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Intelligent Rugby: A Framework 
In this section, we present our initial attempt at developing a framework for Intelligent 
Rugby and we provide some suggestions for how to implement the concept based on a 
year of experimentation and analysis. Again we would like to stress that efforts to put 
some structure and substance around the concept are merely a first attempt to flesh out 
what we believe to be an incredibly powerful development concept that has the potential 
to fundamentally change the way the game is coached and played as well as the wider 
image of the game. We recognize that if the concept of Intelligent Rugby is to be used as 
a development platform, a significant amount of additional research and analysis will 
need to be undertaken to define the framework in more detail and determine how to 
deliver the concept to the grass roots of the game. 
 
The first component of the framework is the decision making process. It is absolutely 
critical that coaches and administrators have a strong understanding of this process. This 
is because the central objective of Intelligent Rugby is to improve the understanding and 
application of this process.  
 
The Decision-Making Process 
To make decisions at each level, player’s need to follow a simple decision making 
process that can be split into 4 steps: 

 
 

1. Recognition – The player first needs to be able to identify each situation on the 
field and understand its context within the overall game. The understanding needs 
to take into account strategic and tactical factors such as the strengths and 
weaknesses of their play or team, the strengths and weaknesses of the opposition 
as well as the conditions and position on the field. 

2. Assessment - Once the player has recognized the situation they need to develop a 
list of options that they can execute.   

3. Decision – The player then chooses the option that gives them the greatest 
advantage.   

4. Execution – The player, unit or team then executes their decision. 
 

Recognition Decision Execution Assessment 



The 4 steps are progressive in nature, meaning that players have to correctly execute the 
first step to be able to move to the second.  If a player does not recognize the correct 
situation, then their decision will not maximize the team’s advantage.  If their decision is 
not correct, it will be very difficult to execute. A mistake on the rugby field can be traced 
to a failure of one of these steps – and more often than not it is one of the first three steps 
that force a failure in execution.   
 
As mentioned, the central objective of Intelligent Rugby is to improve players 
understanding and application of this decision making process. To achieve this objective, 
a program needs to contain three structural elements. Only when each of these three 
elements is in place, will players will be able to develop their decision making abilities to 
their true potential. The three elements of developing decision makers are represented on 
the diagram below. Intelligent Rugby is represented by the intersection of these three 
elements.      
 

 
 
 
Each of the three elements of Intelligent Rugby is equally important to developing 
effective decision makers. An empowerment coaching approach is essential in 
encouraging players to think and make decisions on their own. However unless the 
players are equipped with a very strong understanding of the game, it will be difficult for 
them to recognize situations and identify the best options, even with help from the coach. 
Without a strong understanding, players will become frustrated and it will be very 
difficult for a coach not to revert back to a more ‘command and control approach’. The 
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third element, a structure and team culture that supports decision making is important 
because of the unique requirements and stresses of an ‘empowered coaching’ approach. 
The structures and culture of a team coached using the traditional ‘command and control’ 
approach simply do not work in an ‘empowerment’ environment and need to be adjusted 
allowing for more flexibility and player control. Unless these adjustments are made, the 
benefits of improved player decisions on the field will not be realized. 
 
If the goal is improved decision making, or ‘Intelligent Rugby’, then a program needs to 
have each of the three elements in place. Having one or even two of the elements will not 
work. All three need to be in place to develop effective decision makers. 
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