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Introduction
Presently, there is no single view on how players
(team sport athletes) make decisions. Instead three,
supposedly distinct, perspectives have emerged:
information processing, ecological psychology
and naturalistic decision-making. Such different
perspectives can have implications for coaching
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practice. Subsequently, this PhD study sought to
define the role of tactics and decision-making in
rugby union. The study is in the final phase of
writing-up and employed an inductive approach, to
explore how academy level coaches create effective
learning environments to support and develop
player decision-making.
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Specifically, the study aimed to understand: i)
coaches’ beliefs on how decision-making should
be developed; ii) how coaches shape learning
environments through proposed activities and
behaviours in practice; and iii) whether the
coaching practice aligns to theoretical principles.
This paper presents a summary of the research
findings presented at the 2020 UK Coaching
Applied Research Conference. It includes a case
study of one research participant and presents the
implications for coaching, drawn from the wider
literature.

Results
For the purpose of this paper, a case study of one
research participant is shared. The participant was
an academy Head Coach of an under-18 age group.
The participant took part in a semi-structured
interview, which explored their beliefs and intended
strategies when developing player decision-making.
The results presented here are a series of verbatim
quotes, which help to demonstrate the differences
and confluences between a coach’s beliefs (thinking
and intentions) and their practice (the reality of
how they implemented their ideas) in relation to
developing player decision-making.
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Method
The research involved a Cognitive Task Analysis1
with six, Rugby Football Union (RFU) Premiership
Academy coaches, where they were audio and
visually recorded over a duration of three to five
training sessions. Meaningful moments from those
recordings were captured, clipped and played back
to the coaches during a qualitative interview which
was audio recorded (approximately 90 minutes
long). The clips were presented back to the coach as
a video stimulus to encourage the verbalisation of
their coaching practice.

1

For further information about Cognitive Task Analysis see Abraham et al, 2006; Johnston and Morrison, 2016.
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Beliefs (thinking and intentions)
“I think it’s important that players have
the same perceptual cues or affordances
that they’re presented with on the pitch in
training. I think that they need to be, well
the training environment needs to be, as
specific as it can be because we’re trying to
make sure that their actions are always in
conjunction with their perception.”
“I think that there is a lot of off the pitch
things that can be done. For example, the
things we’re doing here this week is going
through some slower decision-making
strategies using video footage of different
levels of the game.”
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“I think that if a team has a shared mental
model of what we’re trying to do and
achieve…it means that there’s a clarity in
what we’re trying to do as a group and I
think that supports team-based
decision-making.”

20

Practice (the reality of how they implement
their ideas)
“So, to my mind the distinction between
the drill and the game is of very little
utility, because all we’re doing is talking
about tactical simplification and at some
point, where you take enough things out, it
becomes a drill.”
“These rules [i) attacking team have two
attempts to score; ii) cannot kick the ball for
themselves to receive, it must be for another
player on their team; iii) three defensive
players must be out of the game at every
phase] reduce the tactical complexity in so
far that players make fewer close support
decisions and their decisions are more
towards finding space than them supporting
the ball.”
“By using that terminology [the attacking
team are asked to use “open” when the
gaps between defensive players are spread
widely, and “closed” when the gaps between
defensive players are small] and by gauging
them in a deliberate activity like this, we’re
hoping to develop a shared mental model
of what those terms are to support
decision-making on the pitch.”
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What do the findings mean for coaching?

Johnston, D., and Morrison, B. W. (2016) The
application of naturalistic decision-making
techniques to explore cue use in rugby league
playmakers. Journal of Cognitive Engineering
and Decision Making, 10 (4): 391-410.
doi:10.1177/1555343416662181

•	It is important that coaches achieve a good
balance between the use of off-field practice
tasks (review, video, classroom) and on-field
practice, to guide players to prevalent match
information and appropriate decisions.

Macquet, A. C., and Kragba, K. (2015) What makes
basketball players continue with the planned play
or change it? A case study of relationships between
sense-making and decision-making. Cognition,
Technology & Work, 17 (3): 345-353.

•	The decision and/or decisions the coach aims to
develop in the players should be used to shape
the design of the practice.

Passos, P., Araújo, D., Davids, K., and Shuttleworth,
R. (2008) Manipulating constraints to train decision
making in rugby union. International Journal of
Sports Science & Coaching, 3 (1): 125-140.

Implications for coaching
While only one case is presented in this paper,
recommendations for coaches have been drawn out
from the research literature2.

•	When using on-field environments, it is important
that coaches plan and deliver activities that
represent the demands of the game within the
specific moment/situation. For example, if the
moment of the game involves a decision within
a single phase of play, plan for an activity that is
also a single phase.

What can coaches learn from the findings?
•	Coaches might want to consider recording
their practice (video and audio) and critically
reflectling on their beliefs and ideals (thinking),
and their practice (doing). Focusing on the
disparities between beliefs and realities may
provide opportunities to learn and develop, whilst
alignment may provide examples of best practice.

Richards, P., Collins, D., and Mascarenhas, D. (2017)
Developing team decision-making: a holistic
framework integrating both on-field and off-field
pedagogical coaching process. Sports Coaching
Review, 6 (1): 57-75.
Richards, P., Collins, D., and Mascarenhas, D. R.
D. (2012) Developing rapid high-pressure team
decision-making skills. The integration of slow
deliberate reflective learning within the competitive
performance environment: A case study of elite
netball. Reflective Practice, 13 (3): 407-424. doi:10.1
080/14623943.2012.670111
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Next steps
The PhD study is in the final phase of writing-up
and it is hoped that final results of the research will
be published at a later date.
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