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Introduction
For referees starting their careers, the transition from basic officiating to taking on the role of an assistant referee 
can be a significant step. This booklet is designed for you.

You might be called upon for County Cup Competitions, local cup finals, or even see a future in a senior league. 
Whatever your trajectory, it’s essential to understand that the assistant referee’s responsibilities are clearly laid out 
in the Laws of the Game. The decisions ultimately rest with the referee, but the inputs of the assistant referees are 
crucial and cannot be overlooked.

In this guide, you’ll find information relevant to assistant referees across all levels. Remember, consistency in 
decision-making, understanding the nuances of the game, and supporting the central referee are paramount. The 
role is challenging, but with focus and application, it can be incredibly rewarding.

Assistant referees are reminded that their duties are specified in Law 6, underlining their crucial role in the larger 
framework of a football match. Their responsibilities, while distinct, require unwavering attention to detail and an 
acute understanding of the game’s flow. In refereeing circles, there’s a frequent observation: acting as an assistant 
referee is often perceived as more challenging than the central refereeing role. This perspective underscores the 
complexity and importance of the assistant’s position on the pitch. By diving into this booklet and embracing its 
insights, not only will you derive enjoyment and satisfaction from your pivotal role, but you’ll also hone the skills 
essential to excel at any level of officiating you aspire to.

Referees must fully grasp the perspective of an assistant referee to give clear and effective match instructions. It’s 
crucial for directives to be unambiguous to prevent any in-game confusion. With the duties of assistant referees 
and the nuances of the Laws frequently changing, staying updated on current interpretations and methods is 
imperative. For holistic development in their early careers, referees should seek roles both as the main official and 
as assistants, ensuring they’re adept in both capacities.
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LAW 6 - THE OTHER MATCH OFFICIALS
Other match officials (two assistant referees, a fourth official, two additional assistant referees, a reserve assistant 
referee, a video assistant referee (VAR) and at least one assistant VAR (AVAR)) may be appointed to matches. They 
will assist the referee in controlling the match in accordance with the Laws of the Game but the final decision will 
always be taken by the referee.

The referee, assistant referees, fourth official, additional assistant referees and reserve assistant referee are the 
‘on-field’ match officials.

The VAR and AVAR are the ‘video’ match officials (VMOs) and assist the referee in accordance with the Laws of the 
Game and the VAR protocol.

The match officials operate under the direction of the referee. In the event of undue interference or improper 
conduct, the referee will relieve them of their duties and make a report to the appropriate authorities.

The other ‘on-field’ match officials assist the referee with offences when they have a clearer view than the referee 
and they must submit a report to the appropriate authorities on any serious misconduct or other incident that 
occurred out of the view of the referee and the other match officials. They must advise the referee and other match 
officials of any report being made.

The ‘on-field’ match officials assist the referee with inspecting the field of play, the balls and players’ equipment 
(including if problems have been resolved) and maintaining records of time, goals, misconduct etc.

Competition rules must state clearly who replaces a match official who is unable to start or continue and any 
associated changes. In particular, it must be clear whether, if the referee is unable to start or continue, the fourth 
official or the senior assistant referee or senior additional assistant referee takes over.

6.1 Assistant referees

They indicate when:
• The whole of the ball leaves the field of play and which team is entitled to a corner kick, goal kick or throw-in
• A player in an offside position may be penalised
• A substitution is requested
• At penalty kicks, the goalkeeper moves off the goal line before the ball is kicked and if the ball crosses the line; if 

additional assistant referees have been appointed, the assistant referee takes a position in line with the penalty 
mark

The assistant referee’s assistance also includes monitoring the substitution procedure.

The assistant referee may enter the field of play to help control the 9.15m (10 yards) distance.
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Attitudinal Responsibilities of an Assistant Referee
The role of an assistant referee extends beyond just technical expertise. The mindset, attitude, and approach they 
bring to the game are equally vital. These attitudinal responsibilities underscore the importance of their character 
and behaviour, both on and off the pitch, in ensuring a fair and smooth-flowing match.

