THE RUNNER ON THIRD : HOW MUCH IS HE WORTH ?
by Lilly Rossetti

Should we try to define how worth baserunners are I think we would all agree on the fact that the runner on third is a real “treasure”.

He is now on the last bag before scoring, he is the key to success. 

However, how many times do we waste our scoring opportunities, maybe THE only chance we have , because our runner is not ready to react to hits and execute the plays we want from him ?
What about us coaches ? Are we sure we are guiding our runner at our best and helping him interpret this very important game situation ?
In this article I’ll try to give a series of useful tips to prepare runners for best performance from third base.

The runner on third : features 

Quickness
No doubt: a quick runner is better than a slow one! A slow runner on 3B is definitely a problem because he is difficult to move and so we are obliged to wait for a base hit behind the infield. Anyway, quickness is not only pure running speed – so many quick runners are out at home plate because they take wrong decisions ! 
Under quickness we surely mean also quick reading of the situation, quick reaction to the game situation.
Aggressiveness 

Giving for granted that aggressive does not mean careless, we can say that the ideal runner on 3B has no fear, no hesitations, he likes challenges and has enough adrenaline to be willing to score as soon as possible. In other words he is always ready to execute signals, understand game situations, never miss the only useful opportunity to score a run in the whole game.
Technique 

Baserunning needs important technical skills which are too often underestimated.

It is important to know : 

- how to take the lead off the base 
- how to come back to the base
- how and when to dive
- how to react to rundowns
- how to slide at home plate, also getting around the plate
- how to “read” a hit or a bunt
- how to decide on what kind of hit , better to say on what kind of angle of the batted ball it is possible to advance to score a run 
- how to execute tag-up plays 
- how to “ read “ the defence
Even if there are different opinions about this, a lot of these things can be learnt. They are actually specific abilities which you can train gradually starting from winter practices and coming till the end of the season when they are executed in real game situations. 

Key aspects for effective practice 
Taking the lead and coming back to the base 
The lead off the base must always be explosive both in order to keep the defence under pressure both to take as much lead as possible and thereby have greater chances to score. 
There are some more things to remember :

- the lead off third base should be slightly delayed compared to the lead off the other bases so a sto decrease the risk of easy pick-offs or outs. It is recommended to take an aggressive lead on the release of the pitch ( on all other bases runners take the pitcher’s back foot as a reference and leave the base when the foot comes off the ground )

- the runner on 3B takes his lead outside the foul line  in order to avoid getting hit by the batted ball  ( in this case he would be called out and the ball would be dead )

- when the runner comes back to the base , he always does that inside the foul line, therefore IN THE FIELD, in order to get into the way of catcher and third baseman in case of a pick-off throw. 

However, if he comes back to the base outside the foul line he must dive and look for the farthest point of the base while touching it with his hand.  

- body position after the lead is with shoulders towards home plate to increase the lead in case of mistake, passed ball or throw behind the runner.
Tag-up plays
On any fly balls with less than 2 outs the runner on 3B gets ready to execute a tag-up play. 

After the lead the runner stops immediately after “ reading “ the fly ball; he finds balance, turns his shoulder and hips parallel to the foul line and comes back to the base which he touches with his forefoot between bag and ground.

This way the runner is in an “ open “ position allowing him to look directly at the batted ball which is about to be caught by an outfielder. If the ball is hit to the right field, center and left-center field the runner turns facing the field. If the hits goes towards the left foul line the runner turns by giving his back to the infield so that he can follow the catch better.
Remember that on the first touch of the ball with the outfielder’s glove, no matter if the defensive player catches the ball immediately or drops it and catches again in the air, the runner can leave the base and advance on his own risk.

It is surely more effective to allow the runner to watch for the ball and take the decision to leave the bag than shouting “ GO ! “ .

At youth level it is maybe advisable to start with a sign by the coach with his hand but also to try to develop the runner’s reaction as soon as possible.

N.B. While executing tag-up plays the coach has a fundamental role in the  preparation to the moment of the execution of the play. In fact he has the responsibility to inform the runner about his tactic option in a particular moment  ( if and when to try to advance to home plate  ) and about the situation  especially as regards defence alignment. . 

