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QUICK THINKING PART 2
Lee Smith

SPONTANEITY ISN'T RANDOM
QUICK THINKING ACTIVITIES

In order for players to both learn the skill and accelerate their competence at performing
it, a number of activities can be performed. There is no need to do them all however,
the number does create variety, so that developing this ability can be included in a
coaching programme in a number of different ways:

Activity 1  Game Knowledge

Generalising, players and specialist coaches know more about less and head coaches
less about more, as their careers develop. To accelerate the ability to make accurate,
quick, intuitive decisions the players need to know more about the game as a whole.
Coaches have probably been through this process but players will not. As a result a
systematic approach to learn about the game holistically will provide the context to
accelerate this type of thinking.

In being systematic this will be less content orientated avoiding an encyclopaedic
content-based approach that will create overload. A systematic approach that
emphasises application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation will make existing and future
content manageable and relevant. It will also give the players a method of problem
solving and decision making that they will be able to use in their play.

Players should avail themselves of opportunities to attend coaching courses and obtain
accreditation.

Activity 2~ Scenarios

A scenario explains a problem that players have to solve. In solving the problem
quickly, instinctive, immediate reactions should be used. In this process a key skill is to
self edit sub-consciously to sift out irrelevant and peripheral material and focus on what
counts. As stated, this is a sub-conscious process.

By exposure to a range of situations that demand quick thinking the skill will be
improved. The aim is to move as much information as possible to the sub-conscious so
as to concentrate on the relevant in the conscious. This can be done in a number of
contexts:

Game related
Skill development Scenarios — what is the successful outcome and what
skill needs to be done immediately to solve it?



Role development — what is the successful outcome and what role needs
to be performed by the player, based on what other team-mates are
doing? What skills will result in the role being performed successfully?
Set boundaries by giving the outcome that is desired, usually in the
context of the Game Plan, and develop the play to achieve the Game
Plan.

Play development — in a given situation on the field of play, how do we
create more time and space for our team and how can we create less for
the opposition?

Observing opposition players so that a dossier of their play is created and this
play can be reacted to instinctively.

Apply the skill to a series of non-rugby situations for which an immediate reaction
is required. This is useful in the initial stages of this skill being developed.
Because the skill is outside a rugby context hierarchies and pecking orders can
be avoided. Upon going to the rugby specific situation a level playing field will
help so that the opinions of the players will be based on the strength of their point
of view and not their position in the pecking order.

Activity 3 Practical Application

To be most effective apply conscious decision making to the sub-conscious actions of
another player. In other words when observing another player, team, coach, referee etc,
look at the behaviour obliguely, observe and analyse what they are doing without really
knowing it. Because of its very nature, in the sub-conscious, it is likely to be more
reliable and regular. It is on this that quick thinking reactions to their behaviour can be
based.

The converse is also true. Be aware of your own sub-conscious so that the tell-tale
signs can be modified. Obviously others will have to be asked about this.

Developing this skill takes time. “Chalkies” develop it as part of the art of teaching,
especially when they are teaching classes in which the challenge is not with the work,
met by the teacher student partnership, but the contest between the teacher and the
reluctant pupils who will exploit any teaching weakness. Any mannerism, saying,
repeated behaviour, style of dress or hairstyle will be used to caricature the teacher.
These can be negatives as well as positive. You have your teachers’ nicknames that
reflected this. | have “Sahara Ted”, “Frosty”, “Mug”, “The Beak” and “Pun” as in Punjab.

A player who has the same mannerisms and facial expression no matter what is
happening betrays little. The example that comes to mind is the player whose face is
impassive no matter how fast the player is running, the only tell-tale sign is the
lengthening of stride. These players are rare. Most players offer cues.



To further refine this, it is worthwhile mentally taking on the persona of the other player,
seeing the situation from someone else’s point of view, a different pair of shoes or
wearing a different hat!

Guidelines
In any of the activities the aim is for the participants to improvise spontaneously to the
situation. Like anything, practice makes perfect and some guidelines are essential:

1. Base the exercise on the players skill set. If it extends them beyond this they will
have insufficient background knowledge to react successfully undermining their
confidence in what you want them to develop. The players’ menu must be large
enough for a good choice of dish to be made.

2. Accept all responses without judgement. Don’t allow someone to get away with
"That wouldn’t happen”.

It will stifle others. Even if the scenario is a little unreal it is a worthwhile practice and
extremes provide material that can be applied to more realistic and familiar situations.

3. Avoid jargon unless it simplifies the issue. Don't use jargon that creates difficulty
in understanding.

4. Don’t expect to be in control of the situation.

5. The participants shouldn’t have to explain themselves.

6. Review the session to close the perception gap between the skills they are to
develop and what they have achieved. To achieve this it is handy to video the
session.

