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Over the last three years as Head Coach of South’s Rugby Club in Brisbane, I have come to the 

conclusion that actual rugby coaching is only a very small part of being a Head Coach.  In fact I 

think that only half of my time in this three year period has been filled with specific coaching.  

Issues away from the playing field are common and often must be dealt with by the Head Coach. 

Whether that is assisting a player find work or helping a foreign player arrange a visa there is no 

doubt that coaching an amateur club is a very interesting and enjoyable role. 

This paper will detail the 5 key areas I believe the role of an amateur Head Coach encompasses. 

They are: 

1. Player manager 

2. Counsellor 

3. Mentor 

4. Guardian 

5. Rugby Coach 

 

Player manager 

 

There is absolutely no doubt that out of the five key areas I am speaking about, the role of Player 

Manager is the most time consuming.  It really did take me by surprise at just how much time can 

be spent managing some player’s day to day life.  At an amateur level you are far from just the 

coach. At certain times you will find yourself working as a Real Estate Agent, a Car Salesman, a 

Recruitment Agent and also a life coach.  The Player Manager role is generally needed when you 

are going through the process of recruiting players to the club.  As clubs are not in a position to 

pay players, the only way you can assist players off the field is by helping them secure 

employment, a place to live and in some instances a car to get them from A to B. 

 

Two years ago I was desperate to recruit a quality outside centre. I had spoken to a player from 

New Zealand who was interested in coming over, however before he was prepared to make the 

move he had some requests he needed met; a job, a place to live and assistance purchasing a car 

at a good price.  The player had an impressive CV and I felt we had found a very good footballer so 

I decided to get moving and see what we could do. 

 

Securing employment for players is often difficult, especially when they are in another country. 

This case was even more difficult because the player was two years into a building apprenticeship 

so merely getting him some work as a labourer or in a bar was not an option.  Eventually after 

talking to several building companies we found a sponsor who was prepared to employ the player 

sight unseen.  This is always a risk; but I was confident we had found not only a good footballer 

but also a good person, so I was happy to provide a recommendation. 

 

The car was not quite as hard as we had a club member who was prepared to sell his car to the 

player at a very good price.  These days being able email photos of the car and the history meant 

the player had an idea what car he was getting.  In the end he was happy with the look of the car 

and went ahead with the purchase.  Two requests down one to go! 
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Similar to securing employment, finding accommodation is not easy.  Real Estate companies 

expect references, credit checks, work history and proof of employment.  With the player being in 

New Zealand these demands were just that little bit more difficult.  The fact that we had a solid 

job lined up and through the help of a Real Estate agent who was a sponsor, we eventually 

secured the player and his wife a place to live.  

 

The time and effort required to confirm this players’ commitment to the club was huge. The 

process began in October and was not finalised until the following February.  In the end we 

secured the outside centre and it turned out to be a very successful relationship.  He was a special 

player and also provided our club with great leadership on and off the field. 

 

There is absolutely no doubt that the time and effort in this case, and many other similar case, is 

very rewarding when it comes to fruition.  The numerous phone calls, emails and meetings are 

time consuming, but the rewards of making your team and club much stronger makes it all very 

worthwhile.  Professional teams will have Rugby Managers, Academy Managers and Team 

Managers to look after sorting out requests like the ones I have described.  However at club level 

these responsibilities often lie with the Head Coach and it is in their best interest to fulfil these 

roles to ensure they have the strongest team and club possible.   

 

Counsellor 

Being available as a person your players can talk to is a very important part of coaching. Over the 

last three years I have answered phone calls on several occasions from a player on the end of the 

line in an emotional state. There is no doubt that if unprepared, this could be a very confronting 

situation.  However I believe that to be a successful coach you need to be able to communicate 

with your players in all circumstances and if on the odd occasion it means providing a shoulder to 

cry on then so be it. 

Footballers are just like any other person in society, they have their good times and they also have 

times where they will need a little extra support.  Examples of this have been: 

• Marriage or relationship break ups 

• Death in the family 

• Visa denials 

• Loss of employment 

• Professional contracts not being renewed 

 

At these times you will find that the players mind set is very fragile and being able to support 

them will not only help the player short term, it will go a very long way to creating a very trusting 

and positive relationship between the coach and the player. 

 

I remember in my first year as Head Coach I had a player call me before training to tell me that he 

would not be able to train with the squad for several weeks.  In this instance I knew that this was 

completely out of character for the player. His attitude was always team first and although he was 

playing as an amateur he had an attitude and work ethic to match any professional player.  
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Instead of putting him on the spot at that time I decided to let him be for a day or two before I 

called him to discuss the reason why he could not train. 

