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FOREWORD


Mike Prendergast


I retired as a player in 2009 and back then we had access to very small amounts of video or data. We did have analysts but nothing like we have today. We have GPS tracking now which allows us to track the player’s workload and adjust our training to make sure they aren’t over or under done for the weekend’s matches. We might have had a couple of video angles to watch the games back, but that meant a lot of detail was missed. Now, as an attack coach, I get five angles to watch back. I can see the wide angled action to see what’s going on in the backfield and where we might attack with our kicking game, but I can also see the close-ups to see the detail of our attack. Those different angles and insight into where the space actually is in the defence are the kinds of things I wish I’d had access to as a player. Knowing where the space is and how to get it there would’ve been really helpful. Plus having that broader awareness of what teams are trying to do would’ve changed my approach as a player and has changed it as a coach.


When data and analysis became more common, the teams who were able to take advantage of it early got a headstart. Those teams were able to get more exposure to their opponents but also to matches happening elsewhere in the world. You could see something new in the Southern Hemisphere; a new lineout move or attacking pattern and bring that into your game in the north. You’d get a headstart over other teams who maybe weren’t paying such close attention to competitions around the world. The other element was that GPS tracking. We take a scientific approach to preparing our players alongside the Strength and Conditioning (S&C) team. The GPS data tells us what our guys are doing in training and matches. We want to balance that so the guys don’t do too much and go into games tired, or suffering from injuries, but we also need to make sure they’ve done enough during the week so they can keep up with the pace of play. Video and data has helped with this because we can look ahead to future opponents and see how they play. We might be playing an opponent who wants to keep the ball in play. That means we’ll want to do more fitness work preparing for them versus preparing for a team who want lineouts on a grass pitch with bad weather forecast where the game will be slowed down.


Understanding how opponents will challenge you and what your strengths and weaknesses are is a constant process. With Munster, over the last few years we focused on the lineout and had plans for how we would attack from it. But the data was telling us that if teams didn’t give us those lineouts and we had to play an unstructured game then we didn’t score as many tries from that side of the game as we needed to. That led to us changing how we trained and focusing more on transitions and unstructured play. That all came from the analysis, both video and data, and it changed how we played the game. We won the URC that season, that was very satisfying.


It’s not just how we play that has been impacted by analysis, how we recruit players has really changed. Agents will send through players they think we should recruit with videos of their best moments. But as a team we need to make sure we have the data before we make a decision. Personally, I look at how they get back into the game quickly after a tackle or a carry. We will use the data to narrow down a list of players before we then look at the video and look for things like how they are off the ball as well as their skillset. Obviously, we can’t guarantee the players we hire will workout once they’re hired, they might be hit by injuries or just not settle, but the more work you put into the recruitment the more likely you are to have success.


All this data and analysis has made a huge difference to how the game is played and how teams prepare for matches. It has made the game more complicated though and I sometimes think it would be helpful for fans to see what’s going on in the professional game and why we do some of the things we do. During the 2025 Lions Tour, I thought Dan Biggar and Ronan O’Gara were great on commentary. One guy has just finished playing and the other has been coaching for the last 13 years and involved in the sport for over 30. On TV in Ireland we also have Bernard Jackman who I’ve coached with who I think is one of the best in the business. Those guys are able to come in with interesting nuggets and up to date terminology so the fans know what we’re talking about at the professional level.


I still love talking about the game, I started playing as a young kid. I’m still inquisitive about it and I like having conversations with different people in the game. That’s one of the reasons I invited Sam over to Paris a few years back. He sees the game differently to someone who has been involved playing and coaching professionally for years. For me it’s about getting different viewpoints, you can always learn from how other people understand the game. Attacking the Space is those different viewpoints all in one place. It explains what myself and the hundreds of other professional coaches within the game are trying to do. It expands on the insights Biggar, O’Gara, and Jackman are providing on TV. It’s going to help those fans who love going to games or watching at home to understand what I, and my fellow coaches, are spending all week doing.









GLOSSARY


This book is aimed at fans of the game of rugby. Many of you will already know the terms listed in the glossary and used throughout the book. However, unless you’ve played rugby at a high level, a lot of terms used to describe the game will be obscure because they are covered in newspapers and on TV coverage only sparingly. This glossary is designed to act as a guide for some of the terms you will encounter as you read on.


15 metre channel/lines: This is the hashed line 15 metres away from the sideline on each side of the pitch. Usually, the pitch is split between the middle and the wide areas. The middle areas are between the two 15 metre lines and the wide areas are outside of the 15 metre lines, i.e. the 15 metre zones between the hashed line and sideline. There is another hashed line 5 metres from touch; sometimes it can be helpful to separate action which takes place in there. That is often described as the ‘extremely wide’ part of the pitch.


Backfield: The space behind the defensive line which teams will try to reach with a kick. Can also refer to the defenders covering it.


Ball in play: The amount of time in a game where play is actually happening. Take a stopwatch and start it every time the game is being played and stop it when the ball goes into touch or there’s a penalty blown or there’s a kick at goal. Has generally been increasing in recent years but seems to have stuck around the 38–40-minute mark.


Blindside/openside: The blindside and openside exist at every ruck, maul or scrum. Picture a ruck on the 15 metre line. The side closest to the touchline is the blindside, the opposite one is the openside.


Breakdown: The battle on the floor after a ball carrier is tackled. A ruck occurs when a player from each side is in contact with one another over the ball, so a ruck is a breakdown but not all breakdowns are rucks.


Contestable kick: A kick where the receiving player is under pressure when making the catch or tapping the ball back. Generally, shorter than other kicks and a key battleground as teams try to create disorder and transitional attack.


Defensive line: The name for the defenders who make up the solid line which stretches across the pitch. People in the backfield or caught up on the floor at the ruck are not members of the defensive line.


Dominant/neutral/negative: Applies to carries, tackles and gainline success. A dominant carry is one where the carrier ends up closer to the opposition line than they were when the tackle began. A dominant tackle would be one which drives the ball carrier backwards. Note, you can make a dominant carry even if you don’t get past the gainline. Negative is the opposite and neutral is a draw.


Edge: The edge is the space outside the widest defender in the defensive line. Attacking teams want to get there because it’s unguarded and defences want to slide their defenders over there quickly enough to stop the risk. Defences should be aware, though, slide players over too quickly and you’ll open up holes in the middle.


First receiver: The first player to receive the ball from a breakdown or off a set-piece. Often the fly-half, but not always.


