
 

 

 

Is Overcoaching Structure in Young Players Detrimental to Their 

Creativity and Long-Term Player Development? 

 
How many times recently have you been watching a game of rugby and heard someone say something like “This 

generation of players struggle to make good decisions under pressure”, “Why can’t players play what’s in front of them 

anymore”, “Players these days look like robots” or “There doesn’t seem to be any players with flair anymore”. 

 

These comments seem to be becoming more common, so I wanted to explore whether one of the reasons could be that 

we’re coaching creativity out of our young players by being overly structured in the way we coach and play the game at 

a junior and youth level (Under 20’s and below). 

 

What am I referring to when I talk about structured coaching? 

Structure is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as; the arrangement of and relations between the parts or elements 
of something complex.   
 
For structure to therefore be required we need ‘rugby’ to be something complex. At a professional level, rugby certainly 
can be very complex, so there is a need to create structures to break down defences. But when we’re talking about 
young players, in their developmental phase of learning, we could possibly be doing more harm than good by over 
coaching structure. Perhaps as coaches we’re making it more complex than it needs to be.  
 
To be Structured is to; construct or arrange according to a plan; give a pattern or organisation to.  
 
That got me thinking about whether rugby does follow and pattern and can we give it organisation, especially at a youth 
level. 
 
Before I begin analysing this, I want to make it clear, that being organised and having a plan when coaching is not only 
important, but critical to achieving the desired outcomes at any level.  What I want to explore, however, is whether there 
are times we’re over planning and over structuring what we’re doing rather than letting the players ‘play’ ‘learn’ and 
‘create’ and that those missed opportunities are potentially resulting in fewer players having natural instinct or game 
understanding.  

 

Rugby before the game became professional 

Remember the days before we had pods, systems, patterns and home shapes? It seems like a distant memory now. 

The game however still worked, and players still scored tries. There was spontaneity, there was flair and just about 

anything could happen.  Everyone was reacting to what was in front of them, and players were simply playing the game. 

Sometimes they made good decisions and won and sometimes they made bad decisions and learned.  

Obviously, with the introduction of professional rugby, coaching had to improve, and coaching structures were developed 

to break down the oppositions defence. Some simple examples include: 

• Pod shapes for forwards to ensure they have options and support to generate front foot ball and quick ruck 

speed. 

• Attacking patterns of play where teams pre plan 3-4 phases from their launch play to play so quickly that the 

opposition can’t keep up and an overlap is created.  
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• Home shapes, where the field is split into zones and the attacking team spreads their players across those 

zones to effectively attack in that space rather than chasing the ball or play.  

 

There is absolutely no doubt that these structures (and many more) are necessary to be successful in the professional 

game, but it seems like many youth coaches are now implementing them with younger age groups and I thought it was 

important to look at some of the potential implications. 

 

Forwards in POD Shapes 

Perhaps the most common pod shape used currently is the ‘spear head’ or ‘arrow’ where the lead runner has a support 

player both inside and outside of them. Using this shape is easy to coach as the halfbacks simply hit the middle player 

who has any number of options available to him.  Its simplicity means our halfbacks can clear the ball quickly with the 

receiver and the support players being reasonably prescribed. Most of the decision making has been taken away and 

therefore the attacking team can play quickly.  

At a fundamental level this coaching structure satisfies all the principles of play and when used effectively creates 

opportunities to ‘Go forward’, ‘Provide support’, Create ‘continuity’, ‘Apply pressure’ and potentially ‘Score points’ so it’s 

certainly a great structure for coaches to implement as part of the game plan. 

 

Principles of Play 

 

 

One of the most common lines we hear from the sideline or from coaches is “make sure the ball carrier has support”, 

so the concept of organising players into a shape so they can carry the ball into contact with support makes sense.  

 

How might using a POD structure positively affect younger players development? 

