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Officials should always try to improve.  They spend time studying the new rule changes, 
reviewing the old rules. They work on their mechanics and techniques to be prepared for the 
next season.  Often physically preparing for the next season is delayed to the last minute.  Now 
is the time to start that preparation.  Why do officials need to perform pre-season conditioning?  
For the same reason athletes undergo pre-season conditioning: 1) physically to improve and 
prepare for the season, 2) injury prevention, 3) mentally to prepare.  As officials we need to be 
physically ready to perform on the field or court.  Both strength and aerobic conditioning is 
required to perform the duties required of a good official.  The importance of pre-season 
conditioning in the role of injury prevention has been debated in the research, but empirical data 

remains to justify its use.  The conditioning program is not only used for preventing possible future injury, it also has a role in 
rehabilitation and prevention of the reoccurrence of an existing injury. The last benefit from pre-season conditioning will be the 
hardest to quantify, the role of mental preparation.  The improvement that is made in aerobic conditioning will allow the official 
to be less fatigued during contests.  This will allow official to have the opportunity to be more focused on their duties.

There has been a basis established for why to perform a pre-season conditioning program, now to discuss the “HOW”.   When 
should the program start?  It is never too early.  The best program is one that is maintained year round.  The exact timing to 
start a pre-season work depends upon your present level of fitness.  If you have maintained an aerobic workout, strength, and 
flexibility on a consistent basis then starting your pre-season work with sport and position activities can begin closer to the start 
of your season (3-4 weeks before).  If a consistent program (3-4 times per week) has not been maintained them preparation 
needs to start 2-3 months prior.  Make sure before starting any program to have physician clearance.  Also take into 
consideration any prior injuries you are recovering from, or specific joint concerns that may require additional attention or 
protection.  Start with flexibility exercises paying close attention to muscles that cross multiple joints, (hamstrings, quadriceps, 
gastroc / Achilles) and an easy aerobic program trying to achieve at least 30 minutes of activity.  This could include walking, 
light jogging, elliptical trainers, biking (stationary, or regular), recumbent stepper, or pool activities / swimming. 

The last three in this list are excellent ways to perform aerobic activity while decreasing the stress on hips, knees, and ankles.  
To determine the intensity of your workout use one of the following approaches.  The simplest technique is; if you can carry on 
a conversation while exercising you are performing aerobic conditioning. To progress to a higher level of intensity it should be 
gradually harder to converse while exercising.  The second technique is based upon your heart rate.  It is an age based 
formula, (220 - your age = _X__).  Then take that number and multiply by .65.  This is your target heart rate to maintain during 
your workout.  Continue this program for the first 4 weeks, performing at least 3 times per week, ideally 4-6 times per week to 
make significant gains. Do not hesitate to alternate activities, this will increase your interest and enjoyment of the exercise.

During weeks 5-8 start progressing your workout. As you tolerate more increase your target heart rate by multiplying your age 
predicted max by .70 to .80, or by gradually increasing to a level where it is harder to carry on a conversation while exercising.  
Now is also a good time to introduce strength training into the program.  There are many ways to design a strengthening 
program, most local gyms have professionals to help you do this. One strategy is to strengthen the large muscle groups, 
especially in a circuit type fashion.  Specific examples of these exercises have been discussed in prior issues of Officials 
Quarterly.  Performing these exercises in a circuit is an excellent way to strength while keeping your heart rate up for overall 
conditioning. A circuit is a series of exercises usually involving multiple muscle groups performed in pattern that allows you to 
control the amount of rest time in between repetitions of each exercise and between each round of the circuit.  As conditioning 
improves decrease rest time between exercises and add aerobic activities for 5-7 minutes after each round of the circuit.  Here 
is one possible circuit: 1) body weight squats (fig 1), 2) push up hands close (fig 2), 3) abdominal crunches (fig 3), 4) lunges 
alternating legs (fig 4), 5) push up hands wide (fig 5), 6) hip bridging (fig 6), 7) calf raises (fig 7), 8) planks (fig 8).  Start by 
performing each exercise for 30 seconds, with 15 to 30 seconds rest between exercises.  As you improve increase the time 
you perform each exercise and decrease the rest time in between each exercise.  After completing 1 round of the circuit do 5-7 
minutes of brisk aerobic activity, trying to keep to your target heart rate.  Try to complete 3 circuits with a brisk aerobic activity 
after each round.  When you have finished you will have completed approximately 45 minutes of conditioning.
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Weeks 8-12 lead to the start of the season.  Continue your current flexibility, aerobic conditioning and strengthening 
programs.  Now start to add exercises that are position specific to the sports you are about to officiate.  Take football for 
example: Linesman and Line Judge positions tend to have more lateral movement, Back judge moves backward and in 
diagonals, Umpire covers shorter distances in multiple directions with faster reactions, Referee has to react and move to cover 
their area.  Each position demands certain movements and pre season conditioning should prepare you to perform the 
necessary activities.  There is no need to continue to add time to the workout.  Utilizing the prior circuit, substitute one of the 
aerobic activities with 5-7 minutes of position specific movements.  These could include lateral slides, crossover (carioca), 
backward running, and short sprints.  One drill that incorporates all of these is a BOX DRILL.  Start at one point sprint 5-10 
yards, then either lateral shuffle (defensive slide drill) or crossover 5-10 yards, then backpedal 5-10 yards and complete the 
box with another lateral slide.  Remember keep drills specific to your sport and position. 

 

Average Football plays last 7-12 seconds, and cover 5-8 yards, so train with those variables in 
mind. To prepare for basketball, perform drills with lateral slides that lead into 10-20 yard run.  
That is would mimic a change of possession / turnover situation in which you would need to run 
30-60 ft to cover the play.  Start these drills at 50% speed, gradually progressing speed each 
week as footwork improves.

Now that a plan is in place here are some other ideas to make it happen.  It is easier to exercise 
with a partner, or even as a crew. This encourages each member to be accountable to the crew, 
it also builds teamwork and displays a commitment to be the best.  What has been presented is 

just a glimpse of what could be done to prepare for your upcoming season. Do not be afraid to try different exercise program 
designs, combine activities for aerobic conditioning, practicing different drills that would mimic position specific activities.  
Make it fun, keep it interesting, and you will keep doing it.

 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Jeff Tanner, who earned his bachelor’s degree in exercise physiology from West Virginia University in 
1992 and his master’s degree in physical therapy from Slippery Rock (Pennsylvania) University in 1995, has officiated high 
school football for 22 years. In addition, he has officiated high school and college lacrosse, and high school basketball. Tanner 
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