This approach threatens prescriptive coaches as the players are encouraged to read
what is in front of them in the intention that the more they do it the better they will get at
it.

The real benefit is that one opponent will have difficulty reacting to the option chosen
because the option is based on what is in front of the players. So analysis by an
opponent will not enable them to close down the option because the option is based on
their initial actions. They can’t plan for every situation or, if they try to the number of
situations will create confusion. Some countries will be better at this than others.

In a modified form the same applies to refereeing and coaching.

The aim of the exercise is to improve game sense by, in attack, creating and using the
greatest space available and in defence closing down space and pressuring the attack
to chase an inferior option. The creation and use of space and the reduction of space
apply to attack and defence when the ball has been won but it applies equally well to
the contest for possession. The only difference is that space and time are much
smaller.



REVERTING TO TYPE

A warning, improved performance will not be immediate and the likelihood of reverting
to type is high, especially when training in quick thinking is in its infancy. As a result,
there may not be time for all to do it and it will be time wasted if it is used in these
circumstances. The ability to discriminate and use the range of options suitable for their
unigue situation is a very important coaching skill.

However, there are measures that can be taken to prevent reverting to type.

To do this, be aware of the conventional wisdom that is inherent in everything. This is
the situation that says things must be done a certain way “because”. The “because”
may have ceased to be relevant but out of insecurity we stick to the conventional.

Also, be aware that when we are successful at something it gives us positive
reinforcement and we like doing it. Something that is new threatens and we tend to find
reasons for not doing it. It may not be that the idea was not good but that it was outside
our comfort zone.

Imagine the situation in which something new is being tried and the senior “pro” blurts
out “I don’t agree with that”. Separate the reasons for making the statement from the
validity of idea being put forward before moving on. In many cases the player’'s
response will be a superficial, quick thinking response to the change. There is always
reluctance to making a quantum leap.

Positive Stress

It has been found that a degree of stress can enhance someone’s ability to respond to a
situation that they are focused upon but, if there is too much stress, this focus is lost.

If the person’s heartbeat accelerates to between 115 — 145 depending on their resting
pulse rate, the person has clarity of vision, diminished sound and things happen slowly.
If the heart rate is 175+, the opposite occurs and the person becomes clumsy and
useless. The gap between the two indicates varying amounts of composure and
hopelessness.

Players who are not used to a higher level of intensity often say that the game went so
quickly, that the first half went and they hadn’t done a thing. They may have done
something but it was unconsciously done, they were on autopilot. Their motivation has
over aroused them.

Players who vomit or have mild diarrhoea prior to a game have gone too far. Their
blood has departed their muscles to their vital organs. This is not where it is needed.
Their motivation has over aroused them.



Finally, a player’s resistance to reverting to type will be in direct proportion to the
amount and the intensity of practice in stressful situations so that composure and
muscle memory are enhanced. The more that is done the greater will be the ability to
stay with the change. Too little training and the reversion to type will be rapid.

APPLYING QUICK THINKING
General Opportunities
Listening and Rapport

In order to take advantage of quick thinking the coach needs to be meticulous when
talking to and, especially, listening to players. The least little comment may provide the
core of a quick thinking decision made instinctively by the player.

The coach needs to have a clear picture of what is happening from the players’ point of
view not the coach’s own. This will ensure that they are both seeing the game in the
same context generating empathy and respect. It is important to free the player to
express him/herself to avoid unnecessary stress. It is important that the player has
sufficient confidence in the coach so that he/she doesn’t say what they feel the coach
wishes to hear.

But it is more important than this. The relationship should develop synergy. Synergy is
the addition quality that emerges when people interact. The end product is more than
the sum of their individual contributions because the contribution of one stimulates the
contribution of others so that all develop greater insight. It is the most important reason
for discussing the issue.

So the coach must develop the ability to see things from the player’s point of view, to
get inside them, to wear their boots.

In these discussions an immediate reaction to what a player says part way through its
delivery creates insecurity in the player distracting both parties from the overall
message. The coach should allow the player to explain the whole situation and to then
react to what has been said. The reaction should be based on what has been said to
clarify the situation.

To add anything new is a distraction and will take the player “off station”. Nothing new
should be added, the context must be retained to retain the player’s focus and to
prevent what is mentally a fragile analysis of the situation from being lost. Further to
this, if the reaction is immediate the coach may be only addressing the superficial
aspects of what is being said. The coach may need to stand back and see what the
player’'s body language is saying.

Discussion in and around the explanation is necessary to ensure that what takes place
is regular and not a one off reaction.



The aim is to establish a rapport that gives the player confidence that they can use
quick thinking safe in the knowledge that the coach will back them up so long as they
learn from mistakes.

