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A philosophical look at changing the 
mindset for building a winning program by 
developing the individual. 
By Robert Roiri 

 

Main points: 

• When does our game turn from respect, integrity, teamwork to KPI’s, win at all costs and greed? 

• How much value do we put on the individual and how does looking after the individual get the 

best out of them and ultimately keep them in the great game of rugby for longer? 

• Can we still have KPI’s and what would work better? 

• Comparing different levels within a rugby life span. (u6-u12, school, u13-u18, rep, colts, 

senior……) 

• Comparing different countries and what we can learn from them. 

“The strength of a team is each individual member. The strength of each member is the team” Phil 
Jackson 
  
There is a lot to like and appreciate about the landscape of our game. We have seen large numbers of 
crowds gathering right back to grassroot rugby. Our women’s game continues to be one of the fastest 
growing sport in Australia and the number of girls and women playing rugby increases significantly every 
year. Also, and most notably is the number of young talents that continues to come through the system 
and into our Super Rugby teams. 
  
However, a very valid and relevant question is, are we leaving the game of Rugby Union in a better 
place? Are we supporting our biggest asset? 
 
I’d like to explore three key areas that I believe are vital to our game. This also aligns with Australian 
Rugby Strategic Plan. 
  

1. Build a Sustainable game 
2. Do what’s best for the game 
3. Coach the person not the player 

  
My paper will highlight what I believe are some underlying issues between the current pathways and at 
the same time identity and expose the soft skills needed to development a good individual, a great team 
player and an even better human.  
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Building a sustainable game 
Australian Rugby have done an amazing job workshopping “2016-2020 Australian Rugby Strategic Plan” 
with the help from Rugby Union players Association, sponsors & fans, Super Rugby state bodies and 
input from the ARU board.  
 
Along with “The values of Rugby Australia” we get an excellent blueprint of how the game should be run. 

Current landscape  
In 2019 the Junior Wallabies won the Oceania Championship against New Zealand, Fiji, and Japan. Then 
later that year they made the finals of the world rugby under 20s. 
 
In that same year Australian schoolboys snapped a seven-year drought by beating New Zealand in 
Hamilton, New Zealand. 
 
When Adrian Thompson (National head of talent management at the ARU) was asked about how they 
measure success within the program, this is what he had to say.   
“From a development perspective our Academy programs in each of the Super franchises are judged by 
the number of players who get super contracts with our teams. It doesn’t have to be with that State as 
we fund them all and programs are run basically the same. The 20s is an off shoot of this.  On field 
success is important but, progression to Super Rugby and ultimately Wallabies is the focus” 
 
Therefore, you would have to say the elite pathway for under 18s and under 20s is kicking significant 
goals, with nine under 18s and twenty-one under 20s connected with a super rugby franchise. (1 signed 
to the Western Force, 3 to the Melbourne Rebels, 5 to the Canberra Brumbies, 8 to the QLD Reds and a 
massive 13 to the NSW Waratahs) 
 
The Women’s pathway is still relatively new so it’s too early to do an accurate comparison, but with the 
introduction of the Super W and the growth of numbers around the country it is safe to assume they are 
well and truly heading in the right direction.  
 
Regarding Grassroots rugby, we have seen record crowds heading down to watch local football. 
However, in our current year 2021 I have noticed a big decline in the amount of colt’s teams playing in 
Queensland. Major QLD clubs have only fielded one or two teams in compassion to recent years gone by 
where most clubs would have a minimum of 3 colts’ teams. To add to this there has also been a 
considerable drop in school rugby numbers, sadly some of the strong rugby schools are not fielding 
teams in all ages. To be fair, this could be due to the impact of COVID, accurate statics on this will 
become more evident in the coming years when life returns to some sort of normality.  
 
According to the ARU, our biggest drop off in numbers has always been at Schoolboy level to Colts and 
then again Colts to Grades.  
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I spoke Gaven Head the QLD General Manager of Community Rugby as I wanted to see what measures 
were considered when looking at a successful Colts Program. Below is what Gaven considered important 
and essential. 

1. “Club culture” 
2. “Building relationships to maintain them within the community” 

o Employment 
o Accommodation 
o Friendship 

 
I wanted to investigate this further and get a better understanding of why QLD Rugby were losing so 
many young and talented players around this age group?  I was fortunate enough to speak to all of the 
Directors of Rugby within the QLD premier league and discuss each of their KPI’s and learn what makes 
them Sustainable.  
 
After having many insightful and candid chats it was quickly very clear to me that the answers were all 
very similar. This highlighted the issues we are currently facing and reinforces the need for connection 
to the Community in particular the Junior Clubs & Schools.  
 
