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1. Has head contact occurred? 

2. Was there any foul play?

3. What was the degree of danger?

4. Is there any mitigation?

Yes

PK RC

Mitigation will not apply for intentional 
or highly reckless acts of foul play

YC

PK YC

LOW HIGH

Yes 
Player at fault

No Play on

No Play on

Context 
 
Player welfare drives World Rugby’s decision making for zero tolerance of foul play, especially 
where head contact occurs. 
 
The focus must be on the actions of those involved, not the injury - the need for an HIA does 
not necessarily mean that there has been illegal head contact. 
 
The ‘power of choice’ for tacklers is crucial, especially as 72% of head injuries occur in the 
tackle. 
 
There needs to be an understanding that tacklers stay up to allow them to ‘adjust and react’ - 
dropping quickly into the low tackle entry position - using their ‘eyes and feet’ to get their 
timing right. 
 
It is important that coaches and players continually develop safe tackling techniques in 
training.
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Aims of the Head Contact Process 
 
The process is designed to protect the head, neck and throat area of players. 
 
The process can be applied to: 
 
• High tackles 
• Shoulder charges 
• Dangerous cleanouts 
• Head-to-head collisions 
• Leading elbow / forearm 

This includes head-on-head

REPEATED INFRINGEMENTS 

A team must not repeatedly commit the same offence. 8.

A player must not repeatedly infringe the laws. 9.
Sanction: Penalty. 

When different players of the same team repeatedly commit the same offence, 10.
the referee gives a general caution to the team and if they then repeat the 
offence, the referee temporarily suspends the guilty player(s). 

DANGEROUS PLAY 

Players must not do anything that is reckless or dangerous to others. 11.

A player must not physically or verbally abuse anyone. Physical abuse includes, 12.
but is not limited to, biting, punching, contact with the eye or eye area, striking 
with any part of the arm (including stiff-arm tackles), shoulder, head or knee(s), 
stamping, trampling, tripping or kicking. 

A player must not tackle an opponent early, late or dangerously. Dangerous 13.
tackling includes, but is not limited to, tackling or attempting to tackle an 
opponent above the line of the shoulders even if the tackle starts below the 
line of the shoulders. 

A player must not tackle an opponent who is not in possession of the ball. 14.

Except in a scrum, ruck or maul, a player who is not in possession of the ball 15.
must not hold, push, charge or obstruct an opponent not in possession of the 
ball. 

A player must not charge or knock down an opponent carrying the ball without 16.
attempting to grasp that player
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Dangerous play in a scrum. 19.
The front row of a scrum must not form at a distance from its opponents a.
and rush against them. 
A front-row player must not pull an opponent. b.
A front-row player must not intentionally lift an opponent off their feet or c.
force the opponent upwards out of the scrum. 
A front-row player must not intentionally collapse a scrum. d.

Dangerous play in a ruck or maul. 20.
A player must not charge into a ruck or maul. Charging includes any a.
contact made without binding onto another player in the ruck or maul. 
A player must not make contact with an opponent above the line of the b.
shoulders. 
A player must not intentionally collapse a ruck or a maul. c.

A player must not retaliate. 21.

Teams must not use the ‘cavalry charge’ or ‘flying wedge’. 22.

A player must not attempt to kick the ball from the hands of the ball-carrier. 23.

A ball-carrier is permitted to hand off an opponent provided excessive force is 24.
not used. 

Sanction: Penalty. 

A player must not intentionally charge or obstruct an opponent who has just 25.
kicked the ball. 

Sanction: Penalty. The non-offending team chooses to take the penalty either:  
At the place of the infringement; or  a.
Where the ball lands or is next played but not nearer than 15 metres from b.
the touchline; or
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The Head Contact Process is a Law Application Guideline. Under 9.11, the referee is 
always entitled to issue a red or yellow card for anything deemed to be reckless or 
dangerous. However, this process is intended to aid consistency in the application of 
sanctions by providing guidance on how contact with the head should be approached by 
match officials and disciplinary personnel.



LAW APPLICATION GUIDELINES

Process questions and considerations 
 
1. Has head contact occurred? 
 
Head contact includes neck and throat area 
 
2. Was there foul play? 
 
Considerations: 
 
• Intentional 
• Reckless 
• Avoidable 
 
3. What was the degree of danger? 
 
Considerations include: 
 
• Direct vs indirect contact 
• High force vs low force 
 
4. Is there any mitigation? 
 
Considerations include: 
 
• Line of sight 
• Sudden and significant drop or movement 
• Clear attempt to change height 
• Level of control 
• Upright - passive vs dynamic 

Mitigation will not apply for intentional or highly reckless acts of foul play
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Trigger words for match officials 

No fault 
 
• Sudden and significant drop in height by the ball carrier 
• Player had no time to readjust 
• Passive action 
• Involuntary collision 
• No leading arm when close to the body

Match officials may wish to use the non-exhaustive list of trigger words below to help 
them identify whether a player is at fault, the degree of danger involved and whether any 
mitigation should be applied.  

PLAY ON

High danger 
 
• Direct contact 
• Lack of control 
• High speed 
• Upright and dynamic 
• Leading head / shoulder / elbow / forearm 
• Swinging arm 
• No mitigation for intentional or highly reckless act 

of foul play

RC

Low danger 
 
• Indirect contact 
• Low force 
• Low speed 
• Passive 
• No leading head / shoulder / forearm

Mitigation 
 
• Sudden / significant drop in 

height or change in direction 
from ball carrier 

• A late change in dynamics due 
to another player in the 
contact 

• An effort to wrap / bind and 
having no time to adjust

PK YC


