
IRB NAWIRA Info Page – week of December 9th, 2005 

051208 IRB NAWIRA Info Page – week of December 9th,  2005 Page 1 of 8  

 
 

 
INFORMATION PAGE 
Week of December 9th, 2005 
 

1 Equipment for the Caribbean 
Moved by what she saw in Jamaica when there for the 2004 Youth 
Symposium, Cristina Flores, formerly NAWIRA Executive and Rugby Canada 
Board member, has initiated a program for the gathering of Rugby kit and 
equipment to send to Caribbean. 
 
She observed hundreds of children, who live in very difficult circumstances, 
playing, and loving their Rugby experience.  Rugby provides a fabulous 
opportunity to escape their daily rigours, and to open an avenue towards a 
positive and productive life experience.  Many of the youngsters can’t afford 
shirts, shorts or boots, and their clubs and Unions struggle sometimes to buy 
Rugby balls. 
 
The first shipment went last week to Trinidad and Tobago. 
 
It is my privilege to help to publicise this wonderful program, to thank her for 
her efforts, and to ask all people who think they might have some kit or 
equipment to donate to contact Cristina direct at cflores@cogeco.ca 
 
Thank you. 

 
2 Quick thinking 

Lee Smith, the IRB’s Regional Development Manager for Oceania has been 
at it again!  This time he has penned a two part series on analysis and 
decision-making.  My thanks to Lee for permitting me to share his work in 
NAWIRA.  Part two next week. 

 
 

QUICK THINKING 
 

Don’t Pay Attention to Everything:  Trust Your Inst inct 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Coaches should be aware of quick and instinctive thinking.  This is something that is 
done many times as part of everyday life and its value can be increased greatly by 
deliberately developing the skill. 
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At present the balance between deliberate thinking and quick thinking is heavily in 
favour of the former.  However, decision-making can be enhanced, by paying greater 
attention to quick thinking. 
 
The contention is that fleeting moments of instinctive decision-making provides high 
quality information that is worth acting on.  Gut reactions are of value and, with practice, 
they can be improved.  What could be more relevant to Rugby than the ability to react 
instantaneously to a situation with a high degree of success? 
 
Anecdotally, we experience flashes of brilliance.  We don’t know where they come from 
and we may sleep with a pen and paper next to the bed so that we can get them down 
when they occur.  Why the rush to get them down?  Because they are fragile and 
fleeting, the very next thought can be a distraction that wipes the thought from our 
memory.  It is difficult to return to it, it often goes forever. 
 
In acting, Michael Caine says that, upon the first reading of a script, the gut reaction is 
where the actor wants to be and, the readings and rehearsals that follow are spent 
getting back to that point.  Would it be good if we could capture the moment and not 
have to get back to it the long way? 
 
The same applies to our reaction to a situation, especially in an area in which we are 
expert and knowledgeable.  The moment must be captured. 
 
Think of the times you had one of these episodes and whether you were successful 
when you followed the course of action. Think of how many times your immediate, 
intuitive action was just what was required, was the link between the current state of 
play an a quantum leap to the next. 
 
It has been found that this happens in aspects of life we know a lot about and in which 
interest is particularly intense.  It can be a case of “the penny dropping”, of thinking 
outside the “square” and of thinking holistically about something when the volume of 
information forces us, in the usual course of events, to think about one section at a time.  
It occurs when we can step back (sleep back) and often sub-consciously, take in the 
“big picture”. 
 
The more we know about something, the more this is likely to happen.  What better 
reason for ensuring that our players know more and more about the Game as a whole 
and not just more and more about their role in it? 
 
The snapshot often provides a more than adequate answer, bearing in mind that any 
answer is neither completely wrong nor completely correct.  The ability to fine-tune this 
ability makes the skill of particular relevance to developing the players’ game sense as 
well as that of referee and coach. 
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A “sound or sight bite” doesn’t tell you everything, but it creates an image that distils the 
essentials and gives us as much information in a blink of an eye as months of analysis.  
This can create insecurity because we have become so closely wedded to notational 
analysis, statistical information and time consuming reasoning.  This is not to say that 
this information does not have its place, both methods are complementary. 
 
Most importantly, both methods should be separated, as detailed analysis is a 
distraction that is detrimental to the development of quick thinking, it gets in the way. 
 