Professionalism

The role of an assistant referee goes beyond the confines of the pitch. It extends to timely and clear communication 
with clubs and referees before match day, ensuring alignment and understanding of any specific match-related 
requirements. Punctuality isn’t merely a sign of respect - it’s an essential component to ensure that preparations, 
inspections, and pre-match discussions occur smoothly. Moreover, appearance plays a significant role. Donning 
a clean and proper kit not only adheres to the guidelines but also instils confidence in players, coaches, and 
spectators. Every action, whether it’s the first point of contact with a club or a decision made during a match, should 
reflect an unwavering commitment to professionalism, underscoring the importance of the role.

Composure

Football matches can be intense environments with high stakes. As an assistant referee, maintaining composure is 
paramount. While players and coaches may occasionally voice their disagreements, it’s vital that assistant referees 
remain steady and focused, ensuring that decisions are consistent and rooted in the game’s laws. Expressing this 
steadfast composure sends a clear message: that while feedback is acknowledged, the integrity of the officiating 
process is non-negotiable.

Effective Communication

Amidst the fast-paced environment of a football match, the clarity of communication becomes paramount. 
Assistant referees must convey their decisions appropriately and unambiguously, using both flag signals and verbal 
cues. Collaborative discussions with the referee and fellow assistants should be concise, ensuring that the flow of 
the game remains uninterrupted.

Continuous Adaptation and Learning

An assistant referee must be proactive in keeping abreast of the latest changes and interpretations in the Laws of 
the Game. Beyond formal rule updates, there’s invaluable learning to be extracted from each match. Reflecting 
on personal performance, seeking feedback, and analysing specific game situations help refine skills and 
understanding. It’s this dedication to growth and adaptation that ensures consistent effectiveness in officiating.

Resilience

From making potentially contentious decisions to navigating the pressures of a high-stakes match, an assistant 
referee must exhibit resilience. While it’s essential to acknowledge and learn from genuine mistakes, it’s equally 
important to stand firm when the decisions are correct, even in the face of disagreements. It’s worth noting that 
while feedback is a tool for growth, dissent directed at officials is not acceptable and undermines the spirit of the 
game. An assistant referee’s strength lies in their ability to uphold the game’s integrity and to move forward with 
renewed focus, regardless of external pressures.
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Pre-Match Responsibilities and Conduct
To make the best first impression when you arrive at the ground, it’s a good idea to wear smart clothing that looks 
professional or opt for a referee training kit.

Remember, competitions might have rules about when officials should arrive at the ground for match days. Make 
sure you know these rules and follow them. If there aren’t any specific rules, try to get there at least 45 minutes 
before the game starts.

Always bring your flags with you for the game. But sometimes, the referee might give you flags to use, especially if 
they have special ones like buzzer flags.

When you get to the venue, say hello to someone from the home club to let them know you’re there. Then, find 
the referee and check in with them. Most times, the referee will already be there, following the competition’s rules 
about when to arrive.

No matter how experienced you are, it’s essential to know and respect everyone’s roles for the day. The referee is 
in charge, leading the team, while the senior assistant referee has some extra duties, like stepping in if the referee 
can’t continue.

Working well with the referee starts before the game even begins. Help create a friendly and positive atmosphere 
and be ready to work as part of the team. Adjust to the mood the referee sets in the dressing room, so everyone is 
on the same page.
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Understanding Pre-Match Instructions
At a suitable time before the game starts, the referee will provide you with their pre-match instructions. Depending 
on the referee’s preference, this could happen either on the field or in the dressing room. It’s vital during this period 
to offer the referee your undivided attention and focus. If there’s anything you’re unsure about, don’t hesitate to 
ask for clarification.

Active Listening: This isn’t merely about hearing the words but genuinely grasping their meaning. Any ambiguity 
can be cleared up now, so don’t shy away from asking questions.

Take Notes: With so much information being shared, it’s helpful to jot down critical points. This ensures you don’t 
forget any vital instructions once the game gets underway.

