Rugby Conditioning

Components of Rugby Fitness

Cardiovascular Endurance

This is the “foundation” of good rugby conditioning.  It helps to get weight off the guys who need that as well as to give you the start of being able to do the sustained work that rugby demands.  This type of conditioning triggers muscle adaptations that delay glycogen depletion and lactic acid build-up (see below).

Anerobic Power

Rugby is played at a fast pace.  This creates oxygen demand in the muscles greater than that which the cardiovascular system can supply.  This “anaerobic” metabolism generates lactic acid.  Lactic acid causes muscle discomfort and loss of efficiency.  The bad news here is that rugby, played appropriately, is largely anerobic.  The good news is that you can train your muscles to tolerate higher levels of lactic acid and still function well.  Competitive cyclists create (and tolerate) extraordinary amounts of lactic acid compared to untrained individuals.  The way you get this training effect is to repeatedly work your muscles anerobically.

Muscular Endurance

Rugby success more often comes to the players that can work hard longer than those with brute strength.  The muscle development that results from this work will assist in injury prevention.  This can be accomplished with high repetition sets, multiple sets or circuits with very brief rest periods.

Upper body exercises for the shoulders, chest and back should be performed.  If you go to a health club that has some sort of rotational equipment, use that as well.    

Flexibility

Speed is a function of stride length and frequency.  Improving flexibility will allow greater stride length and will contribute to injury prevention.  Focus on the lower back, hamstrings, calves, ankles and shoulders.

Leg Power

Nearly every sport requires leg strength and power.  Rugby is no different.  Hard defense, breaking tackles, vertical lift at the line-out and good scrummaging are just the most obvious examples where powerful legs are required.

Squats, lunges, power cleans (this is a skill, so get instruction), push presses, plyometrics, steppers at maximal resistance and hill running are all possible activities for this vital area of your preparation.

Core (Abdominal/lower back) Strength

All sporting activity that involves upper and lower body actions performed together requires a strong core through which forces must be transferred.  A strong abdomen and lower back will also help to prevent injury.

You are only limited here by your own creativity.  I’ve introduced several to you at training.  Medicine and Swiss balls help with this as well as the Roman Chair and some of the resistance training machines.

Periodization/Time-Line 

The theory of periodization breaks down the total preparation year into periods dedicated to the achievement of training goals in an appropriate and logical sequence.  This allows the athlete to build his/her program to a “peak” where physical preparation matches up to performance expectations.  It also can help reduce individual burnout.  The following is a suggested periodized schedule for preparation for the spring season.  

Active Rest
It is known that an established level of conditioning doesn’t take a lot of work to maintain, but that total inactivity allows deconditioning to set in quickly.  The other thing I’ve come to learn about rugby players (particularly front fives) is that the “total rest” period they like to take at the end of a season frequently gets extended longer than it should.

Endurance Base (September – October) 

For many of you, this period is crucial to your performance next season and the club’s success.  Fatigue at the end of an extended play or at the end of the match can mean the difference between winning and losing.  This work will be done primarily on cardio-type machines (treadmills, cycles, rowers, etc.) or running outside.  This would also be a good time to start establishing the ability to do push-ups, sit-ups and various resistance exercises for extended periods, such as sets of 20-30 repetitions.  You should try to be able to do 30-40 minutes of continuous work by the end of this period.

Easy Interval Work (November)

At this point you start to introduce periods of a faster pace to your cardiovascular workouts.  The ratio here should be an easy:hard of 5:2, i.e., 5 minutes of easy work followed by 2 minutes of hard work.  Total duration should be 30-40 minutes.  You should probably start moving away from other cardio machines and to running (treadmill) toward the end of this period.  

Medium Intervals (December) 

During this period, you need to shorten the easy period slightly to 4:2 (easy:hard).  Duration should be 30-35 minutes.  Don’t be too concerned about how hard the hard period is, just that there is a noticeable difference and that the difference is greater than during the easy interval period.

Hard Intervals (January) 

The easy:hard ratio is now 2:1, which may appear to be the same as 4:2 to you math majors.  Now you need to make the hard period faster to start training your anaerobic energy system and shortening your recovery time.  Unless you have some overuse injury such as shin splints or heel pain, you really should be doing this on a treadmill or running outdoors.  If you’ve been working hard through the earlier phases, you could try some longer (220-300 yd. sprints) anaerobic runs in the later part of this phase.  A greater rest:work ratio is acceptable if the work phase is hard enough.

Power/Anaerobic 

This is the phase where the demands of your training activity become more specific to the demands of the sport for which you are training.  Rugby is played by running fast, a great number of times, to situations where muscular power is required, with very brief rest periods. 

Traditional programs will increase sets and weight while reducing reps at this point in time. It is during this phase that many sports trainers incorporate plyometrics into the program.  FYI, plyometrics are activities, such as jumping, that incorporate a slight stretch just before an explosive contraction. Please be cautioned that the standard recommendation is that one should be able to squat 1.5 times their weight before doing extensive jumping type plyometrics.   Weight training programs will occasionally reduce resistance and move toward explosive movements as well.

For some of you, any weight training will be more than you’ve been doing.  If that’s the case, get started ASAP.

Individualization

If what has been outlined here is not challenging enough for you, please feel free to adjust the program.  And please feel free to make a teammate do it with you.  Consistently challenging yourself without allowing extended periods of inactivity is the key.

If you have any questions or comments, please don’t hesitate to contact me at club@arlingtonstallionsrugby.com.

Paul Bergman

Head Coach

