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Preface 

 

Game Management is a term most football o1icials have heard many times, but few 
could clearly define in a complete and practical way. To most, it can feel like an 
amorphous phrase — something important, certainly, but not always easy to pin down or 
explain. Yet every o1icial knows the di1erence between a game that is merely o1iciated 
and a game that is truly managed. That di1erence is often what separates a decent crew 
from a confident, e1ective one. 

 

For veteran o1icials, Game Management is not a new concept, but it is one worth 
revisiting. Experience can teach us a great deal, but it can also create blind spots. The 
longer we work games, the easier it becomes to assume we already understand what 
matters most. This booklet is intended to challenge that assumption. It is not about 
reinventing o1iciating, but about sharpening our thinking around one of the most 
important parts of the job—one often overlooked, in whole or in part. 

 

For newer o1icials, Game Management can seem like one of those ideas that everyone 
talks about, but nobody fully explains. That is exactly why this booklet exists. We want to 
give both new and experienced o1icials a clearer framework for thinking about Game 
Management and why it matters on every snap, every down, and every game situation. 
Good o1iciating is not just about rules knowledge and mechanics; it is also about how we 
manage the game, the people in it, and the flow of play. 

 

In the pages that follow, we will lay out the Core Elements of Game Management in a 
straightforward way, using bullet points to support thinking, discussion, and extension. 
The goal is not to overwhelm anyone with theory, but to create a practical tool we can use 
to reflect, discuss, and improve. If we do this well, we give ourselves the best chance to 
handle games with confidence, consistency, and control. 

 

Bob  
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INTRODUCTION 

Game management is where good o1icials separate themselves from just rule enforcers. 
It’s about control, presence, communication,  consistency, and a proactive preventive 
approach to ensure that issues are addressed before things ever become problems.  

High school football has its own personality. It’s comprised of teams featuring less-
experienced players—and sometimes coaches as well. The sidelines can get frustrated 
and emotional at times. For the most part, that emotion is purposefully throttled and can 
be understood to rise on occasion. In other games, particularly if the coaching sta1 is 
younger and less experienced, the emotion is throttled up at the kicko1 and only slightly 
varies in intensity. Our job, and that of the coaches, is to reinforce the emphasis that the 
National Federation has placed on teaching and safety. Coaches should be teaching 
correct techniques, and o1icials should be enforcing safety-related rules to the letter. 

 

But the Foundation of Game Management is more than just ‘control.’ It’s also rooted deeply 
in: 

Guidance: What are you doing to proactively ensure that players, coaches 
and your crew are all moving the game along to ensure it’s played in an 
e1icient, productive, and competitive environment? 

Prevention: Are you recognizing and keeping unhealthy behaviors, playing 
styles, and attitudes from placing a negative influence on the game and 
participants’ and fans’ enjoyment of the contest? 

Safety Leadership: Are you modeling and then doing what’s necessary to 
ensure that all participants—including o1icials—are operating in a safe, lower 
risk environment? 

 

To further elaborate on the Foundations of Game Management, we present the following 
Core Elements of Game Management. They are presented not to be all-inclusive, but to 
share some ideas of what is minimally required to manage a game instead of just o1iciating 
it. They provide a minimum skill-base from which further thought, discussion, and 
extension to possibly more advanced techniques and skills can be realized. 
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Baseline Approach:  PRESENCE = AUTHORITY + APPROACHABILITY 

Every o1icial enters the game with a level of ‘authority’ that’s bestowed de facto as a 
member of the crew assigned to manage the game. This authority, however, must be 
tempered with a genuine attitude of ‘approachability,’ making it clear to all participants that 
you are open to all honest communication and are willing and obligated to work with the 
participants to ensure the game is played in a fair and safe manner. 

Core Thoughts: 

� At the HS level, players are still learning how to behave. They don’t have it all figured 
out yet 

o When communicating with players and coaches, be confident, but not 
intimidating 

o At all times on the field, hustle and look sharp—credibility matters even 
more with younger players. When moving on the field, even during dead ball 
periods, a light jog is far more desirable than walking 

o Use your presence to set boundaries early. Identify and reinforce what will—
and what will NOT—be acceptable in the conduct of the game 

� How you carry yourself sets the tone immediately. 

o Display confident body language, use crisp signals, and proper mechanics 

o Look calm and in control—not frantic and unsure of yourself. 

o Clean uniform, polished/clean shoes, consistent appearance and 
positioning 

 

Walkaway Message: Players and coaches decide quickly whether they trust you—your  
presence answers that question for them. 

