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Introduction 
 
Rugby Union is not dissimilar to nearly all sports which have all evolved since 
their inception to what they are today.  The scrummaging element within the 
game of Rugby has witnessed many rule changes which were implemented to 
hopefully improve the quality of the game eg Number 8 being allowed to pick up 
the ball and detach from the scrum. 
 
This paper does not review the scrum since inception of the game but will focus 
on the Modern (Professional) period and specifically on the following areas that I 
have identified as the key areas of importance:- 
 

• Safety 

• Strategy  
 
We discuss these in depth below. 
 
SAFETY 
 
(Ref 1) In response to criticism of Rugby allowing “contested scrums” by a 
leading surgeon consultant in the United Kingdom former England Hooker Brian 
Moore stated “You would change the whole nature of the game and it would no 
longer be a game for all shapes and sizes as it is, uniquely, today”.  Rugby, by 
nature and rule, provides opportunities for persons of all shapes and sizes to play 
the game at all levels and through simply changing the rule to “uncontested 
scrums” would potentially change the whole fabric of the game.  Notwithstanding 
this, (Ref 2) the Player safety research undertaken specifically for scrummaging 
by various institutions shows that the propensity for injury per scrum is the 
number one rated for all contact events.  They also identified a number of key 
areas that were the primary factors behind this.  They include:- 
 

• The engagement phase of the scrum; 

• Lack of experience particularly in the front row position; and 

• Mismatch of skill or strength. 

• Law Changes 



 
 
Engagement Phase - To help alleviate the issues of concern within the 
engagement phase the governing body implemented law changes that 
changed the referee’s call from simply “Engage” to currently a structured 
three step call of “Crouch, Bind, Set”.  The current call allows for the 
referee to control each stage of the engagement before calling the next 
step and was adjusted from a prior “Crouch, Touch, Pause, Engage” 
process.  Essentially these rule changes have stopped the front row from 
a significant collision of engagement from approx. one meter apart to a 
gradual prebound engagement of 10 centimeters. The “high risk” nature of 
the simple “engage” process resulted in many significant injuries 
particularly as a result of the collapsing of the scrum. Ongoing studies 
strongly demonstrate that this rule change has proven to be successful in 
reducing the number of severe injuries from the Engagement Phase. 

 
Experience – the statement picking a round peg for a round hole   
particularly relates to the scrummaging positions but specifically the “tight 
5”.   These positions are those more at “risk” when the scrummaging 
process goes wrong.   Rugby within Australia has created the Front Row 
Passport which was implemented through GPS school-based players at 
the U/16 and 1st XV level in 2019 and was based on a successful model 
run in France for players 15 years and over.  
It has been implemented through the player development program and is 
a five-step program. 
 
(REF 3) 
1. Mobility and functional strength for front row play 
2. Shape (six principals)  

-   Feet shoulder width apart, toes pointing directly forward 
-   Knees bent directly beneath the hips, over toes 
-   Flat back ¾ squat position, buttock out ‘pelvic tilt’ 
-   Chest out 
-   Chin up off the chest and focused down, eyes forward 
-   Core on 

           3.  Binds (front row) 
           4.  Engagement (Pre/In/After) 
           5.  Live cluster development 
 

The above five steps are completed over a 4-week training program where     
the training sessions provide players with the opportunity to progressively 
develop their skills through a Rugby Australia developed program. 
Coaches must take players through this program prior to attending the 
Front Row License assessments. How does it work? 
 
 



 
 

 
Week One – 25 Minutes per session 
 
Provides time for learning the key competencies of playing in the scrum. 
The key areas are: 
-   Six Principles 
-   Binds 
-   Push-Pull mechanics 
-   May Day 
 
Week Two – 20 minutes per session 
 
Refines the learning allows the coach to identify the areas of 
development/specialization requirements. 
 
Week Three – 15 minutes per session 
 
Provides the opportunity to focus in on the key areas of the scrum to 
ensure that when contestable, all players are confident and safe. 
 
Week Four – 15 minutes per session 
 
Builds on the previous week and leads into the weekend testing. Provides 
further opportunity to focus in on the ley areas of the scrum so players are 
confident and safe. 

 
Mismatch of skill or strength – whilst individually and collectively there 
will always be a mismatch of strength and skill particularly at the senior 
levels of Rugby changes were made at Junior and school levels of Rugby 
to minimize the gaps in these areas.  One key introduction was the 
implementation of the Mayday Safety Procedure.  This process allows 
both players and referees to take immediate action to prevent potential 
injury by immediately ceasing all pressure within the scrum. 
  

 
STRATEGY 
 
Scrummaging is an integral part of the game of Rugby and more so having a 
dominant scrum is all coaches desire as it provides the best platform for attack 
and/or defense.  The areas of change identified in the Safety section above 
provide the base layer of ensuring the forwards are “ready” for scrummaging.  
The next step is designing the Strategy that will hopefully create the dominance.  
The physicality requirements of the scrum necessitate the development and 
implementation of numerous programs, including but not limited to:- 



 
 

• Skill / Technique & Timing Programs 

• Power & Strength Programs 

• On field v Off field Programs  

• Correct Identification and Selection of Players  
 
The scrum is a method of restarting the game following an infringement.  Given 
the feeding of the scrum is provided to the team that did not infringe then the 
scrum is the perfect set piece opportunity for an attacking foray.  Ideally you 
would want your team to have scrum dominance over the opposition or, at the 
very least, highly competitive with the opposition whether it be in attack or  
 
 
defense.  Some of the options / strategies that may be utilized in the scrum 
include: - 
 

• Trapping the ball at No 8 provides opportunity for earning a 
penalty that will either provide the potential for points if in attack or gain 
better field position if in defense. 

• Quick release of ball is typically employed to avoid incurring 
and infringement if the attacking scrum is being dominated by the 
opposition scrum. 

• No 8 picking up the ball is another tactic used by a dominant 
scrum knowing the weaker scrum will leave all 8 players attached so as 
not to give away an infringement penalty thus giving the No 8 an 
opportunity to attack at the smaller backs  

• Driving the scrum in most advantageous directions either up 
the right side through the tight head prop or the left side through the 
loosehead prop can trap defensive players on the defending scrum 
creating more space to attack space. 

• Dropping the scrum can be implemented when you lose the 
hit or are not set properly giving you a second chance to regain the 
dominance you are after, however this can backfire if the referee catches 
on to the ploy. 
 
    

CONCLUSION 
 
Physically dominant forward packs have been the cornerstone of every leading 
National team in World Rugby in the modern era. The analogy of the first player 
being picked in any team is the tight head prop and the second player the 
reserve tight head prop may have been started by a tight head prop but in reality, 
is probably not far from the truth.  It is clearly evident how the confidence and 
spirit of all team members lifts when their scrum dominates the opposition. 
 



 
 
 
The Springboks in the 2019 World Cup clearly adopted a game strategy based 
on the dominance of their forward pack particularly in the scrummage area.  The 
All Blacks over the past 20 years+ have nearly always shown clear domination 
through their forwards and have overwhelmingly been the most successful team 
in the modern game.  
 
In summary it is clear that the most successful teams have a dominant forward 
pack and it is off this exceptional base that they have developed their winning 
game strategies.  To ensure that Australian Rugby becomes successful into the 
future we need to implement more strategies that not only support but also 
enhance current strategies such as the Front Row Passport.         
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