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The potential for dissent is present in every game and the referee must be prepared 

to handle this.    Dissent is usually the venting of frustration – a disagreement with a 

decision, upset over an action of the opposition; upset over the lack of a desired 

decision by the referee; upset over the performance of one’s own team, and upset 

over the player’s own performance.  Dissent may also be something carried over 

from previous encounters with the other team or the referee – the player or coach 

comes into the game with biases.  Finally, dissent is more likely to occur if the 

players perceive the referee as indecisive or inexperienced. 

 

Whatever its cause, dissent can bring the game into disrepute and impair the 

official’s match control, if not dealt with by the referee.  The opposite side of the coin 

being that not all disagreement needs to be viewed as dissent.  A balance is 

required. 

 

These are the ways the referee may use to deal with dissent: 

 Manage the game to forestall the dissent before it arises 

 Selective deafness 

 Quiet word 

 Public warning 

 Caution for dissent 

 Send off for second caution 

 Send off for using offensive or insulting or abusive and/or gestures 

 

Manage the game to forestall the dissent before it arises 
 

If we work to prevent dissent before it occurs, we have made a stronger contribution 

to “The Good of the Game”, than have those officials who are content to simply react 

to the dissent as it occurs.  Every game is different.  Think about the likely causes of 

dissent in this game 

- Is there a history between the teams? 

- Do you have a history with one of the teams? 

- Is there a problematic coach with an attitude who winds up his players? 

- Is there a player with a problematic demeanor? 
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- Is this a special match that the players are keyed up about? 

- Do you look the part of a competent referee? 

- Are you in condition and experienced for this level of game? 

- Do you apply the laws differently from other referees? 

 

In his autobiography titled Man in the Middle, former FIFA and English 

Premiership referee David Elleray alludes to this concept of forestalling dissent 

when he says, “What I was trying to do was referee correctly, but lacking 

confidence of a more experienced official, I was booking offences which, 

later in my career, I would successfully manage.” 

 

• Look the part of a competent official.  Arrive at the match in proper dress 

and demonstrate a calm, yet confident demeanor throughout the entire game.  

Players will often be more responsive to an official who looks the part, acts human, 

and appears to enjoy what he is doing than one who attempts to stamp his 

authority onto the other participants.   

• Establish a physical presence when making decisions.  The fit referee 

who makes an incorrect decision from 10 yards away will, in many cases, receive 

less dissent than would the unfit or lazy official who makes an educated guess from 

40 yards away (even if the latter’s decision is in fact correct).   

• No matter how you feel inside, make your calls decisively and with 

outward confidence.   Confidence sells calls!   Communicate what you saw to the 

players.  Simple comments like, “No handball, it wasn’t deliberate” or “That’s a 

good tackle boys, he’s got all ball” will communicate to the players what you saw 

and that you are confident in your decision (assuming the voice used is 

convincing).   

• Practice the “blow and go” technique.  This is most often applied to non-

serious fouls that are committed against a defender in his own third of the field, or 

committed by either team in the middle third of the pitch.  In these situations it 

invites dissent if the referee “hangs around” to make sure the ball is on the exact 

blade of grass, or to discuss his decision with the players from either team.  The 

best thing the referee can do is BLOW the whistle, immediately indicate the 

direction, and quickly GO to the place where he feels the free kick will land (often 

referred to as the “drop zone”) in order to prepare for the next phase of play.   An 

additional benefit of the “blow and go” is that if a player follows you it becomes 

obvious this is dissent and is dealt with by a caution.  Use the “blow and go” at 

penalties where tensions are high as one team is receiving a tremendous goal 
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scoring opportunity.  Be prepared to absorb a bit of complaining (and hopefully, 

common sense will even allow you to absorb a little more than the norm).  Point to 

the penalty spot, and GO (backpedal to keep all players in view) to a position about 

five yards behind the goal line on the side of the goal opposite your assistant 

referee in that end.  From here, you can see all of the players on the field, and as a 

result, who is saying what.  You can also politely tell anyone approaching you that 

they must stay in the field of play as they need your permission to leave it.  Finally, 

politely ask all players to leave the penalty area to prepare for the kick.  These 

simple steps have helped me keep my cards in my pocket during some of my 

games’ most heated situations. 