  

1. Presence and Professionalism 
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Baseline Approach: Preventive OAiciating is not an option—it’s essential 

Any o1icial can see a violation and flag it. The good o1icial will notice a team or participant 
who is getting close to a violation (e.g. a formation bordering on illegal) and alert both the 
participant and his coach so that it can be addressed and corrected before a flag needs to 
be dropped. 

Core Thoughts: 

� The best o1icials prevent fouls instead of just flagging them. 

o Talk constantly to players: “Hands o1,” “Watch the hold,” “Let him up,” “Nice 
job, #82”. Umpires primarily, but all o1icials when they close down on a dead 
ball (accordion) should use their voice—even if to say simply, “3rd down”—to 
alert participants that you’re there and observing, 

o Warn early on borderline actions (especially holding, formation issues). Make 
sure coach knows too. Know when a ‘bad’ formation is marginal versus a 
strategic attempt to gain an advantage.  Consider when the tackles bow to 
get into a pass blocking pocket early. This is not an unintentional error. 

o Help players avoid fouls rather than just penalizing them. A good example is 
the techniques used by LOS o1icials to ensure correct alignment of wide 
receivers 

o Use voice early, flags later when necessary 

o Communicate clearly with coaches about issues that need correction—be 
brief, calm, and respectful. Use O-2-O to communicate these issues to the 
far sideline when necessary. 

 

Walkaway Message: In HS, a well-timed verbal warning may eliminate several flags a 
game.  

 

 

2. Communication and Preventive O7iciating 
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Baseline Approach: Player safety is non-negotiable 

When o1iciating a high school football game, o1icials are responsible for protecting young 
athletes from preventable injuries and maintaining a fair, controlled environment. High 
school players are still developing physically and emotionally, so enforcing the rules 
consistently helps reduce dangerous hits, illegal contact, and unnecessary risks. When 
safety comes first, o1icials not only uphold the integrity of the game but also show respect 
for every player’s well-being. 

Core Thoughts: 

� NFHS puts a huge emphasis on player protection. This began with the initial 
definition of ‘defenseless’ players several. Since that time, several rules and points 
of emphasis have been implemented to further focus on player safety. 

o Be sure to crack down immediately on: 

Ø Late hits 

Ø Forcible contact against defenseless players 

Ø Blindside blocks (know the rules that allow for an legal BSB) 

Ø Helmet contact / targeting-type actions 

o Hustle and get to piles quickly—don’t let things escalate 

o Warnings are not appropriate for safety issues 

o Despite our best e1orts and even with highly sportsmanlike play, injuries will 
occur. If you see a player who might be injured, give him a chance to rise and 
show you that he’s OK. If he doesn’t respond within a few seconds, stop play 
immediately for an injury and send him o1. 

 

Walkaway Message: If you’re deciding between “let it go” vs. drop the flag for a safety 
issue, it’s not a decision at all. Throw the flag! 

  

3. Safety—Our #1 Priority 
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Baseline Approach: Benches can negatively influence a game and cause it to go sideways 
very quickly. 

A poorly managed sideline in a football game can quickly disrupt the flow of play and create 
avoidable danger for everyone involved. When coaches, players, or team personnel crowd 
the boundary, they can interfere with o1icials’ ability to move freely, make accurate calls, 
and keep proper sightlines on the action. A cluttered or uncontrolled sideline also 
increases the risk of collisions, especially when players, substitutes, and o1icials are 
forced into tight spaces near live action. Good sideline control is essential to protect the 
integrity of the game and the safety of both team personnel and o1icials. 

Core Thoughts: 

� Sidelines can get emotional—and less disciplined. 

o Address issues early: 

Ø “Coach, I need you and your team back in the team box before the ball 
is snapped.” 

Ø Coach…I’ve warned your assistants about being in the restricted area. 
Please help me keep them clear.” 

o Keep coaches and players out of ‘the white.’ 

o Address issues early, not after they escalate. A single verbal warning should 
be given. If another instance, flag for a sideline warning. 

o Use the head coach as your point of communication. Any verbal warning 
given to any team personnel should be made known to the head coach. 

o Remember…the “white” is your o1ice. 