Firstly, it encourages players to organise themselves into positions, and if done well, should result in quick ruck ball over 

the gain line which allows the next phase of play to be played with front foot ball. That has to be a positive as it teaches 

players to be organised and to support one another and should give the players in the next phase an opportunity to play 

more attacking rugby. Teaching players to play multi-phase rugby could certainly be considered a positive to their 

development.  

If coached well, it also creates opportunities to teach skills such as ‘tipping on’ or offloading through contact which are 

incredibly important skills for players to develop that will help them succeed later in their careers. 

 

How might using a POD structure negatively affect younger players development?  

Using a pod shape like this can often give the more confident players in the team a licence to take that lead runner role 

a large percentage of the time. They know who the halfback is going to pass to, so it becomes very common to see the 

confident player (often the biggest player) in the team carrying the ball much more often than the other players. The 

result is we further build his confidence without giving the other players a chance to develop ball carrying skills. Without 

having the skills, ability (or inclination) to tip the ball on, we run the risk of creating and encouraging an environment 

where 2-3 of the more confident ball carriers do all the carrying and the other players are simply there to support them. 



This has the potential to result in more than just a development issue in the future and may in fact result in player drop 

out if players feel like they’re not getting an opportunity to be a ball carrier (which is often the part of the game most 

players want to participate in).  

Pods are also almost always used by the forwards as a way of generating front foot ball, but when we’re dealing with 

younger players, we sometimes have very little idea what position some of them will end up playing. By creating an 

expectation that the forwards only get the ball from the 9 or 10 in a ‘Pod’ formation, we’re significantly taking away 

opportunities for them to learn to play wider on the field where there’s more space. Key skills such as evasion through 

sidestepping or throwing a wide pass aren’t likely using a pod set up and therefore if we begin using it too much and too 

early with junior rugby players, we’re potentially not giving them the opportunity to develop those skills.    

Imagine a player like Jonah Lomu only being used in a ‘Pod’ when he was younger, and his job was effectively to carry 

into the strongest parts of the defensive line. It would have been a very effective way of generating quick ball on the 

front foot, however it would have been a huge waste of his footwork, speed and size which were so much more beneficial 

with space and room to move.   

Having a structured Pod system can also give the players the opportunity to pass the buck on the hard work. I recently 

watched an under 10’s coach integrating pods into his training and the over whelming comment from a number of the 

players was “it’s not my job to clean out as I wasn’t in the pod” despite the ball carrier literally falling at their feet. Before 

we had pods players had to make decisions based on what they saw, so by putting kids in pods we take that decision 

away from them and give them the opportunity to blame someone else because that was the “plan”. 

Setting younger players up in a Pod shape can also be very predictable as they often don’t have the skills to play the 

ball out the back to the second line of attack. The whole benefit of the Pod structure is that there should be multiple 

options, however if younger players don’t have the skills or understanding to execute options, then Pods can simply 

become one player carrying the ball into a wall of defence. It can become a little like only coaching forwards to carry 

into contact and then backs get to play when it’s good ball.  If we want our forwards to be multi-skilled athletes in the 

future, we need to also create opportunities for them to take players 1v1 on occasions with space or to pass, rather than 

just be considered ball carriers. 

 

Attacking Patterns 

Patterns of play where the attacking team pre-plans their attack multiple phases in advance are becoming more and 

more common. The concept is that as an attacking team, your players know where the ball is going and therefore you 

can play quickly and exploit defensive patterns that don’t react quickly enough. This has become essential for the 

success of professional teams because the defensive patterns have become so strong that it’s one of the most effective 

ways to create overlaps.  

 

How might using Attacking Patterns positively affect younger players development? 

Once again, teaching players to think about more than just one phase of play is a brilliant way for them to start thinking 

more about continuity. If they want to get to the third or fourth phase of the attacking pattern, then they need to execute 

the first few phases well. They need to make sure they support one another, and they all need to execute their role in 

the pattern for it to be a success. They need to clear rucks and not just think of the game as a single phase of play. 

It’s also a brilliant way for them to understand that they’re part of something bigger and if they all play their part in the 

pattern and they score points at the end of it, then that truly is a team try.  