 

As it turned out the player was going through a marriage break up.  To compound the issue he was 

a foreign player and was in Australia awaiting a spousal visa to be approved.  Not only was he 

facing the prospect of his marriage falling apart, he faced the realistic possibility of being thrown 

out of Australia and sent back to his home country.  I was unaware of the circumstances 

surrounding the break up but knew that in this situation the player needed not only my support 

but the support of the team and the club.  At the very least, I could offer advice on how best to 

deal with the situation and try to keep the rest of his life on track. 

 

For this particular player I knew there were two things that were a major part of his life; his job 

and his rugby.  I suggested that although most days the thought of getting out of bed would be 

difficult it was really important he kept his day to day routine as normal as possible.  This meant 

getting back to work and also getting back to training.  Being around the team and his mates could 

only be a positive thing. 

 

My biggest concern with the whole scenario was that the player would end up being removed 

from Australia.  A week after coming back to training he was sent a letter from the Immigration 

Department stating that he had 4 weeks to explain why he should be allowed to stay in the 

country.  If the explanation was not accepted he would be sent home.  I realised that at this point I 

had been supportive however now the player really would need my assistance with preparing a 

case to put forward to the Immigration Department. 

 

I asked the player to put a letter on paper explaining why he wanted to stay in Australia.  The 

letter had to be truthful and it had to come from the players’ heart.  My involvement was helping 

to make the letter readable and something the department would understand.  Eventually we put 

together a letter that we thought would give him a chance to remain living in Australia.  Three 

years later the player is still happily living in Australia and although his marriage is over, he is in a 

position to keep providing himself and his family at home with a better life. 

 

Mentor 

There will always be certain individuals that as a coach, you will also work with as a mentor. Some 

players will come looking for advice on most matters and some players will keep everything close 

to their chest.  Whether it is right or wrong there will be certain players that you have better 

relationships with than others.  Effective coaches are good man managers and are able to 

communicate freely with all the different types of personalities in their team. 

Being a mentor is about passing on advice and knowledge in areas where you have had similar 

experiences that the mentee is currently experiencing.  At Premier Grade level the task of 

mentoring players is even more important and probably more common than at a professional 

level.  Because the players are all either working fulltime or studying there is probably more 

occasions where players might look for advice on matters not only to do with rugby but also 

advice on certain life choices. 
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From a rugby perspective mentoring players often includes assisting them with off field decisions. 

Examples of this are when an aspiring player comes to the crossroads of his career where it is time 

to either keep persisting with the dream of being a professional or change direction and start to 

look at career options away from rugby.  Offering advice on when a player is considering looking 

to play overseas for a season is another example of this.  Although this may appear a simple 

decision there are times when this will suit some players better than others.  Generally when a 

player does head overseas for an off-season stint he will be playing three seasons consecutively. 

This obviously takes a physical toll on the players’ body and picking the right time in their career is 

important, especially from a physical development perspective. 

On field mentoring of players is something a coach is doing most of the time. However there are 

times when players will come looking for more specific advice.  This can happen when a player is 

in a form slump and is lacking confidence.  By offering that extra support, it could be all the 

difference to getting the player back on track. 

I had a player come to me on the Thursday after training the week leading into a big game.  The 

player was a very young front rower only 6 months out of school.  He was a loose head prop and 

on the Saturday was propping against a very good Super 14 tight head.  To say he was a little 

nervous was an understatement however considering the circumstances was to be expected. 

He approached me for a chat and said that he was very nervous and concerned about letting the 

team down at scrum time.  I reassured him that being very nervous was normal and was 

something every prop will go through in the early stages of their career.  I advised him to treat his 

opponent like any other prop, but that he needed to arrive at the ground ready to play and ready 

to be challenged.  I reiterated that he was not in the team to make up the numbers, he was in the 

team because he was our best loose head prop.  Reassuring him that he was now playing against 

players of this calibre because he was good enough encouraged him to be more confident in his 

ability.   

Mentoring and assisting players with job related issues are other common areas where players 

will look for advice.  It is often difficult for the player to get the right balance between time 

committed to his job and time committed to his rugby.  I have found that in some cases where 

rugby starts to create stress with the individuals work, you have no choice but to be more flexible 

with the player.  This might mean giving them a night or two off training to keep his employer 

happy and decrease any aggravation.  This is obviously not ideal, but keeping your players happy 

and giving them the knowledge that you are there to support them at all times is important.  If the 

players know you are there to support them in difficult times it will foster an environment of trust 

and mutual respect that will ultimately lead to positive outcomes.   