 

Walkaway Message: Firm but respectful control prevents chaos and even possible injury. 
Ignore the sideline early, and it will own you by the 2nd quarter. 

  

4a. Sideline Management 
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Baseline Approach: Be professional—not confrontational 

Like it or not, you and the game’s coaches are partners in having a successful game 
outcome even though you might not agree fully on the definition of ‘success.’  Though we 
may (will!) have di1erences of opinion throughout the game, o1icials must always remain 
professional. Confrontation may give you a brief moment of satisfaction, but it will come at 
a cost and will come back to haunt you in the long run. 

Core Thoughts: 

� HS coaches will push—sometimes emotionally. Often the intent is to intimidate you 
or ‘buy’ the next call. Don’t succumb to that 

o Listen briefly, respond calmly to honest questions. If you don’t have an 
immediate answer: “I’ll find out, coach.” And then follow through on that 
promise. Always remember…a statement need not be answered. In general, 
it’s best to leave coaches statements unacknowledged. 

o Answer once—don’t rehash what you already have answered; instead, move 
on 

o Bring a crewmate when speaking to a coach 

o Use phrases like: 

Ø “Coach, I had a clear look—that’s what I saw.” 

Ø “Coach, it was a grab and restrict right at the point of attack.” 

o Know when the discussion is over. When there’s no more value to be gained, 
disengage. 

Ø “I’m sorry we don’t agree on this, coach, but we need to move along.” 

o If behavior crosses the line, address it immediately. A hand raised to 
shoulder level with an open palm (stop sign) may serve to inform him that 
he’s reaching the precipice. 

Walkaway Message: You don’t need to “win” your interactions with coaches—you need to 
control them  

4b. Handling Coaches (Respect & Firmness) 
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Baseline Approach: Consistency builds trust quickly. Trust results in credibility. 

Consistency is one of the most important qualities in football o1iciating because it builds 
trust, fairness, and control of the game. Players and coaches can adjust to a standard if it 
stays the same all game. Predictable o1iciating reduces frustration, arguing, and 
escalation. Consistency in o1iciating means applying the rules the same way for both 
teams, every quarter, and across the whole crew. It helps the game flow, protects players, 
and builds credibility with participants and confidence in the o1icials. The best way to 
achieve it is through shared philosophy, good pregame preparation, clear communication, 
and disciplined mechanics. 

 

Core Thoughts: 

� HS players and coaches react strongly to perceived unfairness. 

� Nothing frustrates teams more than inconsistency. 

� Call obvious fouls the same way all night 

� Establish your standard early (especially for holding, PI, and late hits). If you see that 
crew members are adjudicating the same type of situation di1erently, this should be 
a red flag. As soon as practicable, talk and recalibrate your standards. 

� The crew should apply the rules with one shared mindset, not six separate 
interpretations. Agree on a common standard for thresholds like 
physicality/contact, advantage/disadvantage, and advantage gained. 

� Avoid “even-up” calls—players, coaches, and fans will notice immediately  

� Don’t “tighten” or “loosen” the reins arbitrarily unless game conditions demand it 

 

Walkaway Message: Consistency builds credibility—and credibility gives you control. 
Consistency matters more than perfection at this level. 

  

5. Consistency and Credibility 
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Baseline Approach: You’re the third team on the field.  

A crew of football o1icials functions as the third team on the field, and just like the two 
teams competing in the game, they must operate with discipline, trust, and unity. Each 
o1icial has specific responsibilities, but success depends on how well they work together 
as one cohesive unit. Clear and consistent communication is essential, especially in fast-
moving or high-pressure situations, because it helps the crew stay aligned, make accurate 
decisions, and manage the game e1ectively. When o1icials demonstrate teamwork and 
cohesion, they create a smoother, fairer, and more professional environment for everyone 
involved. 