The main information which the coach has to give to the runner concern:

- position of outfielders  ( if deep or in  and as a consequence on which outfielder it is possible to execute tag-up plays successfully and on which ones we can only pretend leaving the base )

- arm strength of outfielders, their quickness in taking the ball out of their gloves and their accuracy in throws to home.
This information must be given quickly and clearly by the coach to the runner before any pitch    ( pay attention to defensive adjustments during one single at-bat ! )

 “ Reading  “ the batted ball
This is the skill that really enables runner to understand game situations and get the maximum out of them. It is a continuously improvable ability requiring attention, concentration, intuition and experience.

The runner should “ read “ the batted ball even  before it is actually hit.

As a matter of fact it is important to be able to follow the pitch as far as possible, detecting the catcher’s calling strategy. By knowing the features of the team-mate at bat ( pull hitter, tends to scoop up the ball , late on certain pitches, can hit to the opposite field etc.. ) and by analyzing the opponent pitcher’s characteristics  ( degree of accuracy, speed, ball movement  .. ) the runner can enhance his ability to predict the situation.
Anyway, it is fundamental “ reading” the hitter’s swing and first of all the bat angle on making contact with the ball. An up-down swing will result into a grounder, which needs a particular evaluation, while a down-up swing will end up in a fly-ball, which automatically means a tag-up play for the runner on 3B.

A case of its own, very often difficult to control, is a line-drive which can frequently surprise the runner. He must keep focused on the contact between bat and ball and look closely at the angle of the batted ball, if possible at its spin, from the very first seconds: a batted ball which flies on an horizontal plane is a danger; the runner will have to stop in a position which allows him to dive back to the base.
A last comment on fly balls refers to the depth of the hit. This too can be detected by observing the hitter’s swing. A short swing , immediately heading for the sky, means a high infield fly ball or maybe a short fly ball for an outfielder. A longer swing with a full impact with the centre of the ball will lead to a long outfield fly ball. 
More problems seem to arise when “ reading “ a ball hit to the ground.
Even if it is clear that no ball is like another, we can anyway try to sum up some key advice. 

· Against a slow and not very flexible defence an aggressive runner  “ steals “ home on all grounders to second  baseman and shortstop.
· Against a good defence the same grounders can be a danger , therefore we must draw further distinctions : 

· The runner should advance aggressively and without hesitating on all batted balls passing by on the left and on the right side of the pitcher and heading to second base.

· The runner should advance aggressively on all slow grounders to second base and on the left side of the shortstop, especially if they play deep
· The runner should be particularly careful on all balls batted to third baseman, shortstop, first baseman, pitcher and catcher which, if played without any errors, would not allow him to advance and score a run. On these plays he will be waiting for possible fielding and throwing mistakes of the defence. He should try to advance only if the batted ball passes by these defensive players. The coach should support him by paying attention to the back-up system used by the defence and by communicating with the runner.

Fundamental importance has the careful observation of the opponent defence during the game: it is extremely important to evaluate the degree of accuracy and quickness of the throw of all defensive players, included the pitcher, their level of focus, possibly the side on which they move with more difficulty.
All useful information should be transferred among the players and from the coach to the team before and during the game.

The “ open “ plate
In addition to all this there are some extra opportunities which happen really rarely but which is impossible to take advantage of if you are not really “ tuned in “ and ready to make a winning move. 

One of these cases is the open plate, that is a situation in which nobody ( mainly the catcher ) takes care of backing up the plate, creating therefore a risky but definitely important opportunity to score a run.  There may be different reasons why the defence leaves the plate open, among others  : 

- pitcher and catcher are “ busy “ talking or discussing, maybe after a wild pitch or some negative decision and while talking they leave the plate to come back to the circle. The other defensive players pay as little attention as they do or they are more concerned with “ supporting “ the unlucky pitcher than with checking the runner
- the catcher is busy making a difficult fly catch behind home plate and no other player gets to the plate since everybody is looking at the catcher and his nice try.
Of course this is more and more probable to find at a youth level or in the minor leagues but it is surely true that only players who have learnt and tried these kind of plays many times are able to execute them at a higher level the only time they have a chance to. 
Aggressiveness, quickness, intuition and determination are therefore essential. 
Not to forget is once more the observation of opponents’ tendencies. Only by taking notes of the opponents’ habits ( especially the bad ones ! ) we will have a chance to pick up the right time to score : an unconventional but psychologically striking run.
