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A Mission, Vision and Values Statement

A formal, well-articulated 
statement provides required 
direction and focus. Put simply, the 
mission defines the fundamental 
purpose of the organization, vision 
indicates what the organization 
aspires to be and values describe 
its core principles.

As such, an organization’s 
mission, vision and values 
statements set the tone. When 
adopted with careful consideration, 
they define the organization, 
indicating its ideals and what it 
stands for. The statement should 
be approved by top leadership. 
It should be made known to 
employees and independent 
contractors, and should inform and 
animate ongoing administrative 
activities and programs. It should be 
a living document.

To get an idea of what could 
be included, look at the National 

Association of Sports Officials 
(NASO) mission statement, which 
is available on the association’s 
website (naso.org): 

NASO’s mission is to serve 
as the leading source of sports 
officiating information, programs 
and services. To accomplish that, 
NASO will:

 Serve members by providing 
benefits and services.

 Improve sports officiating 
performance through educational 
programs and training materials.

 Advocate opportunities for 
sports officials and engage in 
programs to recruit and retain 
officials.

 Create alliances with 
organizations that benefit 
from healthy sports officiating 
programs.

 Enhance the image of sports 
officials.
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Although virtually every sport 
in the U.S. has its own 
officiating program and 

devotes resources to educate 
and train its officiating crew, each 
program operates in isolation, with 
little consideration to following a 
nationally agreed-upon set of general 
standards. Yet issues of integrity, 
training and safety — to name a 
few — are common to all.

Sports officiating leaders are 
usually aware of some or even 
most of the key components 
of an effective officiating 
program, but there is no 
credible checklist against 
which a program could 
assess its competence. 
Outlined are the 
components we believe 
should be part of every 
effective officiating 
program.

An Effective Integrity Program

Integrity is the cornerstone of 
any officiating program. Nothing 
sends a clearer message about an 
organization’s commitment to ethical 
behavior than a well-organized 
integrity program. The program 
should be seen as the foundation 
for nurturing or building an ethical 
culture and promoting ethical 
behavior throughout the officiating 
program.

Essential characteristics:
 A defined, articulated Code of 
Conduct.

 A designated integrity officer.
 A well-developed and organized 
incident/event reporting system.

 Annual training and in-service 
education.
 A documented process for 
receiving, investigating and 
acting on reports of unethical 
behavior.

One does not have to look 
further than the nation’s military 
for guidance regarding integrity. 
This statement is from the 
Seven Core Army Values: “Do 
what’s right, legally and morally. 
Integrity is a quality you develop 
by adhering to moral principles. 
It requires that you do and say 
nothing that deceives others. As 
your commitment to integrity is 
demonstrated, so does the trust 
others place in you. The more 
choices you make based on 
integrity, the more this highly prized 
value will affect your relationships 
with family and friends, and, finally, 
the fundamental acceptance of 
yourself.”

Essential Elements for Every Effective 
Officiating Program
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Training and Development

A thriving, healthy officiating program 
is one which manifestly devotes 
adequate time, effort and resources 
to enhance its officials’ knowledge, 
skill and competence. Without 
such a commitment, there can be 
no assurance that employees and 
independent contractors understand 
new technology or new policies and 
rules.

Essential characteristics:
 A documented in-service training 
program.

 A designated individual charged 
with designing and administering 
the training program.

 Current and well-developed 
training curriculum and materials.

 Training covering basic skills, 
mechanics, use of technology, 
and ethics and integrity.
One of the best sports officiating 

training and development programs 
may be found on the website for 
U.S. Soccer (ussoccer.com/referees/
resource-center/online-training), 
which supports the nearly 150,000 

officials across the country regularly 
working amateur games at the youth 
and adult levels.

There are video resources 
focusing on both the interpretation 
and application of the Laws of the 
Game while also providing advice 
on practical refereeing. Additionally, 
the website provides resources 
specific to courses, books, videos, 
training topics and other instructional 
materials that are available for 
download to improve developing 
officials of all levels.

Effective Recruitment and Retention

Virtually every sector of society is 
under pressure to open its ranks 
to those who may be under-
represented, including women 
and minorities. Sports officiating 
is no exception. We live in an age 
of diversity. Officiating programs 
must also focus on developing an 
active, ongoing recruitment plan 
based on early identification and 
training of young officials, and should 
be reinforced by a competitive 
compensation/benefits program.

Essential characteristics:
 An annual satisfaction survey, 
preferably at the end of the 
season, conducted by a credible 
party.

 A formal, documented recruitment 
and retention plan.

 Objective data permitting 
an assessment of how well 
the program is performing in 
recruiting and retaining officials 
from diverse ethnic groups.

Recruiting new officials has been 
a challenge for many years in almost 
every sport and area of the country. 

