	
	
	



Tuomas Lisalo 5 Year evolution of PnR defense

PROFILE:
     Today we take a look at Tuomas Lisalo, the Finnish basketball coach that has laid the foundation of this year’s Euroleague surprise team Paris Basketball, now very successfully taken over by another promising young coach Thiago Splitter. Coach Lisalo might be seen as a very offense-oriented coach but is also renowned for his strategic and innovative approach, particularly in defensive schemes and player development. Though only 42 years old he has now become the lead assistant of the Memphis Grizzlies in the NBA after his successful time in Germany (Merlins and Bonn) and Paris where he won the Eurocup of the 2023-24 season loosing just a single game on the way to lifting the team’s first continental trophy! He gained recognition for implementing complex, adaptable defensive systems, especially his work with pick-and-roll (PnR) defense, emphasizing hedging, plugging, and switching. His defensive strategies focus on communication, quick rotations, and adjusting to opponent tendencies. Beyond tactical expertise, Lisalo is dedicated to individual player growth, using film study and data analysis to enhance basketball IQ and specific skills. His coaching philosophy is built on flexibility, requiring players to read the game and make quick decisions. Under his guidance, his teams have witnessed notable success, including playoff appearances, with Lisalo earning a reputation as a tactical mastermind. His contributions extend to coaching seminars, where he shares his insights on defensive systems and player development. Known for his attention to detail and adaptability, Lisalo’s legacy as a coach is defined by his commitment to teamwork, trust, and his ability to disrupt opponents with dynamic defensive strategies, making him a respected figure in European basketball. 
Overview
Coach Tuomas Lisalo provides an in-depth analysis of his approach on pick-and-roll (PnR) defense development over five-year span. Key points include:
 
1. Initial Challenges: Lisalo discusses the early difficulties his team faced in defending PnR situations, highlighting issues such as miscommunication, improper positioning, and lack of cohesion. 

2. Strategic Adjustments: He outlines the tactical changes implemented to address these challenges, including:

· Defensive Schemes: Transitioning between different PnR coverage strategies, such as hedging, switching, and trapping, to disrupt the opponent's offense.
· Player Roles: Redefining individual responsibilities to ensure each player understands their specific duties within various defensive schemes. 

3. Emphasis on Fundamentals: Lisalo stresses the importance of mastering defensive fundamentals, such as footwork, hand positioning, and maintaining proper spacing, as the foundation for effective PnR defense. 

4. Communication and Cohesion: He highlights the critical role of on-court communication and team cohesion in executing defensive strategies successfully. 

5. Analytical Approach: Utilizing game footage and statistical analysis, Lisalo demonstrates how data-driven insights informed the evolution of their defensive tactics. 

6. Progress Over Time: The segment concludes with a reflection on the measurable improvements observed in the team's defensive performance, attributing success to continuous learning, adaptability, and commitment to the defensive system
7. Lisalo also explains the defensive "dance" concept in basketball. The ‘dance" particularly in the context of pick-and-roll (PnR) defense, refers to the coordinated movement and synchronization between defenders to effectively counter the offensive action. This concept emphasizes fluidity, timing, and adaptability in the defensive approach.

A) 2 vs 2 situations
Lisalo demonstrates some key aspects of his PnR defense in facing the challenges of a 2vs2 game:

1. Hedge & Plug PnR Defense: Lisalo's approach involves aggressively hedging the ball handler while the big man 'plugs' the lane to prevent easy rolls to the basket. This tactic aims to disrupt the offensive flow and force turnovers. 

2. Integration with 'Tagging Up' Philosophy: A unique aspect of Lisalo's defense is the incorporation of the 'Tagging Up' offensive rebounding philosophy into their defensive schemes. This integration enhances their ability to control the game's tempo and transition between offense and defense seamlessly. 

3. Adaptability to Opponents: Lisalo emphasizes tailoring defensive strategies to counter specific opponent tendencies, analyzing their offensive patterns, and preparing customized defensive responses to neutralize their strengths.

