Tools for Effective Match Control

Steve Fenech - 16th January 1999.

Effective match control stems from a number of tools that each referee must strive to develop. The more successful referee develops these tools at a faster rate and at an earlier point in their career and their progress improves as a result. 

In this article I will attempt to put forward a number of simple drills which can be used in various situations during a match to establish and enhance the referees control over the game at hand. 

Ultimately, any tool has but one function in its use, to assist in the performance of a task or tasks. That is what I hope these tools will do for you. Try them for yourself, see which ones work for you and which you will need to modify to suit your style. 

Entering the Field - Carrying the Ball. 

All the match officials should enter the field together neatly dressed and well presented. Wherever possible the match ball should be carried in the palm of the hand to give the impression of superiority and control. This is done by opening the hand to its full extension and gripping the ball with the finger tips while the palm faces the ground. 

Those of us with smaller hands often find it easier to carry the ball nestled between our palm and the outside of the upper thigh. Maintain control of the ball during all the preliminary duties. 

Tossing the Coin: - Maintaining body height.

Indicate to each team which side of the coin they have selected by pointing first to the coin then to the respective captain. Maintain your body height at the toss of the coin by standing upright and tossing the coin in the air and catching it before it hits the ground. 

The laws mandates who has choice of ends so there is one less job for you to do there. 

The Kick Off - Controlling the Ball. 

After having tossed the coin, teams can make their way to their respective ends of the field of play. Resist the urge to put the ball on the ground at this point. Remember, whoever controls the ball controls the game and if the ball is on the ground it is sure to be kicked or touched without your permission reducing your perceived authority. 

Unobtrusively count the players by slowly looking around the field of play in an ordered methodical manner. Do not count each player with your finger.

Do not ask the goalkeepers if they are ready to start, you're in control not them. Likewise discretely acknowledge your Assistants without drawing obvious attention to the fact. A small nod should be all that is required at this point as they should already be maintaining eye contact with you. 

When all is in readiness you should now relinquish the ball for the kick off by gently tossing it to the players assembled at halfway. 

A firm blast on the whistle is all that is now required to get the game underway after ensuring that all players are correctly positioned. 

The Substitution - Keeping an Eye on the Changes. 

After having recognised that one of the teams wishes to make a substitution either by seeing it directly or seeing the mirrored substitution signal from either of your Assistants it is only a matter of accomplishing the act in an effective fashion. 

Assuming the ball has gone out of play for a throw-in for example you should blow your whistle firmly to focus attention back to you for an instant. When the players, and indeed the spectators as well, look to you, indicate to the thrower that you want him to wait a moment by extending your arm and using the standard stop signal. 

Follow this by indicating to the substitute on the touchline waiting to come on after having stopped your watch of course. You can now signal for the substitute to enter the field of play once his replacement has left, restart your watch and recommence the game. 

The entire process was under your control from beginning to end. This method can easily be adapted for use at goal kicks, corners and free-kicks etc. 

The Ceremonial Free-Kick - Policing the wall. 

Having given the free-kick and assuming of course that the attacking side does not wish to take the kick quickly you should have the ball placed to your satisfaction. 

It is not necessary or even desirable to require that the ball be placed on the exact blade of grass on which the offence occurred, the close vicinity is fine. Dogged insistance of the ball position at this point wastes time and causes friction with players and spectators and achieves very little practical advantage.

Show the kicker the whistle by pointing to it and saying, "wait for the whistle" or words to that effect. Establish your control by showing that you will determine the sequence of events that are about to take place. 

Position the wall by taking them with you as you go making sure you do not turn your back on the ball at this stage. Avoid using your whistle here because if the wall does not move you will have reduced the effectiveness of this tool for future uses. 

Establish a position at about a forty five degree angle to the wall maintaining eye contact with your assistant referee. Statistics suggest that very few ceremonial free-kicks go directly into goal, so put the odds in your favour as much as you can by being close to where the players are and where any trouble may develop. If you feel it necessary you can send your assistant to the goal line. 

As the kick is taken you should move quickly around the end of the wall to maintain your ABC view of the assistant referee and the ball. If necessary you have still remained close enough to deal effectively with any encroachment by the wall. 

The Public Warning: Step Two in the Disciplinary Process. 
The effective disciplining of players can often either cause or prevent a disaster for a referee.

Essentially the public warning should be used as another tool to aid the referee issuing and the player receiving a caution for a minor infraction of the laws of the game. The flow and tempo of the game are all important.

Effectively used it should leave the player in no doubt as to the consequences of his continued indiscretions and serve to focus the responsibility for those consequences back onto the player. 

Single the player concerned out by taking him with you as you go and establish a working distance by using the stop signal to hold him there.

Avoid making the situation a personal conflict between you and the player by focussing on the player's responsibility. Words such as "any more of that and you will be cautioned" reinforce on the player that he is the one getting himself into trouble. 

Gestures by the referee with the open hand are often successful in conveying this meaning to the bench and the player. Remember not to get too close to the player as this will be seen as an invasion of his personal space and may escalate a potentially heated situation. Remain calm but let your facial expression indicate your level of disapproval of the behaviour. 

After delivering the warning leave the location quickly reducing the temptation for the player to dissent. If you are not there he can't argue with you. If he is silly enough to follow you at this point you have no option but to caution. 
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