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By Collie Salmon 

Reprinted from CAN-SO-REF Magazine November 2000.
It’s All In The Eyes

“What you don't see with your eyes, don't invent with your mouth.”

Jewish Proverb

“Originality is simply a pair of fresh eyes.”

Thomas Wentworth Higginson

“Few cases of eyestrain have been developed by looking on the bright side of things.”
Author Unknown

“No punishment of the unrighteous has ever been too severe in the eyes of the righteous.”

Author Unknown

“Obstacles are those frightful things you see when you take your eyes off the goal.”

Hannah More

So what do these quotes have to do with refereeing? Maybe nothing, but then again maybe everything. Think about it, if you do not have good eyesight how can you expect to be a good referee. It makes sense and should be a fundamental requirement. If you don’t have good eyesight, being in the “middle” could be a harrowing experience. In fact, if you don’t have good eyesight and don’t were corrective lenses you should not referee at all. Is there some truth to the old saying that the “ref is blind?” but you never hear of referees going for an eye test. Has FIFA overlooked this? If you can’t see properly how are you going to referee, really? So should sight testing become a part of the annual fitness test?

Recently I read an article by Don Pearce in the August edition of the CanSoRef magazine. Don had conducted a survey with members from ten branches around Ontario to determine what the two most important attributes that a referee should have. Some of the more obvious ones listed were; Man Management (probably should have been player management), Fitness, Knowledge of the Laws and Punctuality etc… Well, knowledge of the Laws of the Game and Physical Fitness came up tops, in that order. But, in the entire article eyesight was not even mentioned. So I guess it’s okay to go out into the fray so long as you have a good understanding of the Laws and that you are fit and can keep up with the game. But what if your seeing-eye dog doesn’t know the rules or can’t keep up?  Seriously though, what are the benefits of seeing things clearly, which doesn’t necessarily mean having good eyesight? Do you really need good eyesight? Well lets look at how useful your eyes can be.

I am not going to discuss the obvious things like counting that the correct number of players that are on the field of play or that there is only one ball on the field at any given moment. Let’s go straight to calling those tough fouls. First, how do you determine if a foul has occurred? The answer from many individuals would be of course, it’s “In the opinion of the referee.” That may very well be correct, to a point but what are the facts of the case?  

The case: The left winger is flying down the wing with the ball in his posession when the centre back comes charging across the field and literally “takes him out.” Wait, here’s the kicker (no pun intended), the centre back gets the ball first. You blow the whistle but everybody screams, “Aw com’on ref, he got the ball first.”  So why did you blow your whistle? Was the tackle careless, reckless or made with excessive force? Okay, let’s say it was careless but what made you decide it was careless enough to award a foul? Why was it not a “Great (legal) tackle” by the centre back? So what was the difference? You can’t say it was simply your opinion, you must have some determining factors that swayed your opinion to decide that it was a foul? The centre back’s speed? His direction? His body language? His voice (yelling)?  

As I read Don’s article I paused as this situation popped into my head. Well the answer of course is that, it’s in the eyes. Not in the referee’s eyes, but in the player’s eyes. I recalled many years ago in the middle of winter Gordie Arrowsmith posed the same scenario to a group of dedicated referees who had battled the snow to gather for that Sunday afternoon seminar. Gordie advised that if you watch the player’s eyes you will be able to make the call with near certain accuracy. If recognised early enough, it will be clear to the referee that the player has no intention of going for the ball because his eyes will be totally focused on the “victim” and not on the ball. Several situations were discussed that day and it was concluded that violent tackles similar to the one described earlier (the foul just escalated from careless to excessive force) occur more often at the beginning of the season. It was thought that this might be the result of the players’ winter ice hockey coaching where the players are coached to “take the man out.” Only in very unusual situations a foul and free kick will not result. 