Below is what Matt Kaye (CEO of Brothers rugby club) had to say. 
“Our Colts program is probably built off a number of key areas including but not limited to;” 

• One Club mentality – we are all in this together, it doesn’t matter if you play Prems or Colts 4 
• Recruitment & Retention – both Elite & the C & D players from various schools 
• Good Coaching program – quality coaches across all teams, understanding the team’s level & 

requirements 
• Pathway – good understanding of providing pathway opportunities 

 
I believe this algins perfectly with the Strategic Plan from the ARU, and what I highlighted in the intro of 
the paper. (1. Build a Sustainable game and 2. Do what’s best for the game) 
 
This idea of connection and pathway works well with existing players coming through the system. 
However, coaches and recruiters are all fishing in the same pond. We need to do more to attract new 
players from different sports, different states, and different areas to our game to make the competition 
a more even playing field, making for a much healthier and entertaining competition for everyone. 
 
Like schools, we have several clubs that are doing a great job of directing the players to their clubs by 
whatever means necessary, but is this helping us grow the game? Some clubs have four or even five colt 
teams where other are struggling to field 1 colts’ team. As you can imagine the clubs that have few 
players have no depth and are not in anyway appealing for a young player looking to join a new club. 
Keeping in mind that playing any sport is not just about playing at an elite level, it is also about fitness, 
social aspects, networking, and comradery.  
 
I believe we can work together to make a better more sustainable model. Two years ago, the QLD 
women got together to divide the talent between all the clubs to grow the game. What we saw from the 
girls moving clubs was not only did it make the competition a better and more even playing field but it 
also taught and mentored young girls joining the clubs. Ultimately, we now see a healthier competition 
with many new players turning up at all the clubs to “have a go”. Many of the games are nail biters full 
of entertainment and skill.  
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Values vs KPI’s. 
Do what’s best for the game!! 
 

• Is chasing the win a sustainable solution? 

• Who are the guardians of the game? 

• Compare different levels within a rugby life span. (u6-u11, u12-school, u13-u18, rep….) 
  
I will explore the use of Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) and how they can cloud the way our core 
values. 
 
I think it’s safe to say that every person has struggled with this dilemma at one point in their lifetime, 

but as a coach you are constantly walking a fine line between values and KPIs. 

 
There have been many papers written about team culture and its importance within a team 

environment. A big part of this culture is our values, to understand the question, we first need to 

understand the definition between the two. 

 

Definition of values: 

Principles or standards of behavior; one's perspective of what is important in life. 

Your values are the things that you believe are important in the way you live and work. 

 

Definition of Key Performance Indicators:  

(KPIs) are the critical (key) indicators of progress toward an intended result. KPIs provides a focus for 

strategic and operational improvement, create an analytical basis for decision making and help focus 

attention on what matters most. 

 

What is Australia rugby list as their values? 

A game that builds character - The values of Rugby Australia. 

In 2009 the World Rugby member unions identified integrity, passion, solidarity, discipline, and respect 
as the defining character-building characteristics of rugby. Following this, Rugby Australia adopted the 
following values that underpin the sport and its people in the country. 

Our core values enable participants immediately to understand the character of the game of Rugby in 
Australia and what makes it distinctive as a sport which is played by people of all shapes and sizes. 

Discipline 
Discipline is an integral part of the game both on and off the field and is reflected through adherence to 
the laws, the regulations, and Rugby Australia's core values. 
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Respect 
Respect for team-mates, opponents, match officials and those involved in the game of Rugby in 
Australia is paramount. 

Integrity 
Integrity is central to the fabric of the game in Australia and is generated through honesty and fair play. 

Passion 
Rugby people in Australia have a passionate enthusiasm for the game. Rugby generates excitement, 
emotional attachment, and a sense of belonging to the global rugby family. 

Teamwork 
Rugby provides a unifying spirit that leads to life-long friendships, camaraderie, teamwork, and loyalty 
which transcends cultural, geographic, political, and religious differences.  

Reference: 
The World Rugby Playing Charter is incorporated within the World Rugby laws of the game and can be 
read in a number of languages by going to worldrugby.org/laws   

Australia Rugby values can be found on Rugby AU website https://australia.rugby/about/what-is-
rugby/rugbys-values  

 

What is are the list of KPI’s placed on our game? 

Having coached in a number of these pathways I have seen this firsthand across all aspects of our game. 