• Where the advantage clause is being applied, clearly acknowledge that 

A FOUL HAS BEEN COMMITTED so the players are aware that you have seen the 

foul and will deal with it.  Shout out, “Play on blue! (or whatever colour), 

ADVANTAGE!!”  And give the proper advantage signal – both arms extended out 

in front (see Laws of the Game 2005 P. 58 for diagram).  Failure to give the proper 

verbal and visual signal could result in dissent if the player who was fouled, his 

coaches, and / or his teammates think the referee did not see the foul.  Verbally 

identify the offender and tell him, “Number 10 that tackle was way too late, you 

are with me next stoppage!!”  When the next stoppage arrives, you may choose to 

say next to nothing to the player or decide that more severe sanctioning is 

necessary (a verbal warning, a caution or in rare cases sending the player off – 

depending on the severity).  Regardless of his punishment, the referee’s comments 

that identify the offender during the play communicate to opponents that he will be 

sanctioned, and can often help eliminate retaliation and dissent.   

• Be seen and heard to protect the players so they know you are watching 

out for them and do not resort to retaliation.   

• Let the teams know if you apply the laws differently from other referees 

so they are not taken by surprise. Make your tolerance levels known early, and 

maintain consistency throughout the match. 

• Acknowledge your own errors.   As hard as we try we do make mistakes.  

A simple “Sorry player, I had a bad angle on that one” can go a long way to 

defusing dissent from an error by the referee. 
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Dissent has happened – now what? 
 

How you react to dissent depends on a number of factors, the key being, if you don’t 

deal with it  

- Will it impair your match control”? 

- Will it bring the game into disrepute? 

 

The age and gender of the teams, the tone of voice, the circumstances in the match, 

will all have a bearing on how you judge and deal with dissent.  A one off cry of 

“Come on ref!” with an expletive, may be acceptable at an adult men’s game with no 

spectators, and the same phrase may be unacceptable at a youth game, and 

unacceptable when the game is spiraling out of control.  It is all a matter of 

judgment. 

 

There are no hard and fast guidelines.  The referee is the sole judge of what 

constitutes dissent in the game.  A real test for the referee is to recognize when the 

dissent is justified – the times when the referee did make a mistake or miss an 

important call.   

 

The referee should attempt to ascertain what the player is trying to accomplish 

through his complaining.  If a particular complaint is identified as being calculated, 

and / or with the attempt to truly belittle a match official, the issuing of a caution 

would likely be the appropriate sanction.  If, however, the complaint is simply 

identified as a player briefly reacting to an isolated incident, often this need not be 

cautioned.  Examples include: “Open your eyes ref, he tripped me!”  “What the hell 

was that ref”  “What are you watching Ref!” etc.   Soccer is a game that is often 

played at high tempos and with a great amount of passion – two factors that 

contribute greatly to the beauty and entertainment value of our sport.  It is ludicrous 

when referees go out on the field and make an issue out of every minor comment 

directed towards them by a player.  In the amateur leagues in which most of us 

officiate, the majority of the players have jobs that they must attend during the day 

to earn a living for themselves and for their families.  In many cases, these people 

choose to participate in their respective leagues to burn off a little steam built up 

during their hectic day.  Give them have some leeway to vent so long as they do not 

get too carried away.   
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The 3 P’s Checklist 

A good way to determine when players have gone too far is to use “the 3 Ps 

checklist.” Using the “3 Ps”, the referee must ask the following three questions:  

1.  Was the complaint Personal? 

2.  Was the volume loud enough to consider the complaint to be Public?  

3.  Was the complaining Persistent? 

 

The weight given to these is dependant on the nature of the match.  The most 

latitude would be given to a recreational adult men’s game, and less under other 

circumstances. 

 

Following is a series of stages the referee might follow for persistent but not serious 

dissent.  If the dissent is serious then the referee should caution or even send off the 

player as the circumstances require. 

 

Selective deafness 

Often during a match there will be short, and unthreatening comments such as 

“c’mon ref” or “what was that ref”.  Far too often, these innocent complaints are 

magnified by being acknowledged by referees at all.  When this light dissent is heard, 

it is often best to be “selectively deaf” and move to your next position.   

 

The quiet word 

If the dissent can no longer be ignored, the next tool referees can use is to have a 

quiet word with the party involved.  This “quiet word” does not need to be a warning, 

but needs to be a friendly reminder to the player or coach that their behaviour is 

beginning to become a problem. 