Core Thoughts:  

� A well-managed game looks like a team e1ort. 

o Pre-game conference: cover responsibilities, special situations. How can 
each of you help your crewmates  

o Use eye contact and e1ective signals between o1icials. Discrete 
communication 

o Be prepared to help a crewmate who may have been out of position or 
similarly disadvantaged in making a call. If patently incorrect, go and o1er 
help to get the call right. 

o Support each other—don’t contradict or undermine calls with comments to 
coaches 

o Identify and communicate tempo changes, trick plays 

o E1ective use of O-2-Os. Follow guidelines in Mechanics Manual 

o Help each other with dead-ball o1iciating 

 

Walkaway Message: A disconnected crew leads to missed calls and sideline frustration. A 
unified crew prevents confusion and enhances game flow. 

 

6. Crew Cohesion and Communication 
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Baseline Approach: Don’t let our actions (or inaction) become the centerpiece of the game. 

Managing game flow is one of the most important responsibilities for football o1icials 
because it helps ensure the game is fair, controlled, and enjoyable for everyone involved. 
O1icials must be able to recognize changes in tempo, such as a team speeding up on 
o1ense, momentum swings after a big play, or rising tension after a physical sequence, and 
adjust their positioning, communication, and game management accordingly. By staying 
alert to these shifts, o1icials can prevent unnecessary delays, reduce confusion, and keep 
the game moving smoothly while maintaining proper control and consistency. Strong 
game-flow awareness also helps o1icials anticipate trouble before it develops and respond 
in a way that preserves the integrity of the contest. 

Core Thoughts: 

� You’re not there to slow the game down—you’re there to manage it at the speed the 
participants wish to play. HS games can get choppy if you’re not careful. 

o Keep the game moving—e1icient ball spotting (wings and U). 

o Hustle into position for the next play. Execute your pre-snap routine as soon 
as possible when back in position. Avoid unnecessary movement. 

o Be ready for hurry-up o1enses and momentum swings. Hurry=up 
compresses all timelines—including your pre-snap routine interval. Be ready 
to adjust accordingly. 

o Penalty adjudication is a major disrupter if not handled e1ectively and 
e1iciently. The major breakdown here when the calling o1icial does not 
provide all information regarding a foul to the referee, and the referee doesn’t 
immediately recognize it. 

o Avoid marginal, technical fouls that don’t a1ect play. 

o But don’t pass on obvious or safety fouls. 

 

Walkaway Message: Good game flow keeps players engaged and reduces tension. Avoid 
situations where the game devolves into a series of fits and starts. 

7. Game Flow and Tempo Awareness 



  CORE ELEMENTS OF GAME MANAGEMENT 

Game Management NJFOA Page 11 

 

 

 

Baseline Approach: Calm oAicials provide the best chance for bringing calm to the game. 

Positive emotional intelligence can have a powerful e1ect on a crew working a game by 
improving communication, trust, and overall performance under pressure. When o1icials 
are aware of their own emotions and able to manage them calmly, they are less likely to 
react defensively to mistakes, criticism, or tense situations. At the same time, 
understanding the emotions of teammates helps the crew support one another, stay 
composed after a di1icult call, and maintain a unified approach throughout the game. This 
kind of emotional awareness encourages respectful communication, quick problem-
solving, and confidence in each o1icial’s role. As a result, the crew is better able to stay 
focused, make consistent decisions, and present a professional presence that promotes 
control and credibility on the field. 

Core Thoughts:  

� You’re managing teenagers.  

o Recognize frustration (after turnovers, big hits, ‘bad’ calls) 

o Use calm, direct language when addressing issues in an emotionally charged 
situation. 

o Defuse situations. Separate players if needed—don’t escalate. 

o Football is emotional—your job is to stay above it. How? 

Ø Pause before responding; Control your breathing; Focus on facts, not 
feelings; Use positive self-talk; Keep your voice steady; 

Ø Listen actively; Stay solution-focused; Avoid taking things personally; 
Prepare for stressful situations; Learn from experience; 

o Never match a player’s or coach’s emotion. When their emotions increase, 
bring yours down a notch. When they raise their voices, you lower yours. 

 

Walkaway Message: “If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs and 
blaming it on you…”                                   -- “If”,  Rudyard Kipling, 1896 

8. Emotional Intelligence 
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Baseline Approach: Situational awareness is one of the most important skills football 
o1icials must develop, as it allows them to understand not only the immediate action on 
the field but also the broader context of the game. By continuously observing player 
positioning, team formations, clock management, substitutions, and developing tensions 
between players, o1icials can anticipate potential issues before they escalate. Good 
situational awareness helps referees make faster, more accurate decisions, maintain 
control of the game, and ensure fairness and safety for all participants. There are three 
levels of situational awareness: Perception, Comprehension, and Projection. 

