The Intelligent Referee's Guide to Criticism

By Tony Ho
Every referee, and particularly every good referee, should know two things about criticism: how to give it and how to take it. 

Neither is an easy art. We are likely to be very sharp in our criticism of others - but more reluctant to accept their advice. 

There are many kinds and degrees of criticism. The referee inspector, out of whose good judgement there comes a suggestion for change in refereeing approach and style, is displaying a constructive kind of criticism. The person in a high position who finds relief from personal worry by making continual complaints, and the referee who constantly finds faults with the cadet referee, are using a very low form of criticism. 

Perhaps the first lesson in learning how to meet criticism is to learn how to criticise intelligently. In its best sense, criticism implies an effort to see a thing clearly and truly, distinguishing the good from the bad in it, and seeing the whole of it fairly in its proper setting. There are some hints about criticising which can be observed by both business people and critics of literary works. Socrates (who was a good soccer referee!) observed a good principle: "Before starting to criticise a referee's action, I stop and ask how I measure up beside him in the things I criticise." 

Dale Carnegie (another top soccer referee!) suggested that we start with praise and honest appreciation, and on occasion, call attention to people's shortcomings indirectly. 

Criticism should have good manners and honesty, coupled with a sense of personal dignity, but it needs proportion too. The objectives should be appraised. All one's big guns should not be brought to bear in case of a minor irritant. It is not worth the same effort to capture a flock of sheep as to lay low a great army. 

When the purpose of criticism is to reform what one believes to be a wrong, particular care is needed. Reform refers to two distinct individuals: self and somebody else. It usually means making over our neighbour's conduct to conform to our idea of conduct. In fact, many people seem to think that their duty to society consists of considering and deciding what other people ought to do. For A to sit down and think: "What shall I do?" is commonplace; but to decide what B ought to do is interesting, romantic, self-flattering and public-spirited all at once. 

Even the most tolerant referee has difficulty in refraining from being a bit irritated at the superiority assumed by some referee inspectors - if you do not agree with the critic, you are lacking in application, and beyond help!! 

Criticism can be used and met constructively or destructively. It can be the means by which people receiving it can climb; or it can simply bolster the referee inspector's vanity. Criticism in its highest sense means trying to learn the best that is known and taught in the world, and measuring things by this standard. 
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