 

Public warning 

If the quiet word is not successful, or if the initial dissent is more serious (based on 

the presence of the 3 P’s) then a more public warning may be necessary.  The main 

difference between the quiet word and the public warning; is that when using the 

latter, the referee’s goal is often to make ALL participants aware that a certain type 

of dissent is unacceptable.  When issuing the public warning, the referee must take 

care not to demean the player or “dress him down” while still making certain that his 

expectations are clear to all participants. When sanctioning dissent of any degree, 

the referee must take care not to appear angered, pompous or arrogant.  Acting this 

way will only lose the referee the respect of the players, and will likely cause greater 
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problems in the future.  Another point to consider when issuing any type of warning 

to players about their behaviour is that we must take care not to make committing 

statements such as, “If you ______ again you WILL be shown a yellow card!”  

Statements like this limit a referee’s ability to successfully manage future dissent 

without the use of a caution, since he has committed to punishing future dissent by 

that player by promising a yellow card.  Statements such as, “If that behaviour 

persists, I will be forced to apply more serious punishment,” send just as clear a 

message, yet they do not commit the official to one single form of sanctioning.   

 

Caution for dissent 

If the dissent persists at an unacceptable level, or is delivered in a very public or loud 

manner (so that several other participants and spectators can hear it) and/or the 

heart of the dissent no longer surrounds an isolated incident but instead becomes a 

personal attack on a match official; the appropriate sanction would likely be a caution 

(showing the yellow card). 

 

Another way of looking at it is, if the dissent has reached a level that is bringing the 

game into disrepute or undermining the referees match control, then the caution 

should be issued. 

 

Send off for second caution 

Once a caution has been issued for dissent, further dissent can result in the player 

receiving a second caution (yellow card) and subsequently being sent off (shown the 

red card).  I choose the word “can” because it is still possible for a match official to 

manage continued dissent by a player who has been issued a caution, without having 

to show a second yellow card.  After issuing a caution for dissent, it is unlikely that 

the offending player will immediately stop his complaining.  It is my opinion that in 

most cases if dissent immediately following a caution is brief and not personal, then I 

will simply consider it part of the dissent for which the player was previously 

cautioned.  To issue another caution simply because the player does not turn his 

voice off as if by a switch, would in my opinion be like issuing two cautions for one 

bout of dissent.  If, however, dissent persists well after a caution has been issued, or 

if the continued dissent is of a personal nature or is public, then further action is 

likely to be necessary.  This does not mean that a second caution is the only solution.  

In some situations where a player is using unacceptable dissent after having been 

cautioned, I will likely have a quiet word with that player’s captain and say 

something like, “If number 10 carries on like that any longer, he will not last out 
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here.” And this puts the team on alert they may be losing a player. Notice I never 

insisted (or even suggested) that the team substitute the guilty player (though it 

would certainly be the implied solution based on my tone).  This way, the team has 

due notice, and have been included in the process of preventing the sending-off from 

occurring (by talking to the player, removing him from the field, etc.). 

 

Try to ensure that all appropriate management steps have first been taken prior to 

applying these more serious consequences, but if the circumstances warrant then do 

not hesitate to issue the cautions. 

 

 One final point to consider when sanctioning a player for dissent using a yellow or 

red card; is that you must be able to identify that player without any doubt.  If you 

are not sure you can not issue a card.   A technique that David Elleray described in 

his autobiography, where he was not sure, is he went to the player he believed was 

involved and said “Why did you do that?”.  When the player gave his explanation that 

confirmed to referee he had the right player and he booked him. 

 

Send off for using offensive or insulting or abusive and/or gestures 

Nowadays, most adult players can't seem to speak without swearing.  The Referee 

needs to decide exactly when a player's language is offensive, abusive or insulting in 

the context of the game. The 'Spirit of the Game' must be balanced against the 

'Letter of the Law'.    Abuse can be directed at anyone or nobody in particular, and 

includes racial slurs and unseemly gestures.  The louder the bad language is - the 

greater is the chance that the Referee will send off the player.  Referees should not 

tolerate loud and open bad language towards anyone, particularly towards the 

Referee. 

 

Remember to write down the exact words used when bad language results in a 

player being sent off.  You will need those for your report and it is easy to forget 

exactly what was said.    

 

Summary 
 
David Elleray’s words are worth repeating: “What I was trying to do was referee 

correctly, but lacking confidence of a more experienced official, I was 

booking offences which, later in my career, I would successfully manage.” 
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Dissent is a natural part of every game, but in most cases with thoughtful 

management by the referee, this need not become a problem. 