After receiving Gord’s words of wisdom I became more attentive to similar situations out on the field. During the following summer I watched players with specific attention to the position of their eyes as they went in for a tackle. Distinguishing between the foul and the “great” tackle became much easier. I observed the offenders actually staring at the player and paying absolutely no attention to the ball. In many cases I felt that I could have blown the whistle before the foul even occurred. Life in the centre became that little bit easier. Well, easier in the sense that I was making better calls but not that much easier in having to deal with the irate coach and player’s team-mates who I had to deal with after I sent off their main stopper. But that’s a story for another day.

So what else can your eyes be useful for? Well besides finding my way to the game and checking my watch so I would get there on time, I decided to experiment a little with my new found sight and confidence. Well as it turned out it wasn’t as easy as I thought. 

Many referees and instructors will agree that you cannot be everywhere all of the time but will add that to be a great referee you must have the knack of being in the right place at the right time. I agree but I would like to add that many “great” referees may be in the right place at the right time and they may even be looking in the right direction, but do they actually see everything. How do you see “everything?” Well believe it or not you can train yourself. When you arrive at the park for a game you should be like a police officer attending a scene. Police officers are trained to observe the smallest details and to become acquainted with their surroundings quickly. You too should pay close attention to the small details when you arrive. In fact, just like a cop you should be conducting your “Preliminary investigation” prior to the beginning of the game because the information you gather may become invaluable later on. 

For instance, as you walk by the benches during your field inspection listen to what the players are talking about. You may even want to get into a discussion with the players and ask how their team has done against the opposing team in the past. Irrelevant of their answer, you will have a better idea if there is any history with these two teams. Some players may just start laughing when you ask the question. This is a definite sign that something happened in a prior game. Others will come right out and tell you that their previous game had to be stopped because “they” caused so much trouble the last time and/or that I should watch their number five because he’s trouble. Well with this information I will probably keep an eye on their number five but I will also be watching the player who gave me the information.

Whatever preliminary information you pick up prior to the game will help you decide how strict you may want to be during the actual game and will help you “see” things before they even happen.

During the game itself, good eyesight can come in handy, but again, you need to know where to look. Another tip that I learned from Gord was to use my peripheral vision more. Be aware of your peripheral vision and force yourself to concentrate on what is going on beside you. There is nothing more embarrassing than a serious foul occurring right beside you and everybody sees it except you. If you use your peripheral vision wisely you will be amazed at what you see. I say wisely because it can be a physical strain on your eyes and there is a chance that something could happen right in front of your eyes and you don’t see it. But the benefits can be great. Try it, players on occasion are quite shocked and sometimes actually stop their antics when you advise them to stop doing something that they don’t think you saw. 

So what else are you eyes good for besides making it easier to find your way home? Well, if you have assistant referees, I believe, and I know many other referees will agree that the most important communication between the referee and the assistant is, eye contact. Good eye contact on a regular basis throughout a game is invaluable. Personally, I always try and talk to my assistants when I am in their quadrant. I believe it helps and enhances communications. Besides, if he/she replies at least you know that they are still attentive, especially during a slow game. It also looks good when the referee and the assistant are giving similar immediate signals on a regular basis. Coaches like it and players especially like it. Everyone like consistency and consistency keeps you out of trouble. Prior to each game I always advise my assistants about the importance of regular eye contact. Especially if there is a questionable incident that happens in the box. I tell my assistants that if I am looking at you, I’m looking for help. But, don’t go waving your flag or putting it across your chest because many coaches know these signals, simply give me the “Nod.” Up and down to indicate yes (it was a foul) or side to side for a negative response. Whatever the call at least we are in agreement and likely got it right; four eyes are better than two and spectators, players and coaches will be none the wiser.

At the end of the day even the great referees must admit that they don’t see “Everything” but they will agree that the more you do see the better the game will be.  Remember, “Beauty is in the eyes of the beholder,” and a well-officiated game is a beautiful thing, well at least in the eyes of fellow referees.
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