Understand the Game Plan: Grasp the referee’s approach for the match. Do they want you to look out for certain 
things beyond your standard assistant referee responsibilities? This insight will help you align your decisions with 
the referee’s intentions.

Special Assignments: Beyond the standard responsibilities, you might be tasked with specific duties for the match. 
This could relate to monitoring particular players, overseeing tactics, controlling the technical areas, supervising 
substitutions, or other unique tasks. Moreover, if there’s a possibility the match result may come down to penalty 
kicks, ensure you’re clear on the referee’s expectations and your role in that scenario.

Review Signals: Ensure you’re in sync with the referee on all hand and flag signals to avoid confusion during pivotal 
moments.

Past Encounters: If the referee has previous experiences with the teams or players, their insights can be 
enlightening. Such knowledge can give you a better grasp of possible match dynamics.

Open Dialogue: It’s essential to foster an open communication line. If there’s something you’re unfamiliar or 
uncomfortable with, make it known. Tackling concerns pre-match always beats in-game surprises.
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Entering and Leaving the Field of Play

Your first steps onto the pitch set the tone, not just for you but for the entire officiating team. The way you present 
yourself, your level of engagement, and even the order in which you enter - these all convey a message to the 
players and coaching staff. Here’s what to consider:

First Impressions Matter: As you step onto the field, players will immediately form perceptions about your 
approach to the game. Exude confidence and commitment to leave a positive initial impression.

Unified Entry and Exit: A strong symbol of teamwork is when all match officials enter and exit the field together. 
Whether it’s the start of the game, half-time, or the end, this unified approach fosters respect and demonstrates 
cohesion.

Inspecting the Nets: Before the game starts, it’s essential to check the nets for:
• Integrity: Ensure there are no holes, rips, or tears.
• Security: Confirm they’re fastened securely to the goalposts and ground.
• Tautness: The nets should not be sagging or too slack.
• No Obstructions: Clear any foreign objects or debris.
• Uniformity: Both nets should be consistent in size, shape, and condition.

Follow the Referee’s Lead: After inspecting the nets, adhere to the referee’s other instructions, such as 
participating in the pre-match ceremony, and promptly head to your designated patrol path. Always maintain a 
dignified and professional demeanour.

Halftime and Post-Match Procedures: It’s imperative to quickly regroup with the referee during halftime and 
after the match concludes. This gathering serves multiple purposes: it shows unity, allows for the exchange of 
observations, and can serve as a safeguard. In instances where players or coaching staff might have remarks or 
grievances, having multiple officials present ensures that such interactions are witnessed and accurately recorded.
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Matchplay: Focus & Mastery from Kick-off to Final Whistle
From the moment the referee blows the whistle at the start of the match, it is essential that you maintain 
concentration at all times. The fluid nature of football requires assistant referees to be alert, precise, and technically 
sound in their roles. Whether you’re flagging an offside decision, monitoring player behaviour, or assisting with 
game management, every element of your involvement is integral to the overall success of the officiating team.

Carry out pre-match instructions: Always bear in mind that the referees are the leaders on the match day. 
They set the tone and direction. As an assistant referee, your role is to respect and execute the referee’s wishes 
diligently. This adherence to direction is not just about respect but about ensuring consistency and fairness in game 
officiation.

Duties as Enshrined in Law 6: The Laws of the Game lay down specific responsibilities for assistant referees. 
While these are a constant, the referee might place additional emphasis on certain duties to tailor match control 
strategies. This is why understanding the referee’s game plan is crucial.

Above all, as you navigate through the game, always remember to ASSIST, not INSIST. Your role is to support the 
referee and ensure that the game runs smoothly. Challenges might arise - be it confrontations, distractions, or 
high-pressure situations - but your primary focus should always be on the game unfolding in front of you. Adopt 
a balanced approach: be assertive when needed but avoid confrontation, always keeping the game’s integrity and 
players’ welfare at the forefront.

Techniques of an Assistant Referee
Proper technique not only showcases professionalism but also ensures effective communication with the referee 
and accurate decision-making during the match.