Core Thoughts: 

For a football o1icial, situational awareness (SA) is the di1erence between controlling a 
chaotic game and letting it descend into chaos and controversy. O1icials must process 
vast amounts of physical and tactical data within seconds, applying the three levels of SA 
to ensure safety and rule compliance. 

Here is how perception, comprehension, and projection function from an o1icial's 
perspective on the field: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Level 1: Perception (What is happening right now?) 

Perception requires an o1icial to maintain a broad visual field while keeping their 
eyes focused on specific, pre-snap keys. It is about registering raw data before, 
during, and immediately after the play. 

Core action/data: seeing, listening, detecting, observing the environment. 
Formations, coverage, instructions yelled from sideline, down, distance, score, clock 

Level 2: Comprehension (What does it all mean?) 

Comprehension goes beyond mere observation. At this stage, you take the data 
you’ve just gathered to form a mental picture of the situation and environment. 

Core action: Connect the dots, prioritize your focus, and interpret the significance of 
what you’re seeing and hearing 

Possible Breakdown: Seeing the data but failing to read the situation correctly due to 
a lack of experience or a flawed mental model. 

9. Situational Awareness 
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� Many HS players don’t fully understand situations. Great o1icials always know the 
context. 

o Is there “History” between two teams that might influence the game 
and how it will be played?  

o Down, distance, clock, score, and game situation 

o Anticipate what’s likely (deep pass on 3rd-and-long, onside kick, trick 
plays, etc.) 

o Be especially sharp (“aware”) in red zone, two-minute drills, and late-
game moments 

o Expect confusion in unusual situations—be ready to step in  

 

Walkaway Message: Awareness of your surroundings and game situations improves 
positioning and decision-making. 

  

Level 3: Projection (What happens next?) 

Projection is the highest level of SA. It relies entirely on strong comprehension to 
accurately forecast what will change in the near future, giving you the time to act 
proactively rather than reactively.  

Core action: Anticipating future states, timeline paths, and probabilities. 

Possible Breakdown: Failing to anticipate, leading to a late response and forcing 
reactive, sub-optimal actions. 
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Baseline Approach: Goal is fairness and game flow—not flag count 

O1icials need to adopt a philosophy of only calling impactful fouls, letting the game flow 
while focusing on infractions that actually a1ect player safety, fairness, or the outcome of a 
play. Rather than stopping play for every minor contact or technical violation, o1icials must 
use discretion to avoid over-o1iciating and preserve the natural rhythm of the game. This 
approach rewards competitive play, keeps the contest from feeling fragmented, and 
ensures that penalties are reserved for actions that meaningfully change field position, 
possession, or scoring chances. 

Core Thoughts: 

� Not all fouls are equal in impact. 

o Know when a call is essential vs. marginal. If you’re going to flag it, make it be 
there, make it stand out. 

o Avoid “gotcha” calls that don’t a1ect the play 

� You’re part enforcer, part educator. 

o Call/Flag: 

Ø Safety fouls 

Ø Obvious advantages gained 

o Pass (with verbal warning): 

Ø Minor, non-impact actions early in the game 

• Remember that all o1icials have a role in enforcement 

• The late Jerry Seeman was fond of saying, “We want Super Bowl calls; we don’t want 
any Woolworth’s calls.” 

 

Walkaway. Message: Especially early in the season, a warning can be more valuable than 
a flag.  

  

10. Penalty Management 
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Baseline Approach: Confidence comes from preparation 

A thorough pre-game meeting is essential for football o1icials because it allows the crew to 
clearly review responsibilities, mechanics, and coverage before stepping onto the field. By 
discussing each o1icial’s role and identifying team tendencies, such as formations, tempo, 
and common plays, the crew can anticipate situations more e1ectively and reduce 
confusion during the game. This preparation builds confidence, sharpens communication, 
and helps o1icials enter the field with the right frame of mind—focused, unified, and ready 
to make consistent decisions under pressure. 