(Coached: Junior Gold, QLD 16s & 18s, GPS School 1ST XV Rugby, Colts & both Junior / Senior Club Rugby) 

 

How many times do we see parents or coaches’ step over the line? How many times do we get 

frustrated by the selection policy? This may be in the form of kids into a representative team or into a 

high-profile school.  

 

From Under 6’s to under 11’s The KPI’s are simple, everyone plays, everyone gets equal game time, 

everyone plays all positions. We play for fun, fitness, and connection. At under 12s the KPI’s start to 

become real as clubs start to grade their teams and school start to hand out scholarships for talented 

players. The lure of this can bring with it the opportunities to set your child up and start the journey 

towards their long-term goals. 

 

http://worldrugby.org/laws
https://australia.rugby/about/what-is-rugby/rugbys-values
https://australia.rugby/about/what-is-rugby/rugbys-values
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Schools offer enticing, wonderful opportunities for children that can’t afford the costs that come with 

going to an elite school. This is a win for the individual Unions as scholarships to these elite rugby 

schools are financed by the schools themselves as opposed to the Unions flipping the bill. The individual 

schools now have control over their players pathway and development. Depending on what the 

individual schools’ policies are players can be exempt from playing rugby (or any other sport and extra 

curriculum) outside of school. 

 

Top Schools use large scholarships to attract top junior talent from around the country, this talent can 

provide the potential of winning championships that in turn the schools can use to promote the school 

or attract major sponsorship.  

 

We have all seen the movie Moneyball and all understand what happens if all the talent is pushed into 

one or two teams, what that can do to the competition. I would whole heartedly argue that this kills the 

player’s drive and skill. 

 

Depending on the budget schools can attract all the talent and diminish the competition. This enhances 

the KPI’s of the school and the coaches which makes it understandable to why schools take this 

approach, but is this in the spirt of the game? 

 

As touched on before schools offer scholarships and lock players in which in turn prevents them from 

playing club and rep rugby with the fear of injury or the added fear that different method of coaching is 

going to confuse the athlete. This could be at the detriment of the player and a lost opportunity to learn 

new skills and meet new peers. Is this in the spirt of the game?  

 

The pressure and expectation to win drives coaches to add and extend training sessions, in turn passing 

the pressure onto the young players shoulders for the school and coaches to reach their own KPI’s. The 

stress on a young person’s shoulders during a highly stressful year (Year 12 exams, dealing with finding 

your identity) can sometimes be too much to bear creating angst and burnout.  Is this in the spirt of the 

game? 

 

The expectation of most of the elite schools is training commences ten months prior to a single player 

taking the field (an 8-week duration of games). 

Schools can put all their KPI’s down to the winning. Coaches are employed or fired based on the 

outcome of the wins. With limited time on a standard coaching calendar and new players entering the 

squad, Coaches tend to isolate the game plan or the individual athlete. An example of this is using the 

players strongest assets but neglecting to provide further growth and guidance in other areas. Is this in 

the spirt of the game? 

 

Many players are not offered scholarships to the elite Rugby schools, so their pathway is through the 

Club channel. This can also incur setbacks and can be costly as the season is segregated into two or 

three competitions to accommodate School Rugby. This also prevents players from playing other sports 

that they might normally do. There are several papers written on why single-sport specialisation is a bad 
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for our children so it not necessarily ideal isolating a young rugby player to only play rugby. Is this in the 

spirt of the game?   

 

How do we manage the KPI’s others set for us, and can this have an influence over our values or 

character? Can we redefine the KPI and keep our values?  

 

The answer is Yes! It’s simple, coach the person and not the player. Reinforce the “zero talent”. This 

would build the character of a person and at the same time help you with your overall goal. 

Drivers of Zero talent consist of Being on time, trying, bring high energy, having a positive attitude, 

being passionate, being coachable, doing the little things, being prepared, having a strong work 

ethic…  This can empower the next generation of young players to become more rounded, amazing 

leaders, confident powerful mentors not only for the school but also beyond the school grounds. This 

would drive the passion and impact the community around them.     

 

So, the next time you have a big decision to make just ask yourself the question. Is this in the spirt of 

the game?   
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Coach the person not the player 
 

"In youth we learn in age we understand." 

Having played and coached for several years I have made many mistakes. Through trial and error, I have   

learnt the way to get the best out of a person and earn their respect through clear communication and 

trust.  

 

Starting off as a coach I tended to follow what I knew or what I had seen. I quickly worked out that to be 

a good coach I needed to be, a father, a therapist, a boss, a friend, basically a jack of all trades. 

 

By having good communication and social skills this can go a long way to helping you to get the best 

out of your athlete. The everyday person is craving feedback, whether that is positive or negative and 

how you supply that feedback is down to the individual you are dealing with. The most successful 

coaches will also ask questions and encourage brainstorming and problem-solving. 