 

Guardian 

 

Football teams are like any other group of people in society.  Amongst the group you generally 

have a variety of different cultures, personalities and interests.   Like any group there will always 

be players that will need more direction off the field then others.  Some would refer to it as 

players that are high maintenance as compared to players that are low maintenance.    

 



 
6 The Role of a Premier Grade Coach – much more than just a rugby coach 

By no means am I being demeaning when I say that some players will always need to be spoon fed 

the same information over and over during the course of a season.  It is just reality.  It might be 

something as little as having to tell a player two hours before kick-off the address of the ground 

that we are playing at on that day, despite this having been discussed at training earlier in the 

week, or telling players what time the game is starting.  Another example is if the day or time of a 

training session is changed.  Any time this has occurred over the last three years it has always 

involved several calls and texts confirming the information you have already given. 

 

No matter how organised and managed the team can be by providing the players game day “run 

sheets” or maps with directions, these sorts of questions will always appear.  Although at times 

this can be frustrating, it is just part of the role of man management and managing your players.  

 

Some might say that you are not there to baby sit grown men but I know for a fact there have 

been times where if I decided to turn the other cheek to certain questions, there would be days 

where we would not have fielded a full team because players would be at the wrong venue or 

arrive at the wrong time.  In some instances with players that are repeat offenders, you have to 

pull the player aside and tell them to start taking responsibility for their own preparation.  In the 

meantime you have to accept that some players are more high maintenance than others and you 

have no choice but to guide them. 

 

 

 

Rugby Coach 

 

Obviously the actual role of coaching rugby is the most important part of being Head Coach of any 

team.  Although the four other key areas being discussed are very important, if at any time they 

start to detract from your role of coach then you would need to address these areas with the team 

or individual immediately. 

 

As Head Coach you are there to provide your players with a well organised and well-structured 

program aimed to make them better players.  That includes putting in place quality assistant 

coaches, as well as giving them access to specialist coaches at certain times of the year.  Putting in 

the time to plan specific training sessions is essential.  Not only do the sessions need to be planned 

and organised, they also need to be intense, enjoyable and at a level where players are pushed 

out of their comfort zone.  Players that are not being challenged regularly at training will quickly 

lose interest and sessions will quickly deteriorate.  

 

This generation of players will generally crave feedback.  Whether that be feedback through 

statistics, video or general points providing the players with feedback is crucial.  At premier grade 

level 95% of the players are amateur but in most cases they all strive to be Super 14 players or 

professionals overseas.  Providing the player with constructive feedback that is going to help them 

achieve their individual goal is expected.  At the same time it is not only improving the individual it 

is also making the team stronger across the board. 
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Even at an amateur level there is now a big emphasis on players’ physical development. Not only 

do you need to have good rugby programs in place, you must also have a Strength & Conditioning 

(S&C) program that will help the players become fitter, faster, stronger and more powerful than 

the opposition. The S&C area is not easy to run at an amateur level simply because it will always 

come down to player compliance. Some players will love being in the gym lifting weights while 

some could not imagine anything worse.  Another issue is how to discipline a player for not doing 

his weights program when he cannot afford to pay for a gym membership?  These are all little 

challenges that amateur teams face. 

 

Five things I have learnt in my short coaching career at premier grade level is the importance of 

providing your players with the following: 

 

1. well planned and structured programs 

2. a professional environment 

3. a challenging & Intense environment 

4. Feedback 

5. ENJOYMENT 

Integrating all of these areas into your rugby coaching will ensure the team is heading together in 

a positive direction. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

If I was to review just a week of any season I have coached, there would be clear examples for all 

of the 5 key areas listed in this paper; player manager, counsellor, mentor, guardian and rugby 

coach. 

 

Being knowledgeable as well as being a technically good coach are very important aspects to 

coaching any team. However at an amateur level coaches must be prepared to put in the time in 

other areas away from the rugby field. Amateur clubs do not have careers’ people, sports 

psychologists or recruitment managers to call on. All of these roles and others fall under the 

banner of Head Coach. Being Head Coach is an all-encompassing role and someone taking on the 

position at an amateur club must have the skills and knowledge to deal with the 5 key areas to be 

a success. 

 

 

 

 


