1: Half-court pickup is always make it-take it 
 

Rule #2: Always play win by two 
It doesn’t matter what score you play to—some prefer 11, 15, or 21. That’s up to you. But whatever the 
target score is, you have to win by two.  
 

Rule #3: Play by 1’s and 2’s 
Standard play is that shots inside the 3-point line count as one point and shots outside the 3-point line 
count as two. 
 

Rule #4: The best format is 3-on-3 half-court 
If you’re playing half-court, the best format is 3-on-3. For short-court games 3s or 5s is okay, it’s up to 
you! 
 

Rule #5: Never play full-court basketball with less than eight players 
Conversely, if you’re playing full-court, you have to have at least eight players. Anything less than 4-on-4 
just turns into running sprints on a basketball court. Ideally you’d want 5-on-5, but you can get away 
with 4-on-4. 
 

Rule #6: Don’t call fouls unless you really get fouled 
We presume you came to play basketball, not officiate. Be honest when calling fouls. Can’t agree on a 
call? Shoot for it. 
 

Rule #7: Don’t cherry pick 
Come to play basketball and limit the quarterback & wide-receiver action.  
 

Rule #8: There’s no charging calls or timeouts 
If safety is a concern or a player is injured, announce it to all players. Otherwise, need to catch your 
breath? Call in a sub or take a seat if possible. A player coming into the paint hard? Step out of the way. 
Keep it simple and keep it clean.  
 

Rule #9: Any disputes are settled by shooting for it 
Whatever the case, a foul or out-of-bounds ball or something else, the way to decide it is by shooting for 
it. If it comes to this point, the player disputing the call takes a shot from outside the 3-point line. If they 
make it, their call stands. If they miss then we appreciate all players continuing to play on. As Rasheed 
Wallace once said, “ball don’t lie.” 
 

Rule #10: Respect the peaceful transition of power 
The team that wins the game stays on the court. Whoever called “next” gets the next game. It’s that 
simple. Rotate players in and out as necessary. After 3 consecutive wins, a team must sit out at least one 
game. 
 
 