Having used attacking patterns numerous times myself with different teams there is no doubt that when they come 

together and work, it’s incredible satisfying.  

 

Are there any negatives in using Attacking Patterns that might affect younger players development? 

At their very core, attacking patterns are a ‘plan’, and at a junior level that plan is usually created by the coaches. It’s 

often designed and programmed with absolutely no thought or input from the players and therefore it can become a lot 

like coaches just providing the players with a map to follow.  The players haven’t had any input into the plan and therefore 

it’s inevitable that they don’t understand the plan completely or aren’t invested in the plan because it’s not theirs. If 

reading a map and following patterns is what we want for players in the future, then this is a great way to create players 

who can follow instructions.  If, however, we want players who are willing to try things and be creative, then following a 

plan is going to result in either the coaches or the players getting frustrated.  



It can also be incredibly overwhelming for players at any level of the game to deviate from what the coach has asked 

because they don’t want to be ‘dropped’ or criticised, and therefore when coaches develop attacking patterns there is 

huge potential for their players to simply follow the plan, rather than play what’s in front of them (no matter what’s in 

front of them).  The fear of doing something wrong can overcome the desire to have a go and follow their natural instincts. 

The result is we can potentially create players who are too apprehensive to try things and would much rather follow the 

instructions.  

Perhaps the balance here is that simple patterns with opportunities for freedom of expression might benefit players more 

in their developmental years as a way for them to try things.  

Another idea might be for players to come up with some patterns and then the coaches choose one or two they like. 

This might create a better understanding from the players as to why they’re using a pattern, how they use it, when they 

use it and if it’s their idea then they’re probably more invested in its success.  This might be how we create players with 

game understanding rather than players that follow the patterns all the time. 

 

Home Shapes 

Home shapes are structures used by coaches to spread their attacking options right across the field. They’re most 

commonly explained by the zones of the field that the forwards are responsible for attacking in after 3-4 phases of 

planned attack. i.e., where the forwards will end up and stay until that attack concludes.  

A very popular example of a ‘Home Shape’ that coaches use is a ‘1-3-3-1’, which means that one forward will remain in 

each of the 15m channels and two pods of three players will work separately in the middle of the field.  

An example of a home shape used well in practice could be the All Blacks in recent times leaving their mobile hookers 

in the wide channels to attack rather than in the middle of the field.  Using player profiling to come up with a game plan 

like this makes complete sense to take advantage of the players they had in that position, such as Dane Coles and 

Cody Taylor (skilful quick players, rather than big heavy ball carriers).  

 

How might using a Home Shape structure positively affect younger players development? 

By identifying the skills of the players in our teams and using those strengths, coaches can provide an opportunity for 

their players to really excel and show off their individual skillsets. Having width in the attack as well as options right 

across the field means teams can play at speed and exploit defensive weakness.  

The speed and complexity with which teams can attack from using a Home Shape means players need to be smart and 

understand their role within that shape. It also encourages them to be able to play the game at speed as well as 

communicate space which are all crucial skills for successful senior players. 

Home Shapes also potentially take some of our forwards away from that strict Pod shape and gives them the flexibility 

to attack wider on the field, with time and space where they need to develop new skills and see the game from a different 

perspective, which gives them a chance to become multi-skilled in their position.  

 

How might using a Home Shape structure negatively affect younger players development? 

Home Shapes are typically the resulting position players are ‘supposed’ to end up in after 3-4 phases of planned attack 

and are very prescriptive. There’s no opportunity to read it as you see it, they’re very black and white and that’s why a 

lot of coaches like to use them.  It’s very easy to show a player that they are ‘in the wrong place’ and therefore very easy 

to coach because coaches can’t be wrong if that’s what the Shape prescribes.  The result is again very little decision 

making from a game sense point of view other than players thinking about where they need to be on the field.  In 

essence, an overlap could have been created from the first phase, however because the plan was to get to our home 

shape on the fourth phase the players are again too apprehensive to deviate from the plan and override that call.  