Perhaps their use is in initially using quick thinking and then seeking the validity to 
thoughts that are marginally by analysing just this aspect.  So, the analysis becomes an 
objective complement to our subjective, instant flashes of brilliance.  
 
TOO MUCH INFORMATION 
 
Detail  
Too much detail, justification and introspection can limit and reduce the ability to think 
quickly. Training and expertise extract an enormous amount of meaningful information 
from the thinnest slice of experience.  As far as detail is concerned, more is not better; 
less is better if it is the distillation of the essentials.  
 
To do this we should set boundaries around what information we want.  This might be a 
prioritised checklist with which we use the 80/20 principle.  It may be that we define the 
information we want by the key variables of our Game Plan or our Tactical Plan for 
today’s game.  We may define our variables in selection to a few key ones and, 
depending on the level these may be very basic, or, when the basics can be assumed, 
focus on key attributes at the “top end” of the scale. 
 
It is vital that boundaries are set prior to the event for not only team preparation and 
performance, but also to assist in quick thinking during the event.  The in-depth 
knowledge allows us to instinctively see situations in context and make successful gut 
reaction decisions.   
 
Once the boundaries have been prescribed additional information can be distracting, 
harmful and confusing.  When additional information “invades” our quick thinking 
compartment discipline is needed to shut it out.  A more advanced skill is one of 
discrimination to synthesise new information into the mix.  But this should be included 
after the event as part of our preparation for the next game. 
 
Detailed analysis can create dependency.  Forms, processes, matrices, computer 
analysis can draw us in so that we become so focused on the mechanics and 
processes that we think that by following the method we will get a result.  This is only 
part of the mix.  The real value in a process is in the material it provides, giving us the 
opportunity to use the information and providing detail not in the process itself. 
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What is detrimental is that process may never allow us to look at the situation in its 
entirety, holistically.  It can also encourage us to fit statistical information to a situation 
and force out of it a relationship that does not exist. 
 
This situation frequently arises in the use of statistics to analyse performance on 
television.  This medium produces a set of statistics that are standard for all games, 
enabling comparisons to be made.  But what the commentators find themselves doing is 
desperately trying to make the statistics fit the game’s result when the difference 
between the teams is a few percentage points.  The argument is forced and does no 
credibility to their analysis.  The problem here is in the choice of statistics.  The ones 
used are assumed to be the most important.  The critical thing about this is their inability 
to look into the game in more detail, to what is critical at the time.  
 
So, rather than taking a set of statistics and imposing them on a team’s performance, 
the action of the game should be looked at in detail with a view to identifying those 
things that, at the time, were crucial to the final result. 
 
What should happen is that crucial factors should be induced from the team’s play and 
used for analysis.  These “induced factors” are frequently the result of quick thinking, 
the result of the coaches/commentators intense observation of play from which the key 
factors will leap out at them as being crucial.  These may not be the same for all games 
but, over time, some regularity will occur and it is on these that detailed analysis can 
take place. The analysis fits the play and not the play fits the analysis. 
 
A major problem in the use of notational analysis is that it disaggregates the game but 
doesn’t re-synthesise it back to the whole, so that the performance of the team is not 
seen holistically integrating each part of it.  The division of the game into its components 
loses the synergy that exists between the various parts.  Scrums can be analysed as 
can a back line attack from a scrum, but included in this is the relationship between the 
two and the impact of the one on the other.  Thus, a sequence of play that results in a 
try being scored, could be traced right back to the positive synergy that is generated in 
sound passing creating space to evade and penetrate, in depth support and finally to 
the advancement of the tight head side of the scrum. 
 
Similarly, a turnover by our players at the tackle could be the product of a long and 
accurate #9 pass, an accurate up and under, a chasing pattern that reduces the 
defending catcher’s options, a low first tackle taking the ball carrier’s legs away. But 
initially the time and space to be accurate in performing the play may be traced right 
back to a moving rolling maul following a clean lineout catch that offers all affective 
options. 
 
