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Rugby Union Rules For Dummies

RUGBY UNION RULES FOR DUMMIES: A COMPLETE
BEGINNER'’S GUIDE TO THE GAME

Rugby union is a sport that combines speed, strength, and
strategy in a way few other games can match. For the
uninitiated, watching a match can feel like trying to decode a
secret language. Players pile into each other, the ball seemingly
disappears into a mass of bodies, and the whistle blows for
reasons that are not immediately obvious. If you have ever felt
lost watching a Six Nations match or a Rugby World Cup game,
you are not alone. This guide to rugby union rules for dummies is
designed to give you a clear, simple understanding of the sport,
so you can follow the action with confidence and maybe even
impress your friends with your newfound knowledge.

What is Rugby Union?

Rugby union is a full-contact team sport that originated in
England in the early 19th century. It is played between two teams
of 15 players each on a grass field. The objective is simple: score
more points than the opposition by carrying, passing, and kicking
the ball into the opponent’s in-goal area. Unlike American
football, play is continuous, and the ball can only be passed
backward or sideways, never forward. This fundamental rule
shapes the entire game and leads to the unique rhythms of
attack and defence that define rugby union.

The sport is governed by World Rugby, which sets the laws of the
game. While the rules can seem complex at first, they are built
on a few core principles that, once understood, make everything
else fall into place. This breakdown of rugby union rules for
dummies will cover everything from scoring to set pieces, so you
can watch a match without scratching your head.

The Playing Field and
Positions

Before diving into the rules, it helps to understand the layout of
the pitch and the roles of the players. The field is rectangular,
with a maximum length of 100 metres and a width of 70 metres.
At each end is an in-goal area, which is like the end zone in
American football, extending another 10 to 22 metres beyond the
goal line.

The teams are divided into two main groups: forwards and backs.
Understanding these positions is essential for grasping the flow of
the game.

FORWARDS: THE ENGINES OF THE TEAM

The forwards are players numbered 1 through 8. They are
generally larger and stronger, responsible for winning possession
of the ball through physical contests known as set pieces. The
forwards participate in scrums and lineouts, and they are the
primary players involved in rucks and mauls. Think of them as the
power unit of the team.

e Props (1 and 3): The pillars of the scrum.

Hooker (2): The player who hooks the ball in the scrum.
Locks (4 and 5): Tall players who jump in lineouts.
Flankers (6 and 7): Agile players who hunt for the ball in
open play.

Number 8 (8): The link between forwards and backs.

BAcks: THE SPEED AND CREATIVITY

The backs are players numbered 9 through 15. They are
generally faster and more agile, responsible for exploiting space
and scoring tries. Their job is to move the ball quickly and create
attacking opportunities.

e Scrum-half (9): The link between forwards and backs,
distributing the ball from set pieces.

e Fly-half (10): The playmaker, often directing the attack and
making tactical kicks.

e Centres (12 and 13): Strong runners who break the
defensive line.

e Wings (11 and 14): The fastest players, finishing tries in the
corners.

e Fullback (15): The last line of defence who also catches
high kicks.

How Scoring Works

Understanding how points are awarded is the most important
part of rugby union rules for dummies. There are four main ways
to score.

THE TRY (5 POINTS)

The primary objective in rugby is to score a try. A try is worth five
points and is awarded when a player carries the ball into the
opponent’s in-goal area and touches it down on the ground.
Unlike American football, you must apply downward pressure on
the ball for it to count. The word “try” originally meant that
scoring a try gave you the opportunity to attempt a kick at goal,
but today the try itself is the main prize.

THE CONVERSION (2 POINTS)

After a try is scored, the scoring team gets a chance to add extra
points by kicking the ball through the opponent’s goalposts. This
is called a conversion and is worth two points. The kick is taken
from a spot in line with where the try was touched down, so
scoring closer to the posts makes the conversion easier.

THE PENALTY GOAL (3 POINTS)

If the opposing team commits a major infringement, the non-
offending team can choose to kick for goal. If successful, the
penalty goal is worth three points. This can be a game-changing
way to accumulate points without scoring a try.

THE DRoP GoAL (3 POINTS)

A drop goal is a rare but exciting way to score. During open play,
a player can drop the ball onto the ground and kick it just as it
bounces. If it goes through the posts, it is worth three points.
Drop goals are often attempted in tight matches when a try is
hard to come by.
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The Core Principles of Play

Rugby union has a few golden rules that govern everything else.
These principles are the foundation of any rugby union rules for
dummies guide.

No FORWARD PASSING

The ball can only be passed backward or sideways. If a pass goes
forward, the referee will blow the whistle and award a scrum to
the other team. This rule means that attacking players must run
forward to gain ground, while the ball moves backward, creating
a unique dynamic where support players must keep up with the
ball carrier.