Flat/deep: These terms refer to the distance attacking players are away from the defensive line. A flat attack, or pass, is one which takes place close to the defensive line. For example, if a fly-half carries the ball to the defensive line and then fizzes the pass across the face of the defence, that would be a flat pass. Alternatively, he could turn and pass it 10 metres behind the flat receiver to a deep receiver.


Gainline: Draw a line horizontally across the pitch from the breakdown, scrum or lineout. That is the gainline; your job as the attack is to get past that gainline on your next phase and closer to your opponents’ line.


Inside/outside: A description of location on the pitch. Inside means towards the direction the ball originated from. For example, there is a ruck on the right-hand side of the pitch and the scrum-half passes to the fly-half. If the fly-half passes to their left, they are passing outside, if they pass to the right they are passing inside. For the defender’s opposite, their inside defender is on the left and the outside on their right.


Overlap/overload: An overlap occurs when an attack has at least one player more than the defence. In common parlance, an overlap specifically describes a situation where at least one wide attacker is left entirely unmarked. An overload on the other hand describes a situation where there are more attackers in a particular area than defenders. The widest defender might be covered, but the attack has smuggled more bodies into the space tighter to the ruck.


Phase: The first phase is when you receive the ball either from a turnover or from a set-piece. Every time there is a breakdown, another phase is added. The first phase is the best attacking opportunity a team can have.


Pod: Frequently used term in the modern game. A pod is a group of three players, recently teams like Leinster and Provence have trialled four player pods. Usually, this refers to three forwards operating together in an attacking game plan. Typically, the ball will be passed to the middle of the three players who can either tip it on to his outside, pass it back inside to the other member of the pod, carry or pass it out the back to another player. Can also refer to groups of three players working together in the lineout with two lifters and one jumper.


Possession/territory: Two of the most common stats you’ll see in broadcasts. Generally measured by the amount of time a team spends with the ball, for possession, and where they had the ball, for territory. My preferred method of measuring either possession or territory is to measure actions rather than time. For example, in a game with 100 total tackles, the team that made 75 of them had 25% possession.


Possessions: Every time a team receives the ball, they start a possession. That possession ends when a team scores a try, kicks the ball away, turns it over or a penalty/free kick is awarded to either side. A team will have 30–50 of these in most matches; advancing these up the pitch and starting possessions from higher are both crucial factors in winning games of rugby.


Playmaker: The person responsible for orchestrating the attack. Fly-halfs are playmakers, but most teams will also have a few other playmakers in the side who can step in when needed, often fullbacks, maybe centres, even a scrum-half now and then.


Transition: An increasingly common term, this is the moment that possession changes hands from one team to the other. In a transition, both teams will be disorganised, but the attack usually has the upper hand over the defence.


Turnover: Any time, other than a kick, that possession changes from one side to another. It can be thanks to the defence, e.g. a jackal turnover, or a mistake by the attack, e.g. a knock-on. Generally, when you see a stat for turnovers won it will count only those turnovers the defence played a part in whereas turnovers lost will include every type of turnover conceded.


Two lines of attack: Typical modern attack taken from rugby league. The attack creates options where a passer can get the ball either to an attacker close to the opposition or behind them, further away from the defence.


Positions


1 – Loosehead Prop


2 – Hooker


3 – Tighthead Prop


1,2,3 are collectively the front row


4 – Second Row/Lock


5 – Second Row/Lock


1,2,3,4,5 are collectively the tight five


6 – Blindside Flanker (in France and South Africa tends to be the flanker on the left of the scrum)


7 – Openside Flanker (in France and South Africa tends to be the flanker on the right of the scrum)


8 – Number Eight (8-Man in North America)


6,7,8 are collectively the back row and 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8 are collectively the forwards and pack


9 – Scrum-half


10 – Fly-half (Also known as a Stand-off, Out-half or First Five Eighths, depending where you are in the world)


9,10 are collectively the half-backs


11 – Left Wing


12 – Inside Centre (Second Five Eighths in New Zealand)


13 – Outside Centre


12,13 are collectively the midfield


14 – Right Wing


15 – Fullback


11,14,15 are collectively the back three


9,10,11,12,13,14,15 are collectively the backs
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Above, London Welsh. From top left to bottom: Shaw, Mardon, Roskell, Currier, Tollett, Going, Percival, Alexandre, Jones, Carr, McAtamney, Dunston, French, Buckett. Below, Leeds Tykes. From top left to bottom: Shelley, Rawlinson, Johnston, Jones, Palmer, Denham, Ponton, Swift, Benton, le Bas, O'Hare, Oliver, Emmerson, Benson, Middleton.





Introduction



Leeds Tykes 23–11 London Welsh, Headingley Stadium, Leeds, 23 October 1999


‘Memory is the treasury and guardian of all things.’


—Albert Einstein


After significant mental strain, I think I can say this was the first professional game I ever saw. I was seven. I am told that, like many seven-year-olds, I spent the game asking questions. Why did he kick that? Why isn’t he allowed to do that? What happens if the ball hits the roof of the stand and bounces back in? Why are they wearing red? I should probably have grown out of that by now. Instead, I’ve spent the last ten years doing the same thing. The questions have changed, but the need to understand why things are happening has remained.


Like many people interested in analysis in sport, reading Michael Lewis’s book Moneyball was a crucial moment in my life. For those of you who are unaware of the book or film, it is a story about how the financially stricken Oakland A’s baseball team took on the might of the New York Yankees thanks to their general manager Billy Beane’s innovative data-driven thinking. Its footprint has spread outside the world of sport and into business. How can businesses be successful by being smarter rather than by spending more? I was 19 when I first read Moneyball. I had very little interest in maths and no knowledge of the concept of sports analysis. By the end of it, I believed I would be rugby’s Billy Beane. I would break ground as the first person to bring analysis into the world of rugby. What can I say? I was young and naive to the fact that rugby was way ahead of me.


By that point, rugby had already begun to embrace the idea of analysis. Scotland’s Gavin Scott had been taken on the 2005 Lions Tour as the video analyst. In journalism circles, the excellent Murray Kinsella and Charlie Morgan were already breaking down what was happening in rugby matches for their significant audiences. I wasn’t going to break new ground – I was going to be following the pioneers, people who have helped us all understand the game probably more than anyone else. I would now be playing catch-up.


