
Preventative Refereeing Ideas 
 

“Preventing situations before they occur is always preferable to reacting to 
situations after they have happened.” 
 
What tools can we as match officials use to prevent incidents from occurring?? 
 
Listed below are a few ideas: 
 
Pre-match Preparation: As match officials we have a responsibility to arrive at our 

matches well before kickoff time.  The reason for this is to 
take care of things that might otherwise interfere with the 
flow of the game.  Some examples of pre-game 
responsibilities that prevent problems later on are:  ensuring 
we have spare equipment (coins, watches, cards, pens, 
whistles) in case these are lost or become faulty, checking 
the players equipment (to prevent having to deal with 
problems after the match has started), checking that the 
playing environment is safe (to prevent injuries), checking 
the goals and nets (to prevent potential for disputed goals), 
etc.  Basically all of our pre-match duties are performed to 
prevent some problem later on. 

 
Create Presence: Presence can be created in two ways by a sound official.  

The first is to maintain good fitness so as to allow the 
referee to stay close to the play.  If players know the referee 
is likely to be nearby, they will be less likely to try 
anything silly.  The second way that presence can be 
created is by getting on the scene quickly when there is a 
potential for a flare up.  One example would be after a 
reckless challenge.  The referee should give a loud blast of 
the whistle (to let the players know he is aware that the foul 
was serious), sprint in to create a presence, and if a card is 
to be issued, it should be shown early for serious offenses, 
the combination of these can help prevent retaliation. 

 
Varying the Whistle Tone: Referees will blow the whistle several times in a match; 

however, the severity of the reason for stopping play will 
certainly vary.  As a result, the tone and length of the 
whistle must also change accordingly (loud, long blast for 
serious fouls vs a short quick tweet for a ball that has 
crossed a touchline).  The use of loud, long blasts 
exclusively for hard fouls communicates to players that you 
felt a particular foul was serious and are prepared to deal 
with it.  This can prevent retaliation. 

 



Use of Voice: There are times during a match when the temperature will 
rise and the temperament of the players will rise as well.  
There are times when simple comments like “easy fellas” 
or “just play the ball” or “relax, don’t foul him” will allow 
players a chance to rethink a silly action they might 
otherwise commit.  Often players’ body language and the 
look in their eyes will give away their intentions. 

 
Communicate: Officials can save themselves lots of headaches by simply 

communicating what they expect from the players 
(assuming that players will know what they should do, let 
alone assuming that they will do it, is a dangerous practice).  
Here are a couple of examples:   

• A fourth official should always tell substitutes to 
wait until the player they are replacing has exited 
the field of play.  If they do not, most of the time 
the substitute will run onto the field at his leisure. 

• Players should always be told to wait for the whistle 
if they have requested that the referee count out 10 
yards for them.  I have seen several referees hit by 
free kicks for assuming that the players would know 
to do this. 

 
Blow & Go: Often referees bring dissent upon themselves by 

unnecessarily hanging around an area where a foul has 
occurred.  If there is no fear of retaliation, blow the whistle 
for the foul, indicate the direction, and go to the anticipated 
drop zone.  Prevent dissent and unnecessary debates, by 
making yourself unavailable for conversation. 

 
Be Aware: The referee must always be alert and aware of what is 

going on around him.  Murphy’s Law states that “if 
something can go wrong…it will”, and this definitely 
applies to refereeing.  Our job is to limit what “can go 
wrong” by being alert, identifying potential problems and 
preventing them before they occur. 

 
 