In summary statistical data does not aggregate its information in this way unless it is 
specifically asked for.  This can be complicated so the solution is to go to the end 
product and trace the important variables all the way back and use these as on-going 
variables.  This requires the trained eye of the coach with quick thinking skills. 
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The Principles of Attack and Defence provide a useful checklist for analysis.  Each 
principle is dynamically linked to the next sequentially.  The sequence provides a list of 
actions in order of priority. It also provides a guide to the more specific key factors that 
can be individually analysed.  The Principles and their linkage provide an example of an 
holistic approach. 
 
Finally, a coach’s intuition can be undermined by a lack of confidence and the desire to 
be totally accurate.  Rather than use intuition based on quick thinking, the coach may 
decide that they need to know it all.  The problem is that the need to know it all impairs 
quick thinking.  Quantity has its place: as does quality. 
 
Justification 
There are 5 qualities that don’t require the why, what and how associated with reason.  
These are: 

· Common sense 
· Imagination 
· Intuition 
· Memory 
· Ethics 

 
Collectively they provide us with much of the information we need to operate 
successfully.  The process of reasoning is slow, laborious and by the time we have 
completed the process it may be too late.  We may have arrived at the same solution 
we intuitively arrived at in the first place.  All we have is the security that it is true.  Key 
to this is the judgment to know when we should use these other qualities and when we 
should use reason and the implied scientific method. 
 
As a rule of thumb these other qualities that can all trigger quick thinking can be applied 
to situations that require an immediate or near immediate decision.  This is relevant to 
Rugby because of the rapidly changing situation both on the field of play, the immediate 
situation, and from one game to the next, the near immediate situation. 
 
In these situations the need to justify the decision is a distraction affecting the precision 
and success of the decision that has been made.  The need to justify reduces the 
intensity of the individuals focus on the situation.  It also results options, each of which 
generates their own discussion and justification. 
 
 As a well-known advertisement says “Just Do It”. 
 
Options and justification lead to indecision and delayed results and therefore shouldn’t 
be used in situation if a delay cannot be afforded.  Discussion creates compromise the 
need to justify reduces focus and exhausts insight as other information gets in the way. 
 
In playing, refereeing and coaching we cannot always do the “Michael Caine” thing of 
having an accurate gut reaction and then exhausting all possibilities only to find we 
return to the gut reaction. 
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Introspection 
So that thinking is immediate the use of a Dictaphone when watching games allows any 
and all material to be recorded while avoiding justification and introspection.  In the 
same way when information is recorded as the event takes place the act of recording is 
a distraction.  This impairs judgment as many realise when they look at their 
hieroglyphics on a scrap of paper or clipboard just before half-time and at the end of the 
game. 
“What did I mean by this?” 
“What was it that I wanted to tell #10?” 
“What about # 7's tackling?” 
 
This is of greater significance to players and referees who must learn to operate in the 
present.  When they became reflective, live in the past, their decision-making is 
impaired.  They are most vulnerable at both ends of the scale, when their emotional 
state has been heightened following a mistake or following success.  Ask yourself why 
teams muck around in their own territory after they have scored a try.  Ask yourself why, 
in an even game, point scoring alternates from one team to the other and why the result 
is often in favour of the team that is able to score twice in a row. 
 
Conversely, why does one mistake seem to compound?  Why does poor delivery at the 
line-out lead to a poor pass by #9, with each successive pass compounding the 
problem?  Most likely this is because the move has been called and Plan A must 
proceed, no matter what.  In this example it is the decision that has been made in the 
past affecting play in the present.  
 
FALLACIES 
Exceptional players make the successful decisions most of the time, and the status of 
the player, other things being equal, can be determined by the rate at which a player 
makes these decisions. 
 
Not only do top players make more successful decisions, they do so with blinding speed 
and with the set of skills that allows the performance of the decision to be successful. 
 
It is for this reason that these players don’t make the best coaches or if they are, this 
has evolved over a much longer period than the tradesman coach.  The tradesman 
coach, who arises from the tradesman player will not have made as many successful 
decisions “off the hoof” and will have solved the problem by more laborious methods 
which eventually become intuitive as time goes by. 
 