In my ten years in the industry, working with players and teams and for media organisations, data and analysis have become commonplace. Every professional team has at least one analyst – most have three. Even on websites which aren’t rugby specific, analysis articles proliferate. Rugby has welcomed data, but in the same way that a father might welcome his firstborn’s new partner – with some suspicion and distrust. Even at the highest level, where every other avenue of marginal gain has been explored, data struggles to carry any more weight than good old-fashioned gut feel. A friend playing in France told me about his club’s training, a week after a heavy loss. The players had been shouted at in the changing room; told they were letting their wives and families down with their performance (this is not uncommon – professional rugby sometimes forgets that players are employees, not naughty children). The next week, they were told they didn’t even deserve the ball. The first three training days they did nothing but fitness and contact work. Just 24 hours before the game, they were finally allowed to hold a ball. Unsurprisingly, these measures failed to have the desired effect. They lost that game, and the next two.


Recruitment is another area where rugby hasn’t universally seen the light. I was asked by a club to find them a second row. When I enquired about what type of player they were looking for I was told, ‘at least 6’4”, maybe South African’. Nothing was mentioned about any skills or non-physical attributes. Was I simply to tour the gyms of south-west London with my tape measure? Rugby is seen as a hyper-macho sport. The contact and the battle are one of its biggest selling points. This jars with the more cerebral side that analysis brings. But it is changing in the professional game. Young players have had their games analysed long before they’ve played at the top level. Increasingly, coaches who played did so in an era where analysis was prevalent.


That’s not to say that some form of analysis wasn’t present in rugby from the very beginning. Analysis is just the formalisation of informed intuition. What an experienced coach thinks about a game and what the analysis proves about it will often be in alignment. For years teams relied on their coaches. Those coaches created game plans and devised moves which they hoped would expose a particular weakness in their opponents. Where analysts earn their money is in the gap between what the coach thinks and what the data shows. Not all coaches, or fans, are willing to admit that gap exists. My assumption, based on the fact you’re reading these words, is that you feel that there is at least something to be said for data in sport. Don’t worry if you don’t, though. I’m not a data evangelist. I think data helps us to see what is happening in a sport and when you know that, the sport is more enjoyable. However, I also like a debate over a beer where stats aren’t required. This book will be a combination of both.


On television, rugby is a sport which attracts casual fans, for the Six Nations and World Cups. Understandably, therefore, TV companies are hesitant to go too deep on the technical side of the game. Sadly, that means that fans miss some of the most important elements which make the game so wonderful. Elements which, if understood, would draw the casual fan in rather than push them away, frustrated with the complexity. The casual fan doesn’t understand rugby. Or not all of rugby. But rugby is so much better with its nuances revealed. This book will explain those nuances by asking the right questions and it won’t take ‘it’s always been done this way’ as an answer.


Clubs across the world are already thinking this way, and now you will be let into the secret as well.


The Dissected Frog


E.B. White, author of Stuart Little and Charlotte’s Web, wrote that ‘Humor can be dissected, as a frog can, but the thing dies in the process and the innards are discouraging to any but the pure scientific mind.’ This is often paraphrased: ‘Analysing a joke is like dissecting a frog. Nobody enjoys it and the frog dies.’ Similarly, there is a fear that by analysing rugby you will take away some of the magic.


As analysis has moved into the mainstream in each sport, the pushback has followed the same trajectory. At first, data is criticised for being inaccurate and unable to replicate what coaches and players can see with their own eyes. When this subsides and data proves its value, the criticism turns to the idea that analysis and data are killing the beauty of the sport. It’s understandable. Sport can feel – perhaps should feel – fleeting and ephemeral. If we examine it too closely we might lose the romantic connection. Baseball player Jayson Werth commented in 2018 that, ‘I think it’s killing the game. It’s to the point where [we could] just put computers out there. Just put laptops and what have you, just put them out there and let them play. We don’t even need to go out there any more. It’s a joke.’ Baseball is one of the best sports to analyse due to the limited outcomes and its one-on-one battles between pitcher and batter. It’s also, like rugby, a game with a great overhang of history. Werth might have been unusual in voicing these concerns, as his team the Washington Nationals were paying a lot of money to people who were dissecting the game with laptops, but he wasn’t unusual in thinking it.


We are a long way from analysis being able to predict the outcome of matches. Analysis shows us how the game works and we can use it to explain the truth of the sport. I’d argue we are in the wonderful midpoint where analysis helps us better understand the game but isn’t ruining the romance and human aspect of the sport. Chris Anderson and David Sally talked about this in their excellent book about football, The Numbers Game. They believe the more knowledge you have, the more you love the game and its beautiful complexities. Stats and the romance of the game aren’t in competition. The stats can say that Amanaki Mafi beat one defender and delivered a try assist pass. It can show that Karne Hesketh carried for 7 metres and scored a try. It won’t tell you what it felt like to watch Japan achieve the greatest upset in the history of rugby when they beat South Africa in Brighton in 2015.


None of us first became interested in rugby because of the data. But now you are interested; exploring the data, the tactical subtlety, and debunking rugby’s most enduring myths – do you really need to ‘earn the right to go wide?’ – will cement that lifelong love. We can do all of that while keeping the frog alive.



The Data Today


In the decade I’ve been focused on analysis in rugby some things have changed a lot and others have changed very little. We have even more data at our disposal. Not only more actions for which data is collected, but also data for more tournaments in more countries. Some data collection companies are even backfilling historical tournaments.


Companies like Oval Insights, who provided the data I used in this book, track every action which takes place on the pitch for over 15 global tournaments. The kick-off goes up during Provence’s Pro D2 (the French second division) match against Aurillac. The data begins to be collected. Who took the kick-off, which foot did they use, how deep did they kick it? Then: who caught the ball, how far did they carry it, was the contact dominant when they were tackled? Then: who made the tackle, did they tackle low or high, did they drive the ball carrier back? Then: who entered the ruck from either side, in what order did they enter, were their ruck entries successful? All that information has been captured, and the game is just five seconds old.


The game has never been more thoroughly watched and examined as it is right now. However, more data isn’t the same as more useful insights. While the data might be growing, the number of people who are using it to find those match-winning nuggets is still small. All of that data is being produced but it is hitting a bottleneck. The analysts also can’t do the kind of large-scale investigations needed to identify the marginal gains. Instead, they are doing a lot of video reviews and relatively basic data analysis which is easily digestible for coaches and players. That is still of value, but it isn’t making the best use of the huge reams of data available.