Flag Management: From the moment you step out of the dressing room, your flag should remain unfurled, 
signalling readiness and alertness. The flag serves as a key communication tool between you and the referee. To 
maximise visibility and ensure the referee always has a clear view of your signals, keep the flag on the field side at 
all times. This might seem like a small detail, but in the heat of a match, it becomes pivotal.
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Transferring the flag smoothly from one hand to the other, with the flag facing down below waist height, is a crucial 
technique. It requires consistent practice. This nuanced movement guarantees fluid signalling, especially when 
changing directions or adjusting your viewpoint during the match. Though it might appear trivial, mastering this 
technique significantly enhances the game’s officiation. It epitomizes an assistant referee’s dedication to their role. 
With habitual practice and repetition, this flag transfer becomes instinctive, mitigating potential mistakes during 
pivotal game moments.

Flag Signalling

Ball Out of Play: Signal as per standard practices when the ball goes out of play over the touchline or goal line.

Infringements: Raise your flag for infringements and keep it raised until the referee acknowledges. This 
acknowledgment can be a whistle blow or a hand signal.

For severe offences, maintain your flag raised until acknowledged. Be prepared to inform about the involved 
players and describe the incident.

Maintain awareness of the referee’s position for swift eye contact.

Specific Flag Signals:

Throw-in for 

attacking team

Throw-in for 

defending team

Corner Kick Goal Kick

Free kick for 

attacking team

Free kick for 

defending team

Substitution
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Referee’s Decision to Overrule: If the referee acknowledges but decides not to act on a signal, lower your flag 
immediately, reposition, and stay ready for the next phase.

Consideration Before Signalling: Before signalling, take a moment to assess the ongoing play. This ‘thinking time’ 
can prevent unnecessary stoppages and allow potential advantageous situations.

The referee’s decision remains paramount. Always aim to assist not insist. Regular practice and collaboration with 
referees ensure a well-officiated match for all involved.

Offside Offside on the near side 
of the field

Offside in the middle  
of the field

Offside on the far side
 of the field

2a 2b 2c
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Assistant Refereeing: Credible Zones

Credible zones are all about proximity: the closer you are to the action, the more credible your decision-
making becomes.

Green Zone (Optimal View and Closest Decision-Making):

In the green zone, you are both physically closest to the decision point and have the best perspective.
Here, make decisions confidently; your direct line of sight and closeness boosts your credibility.

Amber Zone (Moderate Proximity):
Within the amber zone, you’re not as near to the action as the referee.
Before signalling, always seek eye contact with the referee to ensure aligned decisions and uphold trust in your calls.

Red Zone (Referee’s Decision Jurisdiction):

In the red zone, hold back from making independent decisions.
Allow the referee to manage situations within this area, preserving the integrity of decisions.

These credible zones play a crucial role in guiding your decisions and influencing how players and fans perceive 
your calls. No matter the zone, teamwork and open communication with the head referee are paramount 
throughout the match.
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Positioning and Movement

Initial Position:

Post the pre-match ceremony, swiftly move onto the designated patrol path based on the referee’s pre-match 
instructions.

As play begins, position yourself in line with the second rearmost defending player. This ensures you are primed to 
offer accurate information right from the outset.

General Movement:

Always strive to keep up with the play, particularly ensuring you’re level with the second last defender or the ball, 
whichever is closer to the goal line. This guarantees accurate offside judgments.

Anticipate play development and adjust your positioning in real-time. For instance, during a fast counter-attack, be 
prepared to sprint to keep pace with the play.

Goalkeeper Defender Attacker

Assistant

Referee

Referee

Specific Scenarios:

Key:
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Assistant referees should align themselves with the second-last defender.

Kick-Off Positioning



14

Bootle Referees’ Society

Assistant referees guide

Station yourself at the corner flag on the side of the pitch you’re officiating.
Stand approximately 1-2 meters from the flag to avoid obstructing the player taking the corner.
Ensure you have a clear view of the penalty area, especially the near post, and are poised to move swiftly 
depending on the trajectory of the ball.