THE OFFSIDE RULE

Offside is one of the trickiest concepts for beginners. In general, a
player is offside if they are in front of a teammate who is carrying
the ball. Players who are offside cannot interfere with play. The
offside line changes constantly depending on the phase of play,
such as during a ruck, maul, or scrum. The key is that players
must remain behind the ball at all times to stay onside.

CONTEST FOR POSSESSION

Rugby is a contest for the ball. Unlike some sports where
possession is static, rugby has constant battles for the ball. When
a player is tackled, they must release the ball, and the defending
team can try to win it. This leads to rucks and mauls, which are
central to the game.

Set Pieces: Scrums and
Lineouts

Set pieces are structured ways to restart play. They are a unique
feature of rugby and can be confusing for newcomers. This
section of rugby union rules for dummies explains them clearly.

THE SCRUM

A scrum is used to restart play after a minor infringement, such
as a forward pass or a knock-on (dropping the ball forward). Eight
players from each team bind together in a compact formation,
with their heads interlocked. They push against each other while
the scrum-half throws the ball into the tunnel between the two
front rows. The hooker uses their foot to hook the ball back to
their team. Winning the scrum gives a team a strong platform to
launch an attack.

Scrums are a test of strength, technique, and coordination. The
team that pushes harder or hooks better wins possession. The
scrum collapses can be dangerous, so strict safety protocols are
enforced.

THE LINEOUT

A lineout is used to restart play when the ball goes out of bounds.
The two teams line up parallel to each other, and the thrower
from the team that did not kick the ball out throws it down the
middle. Players from both teams can be lifted by their teammates
to catch the ball in the air. Lineouts are a strategic battle, with
teams using coded calls to decide where to throw the ball and
who will catch it.

The lineout is one of the most choreographed parts of rugby. It
combines athleticism and tactical planning, as teams can win

clean ball or disrupt the opponent’s throw.

Rucks and Mauls: The
Breakdown

The breakdown is where much of the physical action happens,
and it can be the most confusing part of the game for
newcomers. Understanding rucks and mauls is essential to
mastering rugby union rules for dummies.

THE Ruck

A ruck forms after a tackle. When a player is tackled to the
ground, they must release the ball immediately. At least one
player from each team then binds over the ball, creating a ruck.
Players cannot touch the ball with their hands once the ruck is
formed. They must push over the ball to try to win it for their
team. The offside line is at the back foot of the ruck, meaning
players must retreat behind that line before rejoining play.

Rucks are often chaotic, but they follow strict rules. Players must
stay on their feet, and they must not deliberately collapse the
ruck. The team that drives over the ball and secures it can then
pass it out to the backs and continue attacking.

THE MAauL

A maul is similar to a ruck, but the ball carrier remains on their
feet. When a player is held by an opponent but not tackled to the
ground, teammates can bind onto them, forming a maul. The
maul moves forward as a group. The ball must be passed
backwards out of the maul or the maul must reach the try line for
a score. Mauls are a powerful attacking weapon, especially from
lineouts.

Defenders can stop a maul by legally dragging it down or by
forcing it to go to ground, which then turns it into a ruck. Mauls
require excellent coordination and strength from the forwards.

Penalties and Fouls

No sport is without its infractions, and rugby has a clear system
of penalties. Knowing the common fouls is a key part of rugby
union rules for dummies.

CoOMMON INFRINGEMENTS

e Knock-on: When a player drops the ball forward or knocks
it forward with their hand. This results in a scrum to the
other team.

e Forward pass: Throwing the ball towards the opponent’s
try line. Results in a scrum.

o Offside: Being in front of the ball or the last feet in a ruck
or maul. Results in a penalty.

* High tackle: Tackling a player above the shoulder line.
This is dangerous and results in a penalty or yellow card.

* Not releasing the ball: When a tackled player holds onto
the ball. Results in a penalty.

e Collapsing a scrum or maul: Dangerous play that leads
to a penalty.

CARDS AND DISCIPLINE

Rugby uses a card system similar to football. A yellow card
means the player is sent to the sin bin for 10 minutes, leaving
their team with one fewer player. A red card means the player is
sent off for the rest of the match and cannot be replaced. Serious
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foul play, repeated infringements, or dangerous tackles can lead
to cards.

Game Flow and Time

A standard rugby union match lasts 80 minutes, divided into two
40-minute halves. There is a 10-minute halftime break. The clock
stops for injuries and other stoppages, but it keeps running for
most set pieces. The referee is the sole judge of time, and they
will blow the whistle when the 80 minutes are up, but only when
the ball goes dead.

Games can be fast-paced and fluid, with long stretches of
continuous play. The team that controls the tempo and makes
fewer mistakes usually wins.

Key Differences from
American Football

If you are familiar with American football, rugby will feel both
familiar and foreign. This comparison will help you understand
the unique charm of rugby union.