The other data users are broadcast companies and journalists. The public appetite for analysis is experiencing a boom, driven by other sports, video games and the betting industry. Television companies are constantly looking for more data to include in-game and during the studio pundit chats. But as we have already mentioned; television doesn’t want to bring up complicated analysis. The outcome is that, while some of the data that isn’t used by club analysts ends up on our televisions, most of it ends up nowhere. The next significant tactical breakthrough will come from the team who get on their hands and knees and scrabbles around on the cutting room floor. The killer stat is out there. For Billy Beane and the Oakland A’s in Moneyball, it was ‘on-base percentage’. For rugby it’s … well, we will come on to that later.


There is another blocker to how data is currently used. The challenge of analysis isn’t linked to mathematics or video clipping, it’s how to condense your idea so that a player can use it on the pitch. It’s that killer: paralysis by analysis. Knowing what you should be doing and doing it are two very different things. The brilliance of good analysis is taking vast amounts of data, simplifying it for coaches and then simplifying it further for the players. The analysts are like the people on Wikipedia who read weighty tomes of Russian literature and turn it into 300-word plot synopses we can all use to look intelligent.


Mike Prendergast had a good playing career. Playing as scrum-half, he featured for Munster, CS Bourgoin-Jallieu, Gloucester and Chambéry between 2001 and 2014. Yet it’s as a coach where he has made his name on a grander stage. With Racing 92, in the three seasons Prendergast oversaw their attack, they came third, third and first by points scored. They also made the knockouts of the Champions Cup in every season he was there; they’ve done that just once in the three seasons after. That made him one of the most sought-after coaches in world rugby.


During Prendergast’s time with Racing I was invited over to Paris to see how his side operated and how they were able to drive this level of success. Racing’s training ground is an incredible place. Downstairs it is filled with changing rooms and a state-of-the-art gym. Upstairs features a plush lounge area with offices for the coaches and analysts. In the lounge there are three desktop computers. As I arrive at 9 a.m., all three already have players sitting at them, reviewing videos. Namibian lock Anton Bresler is looking at lineouts from the previous week’s match. Australian Luke Jones, also a lock, is doing the same thing except he is reviewing footage from their training session the day before. Every training session is filmed, including the one that took place inside the gym rather than out on the pitch.


Video footage is vitally important when it comes to analysis. As a general rule, very few players want to decipher great spreadsheets of data. Whereas video is the end point of that data. The analysts will break down the stats and watch hours of video footage to identify the key points. The week I was in Paris, all those late nights and full days of work by the analysts were being reduced to a ten-minute presentation by Prendergast. In those ten minutes Prendergast made exactly three observations:


Attacking Kicking Options: He identified that the way their upcoming opponents defended in their 22 left them open to crossfield kicks and chips over the defensive line.


The 11 Attacking Move: We will discuss this in more detail later, but one way to describe a rugby attack is with numbers. The first number describes how many phases we go one way then the next is how many we go the other. For example, a 21 off a lineout would go two phases away from the sideline then one back towards it. The analysts identified that their opponents were particularly vulnerable to an 11 attack; once away from the sideline and then once back towards it. They saw that the team overcommitted to getting around the corner which left them exposed when play came back the other way.


Strike Moves from Lineouts: Strike moves are the pre-planned moves from first phase at set-pieces. If you’ve ever played you might be familiar with a fly-half dictating what you will do off a lineout. You might also be familiar with those plays almost never succeeding. Racing’s analysts again spotted a potential weakness to a specific strike move for their opponents.


The players were then drilled on those three focuses during the week, both via video and in actual sessions out on the pitch. By the time the game, against Northampton Saints in Europe, came, the players had rehearsed what they were going to do and what they expected their opponents to do. I watched as new recruit Mitch Short practised the moves. The Australian scrum-half was learning the playbook. Like in American Football, modern teams have set plays that they can call on the fly. Racing’s are named after colours and rugby team names. This particular one requires Short to pass a ‘tunnel ball’. That’s a pass which splits two attackers and connects with the player stood between them.
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Fig 1: Diagram showing a flat pass, deep pass, and tunnel ball pass.
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Line drawing showing a flat pass, deep pass and tunnell ball pass. Passer on left throws ball directly to right (flat); passer on left throws ball between the two attackers (tunnel ball); passer on left throws ball back (deep).




Short practises the move then goes back to check the video to ensure he is doing what is being shown. The video shows times when Racing have run it successfully but also when other teams have made it work. If an attacking move works in one match for one team, you can guarantee it will be copied the following week. With analysis companies like Oval Insights or Opta able to show matches from around the world, a successful move in Suva, Fiji can become a successful move in Agen, France barely 24 hours later.


As I head inside, the Australian continues working on his ‘extras’. He spends some time box kicking and kicking from open play as other players practise their own individual skills. The analysts are already uploading the training footage. They will clip it up so the players and coaches can see what happened. Short will be able to watch back his attempts at running the set play. The analysis cycle continues. The players play, the analysts review and provide feedback, the players digest that feedback, the players play again. Racing won their match 45–14 away from home. Some of the attacking cues they discussed came off, others didn’t. One of the facts of analysis is that the other team are doing it as well. If you can spot a weakness, it’s likely they can spot the same thing and can try to address it during the week. This is the game within a game that I love and want to share.


When you watch a game of rugby you are seeing the surface. It’s a gleaming surface which draws you in and captivates you. It’s the surface which pulls millions into pubs around Britain for the Six Nations. It’s the surface which sees people spend thousands of pounds just to watch their team play in a World Cup. But it is a surface, nonetheless. The game really comes alive when you put your head underneath and see everything which happens below. Asking yourself why there’s a scrum-half in the lineout or why teams just can’t stop tapping and going in the opposition 22 is the route to better understanding and more enjoyment of the sport.


The battles in those areas are just as fascinating as the battles which take place on the pitch. The fight to understand the game and profit from that understanding is fierce. This book will take you into the rugby jungle. We will hack through the vines and reveal what really matters in rugby and why a lot of things you thought you knew about the sport are wrong. It will be an exciting journey, I promise you that.


Pre-match Chat


This book is split into chapters with each one focusing on an area of the game, on and off the pitch. Each chapter uses a single game as a case study to help guide the discussion. Many of these matches you will be familiar with, some less so and one hasn’t yet happened. These were the matches which immediately came to mind when I thought about the chapter topics. If you are not familiar with them, don’t worry, everything will still make sense without remembering the matches. However, they’re all great matches and well worth tracking down and watching.