When pressed, the top player generalises with all the hackneyed clichés that we see in 
some media interviews.  Most probably they have just done it.  In time they start to 
rationalise their intuition and quick thinking, so that they are seen to be reasoned in their 
approach.  Over the years this has caused an answer to the question 
“Why did you do that?” being 
“I don’t know I just did it”, to something inferior. 
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The player doesn’t seem to be able to give a comprehensive reason why they are doing 
something.  It is not that they are thick.  They are, in fact, using the skill of instant 
thinking with no reasoning, no why’s, how’s and what’s.  As a result of them rationalising 
what they did instinctively, the art of instinctive, immediate, decision-making has been 
disregarded. 
 
Now, as they join the coaching ranks, they deliver a standard, reasoned analysis of the 
situation that is a fallacy as it is not the real reason.  Worst of all they can advocate and 
have players perform a technique that is not what was really done.  They get away with 
it because it is pretty sound technically.  They should not be forced to deny their 
outstanding ability as a quick thinker.  It would be better that they are used to coach 
quick thinking. 
 
In a broad sense this has occurred when Anglo-files and others look at the French 
game and try to analyse it using the methodology inherent in their education system.  
This thing called “French flair” is frequently mentioned as the threat of the unexpected 
and something others should be adopting.  Unions have tried to do it by having French 
coaches, being Latin helps, but even then the transference is not complete.  The French 
try their best to explain what it is.   
 
However, just maybe others cannot play that way because they are not French.  May be 
it is so engrained in the culture, their philosophy and their education system that its very 
“Frenchness” means that it can’t be passed on. 
 
When it is presented to a coaching clinic non-Frenchmen come away mystified as there 
is not enough detail, there is not enough structure, it is too simple.  And this is probably 
why it is successful. 
 
The Fallacy is in trying to rationalise, to reason something that has become intuitive 
over many years of exposure in most aspects of life.  Reasoning only takes away from 
what it is really about.  And it is an holistic approach. 
 
As stated above, with reference to fitting statistics to play to justify a result it is in this 
area that there is also a fallacy.  Without repeating all of what was explained earlier 
fitting statistics to justify a result is bound to be fallacious while finding the key factors 
that created the result and then quantifying these enables the real situation to be 
analysed.    
 
A further fallacy occurs when the image of an opponent creates an overall impression of 
the opponent’s play and, consequently, the way we play against them.  Teams with the 
image trade on it to the extent that the opponent is playing at a disadvantage from the 
kick-off.  Change the black jersey to pink, or the French jersey to black, will the 
immediate expectation be the same?  So in this example the difficulty lies with the 
opponent overcoming their intuition as to how the opposition will play. 
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An example related by the Scottish Team coach some years ago when they played New 
Zealand.  In the first test key members of the New Zealand team didn’t come to play.  
The Scots expected them to and made plans, losing the chance to win.  Based on the 
players’ reselection and previous performance, they planned differently only to find they 
“played” in the next test. 
 
Another example that occurred recently was when a match incident was used to out-
psych an international team by mounting a media campaign in the week between the 
first and second games between the two teams.  The assumption was the transference 
of the situation from one environment - the political environment in the UK to another - 
the Rugby environment in the Southern Hemisphere, would have the same effect.  This 
was flawed. This was the fallacy. The reaction led to a counter-reaction that created 
greater unity and commitment to their goal.  As a result the transference was the fallacy. 
 
A red and black jersey in the New Zealand NPC has tended to create an inevitability in 
the opposition, a feeling of what will be, will be and the team wearing red and black will 
usually win. Overcoming the intuitive in this situation can be difficult. 
 
Fallacies can also arise in selection.  Intuition can lead to a selector not liking someone 
because of a feeling, 
“I don’t know what it is, I just don’t like the way he plays”. 
What can be worse is the selective criteria is adapted to justify the opinion.  That is why 
in selection intuition should be relegated to the final step in selection on the assumption 
that sufficient time exist to take an objective approach. 
 
The final fallacy is one that assumes a player has the qualities of a long career when in 
fact they no longer do so.  An example is that of an international mid-field back of 
considerable standing who was renowned for his consistency in both attack and 
defence.  Later in his career playing only provincial Rugby for two seasons he didn’t 
have to make a tackle such was his reputation.  At this time at least one shoulder was 
suspect. 
 
Be sceptical of the Emperor’s New Clothes. 
 
 
 
 
 

Best wishes to all. 
 

 
Tom Jones 
Regional Development Manager 


