
						

																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																							
	
	

	

	

5 Tips for Interacting with Officials  
 
The officials at your game are a part of that game. During your game you will need to talk to and 
listen to officials to know what is going on, to share your viewpoint and to advocate for yourself.  
There are better and worse ways to communicate with officials in order to get your point across. 
	
Before we get into specifics, we need to understand something about the officials at your game. 
They drove there. They got in their car (probably rushing after work) and drove there.  
	
They didn’t have to, they chose to - because they want  your game to have an official and they 
want to have fun - just like you. So….here are the tips: 
	
1.    Pointless Negativity 
	
There is nothing worse, lazier less effective than “hey, there are two teams out there ref/ump”.  
This is not a criticism, it is not helpful, and yet it is somehow also offensive. We know how many 
teams are here - we signed the scoresheet before the game. 
	
This also applies to, “you’re missing a good game ref” or “you need my glasses”.  Trust me, the 
ref has heard your sick burn before, it is not clever and it will not change anything. 
	
2.    Criticize the Call, Not the Official 
	
For refs, there is a huge difference between “that call sucked” and “you suck”. Calls are tough 
and you can disagree with them, and there may even be times when you will be right in your 
criticism.  Officials though are not their calls, they are people and treating them like people will 
help you each and every time. 
	
3.    Ask Real Questions 
	
Officials work hard. I love the story of NFL official Jerry Markbreit who was known to pull out his 
NFL rulebook in while waiting for someone to take a shot on the golf course. He was never not 
studying to be a better official (and was famously a terrible partner on the golf course as a 
result!). If you ask the official a question there is a very good chance their knowledgeable 
answer will be helpful to you.   
	
This applies to the rules (the obvious one) but even other things in the game. The official may 
not be able to answer all the questions, but if, for instance, a goalie asks the official “was I off 
my angle on that last goal?”, the referee may be able to answer and provide that goalie with 
helpful feedback (and they will not be offended by the question - the worst you will hear is “I 
don’t know”). 
	
Officials have worked hard to gain great knowledge of the game and of the rules - asking 
questions can take advantage of that fact. 



						

																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																							
	
	

	

	

	
4.    First Name Basis 
	
In some sports, officials should be referred to as “Sir/Ma’am” or “Mr/Mrs” - when that is the case, 
do that. In other sports, things are less formal. Introduce yourself to the official by your first 
name, “I’m Dave, have a good game”, will most often be met with “I’m Joe, you too” is the most 
likely response.  From there, if you say “Joe, was that offside?” instead of “Ref, was that 
offiside?” will help you out. 
	
The officials and you are in this together. You are all committed to performing your best, often 
under trying physical and emotional circumstances. Seeing the official as someone who you 
work with rather than against can help you. 
	
5.    Be Specific 
	
If you do have a problem with the call, you can say so, officials are ready for that. If you say 
“that call sucked” we are not likely to have much of a problem with that, but the only real 
response is “no, it didn’t”. No one has learned anything. 
	
In that same call, if you say “I thought I was onside” or “was that pitch high?” is a much better 
way to get information you can use next time. A specific, respectful question will give you 
information that will help you perform better, and that is what you are looking for. 
	
Further Information 
	
Against the Rules Podcast 
Coming from the brilliant Michael Lewis, this podcast series goes into detail about the role of 
referees in society. The first full episode is about NBA referees, but even the subsequent 
episodes, about, other kinds of referees like judges, police, student loan officers and others are 
all incredibly interesting and well thought out. 
	
As They See’Em 
New York Times writer Bruce Weber fully jumped into the world of umpires and umpiring. His 
insights and observations show the world of officials really well, and while it is positive, it is not 
only positive - there are problems too. 
	
Scorecasting 
This book outlines several areas of interest where numbers and statistics illuminate sports. The 
section on officiating outline things like how weather impacts officiating and how home 
advantage is largely based on calls from officials. Again, the officials have biases - just not the 
ones you think. 
	
	
	