The people best equipped to answer the questions posed above are largely based in professional clubs. You will be hearing from them throughout this book. Whether they are cup winners, current elite players, great coaching minds or the unsung analyst heroes, we will speak with them all. We will also hear from the growing number of amateur analysts who are attempting to solve the game from the outside. They are key characters in our story and will finally be given the recognition they deserve. They follow a proud tradition of hobbyist analysts who have put their mark on the sports they are passionate about. Perhaps most famous of all is Bill James, the driving force behind Sabermetrics in baseball, which went on to herald Moneyball and the birth of analysis as a serious pursuit. These are the people who will probably be ushered into clubs in the next few years. These rugby intellectuals will help guide us on our journey. This is a book about rugby through the lens of observation, curiosity and analysis. But first and foremost, it is a book about rugby in all its beautiful complexity.
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POSSESSION


How Rugby’s Possession Obsession Fell from Fashion


Exeter Chiefs 17–22 Leicester Tigers, Sandy Park, Exeter, 27 March 2022


‘A team maintains continuity of play in attack by keeping the ball and advancing the ball towards their goal-line.’


—World Rugby’s Principles of Play


Leicester Squared


For as long as the two clubs had co-existed, Leicester Tigers had been vastly more successful than their footballing neighbours, Leicester City. The Tigers had won the Premiership ten times in their first 26 years. Meanwhile, Leicester City FC had spent only one season in the Premier League in the ten years prior to their title victory. In the mid-2010s that hierarchy was flipped. For the first time that millennium, the Tigers were bad. Meanwhile, Leicester City were putting together one of the most incredible sporting upsets as they overcame 5,000/1 odds to win the Premier League in 2015–16.1 The story of Leicester City closely mirrors the eventual resurgence of Leicester Tigers. Most notably in one key area: possession.


Leicester Tigers had appeared in every Premiership final between 2005 and 2013, winning four of them. The names of Martin Johnson, Geordan Murphy and Dean Richards had been synonymous with sport in Leicester. Now they were replaced by Jamie Vardy, N’Golo Kanté and Riyad Mahrez. Just as Leicester City’s star was rising to global fame, Tigers were at the start of a very long decline. The tales of Leicester City and Leicester Tigers follow similar trajectories. Leicester City were in clear danger of dropping out of the Premier League the season before their victory. In their case, it was a remarkable run of seven wins in nine games which kept them up, rather than the financial irregularities of a competitor. Regardless, that brush with relegation forced them to take action. City sacked manager Nigel Pearson, and Tigers parted ways with club legend Geordan Murphy and replaced him with ex-England international Steve Borthwick. Results came fast for Borthwick. After Leicester had avoided relegation thanks to Saracens’ salary-cap points deduction, he led them back up the table to sixth place and a European Challenge Cup final. The next year, they won the league. There was one final similarity across the city. Something which would leave fans and pundits concerned about rugby’s future.


(Not) Having a Ball


According to data provider Opta1, Leicester City averaged just 42.4% possession during their title run, the lowest of any title-winning team and third lowest in the league that year. Dutch football legend Johan Cruyff might have said, ‘without the ball, you can’t win’, but Leicester were taking no notice. Where City led, the Tigers would follow, just a few years after.


Possession is one of the most familiar statistics in team spectator sport. It is usually expressed as a percentage – Wales 47%/England 53%, for example. More recently, it is also talked about as the raw amount of time that a team has the ball. For example, we might hear that a team had 13 minutes of possession. It’s a fundamentally important statistic because it tells us about the flow of the game. We can intuitively understand what a game might have looked like if one team had 75% of possession or 20 minutes more than the opposition. It is also important from a coaching perspective. If you were facing a rugby team like Ireland, who have a very high time of possession, you would prepare your team differently than if you were facing Italy. One way to try to beat an opponent is to take them away from what they train for. Ireland will train to possess the ball and apply steady pressure. If you can take the ball away from them and apply that pressure yourself then you pull them into a scenario they haven’t trained for.


However, possession data does have a flaw. It tells us how much ball one team had, but it does not tell us how much pressure they put on the opposition. Let’s imagine that Bath take a lineout and set up a maul that very slowly moves sideways. They eventually break from it for a small gain and then box kick the ball away. That whole period might well take over a minute. That will count towards their possession and would be about 6% of their entire time with the ball for an average match. But at no point did they put the opposition under significant pressure. We imagine that possession correlates with success. Every try that has ever been scored has been scored by a team in possession of the ball. We always hear that you can’t score without the ball. Instinctively, it makes sense that possession and winning go hand in hand. But is that true?


My preferred method for measuring possession is a simple tackle count. You can only make a tackle if your opponent is in possession. This method is also much less of a leap of faith than using traditional possession percentage. Time in possession is measured differently by each supplier. Some will consider possession to be over as soon as the team kicks the ball whereas others will measure it from when the opposition receives it. Individually, those differences aren’t great but across the 70 or so possessions in a match, the number of times each team receives the ball either from their opponents or from a set-piece or penalty restart add up. Tackle count doesn’t have that margin for interpretation. If team A and team B had 50 tackles each, then their possession was 50/50. If team A had 50 tackles and team B had 200 tackles, then Team A had 80% possession (and 20% of the tackles) and Team B had 20% possession (and 80% of the tackles).


Across an entire season, we can look at a team’s tackle difference. This shows how many more tackles one team made compared to the tackles they forced their opponents to make. This is similar to points difference. Team A scored 500 points but conceded 200. Their points difference is positive 300. They scored 300 points more than they conceded. When Leicester Tigers won the league, they had a tackle difference of +577. Therefore, they made 577 more tackles than their opponents made against them. The Tigers won, and won a lot, with very little time spent with the ball. They weren’t the only team who could claim this. Their final opponents Saracens had a tackle difference of +921. In matches involving Saracens, they had made almost 1,000 more tackles than their opponents. That was in stark contrast to Exeter Chiefs who cherished possession. They had a tackle difference of –1,628 – their opponents made 1,628 more tackles than they did. During the game featured in this chapter title, Leicester won despite making 134 more tackles than Exeter. During the season Leicester won the league, Gloucester had the highest tackle difference. Although they finished outside the play-offs, they had the third highest points difference in the league. Something was wrong. In a sport where possession of the ball is seen as so vital, how did two of the three teams with the lowest possession feature in the Premiership final? This wasn’t a quirk restricted just to Saracens or Leicester Tigers either. Across the league, not having possession was being rewarded. Teams who made 20 or fewer tackles than their opponents won less than 40% of the time. Teams who made between 20 and 99 more tackles than their opponents won 60% of the time.