 

Core Thoughts:  

� Game management starts before kicko1. 

o Review rules, mechanics, and points of emphasis. Assign the crew in turns to 
conduct the pre-game. 

o Add variety to the meeting. Develop unique things to discuss. For example, at 
each pre-game have one o1icial tell his partners what he can do to help them 
and what they can do to help him. 

o Discuss unusual scenarios with your crew 

o Identify team tendencies if possible  

o Inspect field and equipment 

o Confirm game balls, chain crew, clock operator 

o Discuss sportsmanship expectations with captains and coaches 

o Review weather or unusual conditions. Know where site manager will be 

 

Walkaway Message: A prepared crew looks sharp from the opening kicko1—and just gets 
better from there. 

 

11. Strong Pre-game Preparation 



  CORE ELEMENTS OF GAME MANAGEMENT 

Game Management NJFOA Page 16 

 

 

 

Baseline Approach: Recenter, Refocus, Recalibrate 

Football o1icials must be prepared to handle adversity with composure, professionalism, 
and resilience, no matter the situation. Whether it is a missed call, a serious injury on the 
field, or dangerous weather that forces a delay, o1icials must stay calm, refocus quickly, 
and continue to make sound decisions under pressure. Adversity is part of the job, but it 
cannot disrupt concentration or teamwork. The best o1icials acknowledge di1icult 
moments, communicate clearly with the crew, and move forward with confidence and 
discipline. By maintaining poise and commitment to the game, they can continue to 
perform at a high level. 

 

Core Thoughts: 

� You will miss calls—how you respond matters more. 

o Don’t “make-up” calls 

o Reset mentally and move on quickly 

o Stay composed under criticism 

o Key strategies include : 

Ø maintaining consistent mechanics 

Ø trusting partner input 

Ø developing a "next play" mentality. 

� What about the capital “A” adversity? 

o Player seriously/critically injured 

o Sudden serious weather which delays the game 

Walkaway Message: Overcoming adversity in football o1iciating requires mental 
resilience, strong crew communication, and swift recovery from mistakes. 

12. Handling Adversity 
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GAME MANAGEMENT SUMMARY 

Great game management is about:  

• Earning trust early. Coaches want to trust 
you. Give them every reason to do so. 

• Maintaining credibility throughout. Every 
move you make on the field, and every call 
you make adds to, or subtracts from, the 
credibility bank. Keep a positive balance. 

• Preventing problems. If you don’t like dealing 
with problems, take the necessary steps to 
keep them from happening. 

• E7ectively managing game flow. Get the 
game moving into a rhythm and keep it there. 

• Staying consistent under pressure. Be 
mentally resilient and learn to refocus quickly. 

 

When done right, the game feels smooth—and 
nobody is talking about the o9icials. 
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Game Management: A Professional 
Standard for Football Officials 

More Than Officiating 
For both new and veteran football officials, the central lesson of “A Guide to Game 
Management” is simple: officiating a game is not enough. A crew can know the rules, 
hustle to every spot, and still leave a game feeling incomplete if the contest was not 
managed professionally from start to finish. Great officials do more than call infractions. 
They create an environment where the game can unfold safely, efficiently, and with 
credibility. 

That is the heart of game management. 

Game management is the discipline of handling all the moving parts around the game so 
that the players, coaches, and spectators experience a contest that feels orderly, fair, and 
under control. It is built on preparation, communication, presence, judgment, and 
consistency. When officials develop these habits, they do not just survive games—they 
elevate them. 

What Good Game Management Looks Like 
“A Guide to Game Management” emphasizes that game management begins long before 
the first whistle. 

1. Pregame Preparation 
A well-managed game starts with a well-prepared crew. Officials who know their 
responsibilities, mechanics, points of emphasis, and crew expectations walk onto the field 
with confidence. That confidence matters. Coaches and players quickly sense whether a 
crew is organized or uncertain. 

Good pregame management includes: 

• arriving early and being properly equipped, 
• reviewing crew responsibilities and communication, 
• understanding game context, rivalry, weather, field conditions, and risk factors, 
• identifying likely pressure points before they become problems. 

Preparation is not busywork. It is the foundation of calm, decisive officiating. 

2. Presence and Professionalism 
Officials manage games not only with rulings, but with demeanor. Body language, voice 
control, positioning, and pace all shape how the game feels. A crew that looks rushed, 
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argumentative, or hesitant can invite tension. A crew that appears composed, firm, and 
approachable sets a standard. 