The Michigan High School 
Athletic Association has had success 
by reaching out to athletes at the end 
of their senior years, encouraging 
them to remain a part of the game. 
Other states have used different 
levels of registrations, creating a 
discount for officials who are still in 
school and permitting them to only 
work sub-varsity competition.

Competency Assurance

Organizations must have a plan 
to ensure their officiating crews 
are qualified and competent. The 
most certain way of enjoying public 
confidence is through accurate and 
consistent officiating. 

Essential characteristics:
 A formal program for assuring 
continuous competence of 
assigned officials.

 Initial and continuing education, 
and ongoing objective 
assessments

 Emphasis on assessing actual 
performance on the field and 
court, through direct observation 
and replay technology. Results 
should be documented and 
placed in a permanent file for 
use in continuous performance 
improvement.

Evaluating the performance 
of officials at the high school 
and college level is one of the 
most challenging aspects of any 
program. Most often, it comes 
down to identifying someone who is 
qualified, has the time and will work 
for little or no compensation. 

The advent of video replay 
has made self-review more 
feasible. Officials must rely on that 
technology in order to improve.  
Officiating organizations must 
use whatever means necessary 
to ensure that they are using 
competent officials.

Safety Plan

There must be a documented 
plan for ensuring officials’ safety. 
Organizations should emphasize to 
coaches, players and spectators 
their zero-tolerance policy for abuse, 
sexual harassment or assault.

Essential characteristics:
 Commitment to safety, 
demonstrated by adopting an 
official statement to that effect.

 A written plan that addresses 
officials’ safety enroute to and at 
the sports venue.

 Clear indication of how program 
has addressed safety concerns.
Most professional leagues have 

full-time staff in charge of security 
and work closely with stadium 
operations and teams to ensure the 
safety of officials. At the amateur 
levels, it may be more complicated.
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Communications and Crisis Management

Without a system of effective 
communication, problems occur 
more frequently and small incidents 
turn into large ones. Periodic e-zines, 
among other tools, can be useful in 
keeping everyone in the loop. There 
is no substitute for regular meetings 
in which face-to-face interaction 
facilitates discussion of issues. 

Essential characteristics:
 A written communication plan/
program, overseen by a director or 
coordinator of communications.

 Effective two-way communication;  
not merely from the organization 
to appropriate officials and 
others, but also from them to 
management.

 Communications are pushed to all 
stakeholders.
Similarly, all organizations would 

benefit from a well-designed crisis-
management plan. That should 
be part of an overall safety and 
emergency preparedness plan, 
and an integral component of the 
organization’s strategic planning 
process. A well-executed crisis-
management plan may very well  
defuse a volatile situation and 
favorably shape public perception of a 
potentially negative situation. 

Essential characteristics:
 A written crisis-management plan.
 Broadly communicated to all 
stakeholders. Unauthorized 

departures from the plan during 
a crisis should be identified and 
responded to effectively.

 Training in media relations is 
provided to appropriate individuals 
in the organization.
Few amateur associations have 

someone who is well-versed in 
communicating with the media. 
That is why many high school state 
associations either forbid or advise 
against an official communicating 
with the media on an issue. At the 
professional level, most officials’ 
organizations would either have a 
spokesman or be able to formally 
craft media releases to ensure that 
the message is delivered to the right 
audiences.

Legal Compliance

It would be possible for any 
program to drift into a state of 
non-compliance, given the broad 
array of laws and regulations that 
have been established. At one level 
or another, sooner or later, sports 
officials have to contend with one 
or more of the following: conference 
regulations, labor and employment 
law, gender equity compliance, 
federal disability discrimination laws, 
contract negotiations, drug testing 
and doping, and perhaps even tax 
and tort law. Even that partial list 

is extensive enough to indicate 
that legal compliance must receive 
significant attention.

We suggest that officiating 
programs have a designated 
compliance officer charged with 
double-checking to ensure that 
the program is in compliance at all 
times. 

Perhaps the program’s integrity 
officer may also serve as its 
compliance officer. An extended 
explanation is not necessary 
given the self-evident importance 
of complying with laws and 
regulations.

The Takeaway

Thoughtful readers may quibble with 
some of the suggestions outlined, 
and some would offer additional 
recommendations. Overall, the 
officiating industry should welcome 
the dialogue. Given the prominence 
of sports in society, officiating 
programs should take steps toward 
internal self-assessment leading to 
the development and implementation 
of common standards of excellence.
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An Advisory 
Committee

Officiating programs may well 
conclude that they need an advisory 
committee to help them structure and/
or operate an effective program. The 
program would benefit from periodic 
reports by the advisory committee 
highlighting successes and challenges.

Essential characteristics:
 Comprised of working referees/
umpires and other credible 
individuals from a variety of 
backgrounds.

 A designated chairman.
 Periodic meetings.