Be cautioned, deliberate reasoned thinking is not being replaced by quick thinking. The
assumption is that the balance has been in favour of deliberate thinking and that greater
use of quick thinking as a complement will enhance performance.

Using Quick Thinking Skills

To use quick thinking the player has to be multi-skilled in a range of functional roles and
the key factors of those roles. All the quick thinking ability in the world will be of little
use unless the player has the physical attributes to perform the role. It is more the
situation in which quick thinking is the product of being able to perform the roles and
skills rather than the reverse. These enable quick thinking situations to be simulated at
training and other forms of rehearsal e.g. scenarios.

Like much sport science we are copying what the top players do instinctively and
making it available to a greater range of players in a systematic way.

In a team discussion, be sure to take all contributions. This is brainstorming in which all
positive contributions are accepted. The coach must be open-minded to create a
positive environment. The players should be encouraged to contribute. Extreme
contributions will extend the boundaries and, while they may not be entirely applicable
to the situation, parts of what is contributed will have application elsewhere. This will
apply especially to lateral thinkers and to players who are a little different. Don’t stifle
something that is different as what is said may create paths to other options.

By the same token retain the positive situation by not allowing players to object to the
contribution of others when the say “Yes, but....... " Or “That will never happen”

The person leading the discussion must be flexible. This facilitator must be able to read
the situation to make sure that it remains open-minded.

Prior to the discussion use video or explanation to make sure the players experience
the whole situation — the whole game, all the scrums, all the line-outs, all the set piece
attacks, all the phase play defensive plays — depending on what is being discussed. By
taking a holistic approach responses will come from impressions of the whole and not
from a small number of anecdotal situations that will generate limited options.

If opinions are asked for too soon the players will be distracted from a complete analysis
and mistakes will be made.



10

Rugby Specific Situations

Tactical plans are developed based on sub-conscious assumptions about an
opponents’ play. This will be inherent in their team profile from which we can compare
their attack against our defence and vice versa so that we have a tactical plan that will
give us as successful a result as we can get.

Once this has been done quick thinking can be used to prepare for an opponent’s pre-
emptive strike.

Given what we are going to impose on them what will their reaction be and how will we
handle this?

An example of this is when we score. Most teams come back stronger and the scoring
team should be prepared to overcome their complacency. Anecdotally we can observe
the high frequency with which a scoring team has a vulnerable period of play from the
re-start. A similar situation follows half time when the losing team generally comes back
strongly. These situations can be prepared for creating a context for the quick thinking
that seizes the best option.

Some opponents react to adversity by becoming more urgent and physical. They may
use foul play to get back into the game. Within the context, which can be planned for,
quick thinking can result in a successful reaction to these situations.

By planning to react to other team’s responses common factors will emerge in time.
These may apply to just the team being played against or to a wider range of teams.
Using this analysis teams can be forewarned as to what to avoid and what further
opportunities are created.

A further is playing a pressing pattern of play that takes away the opposition’s time and
space so that they make a poor choice of options and perform them poorly.

The space that is taken is not just any space but the space that will do the greatest
amount of damage. This will vary greatly and quick thinking will identify where it lies and
what is the best way to exploit it. The space may be lateral across the field between
players; linear down the field in which case it may be the space between teams or the
space behind the front line of a team. Space may have to be created by sacrificing one
or more phases. This issue of time and space exists within the contest of possession, in
attack and on defence.

The variety of situations is enormous. Unless a player is playing by rote to rigidly
applied sequences of play, as in chess, it will always be impossible to react to them all
in a prescribed way, there are too many of them. This is why the development of roles
and skills allows the situation, as it arises, to be reacted to.
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This occurs when a team goes from phase play to phase play creating off-side lines
down the field giving the attack time and space for each successive attack. The pace of
the attack aims to give the defence less and less time to react without infringing. This is
why the minimum requirement for the defence following the tackle is to create a delay in
recycling the ball as they try to regain the time they have lost to defend in a systematic
way.

Statistics show that the space created at the set piece is often the greatest space of all,
space enough to score from the set piece depending on field position and the time
available for the opposition to react. The opportunity to score from each successive
phase of play diminishes to be negligible after three phases.

Perhaps this reflects the difficulty of performing the more complex skills of attack
compared to those of defence. It also reflects the space available.

Is it across the field?

Is it up the middle?

Is it behind the defence?

Do we play behind the defence until we secure a field position in a part of the
field in which pressure will result in points?

When the opposition become conscious of us playing to this space will this
create space elsewhere?

Where is this space?

In all these situations intuitive, quick thinking offers the greatest threat.

A further example is when there is an imbalance between attacking and defensive
numbers. When numbers are greater it is best to speed things up and when they are
fewer, to slow them down.

