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Creating winning processes

Professional rugby union is a results business 
but the result, ultimately, is one of the most 
difficult things for any team to control. 

The bounce of the ball, an officiating error, 
or simply the efforts of the opposition are 
among the many factors that can send a game 
the other way. Still, every squad and their 
management want to find the processes that 
will work towards consistent improvements on 
the field.

In today’s Gallagher Premiership Rugby, the 
science of preparation goes far beyond playing 
tactics to encompass every aspect of physical 
and mental readiness. At elite level, clubs 
strive to optimise every activity to help the 
first XV perform on match day, and generate 
success that radiates through the organisation.

When Stephen Vaughan took over as CEO 
of Gloucester Rugby at the end of 2012, he 
found that there was no way the staff set-up 
at the club could meet its objectives. For one 
thing, head coach Nigel Davies was also acting 
as director of rugby, giving him a huge breadth 
of sometimes conflicting responsibilities. 

Building up to games, we will increase the fuel 
options on our menus, from rice dishes and 
potatoes to slow-release carbs, there is a huge 
variety that we can add to the menus. Also, and 
this is key for the process, we never repeat dishes 
in order to keep the players happy and refreshed.
Will Carvalho, Performance Chef, Gloucester Rugby

Gloucester Rugby: 
Pre-match meal example
HOT:
• Roast chicken with basil and 

cherry tomatoes
• Beef meat balls in tomato sauce
• Spaghetti pasta
• Sweet potato mash
COLD:
• Chicken cooked, sliced and served cold 
• Tuna & sweetcorn 
• Mixed leaf salad, iceberg lettuce, 

cherry tomatoes, red onion, peppers, 
shredded carrot, hoisin sauce, hummus, 
guacamole, light mayo, tomato relish, 
sweet chilli, cucumber 

DESSERT:
• Waffles with berries, banana, 

honey and maple syrup
• Chocolate truffles (oats, milk 

and cocoa powder)

In order to reach their potential, Gloucester 
Rugby would need the right people in place to 
apply their expertise to key details. 

Players need to be at their best not just for big 
fixtures but for every training session. 

The work of Performance Chef Will Carvalho 
at Gloucester Rugby is a good example of how 
the smallest details are being considered.

Will and his team plan the players' meals 

around the energy levels required throughout 
the week, comparing the challenge to that of 
running a Formula One car.
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Ricoh Rugby visited Gloucester Rugby’s training 
ground at Hartpury College to see what daily 
processes the club have put in place to 
optimise performance on matchday. From 
making sure that the players have access to the 
right type and amount of nutrition based on 
their workloads, to having the kit ready for 
every training session, every single member of 
the behind-the-scenes team at Gloucester 
Rugby plays a vital role in creating processes 
that players can trust.

Watch the video

Gloucester Rugby

PRO
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The effects 
of automation

   

Just as in other sectors of business, 
automation is set to have a profound 
effect on the management of workflows in 
professional sport. Robotic process 
automation, or RPA, is increasingly able to 
replicate the work of human actors by 
performing simple tasks in a chain. A step 
beyond that is intelligent process 
automation, which learns from feedback to 
build greater efficiency into each action.  

Automation has moved from 
manufacturing into areas like 
communication in recent years and the 
possibilities of artificial intelligence are 
extending all the time. Legal services have 
begun exploring the use of smart systems 
for tasks such as contract matching, 
something that could dramatically change 
the work of lawyers on large-scale 
corporate operations – like, for example, 
the sale of sports broadcast rights in 
multiple territories.

At Loughborough University’s Institute for 
Sport, staff build robots to provide strictly 
repeatable tests for new products – 

kicking the latest generation of rugby balls, 
for example – as well as ‘surrogate body 
parts’ that simulate the effect of physical 
impact on players.  

Ultimately, though, it is still people who 
make a process work, and the world’s 
most advanced creative companies tailor 
their processes around maximising talent. 

Apple knows that its unique selling point is 
the usability and desirability of its 
products, so it puts its designers at the 
heart of its development, with 
manufacturing and finance departments 
supporting that vision. Animation studio 
Pixar puts dedicated teams to work on 

each release for years at a time but creates 
frequent opportunities for wider company 
stress-testing and problem-solving. 

Video games giant Nintendo asks its 
graduate candidates to think about how 
they approached their studies rather than 
what they achieved. Each of its games and 
consoles is seeded from a provocative 
challenge, rather than an impression of the 
finished article.  

Technology is playing a growing role in 
elite sport but it is the thoughtful 
application of innovation that will deliver 
enhanced performance. 

