
From:  David Clutter 

 

The following is intended for mature audiences.  It requires an open mind, contains honest opinions, 

personal observations and may be disturbing to some individuals.  Listener discretion is advised. 

 

I’m Dave Clutter from the Ohio Valley Board in Wheeling.  I retired after 38 years of service, including 33 

years of experience as a referee and 25 years as a crew chief.  I’m now the Assistant Football 

Commissioner for the Ohio Valley Athletic Conference.  I’m going to share a bit about what I look for in a 

referee. 

 

This discussion will focus on the referee position versus a crew chief.  The crew chief is a manager and 

the referee is a leader.  I’m interested in leaders. 

 

First of all, please know that officiating, in general, is a process.  Remember your first training class?  You 

found out just how much work was involved in becoming an official.  You devoted 2 years of training to 

secure your card, acknowledging you as a “football official.” Today we’ll talk about another process just 

as challenging as your training class; becoming a referee! 

 

You should know that not everyone can or should be a referee.  From the attendance at the White Hat 

Workshop, it appears that we have a large group that has the desire to wear that white hat.  The white 

hat is the biggest difference noted by most people.  This prompts sharing a couple of personal 

observations. 

 

1. Wearing the white hat may indicate you’re the referee but does not guarantee you’re 

completely ready for the job. 

 

2. If you’ve worn the white hat for several years and continue to referee only 3-4 games a year, it’s 

probably time to reconsider your situation. 

 

By the end of this presentation, I’m hoping we’ll have successfully motivated everyone in one direction 

or another. 

 

 

Before we discuss specific attributes for a referee, let’s set some general expectations for all officials. 

 

Important Expectations: 

 

1.  Physical capability is important.  Not a physical fitness specimen but being athletic enough to 

cover your position and the game adequately.  Accurate or not, physical appearance is the 

perception everyone will use to determine your officiating competence.  Remember, perception 

is reality! 



2. Courage to make those tough calls, admit mistakes and work harder after an off night.  Be 

honest with yourself regarding your shortcomings and appropriate remediation. 

 

3. Requirements to know the rules, practice good mechanics and control the contest. 

 

 

Not so Important: 

 

1.  Where is the assignment? 

 

2. Is it a big game? 

 

You should never correlate your success with those 2 points.  Your work should speak for itself and 

there’s always a reason you’re assigned to any game.  Make the most of those opportunities. 

 

 

Then there is what I call, the officiating epiphany; that sudden realization that you truly understand this 

game.  You finally “get it,” and you can handle any situation.  You really can officiate!  I didn’t say 

“referee,” but without that defining moment, you cannot progress.  The timing of this “event” is 

different for everyone. 

 

 

So, what do I think is important for the referee? 

 

1. I’d like to know that he’s experienced the officiating epiphany. 

 

2. Common sense.  Understand the spirit vs. the letter of the rule and let common sense of the 

rule guide your decisions. 

 

3. Have a “feel” for the game.  Instinctively know how and where a play is likely to develop, so as 

to be in the proper position.  Understanding the subtleties of the position from experience. 

 

4. Have passion for the position.  Strive to improve, take advantage of training opportunities (like 

this workshop).  Seek a mentor; really work on your “game.” 

 

5. Never take yourself too seriously. 

 

 

The referee should also bring a set of skills in addition to his qualities.  All good referees have these skills 

but they are not specific to football.  These skills can be developed with effort and determination.  One 

can work on these skills every day, in whatever you’re doing.  The best prepared referees weren’t born 

with a complete set of mental skills but rather have repeatedly practiced concentrating, staying calm 

under pressure, and maintaining confidence.  They are able to provide everyone with a good “game 

experience.” 

 

 

 

 



The specific mental skills I look for in a referee include: 

 

1. Communication.  This is the fundamental difference the position requires.  Every good referee 

communicates well.  Become a great salesman because you’re selling yourself every day. 

 

2. Reliability/Consistency.  Be a person to be counted on to be consistent no matter the situation.  

Inconsistency confuses people and will reflect poorly. 

 

3. Poise.  Be aware of what your body language is saying.  Understand you may make a mistake, 

but remain relaxed.  If you obsess about always being right, you’ll become paralyzed. 

 

4. Decisive thinking.  Everyday life revolves around decisions. Lengthy hesitations will be seen as 

uncertainty.  Strive to make proper decisions quickly and once made, clear your mind and move 

on. 

 

5. Maintain confidence.  Confidence is essential to earning respect.  Your confidence, as a referee, 

will affect your crew and how the game is officiated.  Top referees maintain a positive attitude, 

don’t worry about things they can’t control.  Leave no doubt about your decisions. 

 

6. Enjoy the moment.  Whenever officiating or anything becomes a chore, you are no longer 

effective.  Be sure to have some fun. 

 

These are all skills you can practice every day.  Practice will help you improve.  You must decide they’re 

worth your time and effort.  Bottom line, though, is that whether you do or you don’t, people will 

notice. 

 

It’s said that officiating success is 50%-70% mental.  As a referee, those numbers become 70%-80%.  

Most clinics emphasize mechanics, uniforms, rules and written tests because most people think referees 

are born, not made.  I say, not true! 

 

You may not be all you can be right now but being a referee is an evolution.  Your officiating will evolve 

over time.  If it does not, you will become stagnant and your game assignments will suffer.  You control 

your evolution.  Remember, it’s a process.  I’m looking for referees determined to move forward and 

willing to work to be the best. 