4. Emphasis on Communication and Cohesion: Effective PnR defense under Iisalo's system relies heavily on clear communication and team cohesion, ensuring that all players are synchronized in their defensive roles and responsibilities.

B) 5 vs 5 situations
The demonstration proceeds with a 5 vs 5 demonstration that better mirrors the real-time / in game situation:
1. Hedge & Plug Defense
· Hedge Execution: The on-ball defender aggressively steps out to impede the ball handler's path, forcing them to retreat or redirect. This momentary pressure disrupts the offensive flow.
· Plugging the Lane: The screener's defender (usually a big) steps into the lane to prevent the roll or any immediate penetration. This defender maintains a balanced stance to quickly recover or switch if needed.
2. Short Roll and Pop Defense
· Short Roll Adjustment: In scenarios where the screener stops early (short roll), defenders must close the gap quickly to contest any mid-range shots or playmaking options from the roller.
· Defending the Pop: When the screener pops out to the three-point line, the big must be agile enough to close out effectively without compromising the lane protection.



3. Switching Tactics
· Situational Switching: Depending on matchups and opponent tendencies, switching can be employed to neutralize mismatches. Proper communication ensures seamless transitions.
· Guarding Guards vs. Bigs: Guards are trained to hold their ground against larger players, while bigs are drilled to stay agile against quicker guards' post-switch.
4. Defensive Rotations
· Weak-Side Rotation: Off-ball defenders must rotate to cover open players, particularly when the primary defenders are engaged in PnR action. This includes shifting to protect the weak side and contesting open shots.
· Help-and-Recover: A system where a defender temporarily helps on the ball or roller and then quickly recovers to their original assignment.
5. Communication Protocols
· Calling Screens: Defenders are instructed to loudly and clearly call out screens (e.g., “Screen left!”) to alert their teammates of the incoming pick.
· Defensive Codes: Pre-determined verbal codes are used to signal specific defensive actions like switches, traps, or recoveries.
6. Defensive Metrics and Analysis
· Defensive Efficiency: The coaching staff tracks points allowed per possession during PnR plays, identifying weak spots and refining strategies accordingly.
· Turnover Induction: A focus on forcing turnovers through aggressive hedging and trapping, measured by turnovers per PnR possession.
7. Practice Drills
· 2-on-2 PnR Drills: Simulated game situations where pairs of defenders practice hedging, switching, and rotating to build familiarity with defensive schemes.
· Closeout Drills: Emphasis on rapid closeouts to shooters, particularly following a defensive switch or rotation, ensuring that defenders maintain control and balance.
8. Adaptation to Opponent Tendencies
· Pre-Game Preparation: The team studies opponents' PnR tendencies, identifying key players and preferred actions to tailor their defensive schemes accordingly.
· In-Game Adjustments: Real-time adjustments are made based on opponent behavior and effectiveness of the initial game plan.
9. Philosophical Shifts
· Focus on Versatility: The defensive philosophy evolves towards versatility, training players to handle multiple roles and adapt to various defensive scenarios.
· Player Autonomy: Players are encouraged to make split-second decisions within the framework of the defensive strategy, promoting autonomy and situational awareness.


Conclusion:
In the final segment, Lisalo discusses advanced defensive adjustments, emphasizing the importance of adapting the PnR defense as the game progresses. Late-game adjustments are crucial, with the team switching between aggressive and conservative coverages depending on the score and situation. The development of individual players is also a key focus, with guards improving their ability to fight through screens and bigs refining their timing and decision-making. Clear role definitions are vital, ensuring that every player knows their responsibility during PnR situations, especially in complex rotations and switches. Lisalo stresses the importance of trust and communication among defenders, as success relies on seamless cooperation. Post-game film study and statistical analysis help the team assess and refine their defensive strategies, ensuring continuous improvement. Over five years, the defensive philosophy evolved from basic schemes to more nuanced, flexible strategies, adapting to different opponents and situations. Lisalo highlights the importance of a team-oriented approach, where success comes from not just individual effort, but also from cohesive, collective defensive execution. Ultimately, his message is one of constant evolution, with the defense always learning, adapting, and refining to stay ahead of the competition.


	
	
	