Take, for example, the high ball caught by #15 who is surrounded by a strong chasing
pattern and has only #'s 11 and 14 in support. To run speeds things up and makes the
player available to be tackled low making the ball contestable. By catching, standing in
a braced position, drawing team-mates nearby to the ball to bind and stabilise the maul,
time is “bought” to prevent possession being lost. The catcher and team-mates will
want to slow down while the chasers will want to speed things up.

Quick Thinking and Arousal

In a team situation individual decision-making will be compromised by collective over-
arousal. Individuals will have their own level of arousal at which they perform their best.
There is a continuum between completely planned patterns and opportunities that can’t
be planned for and are played to at the time. The pattern of play along this continuum
at any given time will depend on the individual player and that players’ role in the play.
Not only are the player’ needs variable, their needs vary with the play. Based on this
there is a strong argument against collective over-arousal and to reinforce individual
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preparation prescribed for each player. Once again there is a continuum between the
extremes and the need is to assist players to find their own level.

To demonstrate as defence has developed as not only a means of stopping the attack,
but also a means of regaining possession, defensive patterns and the tackle have been
emphasised far more than ever before. And yet the turnovers at the tackle, being few,
would indicate that a great deal of patience and discipline are needed before the
opportunity to regain the ball presents itself.

Based on a number of factors, the type of tackle varies. In a game a tackler’s instinctive
reaction with regaining possession in mind, leads to effective, less orthodox tackles. In
this there arises the opportunity to arrive at a range of tackles based on the situation.
This range of tackles comes from the instinctive tackles made as a reaction to the
situation.

When a defence drifts, rather than come forward to close down space and then moves
into the tackle, it indicates that there is something wrong.

Are they holding the line and not moving forward because of fewer numbers, or
because of a delay in getting in a patterned formation?

Are they leaving the attack time with the ball in the hope that they will make a
poor decision that assists the defence?

Will the attack recognise that time and space are being conceded and apply
pressure to exploit it?

What is a successful option?

We need to know this instinctively, as any delay will concede the advantage.

Time and space are not always an advantage as an immediate action, albeit the correct
one, some distance from an opponent, gives time and space to react. Based on the
level of skill varying amounts of time and space will induce a quick thinking response
until we arrive at a game in which the most crucial decisions are made with blinding
speed so close to an opponent they can’t respond successfully.

A team may be unsure that the ball will be retained at the tackle and creep up in
anticipation of having to defend. This half way house will make them less
affective whether they are in attack or on defence.

Slower players, wanting to be in the attacking line, tend to creep forward, forcing
the backs in the line to do the same should they wish to receive the ball. Once
again the ability to respond successfully is compromised. They may have been
told to have a flat attacking line but surely, not a stationary one.

These are recurring examples of poor quick thinking as a response to an opponents
play. Changing this is a worthwhile challenge for a quick thinking exercise.
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CONCLUSION

Spontaneity is not random, it is a constructive reaction to actions of opponents. So,
there you have it, the distillation of the skill of quick thinking applied to the sport of rugby
so that its practitioners can take advantage of it. It is in part a reaction to both
sequential play and the contradiction of making play base notational analysis rather
than the reverse. It is a reaction to a large amount of the play being pre-designed.

This is not to deny the value of these sources of information but to question the process
and add a qualitative less quantifiable tool to the coaching arsenal, one that reacts to
the situation and can choose successful options.

As an additional tool, its value is in tapping into the best reactions of quick thinking and
in becoming unpredictable so that players read what is in front of them and play to it.
How close can the play be for a successful option to be chosen? It is relative.

In an attacking line, a wing in a miss-match with a prop, can change direction some
distance away while, when it is wing against wing, the attacking wing will get much
closer to reduce reaction time. In a line-out the same analogy applies when a player is
taller than an opponent compared with a situation where two equal opponents are
matched.

In defence a fast player of lesser build will want to close down the space of a forward
runner so as soon as possible.

The situation at phase play is an interesting example of the use and miss-use of space
based on sub-conscious quick thinking.

Observing games there is a marked tendency for attacking lines to get flatter and flatter
from each successive phase of play, to the extent that the line is so flat the players are
receiving the ball standing still.

Given that the hindmost foot for the defence can be 0.5m from the gain line and the
commitment of few players by the attack moves forward their offside line, there may be
only 3 metres between the attack and the defence.

Why do the attacking players play like this? Do they realise that their intuitive decision-
making is compromising the attack?

| am shutting the office for three weeks over the Christmas and New Year holidays,
effective December 16™.
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May | offer you my very best wishes for this festive season. 2005 was an excellent year
for Rugby. Now we look forward to 2006, and another good year for the Game, and all

those involved in it.

The next Information Page will be for the week of January 13", 2005

Best wishes to all.

Tom Jones
Regional Development Manager