Professional presence means: 

• being visible without being theatrical, 
• communicating clearly without overexplaining, 
• showing respect without giving away authority, 
• projecting calm even when the game becomes emotional. 

Veteran officials know that many game issues can be prevented simply by being steady, 
consistent, and clear. 

3. Managing People, Not Just Plays 
One of the strongest themes in game management is that football officials are constantly 
managing people: 

• coaches who want answers, 
• players who are emotional or frustrated, 
• assistants who are too involved, 
• sideline personnel who may drift out of bounds, 
• fans who may be close enough to influence the atmosphere. 

The official’s job is to keep those interactions from becoming distractions or disruptions. 
That requires judgment and timing. Not every moment calls for a response, but when a 
response is needed, it should be calm, brief, and firm. 

This is where experience becomes valuable. New officials learn that the best answer is not 
always the longest answer. Veteran officials are reminded that even routine interactions 
can either defuse or escalate a situation. 

The Core Skills of Game Management 
“A Guide to Game Management” highlights several practical best practices that make the 
difference between a game that is merely worked and a game that is truly managed. 

1. Communication 
Communication is the backbone of game management. It includes: 

• crew-to-crew communication, 
• official-to-coach communication, 
• official-to-player communication, 
• communication with game administration when needed. 



   

Game Management NJFOA Page 20 

Effective communication is concise, respectful, and authoritative. It prevents confusion 
and creates trust. When everyone knows what is happening and why, the game moves 
more smoothly. 

2. Anticipation 
The best officials do not wait for problems to fully develop. They anticipate: 

• pace issues, 
• substitution problems, 
• clock management concerns, 
• sideline encroachment, 
• tempers rising after a hard play, 
• and moments where a crew may need to step in early. 

Anticipation is not guesswork. It is a trained awareness of game flow and human 
behavior. Officials who anticipate well rarely appear rushed, because they are already 
positioned to handle what comes next. 

3. Consistency 
Players and coaches accept officiating more readily when it feels consistent. That does 
not mean every play is identical. It means similar situations are handled in similar ways, 
and the crew applies standards evenly. Consistency builds credibility, and credibility is 
essential to game management. 

4. Crew Unity 
A game is not managed by one official acting alone. It is managed by a crew that works 
as one unit. When the crew communicates well and supports each other, the game 
feels controlled. When the crew is divided or hesitant, others notice immediately. 

Crew unity includes: 

• trusting each official’s area of responsibility, 
• supporting foul reporting and enforcement, 
• avoiding public disagreement, 
• and presenting a single professional standard. 

Why It Matters 
The purpose of game management is not merely to avoid chaos. It is to protect the integrity 
of the game. 

A professionally managed game: 

• keeps players safer, 
• reduces unnecessary conflict, 
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• preserves pace and rhythm, 
• protects the reputation of the crew, 
• and allows the competition to be decided by the players. 

That is a meaningful accomplishment. Officials who master game management help the 
sport itself. They make the game better for everyone involved. 

And there is personal satisfaction in that work. Officials often enter the profession because 
they love football, but they stay because they learn the deeper reward: the satisfaction of 
taking a complex, emotional, fast-moving event and bringing order to it. When a crew 
leaves the field knowing that they handled the game with control, confidence, and 
professionalism, that is a win of its own. 

For New Officials and Veteran Officials Alike 
For new officials, the lesson is encouraging: game management is teachable. It grows 
through repetition, observation, and reflection. Every game is a chance to improve. 

For veteran officials, the lesson is just as important: experience should sharpen game 
management, not replace it. Even after many seasons, the fundamentals still matter: 

• be prepared, 
• communicate clearly, 
• stay calm, 
• manage the people, 
• and never assume the game will manage itself. 

The most respected officials are not simply the ones who make the correct call. They are 
the ones who help the entire game run well. 

Final Thought 
“A Guide to Game Management” makes a compelling case that great officiating is not just 
about rule enforcement—it is about professional control of the entire game environment. 
Officiating a game is necessary. Managing it well is what makes officiating excellent. 

That is the standard to aim for. Not just to work games, but to manage them. Not just to 
react, but to lead. Not just to be present, but to provide order, confidence, and 
professionalism from kickoff to final whistle. 

That is where the real satisfaction comes from. 

 