Correlation and Causation


Let’s pause. How can this be the case? How could teams be competitive in games, let alone win them, when they have so little of the ball and are defending so much, which conventional wisdom tells us is more exhausting than attacking? Not only win them, but win them at a greater rate than when they have less possession? It’s a genuine question. At this point I’d encourage you to slightly close the book and stare into the middle distance for a short while. Why do you think we are seeing this trend?


If you think back to science lessons at school, you’ll probably remember how to conduct an experiment. First of all, we need a hypothesis. This is something we are going to test. Maybe our hypothesis is that eating nothing but ice cream will cause you to lose weight. We would then test that hypothesis. We’d weigh ourselves, eat nothing but ice cream, then weigh ourselves again to see if we really did lose weight. You’re welcome to try that one. But we’re going to be testing how teams win with less ball. Let’s start with a hypothesis: teams who are chasing the game kick less and carry more. They therefore get tackled more, despite not winning. A team who are losing by five points in the last minutes of a game would hold onto that ball and not kick. That would inflate their carry numbers. If a team were losing by more, they might take this approach earlier in the match. Repeated across a season, that might explain why we see this trend of losing teams carrying more and winning teams carrying less.


Two things can be correlated and change in sync: as one thing increases the other follows. But that alone doesn’t prove that one thing causes the other – correlation is not causation, as the truism goes. For example, wind speed is correlated to the average number of clothes on the UK’s washing lines. But putting clothes on your washing line won’t increase wind speed. Perhaps the same is true about tackle numbers and wins? If our hypothesis were true, we would expect to see that teams who win by the largest points margins would also make the most tackles and teams who lose by the most points would make the fewest tackles as they chase the game. The theory is that if a team were losing narrowly, they would continue playing in a ‘normal’ way, confident they could still take the lead. That wouldn’t be the case for a team who were losing by a significant gap. In those games decided by fine margins we should also see fine margins in the overall difference in the number of tackles between the two sides. However, that did not happen in the game we are reviewing – Leicester beat Exeter by only five points yet made 134 more tackles. But is this an anomaly?
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This table shows each side’s tackle difference per 80 minutes, covering the years 2019–24. For example, Gloucester made 39 tackles more than their opponents during the average match. We can also see their total points difference and points difference per match, to account for teams who played fewer matches due to missing out on play-offs or folding. This doesn’t support our hypothesis, though. The Warriors made just one tackle more than the Sharks per game yet their points difference was over 900 worse. Saracens and Leicester, who both sit at the extreme end when it comes to making a high number of tackles, lead the way by points difference; however, Exeter Chiefs rank third and sit at the opposite end of the scale when looking at tackle figures.


Remember, if the hypothesis were true, we would expect to see those teams with the worst points difference making the most carries as they chase victory. Meanwhile, the teams leading comfortably could kick possession away rather than run up the score. We would expect the best teams to make the most tackles and the worst ones to make the fewest. But we don’t see that. If we look specifically at the Chiefs, they carried more than 130 times in 51 matches between 2020 and 2024 and they won 31 times – a 60.8% win rate. Across that same period, their win rate in all games, regardless of the number of carries, was 59.8%, almost identical. Whichever way you slice it, you don’t need the ball to win rugby matches. Something else is happening and it’s time to look at fallacies, turnovers and an arbitrary line.


Clear and Present Danger


Taulupe Faletau took the ball off the lineout towards the end of the first half of Wales’s 2023 Six Nations opener and punched his way through the Irish midfield. Three Irish defenders hung off him and eventually he was hauled down just inside the Welsh half. It was a great carry, the kind that could be the catalyst for Wales to launch an attack. Instead, Tomos Williams passed the recycled ball back to Dan Biggar who hoofed it downfield. The Principality Stadium crowd groaned as Faletau hauled himself back to his feet. As Wales slumped to a 27–3 half-time score in that match, pundit and ex-Welsh fly-half Jonathan Davies commented that Wales needed to kick less if they were to get back into the game. Logically, it made sense. Wales were 24 points behind, they might be able to claw a few points back by kicking penalties or drop goals, but it would be very unlikely that they could get eight more of those scores than Ireland in just 40 minutes. They needed tries and, so the logic goes, you can’t score tries without the ball.


Hold on a second, though, Gloucester finished the 2021–22 season having scored 92 tries despite having a higher tackle difference than any other team in the league. Despite tackling their opponents vastly more than they were tackled themselves, and thus seeing less of the ball, they racked up the fifth highest number of tries scored in the league. Leicester Tigers, who made over 3,000 more tackles than Exeter Chiefs across the 2021–22 and 2022–23 seasons, ended up scoring 18 more tries. These teams were showing that you can score tries, not just win, without (much) ball.


That brings us to a crucial truth when it comes to solving rugby: having the ball isn’t always a benefit. Imagine we have a team who hate kicking and so never willingly give up possession. We have just the team for this. In the 2022–23 Heineken Cup semi-finals La Rochelle played Exeter Chiefs, two teams who will do anything not to kick possession away. By all measure it was a mismatch with the French side looking to hold a sizeable advantage. In the end that was the case as La Rochelle won by 47–28 after leading 40–14 at the 60-minute mark. Exeter, aware of the chasm between the two teams, set out to show Ronan O’Gara’s side something very different. They kicked just seven times across the entire match – an astonishingly small amount for a modern rugby match. It meant they carried 11 times more despite withstanding periods of very heavy pressure. Why weren’t they able to do better?


It comes down to two factors. Firstly, if you never kick then the defence can leave the backfield relatively unguarded. That brings more defenders into the defensive line and allows them to be more aggressive with their line speed, safe in the knowledge a kick is unlikely to sail over them into vacant space behind. The Chiefs made 11 more carries than the French side, 11 more opportunities, but beat just half the number of defenders and made seven fewer line breaks. They also had slower average rucks and fewer carries which broke the gainline. Far from becoming a dynamic behemoth, not kicking had simply turned Exeter into a sluggish attacking force.
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The second factor is risk. Every time you carry the ball, there is a risk. There is a risk that you will knock the ball on or have it stripped. There is a risk that the opposition will turn it over, and there is a risk that you will be penalised. Of course, teams spend hours in training to mitigate those risks. They work on their rucking and their handling and their ball presentation to try to reduce the frequency with which they inadvertently cede possession and penalties. Despite all that effort, teams will still on average go just 5.4 phases before a mistake which results in losing possession. These mistakes don’t include times when teams kicked, which is a way of ceding possession but on your own terms and, ideally, to your advantage. Much like sacrificing a chess piece for a later benefit.