“Decision-making is incredibly difficult to 
learn at full speed in a game situation,” 
suggests Loughborough University senior 
lecturer in sports technology Paul 
Sherratt. “I think that, potentially, is where 
virtual reality can add a lot of value in 
helping those players, in a simulated 
environment, make those decisions that 
will make them a better player.”

There are definitely areas in which automation could be used to save players' 
bodies... I think for decision-makers to read body language - especially in line 
outs where there is a lot of learning and reading of body cues - without 
having to go and put miles on the clock would definitely be beneficial. I'm 
hopeful that’s where the technology goes in the next few years.
Geordan Murphy, Head Coach, Leicester Tigers



Process

   

A personal 
matter
In rugby, more and more top clubs are also 
breaking processes down to the level of 
the individual. Player development 
specialists are now used to give each 
member of a squad a plan to make the 
best of themselves. 

This individualised personal approach 
extends not only through optimisation of 
playing performance but also have a 
strong focus on off-field development.

At Wasps, for example, players are 
strongly encouraged to use their time 
away from training productively to build 
qualifications, professional networks and 
interests outside of rugby. The club 
provides support for players planning for 
the future, as well as aiding their transition 
to life after rugby when that time comes.

Clubs are also utilising expertise from 
outside of rugby environments to build on 
their players' personal development. For 
example, Harlequins appointed Major 
Andy Sanger as their manager of player 
development last year, with the British 

Army veteran and bomb disposal expert 
bringing lessons learned in the field in 
Northern Ireland, Afghanistan and Iraq to 
bear on training. Reporting to head of 
rugby Paul Gustard, Sanger’s brief is to 
mentor players, encourage camaraderie 
and a commitment to excellence, help 
them to improve decision-making under 
pressure and ensure that the players 
develop off the pitch to prepare for their 
post-rugby careers.

“I translated a scenario into a rugby 
perspective about a small fighting patrol 

left on the ground,” he said, speaking to I 
in September. “An infantry section is an 
eight-man section, so it can directly 
correlate to a pack of forwards doing all 
the hard work, winning the battle, winning 
the fight. Then the seven specialists 
alongside, as you’d get in a fighting patrol, 
help dictate and make decisions. They’re 
the backs.”

As well as relaying his experiences and 
those of former colleagues, Sanger has 
conducted experiments like landing 
Apache helicopters on the training ground 

during sessions to see how his charges 
react to the unexpected. He also stresses 
the importance of communication and 
personal responsibility, telling players to 
focus on their own tasks in a game rather 
than worrying about the performance of 
others. 

“In rugby, it’s the next Saturday, you have 
got to go again,” he added. “Still cognisant 
of the fact you lost, but refocus, go again, 
work harder and make sure your 
processes are better.”

Wasps believe encouraging and supporting players’ personal 
development off the rugby field is a key component to providing 
a good environment that supports performance. Having an outside 
influence and career goal helps focus the mind away from rugby, 
providing experiences and developing attributes that will support 
the transition into a further career after professional rugby.
Chris Bell, Head of Partnership Delivery and Player Personal Development, Wasps
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Example of the Individual Development Plan used by Wasps

CURRENT WORK (OUTSIDE RUGBY)

Running own property management portfolio. 
Ad hoc work experience with property 
development firm.

WELFARE

SHORT 
TERM

6-12 MONTHS

MEDIUM 
TERM
1-3 YEARS

LONG 
TERM
3-10 YEARS

Complete purchase of residential 
property in Leaminton Spa

ACTION: 

Add to property investment 
portfolio

Know sector I’d like to go in to 
after rugby, and work hard to line 
up a job post-rugby. Have 
post-rugby financial plan in place

INDIVIDUAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN (IDP)

FUTURE CAREER GOAL
Develop a rewarding career 
within the property industry

PERSONAL 
DEVELOPMENT
New skills wanted/needed

Welfare, Financial planning.
insurance, housing etc.

Meet and chat with people in the 
property industry (residential and 
other investment areas)

ACTION: Networking events/ 
contact suitable sponsors

Maintain and build networks 
by trying a variety of sectors 
to find out what I like, and 
rule out what I don’t like

Narrow focus of sector I’d like to 
work in post-rugby, and make as 
many in-roads into it as possible

ACADEMIC 
QUALIFICATIONS/ 

VOCATIONAL 
AWARDS

Just completed Leadership and 
Management degree

ACTION: 

n/a Know the area I’d like to work in, 
find out if there are any extra 
qualifications needed and look to 
get these done.