 

What are soft coaching skills and how can this help? 

The ability to communicate in a way that suits the person, so they feel they are supported, heard, and 

cared for. 

 

Soft skills are people skills or interpersonal skills. According to LinkedIn, the most desirable soft skills for 

employees in 2019 are creativity, persuasion, and collaboration. Creativity assists in conceiving 

solutions. We know solution-based thinking is always valued in any company or any team. 

 
It is summed up best in the following quote. “People don’t care how much you know, until they know 

how much you care.”  We all have a person or coach that has had a powerful influence in shaping your 

life and have pushed you to dream or achieve your best. 

 

How did they make you feel? What did they say? Can we keep players or attract players to our game by 

coaching / caring for the person?  

 

By getting to know your player as a person we can start to unlock their true potential. 

 

I’d like to share with you some research that was done by a mentor of mine, Jonny McMurtry from 

Coaching the coaches. His research was part of his Masters and was completed in conjunction with 

University of Queensland and the Australian Rugby Union. 

In this research he investigated what motivates elite rugby players at the super franchise levels, between 

the ages of 18 and 20.  

Reference: https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/jonny-mcmurtry-part-2-why-young-players-

play/id1583144512?i=1000543032788 

 

 

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/jonny-mcmurtry-part-2-why-young-players-play/id1583144512?i=1000543032788
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/jonny-mcmurtry-part-2-why-young-players-play/id1583144512?i=1000543032788
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In this podcast he covers his findings and talks about what type of things they are looking for. 

 

What motivates and drives your players? “Athletes want to be seen as a whole person” 
• Understanding 

• Honesty  

• Acceptance  

• Responsiveness 

• Friendliness 

• Cooperation  

• Respect 

• Positive regard 

 

There is a lot of good points in the podcast that really speaks to me and the paper I am writing. Below 

are a few snippets of gold points. 

 

“If we can spark a little bit of fire, if can establish that bit of connection, if can give them what they want 

from rugby, then hopefully that would transition into rugby, Lifelong club members, senior players… They 

may not be the next Wallaby or Super franchise player but could be a sponsor, administrator hopefully a 

coach or something. So again, if we can be aware of what they are trying to achieve or what they want 

from rugby. Ultimately us as coaches facilitate the environment they train and play in.” 

 

Jonny also talks about a few players that have struggled along their journey and looking back at what we 

could have done to help them. 

 

“There is a big push to cut their teeth in club rugby, but that doesn’t even necessarily need to be in 

Australia. If we can keep tabs to these players if we can send them to New Zealand where there is a 

much deeper program.”  

 

Why are we afraid of letting go of them to learn and grow?  Is it for our own personal ego? Look at the 

bigger picture.  
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Are we build a sustainable game, are we doing what’s best for the game and are 

coaching the person or the player? 

 

In summary 
When I was researching for this paper, I was pleased and surprised by my findings and how many people 

have the same mindset and think the same way I do with setting strong values and producing quality 

human beings high on the list of achievements.   
 
The definition of the word “coach” is never truer in our pursuit to be improve. The role of a coach is to 

map out and prepare our athletes for the journey ahead. Every player has a journey, some maybe 2-year 

program others a 5-year program, but everyone is different, unique, and everyone is important, from 

the first-year social player to the 15-year professional. The big question is how do we show our youth 

this pathway, how do we get the absolute best out of our athletes? Is a Wallaby more important than a 

school coach or a manager handing out oranges at halftime of an under 6 game?  

It is my hope this paper answered these questions and others in the pursuit to shape our players and the 

future of the game they play in heaven. 

 

Books: 

• Malcolm Knox from The Sydney Morning Herald. Why is rugby so scared of going back to its 

roots? https://www.smh.com.au/sport/rugby-union/why-is-rugby-so-scared-of-going-back-to-

its-roots-20210507-p57pqa.html 

• Refer to article from Misha Ketchell in The Conversation.  https://theconversation.com/are-the-

wallabies-struggles-a-sign-of-rugby-unions-decline-in-australia-125711 

• The winner’s manual for the game of life by Jim Tressel 

• Coaching the coaches Jonny McMurtry https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=15zldSrIR7c 

 

 

https://www.smh.com.au/sport/rugby-union/why-is-rugby-so-scared-of-going-back-to-its-roots-20210507-p57pqa.html
https://www.smh.com.au/sport/rugby-union/why-is-rugby-so-scared-of-going-back-to-its-roots-20210507-p57pqa.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=15zldSrIR7c

