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Understanding the Basics: A
Beginner’s Guide to the

Rules Of Rugby For
Dummies

If you've ever watched a rugby match
and felt completely lost, you are not
alone. The game can look chaotic, with
players piling on top of each other,
kicking the ball in strange directions, and

stopping every few minutes for what
seems like a complicated ritual.
However, once you grasp the core
principles, rugby becomes one of the
most thrilling and straightforward sports
to follow. This article serves as your
complete Rules Of Rugby For
Dummies guide, breaking down
everything from the objective of the
game to specific penalties and scoring.
Whether you are a new fan, a curious
parent, or a player just starting out, this
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beginner-friendly breakdown will have
you understanding the action in no time.

What Is Rugby? The Two Main
Codes

Before diving into the rules, it helps to
know which version of rugby you are
watching. There are two primary forms:
Rugby Union (the most common
worldwide, especially in the Six Nations
and Rugby World Cup) and Rugby
League (popular in Australia and
northern England). This guide focuses on
Rugby Union, as it has the most
participants and fans globally. League
rules differ in several key areas - such as
the number of players and possession

rules - but the basics of running with the
ball and tackling remain similar.

The Objective of the Game

At its heart, the objective of rugby is
simple: outscore your opponent by
carrying or kicking the ball over the
opposing team’s goal line and grounding
it (a try), or by kicking the ball through
the goal posts (a conversion, penalty
kick, or drop goal). You can move the ball
forward by running with it or kicking it.
However, you may only pass the ball
backward or sideways - never forward.
This fundamental rule creates the sport's
unique flow and strategy. The team with
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the most points at the end of 80 minutes
(two 40-minute halves) wins.

The Playing Field and Teams

A rugby field is rectangular, about 100
meters long plus two in-goal areas (the
“end zones”) of up to 22 meters each.
The goal posts are H-shaped, located on
the goal line. Each team fields 15
players (in Union) divided into:

e Forwards (numbers 1-8):
Usually bigger, stronger players
who compete for possession in
scrums, lineouts, and rucks. They
are the “pack.”

e Backs (numbers 9-15):

Generally faster, more agile
players who execute attacking
moves, kick, and cover defense.

Each position has specific
responsibilities, but understanding the
basics of how they operate together is
enough for a “dummies” level. The
forwards do the heavy lifting; the backs
exploit space and score tries.

The Fundamental Rules Of
Rugby For Dummies

No Forward Passes

This is the most important rule. If a
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player throws or passes the ball forward
(toward the opponent’s goal line), play
stops and a scrum is awarded to the
other team. The ball can only be passed
sideways or backwards. To advance the
ball up the field, players run with it, kick
it, or use driving mauls. This rule is what
makes rugby look so different from
American football or basketball.

The Offside Rule

Offside in rugby is constant and can be
confusing. In general, a player is offside
if they are in front of the ball when their
team is playing it. For example, if a
teammate kicks the ball forward, any
player ahead of the kicker at the

moment of the kick is offside and cannot
interfere with play until they are put
onside (usually by the kicker running
past them or by a teammate moving
back). The offside line resets at each
breakdown (rucks and mauls). A penalty
is given for offside infractions.

Tackling

Tackling is allowed, but only below the
shoulders. You must attempt to wrap
your arms around the ball carrier and
bring them to the ground. High tackles
(above the shoulder line) or dangerous
tackles (like spear tackles) result in
penalties and often yellow or red cards.
Once a player is tackled and on the
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ground, they must release the ball
immediately. The tackler must also roll
away to allow play to continue.

The Breakdown: Rucks and
Mauls

After a tackle, play often continues with
a ruck or maul:

¢ Ruck: When the ball is on the
ground and at least one player
from each side binds over it, trying
to win possession. No hands
allowed; players must push with
their feet and body to drive the
opponent off the ball.

e Maul: When the ball carrier is held

by an opponent but remains on
their feet, and at least one
teammate binds on. The maul can
move forward, and the ball must
be passed backwards out of it
within a few seconds.

Understanding rucks and mauls is key, as
they are the primary contests for
possession after a tackle.

Scrums

A scrum is a way to restart play after a
minor infringement (like a forward pass
or knock-on). Eight forwards from each
team bind together in three rows and
push against each other. The scrum-half
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from the team that was awarded the
scrum puts the ball into the tunnel
between the two front rows. The team
that hooks the ball backward wins
possession. Scrums are highly technical
but as a beginner, just know that the
team with the put-in usually keeps the
ball.