Corner Positioning:

Begin by checking if the ball is correctly placed inside the goal area.
If the ball is not correctly positioned, remain in place, make eye contact with the referee, and raise the flag to signal 
the issue.
Once the ball is correctly placed inside the goal area, assume a position to check the offside line.

Goal kick Positioning:
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Initially, position yourself in line with the edge of the penalty area.
Ensure the goalkeeper does not handle the ball outside the penalty area.
Once the goalkeeper releases the ball legally, shift your position to check the offside line.
This positioning allows you to monitor the goalkeeper’s actions while ensuring accurate offside assessments during play.

Goalkeeper Release Positioning

PENALTY Positioning

Stand at the intersection of the penalty area line and the goal line.
This position allows you to signal if the ball crosses the goal line between the posts for a successful penalty.
It also provides a clear view to ensure the goalkeeper stays on the goal line until the ball is kicked.
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Align with the second-last defender to check offside.
Be ready to move towards the corner flag if there’s a direct shot on goal.
This positioning ensures accurate offside monitoring and swift response to goal-scoring opportunities.

Free Kick Positioning:
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When there is no doubt about a scored goal, the referee and assistant referee make eye contact.
The assistant referee quickly moves 25–30 meters along the touchline toward the halfway line without raising 
the flag.

If a goal has been scored but the ball appears to be in play, the assistant referee raises the flag to get the 
referee’s attention.
After attracting attention, the assistant referee follows the standard goal procedure, running quickly 25–30 meters 
along the touchline toward the halfway line.

If the entire ball does not cross the goal line, and play continues, the referee makes eye contact with the 
assistant referee.
If necessary, the referee provides a discreet hand signal to indicate that no goal has been scored.
These procedures help ensure accurate goal decisions are made swiftly and effectively during the match.

Goal/no goal Positioning:
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Penalties / penalty Shoot out Positioning

Mass Confrontations
The nearest Assistant Referee may enter the field of play to assist the referee during mass confrontation.
The other Assistant Referee observes and records details of the incident.
This coordinated approach helps maintain order and safety during moments of mass confrontation on the field.

One Assistant Referee stands at the intersection of the goal line and the goal area to monitor goals.
The other Assistant Referee positions in the centre circle to control players.
This setup ensures effective officiating during penalty 

Substitutions
If there is no fourth official, the Assistant Referee moves to the halfway line to assist with substitutions.
The referee waits until the Assistant Referee is back in position before restarting play.

When a fourth official is present, the Assistant Referee doesn’t need to move to the halfway line.
The fourth official handles the substitution procedure, unless there are multiple substitutions simultaneously, in 
which case the Assistant Referee assists the fourth official.

This approach ensures a smooth and organized substitution process during the match.
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Self-Evaluation
At the end of any match, taking the time for self-evaluation is pivotal for an assistant referee’s growth and 
development. Reflection on decisions made, signals given, and positioning throughout the match can provide 
invaluable insights. Consider the following:

Accuracy of Decisions: Were there any moments of doubt? Were all decisions consistent with the laws of the 
game?

Positioning and Movement: Were there times when positioning could have been better optimized? Was the 
movement in sync with the game’s flow?

Communication with Referee: Was the communication with the main referee clear, timely, and effective? Were 
there any miscommunication?

Flag Management: Were all flag signals clear and timely? Were there any hesitations?

Interactions with Players and Coaches: How was the rapport with players and coaches? Were confrontations 
managed effectively?

Taking notes on these reflections and discussing them with fellow referees can be a rich source of learning and 
improvement. Remember, every game is an opportunity to learn, grow, and refine skills.
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Wishing You Success on Your  
Assistant Referee Journey!

The role of an assistant referee is fundamental to the successful officiating of a 

football match. Their sharp eyes, swift decision-making, and effective communication 

with the main referee and players ensure the match’s flow and fairness. Like any other 

craft, it requires dedication, training, and a commitment to continuous improvement. 

The beautiful game of football relies on the integrity and proficiency of its officials, and 

the assistant referee plays an indispensable part in upholding this tradition.

We wish you the best of luck on your assistant referee journey, filled with growth, 

memorable moments, and successful matches.
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