At the professional level, there is time to rehearse and review these shapes and therefore as they say practice makes 

perfect.  But at a youth level the result can quite often be players and coaches spending more time thinking about 

whether they’re in the right place on the field rather than what to do on the field.  

From a training point of view, the time taken to practice and perfect Home Shapes (especially with younger teams or 

teams that change regularly) can take up significant portions of your weekly sessions and the reality is that they’re only 

used if you get beyond the third or fourth phase which many teams struggle to do very often.  *The average number of 

attacking phases in Super Rugby AU in 2020 was 2.6, which suggests that even at that level there isn’t a lot of 



opportunity to fall into a Home Shape, so it’s probably an area of the game that teams won’t use very often and therefore 

we probably shouldn’t invest too much time training it.   

Practising a Home Shape structure with 15 players also means we often don’t have enough other players left over to 

train that structure under pressure, which is a key component to being able to execute it in a game.  If it’s not something 

we’re going to use a lot in a game or be able to execute under pressure, then perhaps the time invested in practising a 

Home Shape might be better spent working on something else that we will use more in a game.  

Patterns and Home shape were developed to utilise strengths within teams, however they now seem to be something 

that is becoming ‘normalised’ i.e., putting your hooker in the channel because he threw into the lineout so he should be 

the player left out there. This begs the question as to whether coaches are simply using these patterns as effective 

tactics for their team or simply plagiarising an idea they saw another team using.  If there isn’t sound reasoning for using 

a home shape, then perhaps using this structure doesn’t suit your team and will detrimentally affect your players 

development. 

 

Structured Training  

As mentioned earlier, it’s essential we have a clear plan around what we want to achieve at training, so we put in place 

the activities to achieve those objectives. Session plans and timings have been promoted to coaches and sticking to 

those timings is certainly encouraged.  We all know that without a plan coaches tend to go over time. The trouble is, 

however, that just about all training sessions are essentially the same and very few replicate what actually happens in 

a game.  

How often do you see teams do some skills, then some set piece for 20-25 minutes and then finish with a team run? 

I’ve done it and I often still do it because it’s what we’re all used to.  The issue is that players are also used to it, which 

can be a good thing, but can also mean they begin to get static with the same plan. They know what’s coming next and 

it can often become stale.  

The other thing that stands out with a session like this is the fact it doesn’t replicate a game at all.  When was the last 

time a team did 20 minutes of lineouts in a row during a game? And how often do we see coaches blow the whistle and 

tell the players to stop and go again? 

The consequence of a missed set piece in a game is significantly different to how we’re often coaching at training. If 

players are coached to stop and redo it every time there’s a mistake at training, then it’s no wonder we have hundreds 

of spectators sideline having to yell out ‘play on’ every time there’s a mistake during games. 

 

 

Transferable Skills   

One of my key concerns around coaching younger players too much structure is whether they’re going to be able to use 

those structures and knowledge that you teach them again in the future.  Of course when a player has been exposed to 

some form of structure in the past it sets them up to be comfortable using that structure (or one similar) again in the 

future, however there is a huge risk that next season’s coach will use a different structure and therefore all those lessons 

learnt might become irrelevant the following season.  

Catching, passing, tackling as well as all the other skills required to play rugby are transferable skills that will be used 

season upon season.  Skills that can be honed and developed and used at every level of the game.  

Patterns and home shapes will be effective for the current team and the current season but once the season is finished 

that knowledge is often obsolete for the player.  Are we really helping players develop if we’re coaching them something 

they won’t use again? 

 

Rugby as a game and what should we be developing in young players 

The game of rugby continues to evolve with new rules creating a faster game, bigger collisions and more ball in play 

time.  At the elite level, ball in play time continues to increase requiring players to be fitter and more skilful than ever.  It 

also requires players to be able to make quick and accurate decisions based on what they see in front of them.  As the 

key stakeholders and decision makers on the field we need to ensure we’re giving them the development required to 

make those decisions based on experiences, not just on knowledge, otherwise we’re undermining the fact that skill and 

decision making is one of the most crucial skills in the game.   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ball in play time during World Cups  

* https://www.statsperform.com/resource/revolutionising-rugby-a-statistical-analysis-on-how-the-game-has-evolved/ 

 

With an ever changing game and increased ball in play comes more decisions and more open play rather than set piece. 