A team that never kicks might be able to stretch out that gap between mistakes a little further by employing a very conservative attack. However, that mistake will still come. For example, Exeter make a mistake every seventh phase. If they began their possession in their own 22, it’s highly unlikely that they would get to the opposition try line before the mistake occurs. During Exeter’s semi-final they lost possession to turnovers more often than they kicked. La Rochelle stole the ball five times from an Exeter ruck and Exeter lost 14 turnovers in total. Their approach, though seemingly commendable, didn’t work.


That also takes us back to the Principality Stadium and Wales’s terrible first half in the 2023 Six Nations. If you are already losing, the logical step is to go for broke. It’s a flawed argument. In this case, Wales actually weren’t kicking very much. In total, they kicked 17 times in the first half, which is about the average for a professional game of men’s rugby. However, that includes kicks which Wales won back (the reclaimed kicks stat is a new but exceedingly important one) and kicks which Ireland won but then immediately kicked back to Wales. Neither scenario was one where Wales gave up possession. When we remove those, Wales kicked and lost possession just five times. Even then, the context shows us the naivety of the idea that Wales should just kick less. Three of Wales’s five possession-losing kicks came in their own 22, one came just outside. In the entire half, Wales kicked and lost possession outside their own half just once. It was remarkable. In a sea of dire rugby, Wales’s kicking game was a bright star. In fact, it had been responsible for the only moments of pressure they exerted. Rio Dyer chipped ahead and although he wasn’t able to reclaim the ball, he had immediately tackled his opposite number over the try line for a 5 metre scrum. Dan Biggar kicked over the Irish defensive line twice, once reclaiming the ball himself and once leaving it to Joe Hawkins. Kicking was the best Welsh attacking threat, yet according to the received wisdom it was to blame for their downfall.


This fallacy stems from the idea that possession of the ball is like buying raffle tickets: the more you have the greater your chances of winning. In fact, it’s much more like a raffle with booby prizes where some of the tickets win you money and some force you to pay money. As you make more carries, positive stats like defenders beaten increase but so do negative ones like turnovers lost. One stat which isn’t impacted is points scored, which is statistically immune to the number of carries you make.


When we ask the question ‘why do teams win without the ball?’ a key element of the answer is the negative consequences of being in possession. Those turnovers not only stop you in your tracks, they also provide prime attacking opportunities for your opponents to pick off a disjointed side trying to reorganise into their defensive position. Teams who choose to kick are less like the loss-chasing Vegas casino gamblers and more like the Swiss actuaries, calmly studying the cost/benefit analysis and choosing to give up possession when the risks get too high. However, that still doesn’t fully answer our question of why teams win without the ball. Across the United Rugby Championship (clubs from Scotland, Wales, Ireland, Italy and South Africa), the English Premiership and the French Top 14, teams concede an average of 11 turnovers per match. When they concede 12 or more, they win just 40% of their games. That’s a significant drop in winning percentage from 50%, but it’s not significant enough to explain why we are seeing this revolution of low-possession teams, like Leicester and Saracens, being as successful as they are.


Teams are rightly more wary of the cons, as well as the pros, of having the ball and that is impacting how they play. But maybe there’s something else going on. Maybe we need to look less at quantity of possession and more at the quality.


22, not 42 – the Meaning of Rugby


Sport is full of arbitrary distances. A darts player throws their darts from 7 feet 9¼ inches away, a baseball pitcher stands 60 feet 6 inches from the batter and the second most important line on each half of a rugby field is 22 yards away from the first (which is obviously the try line). The 22 is a big deal. But it hasn’t always been. Its promotion from semi-significant line to match-winning metric has been astonishingly quick. It was driven by American Football and an idea in a Dutch pub.


Simon Gleave has been involved in sports data since long before it was big business. His day job involves compiling vast slabs of fun facts for sporting events all over the world. If there’s a stat out there, Gleave wants to interrogate it mercilessly until it reveals its meaning. During any World Cup since 2003 when you heard a commentator share a barely believable fun fact, the chances are it came from Gleave and his team. Did you know for example that Cobus Reinach’s hat-trick in the 2019 Rugby World Cup against Canada was the quickest hat-trick by a scrum-half in the World Cup? Me neither, but Simon did. Initially, he operated as a one-man band, but his facts were so successful that by the 2019 World Cup he had a team of six data analysts, including me. Gleave’s impact on your enjoyment of rugby has been significant, even if you didn’t know his name.


By 2017, data was already heavily ingrained in rugby coverage. It wasn’t particularly advanced, but it was there. Despite that, there were still plenty of areas which weren’t covered by the stats on the TV or even within clubs who had long been collecting their own data. One of those was the 22. There was a feeling that the 22 was important. Even if the line was arbitrarily placed, it did at least let you know that you were approaching the opposition try line, or they were approaching yours. American Football had already named this area – their 20 yard line – the redzone. They were aware that from this region of the pitch, you should be coming away with some points. They could see that the best teams came away with more points per redzone opportunity and generated more redzone opportunities than the worst teams. Rugby began to take notice. Commentators would sometimes note how often a team had entered the 22. They would even sometimes refer to it as the redzone, much to the chagrin of more traditional viewers. However, nobody was talking about this data.


In early 2017, Simon Gleave was sitting in O’Leary’s, an Irish pub in his hometown of Utrecht in the Netherlands. In an almost offensive act of self-parody, his local has a windmill directly outside. He decided to note down how many times Scotland and Italy had entered the 22, rugby’s redzone, in their game. He found that they’d both entered the same number of times, but that Italy had failed to score any points from their opportunities. Scotland ended up winning the match 29–0. He felt this said something important about what matters when it comes to winning matches. Throughout the summer of 2017 Gleave continued to collect data on 22 entries and refined how he presented the data.