Lineouts

When the ball goes out of bounds (into
touch), play restarts with a lineout. The
team that did not touch the ball last
throws it in. Players from both teams lift
a teammate to catch the ball in the air.
Lineouts are another set piece where
teams can call predetermined plays. For

the Rules Of Rugby For Dummies,
remember: the thrower must throw the
ball straight down the middle of the
lineout, and jumpers cannot be tackled in
the air.

How Scoring Works: Points
Made Simple

There are four ways to score points in
rugby union:

1. Try (5 points): The main way to
score. A player carries the ball into
the opponent’s in-goal area and
grounds it with downward
pressure. This is rugby’s equivalent
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of a touchdown. often used for tactical scoring,
2. Conversion (2 points): After a especially late in a close game.
try, the scoring team gets a kick at
the goal posts from a spot Total points: For a try + conversion,
perpendicular to where the try was  that’s 7 points. A penalty or drop goal is
scored. If the kick goes over worth 3.
between the posts and above the
crossbar, two extra points are Common Fouls and
awarded.

3. Penalty Kick (3 points): When Penalties You Need to Know
the opposition commitsa serious  — -~~~ - " - "~~~ T T T T 7~

infringement (e.g., offside, high Referees call many penalties, but for a
tackle), the non-offending team beginner, these are the most frequent:
can choose to kick at goal. If
successful, they get three points. » Knock-on: Dropping the ball

4. Drop Goal (3 points): A player forward or hitting it forward with
can drop-kick the ball through the hand or arm. Results in a scrum to
posts during open play. This is the other team.
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» Offside: As explained, being in dangerous and penalized.
front of the ball during play.

Penalty kick awarded. If you see a player being sent to the sin
* Not releasing the ball: After bin (yellow card), their team plays with
being tackled, the ball carrier must 14 men for 10 minutes. Red cards mean
release or play the ball permanent expulsion - the team plays
immediately. Failure results in a with 14 for the rest of the match.
penalty.
* Not rolling away: The tackler Key Terms in the Rules Of

must get away from the ball after .
the tackle. Staying in the way is Rugby For Dummies

penalized. ~00To T T oo ST oo — o — ===

* High tackle: Tackling above Here is a quick glossary to help you
shoulder level. Can be a penalty, follow commentary and conversations:
yellow card (sin bin for 10
minutes), or red card (dismissal). e Touch: The area outside the

 Collapsing a scrum or maul: playing field. “Kicked into touch”

Intentionally causing it to fall is means the ball went out of bounds.
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e Advantage: The referee allows player sits out.
play to continue after an
infringement if the non-offending
team gains a tactical advantage. If
no advantage occurs, the referee
brings play back for the penalty.

* Phases: A phase is a unit of play Even with the Rules Of Rugby For
from a set piece (scrum, lineout) or  pummies in hand, watching a live
breakdown (ruck/maul). Each time  match can still feel fast and complex.
the ball is recycled, a new phase Here are some practical tips:
begins.

e Garage door: Not a real rugby
term (it's a joke), but you will hear

Tips for New Fans: How to
Enjoy Your First Match

e Watch the offside line. The most
important visual clue is where the

“blindside” - the narrow side of the
field relative to the ruck; and
“openside” - the wide side.

last feet are at a ruck. If a player
runs beyond that line early, they
are offside - listen for the referee’s

e Conversion: The kick after a try. whistle.
¢ Sin bin: Where a yellow-carded e Focus on the ball. But also look at
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the players running forward in
support - rugby is about creating
overlaps and space.

Don’t worry about every penalty.
The referee will explain decisions
with hand signals over time.
Learn the positions by their
numbers. In the first few games,
just recognize that numbers 1-8
are forwards and 9-15 are backs.
Embrace the physicality. Rugby is
a collision sport, but it is also about
skill, strategy, and teamwork. The
respect players show each other
(no arguing with refs, shaking
hands after) is a key part of the
culture.

Why Understanding the
Rules Makes Rugby So
Exciting

Once you internalize the basic rules - no
forward pass, offside, rucks, and scoring
- you will see that rugby is a game of
constant motion and quick decision-
making. Unlike American football, play
rarely stops completely. A team can go
through 10, 20, even 30 phases of
attack, moving the ball from one side of
the field to the other, looking for a gap.
The breakdown battles (rucks) are like
mini-wars for possession. The scrums
and lineouts are set pieces where size
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and technique clash. And the final 10 Rugby has a strong ethos of fair play and
minutes of a close match are often player welfare. Despite its physical
breathtaking as teams gamble for a nature, the rules are designed to

winning try or drop goal. minimize serious injury. High tackles and
dangerous play are heavily penalized,
A Note on Safety and Spirit and
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