Teams and individuals must be able to find creative ways to break down defences and therefore the game requires 

multi-skilled athletes.  No two games are the same and players need to be able to perform skills at a much higher level 

under pressure than they ever have before to compete at the highest level, so our job as coaches is to make sure they 

not only understand how to execute these skills but also that they can perform as many as possible in pressure 

environments.  

 

Experiences from Youth Development 

Having recently attended a coaching course run by Brian Ashton (Ex England World Cup coach) who shared some of 

his experiences with me on this subject, I thought the following comments were particularly relevant. 

 “Young players love to ‘play games’, and their memories are from playing in the street and making things up 

as you go. Being creative and coming up with your own rules”.  It was his experience that young players also 

enjoyed rugby of this type because it “engages all their creative and inventive capabilities by giving them the 

flexibility to explore”.  

He also talked about the fact it was “essential to create disruption at training to ensure your players can deal 

with disruption in a game. You have to create this environment rather than one where you’re always 

structured in what you do otherwise, they won’t have the mental or physical skillset to deal with it when the 

time comes” 

These comments certainly make sense and raise the question of whether a coach’s desire to have clean, free flowing 

training sessions without mistakes and performed under the ideal scenario plan might be severely detrimental to not 

only young players development, but young players enjoyment of the game.   

 

 

 

 



 

Conclusion 

 

Rugby is a chaotic and confrontational game and in the most part doesn’t follow a pattern, especially at youth level.  As 

coaches we certainly need to provide guidance and structures to simplify the game, so players understand what they’re 

trying to achieve as a team, however we also need to ensure we embrace chaos and pressure as part of our training 

sessions as that’s what they will encounter in games.  Let the players get dirty occasionally and see how they cope. 

Make parts of the session unstructured and see if they can find a way to work it out. Yes, it’s nice to complete the session 

“perfectly” and everyone be where they should be, but very rarely does that happen in a game, so we need to ensure 

we’re not always coaching for that ideal scenario.  Prepare players to be able to find solutions rather than always 

providing answers. 

  

The rules continue to change, and the speed of the game continues to increase.  We therefore need to develop players 

who not only have exceptional skills, but who can play different game plans and make great decisions within those game 

plans, not just players that follow structure.  We should be embracing any chance to develop decision makers and risk 

takers.  

 

Of course, it’s also important that players learn some basic structured play, so they’re not completely lost when they 

eventually do encounter structure. However, resist the temptation to create multi page play books that attempt to map 

out every scenario for the players. 

 

Simply replicating structures that have been seen at an elite level, when your players don’t yet have the skillset and you 

don’t have the time on field with them required to master those structures, will only result in frustration from both players 

and coaches.  The more time you have with a team and the higher the skillset of the players within that team, the more 

you can challenge them with different structures and patterns. But at the developmental level, the easiest way to kill 

creativity is to prescribe exactly what players should be doing. 

 

Coaching has progressed by utilising questions instead of giving answers, however in some instances we’re still giving 

answers with our structured coaching, rather than creating coaching moments that ask questions of our players to help 

them learn their own answers. If we want to create players who are effective at decision making then we as coaches 

need to coach them “understanding the cue, making the decision, repeating under pressure at training” (Dave 

Rennie), rather than always following a structure the coach has put in place.  

 

Rugby as a game, at times, can be so exciting for both players and spectators, but if we continue to coach the instinct 

and creativity out of young players then we’re not giving them the best chance of succeeding in our ever-evolving game. 

Give them a framework to play in but also the freedom and confidence to take risks within that framework and empower 

them to learn from their experiences.  

 

 