There was more to this, though, than just counting. Gleave was beginning to see trends emerging. For example, games which had high numbers of 22 entries were generally more exciting. He was also finding that just creating 22 entries wasn’t enough, instead you needed to capitalise on those entries. He found something else as well: it turned out there was a magic number for 22 entries. The best teams would average 3 points per 22 entry, and you were more likely to win if you could reach that level. Since Gleave’s early work, all data companies now collect 22 entry data, which is now commonly shown on television coverage as well. Thanks to this data we have a better idea of the importance of that arbitrary line. It turns out it’s really important. In fact, I would go as far as saying that the fundamental truth of rugby is this: you win if you consistently have more 22 entries than your opponents.
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You can see how the points scored by a team go up in lockstep with their 22 entries. Note that it is their entries not their success once they get there. The success for teams once they get there is remarkably similar regardless of their skill level. In the URC, the team with the worst return from their 22 entries are the Dragons who score a try or penalty on 51% of entries. However, the best team, the DHL Stormers, score on 61% of entries. That 10 percentage points difference is significantly lower than you might have imagined. When you see the small differences in entry success you can see why total entries matter more than success per entry.
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The difference is even starker when we look at the difference between 22 entries. This takes a team’s 22 entries and subtracts the 22 entries they allow. Amazingly, this statistic has the closest correlation to team success than any other stat outside of points scored and conceded. Closer than tackle success, defenders beaten per carry, penalties conceded and, yes, possession. The 22 line is arbitrary. It is the universally accepted measurement for entries. However, some teams will go even further. It has been common for teams to also measure entries to the ‘killzone’. This is the last 10 metres of the pitch and is the area where attack coaches would absolutely be expecting to come away with points. If rugby had a line 10 metres from the try line rather than 22 metres it would still be a crucial metric and would correlate even more strongly with success. Of course, we would see fewer entries and they would have a higher average points scored per entry than we see with the 22 entries.


You might think that a high amount of possession would help achieve more entries. If you have the ball, then your opponents don’t and if they don’t have the ball, then they can’t enter your 22. That feels logical, but the stats just don’t agree. The 2022–23 URC final took place between Munster and the DHL Stormers. Of course, both teams sat at the elite end of the table, but they got there through wildly different paths. Munster led the league with 131.2 carries per match, the Stormers were dead last by that metric with 89.7 per match. And yet, the Stormers had 7.85 entries per match to Munster’s 8.35 entries. That 0.5 difference was eradicated when you look at the 22 entries they allowed their opponents: 6.45 for the Stormers and 6.95 for Munster. Despite those different styles – illustrated by carrying frequency – and the huge discrepancy in possession, both sides arrived at the same result.


Richard Wigglesworth could be the main character in this chapter. He played for Saracens, then Leicester Tigers, becoming their coach, before moving on to head up England’s attack. As we speak, he’s just been announced as one of the coaches who will tour with the British and Irish Lions to Australia. ‘I’ve never played in or coached a team who have been obsessed with possession,’ he says. ‘When I played with Saracens and Leicester it wasn’t the main goal, it was more about the physicality and being very efficient with our kicking game.’ Wigglesworth acknowledges, though, that it was all about moving the ball to the best position and scoring as fast as possible. Teams like Munster and Exeter feel that is best done through carrying and applying pressure to the defending side, whereas teams like Leicester and England (at least in 2023) feel that is best done kicking and applying pressure to the attacking side.


We started this chapter by asking how could teams win when they had less ball and specifically, how did Leicester Tigers beat Exeter Chiefs when they had to make 134 more tackles? In that game, both sides had ten entries to the 22 but their efficiency was vastly different. 24 of Leicester’s 69 rucks (37%) took place in the Exeter 22 compared to just 20% for Exeter. While Leicester had far less possession overall, they had virtually the same amount where it mattered. That answers the question we posed – why can teams win when they have less ball? Because possession is largely meaningless unless it’s in the opposition 22. Teams can have hugely differing styles, but the successful ones will get the ball in the opposition 22 more than they allow their opponents to reach theirs. When we know that it becomes perfectly clear why having lots of possession, like Exeter did, isn’t linked to winning.


Fashions Fade, Style is Eternal


In 2022, rugby was going through an existential crisis. Leicester won the Premiership despite their aversion to possession. The Stormers had won the URC despite carrying less than eight other teams. The end of Eddie Jones’s reign in charge of England was marked by mass public outcry at his reluctance to release his backline. That, combined with a string of poor results, ultimately led to the Australian’s release. It wasn’t just the usual histrionics of out-of-touch pundits bemoaning how rugby had changed from their day. There was a genuine fear here. Even a publication like The Economist, generally uninterested in a frivolous sport like rugby, published an article in 2022 arguing that excessive kicking and too many penalties were spoiling the spectacle, oblivious to the fact that contemporary rugby features around 20% less kicking than it did in the first two World Cups back in 1987 and 1991.2 If the best way to play rugby was to do it without the ball, then how attractive would the game be? Much is written of rugby’s decline after a disappointing Six Nations or even a single underwhelming match. Usually, the next tournament is great and equilibrium is restored. Rugby returns to the mean. That’s exactly what happened.


After the introspection of 2022, the next season went in the other direction. La Rochelle, the biggest hoarders of possession in the Top 14, won the Heineken Cup and reached the Top 14 play-offs. Arguably the most entertaining club side in world rugby, Toulouse, finished atop the Top 14. Munster reached the URC final with a style which saw them claim far more possession than 12 months previously. Ireland won the Six Nations with outrageous amounts of the ball. After previously eschewing possession, teams now wanted the ball back. Remember that it’s not the quantity of possession that matters, it’s how often you advance into the opposition 22. These teams who are successful with high-possession game plans are still able to generate plenty of 22 entries, much like their low-possession but high-achieving rivals. It is likely that rugby will continue like this. Not necessarily flipping back and forth each year, but evolving and never fully settling on one particular style. As one style becomes dominant, the novelty of the other style will be attractive. In the professional game, style is irrelevant. What matters is that you create those 22 entries and you limit your opponents’.


At the end of the 2021–22 season, both Munster and the Stormers sat mid-pack by their possession numbers. They were both successful. They reached the play-offs and the Stormers won. The following season, despite that success, they changed. Munster topped the carry charts and Stormers were at the foot of the table. Once more they made the play-offs and the Stormers made another final. It’s the perfect case study for this chapter. They had changed style, but the fundamentals had remained the same. They had created 22 opportunities and had stopped their opponents from creating them. They had solved rugby. For so long, possession of the ball had been the target. But no longer. Possession wasn’t the thing to chase. Instead, it was opportunities. Specifically, opportunities in your opponents’ 22. Rugby was realising that you could get these opportunities whether you had possession or not.
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