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MEMO: The Role of the Captain/Team Official in Preventing Match Official Abuse

The 2025/26 FIFA Laws of the Game place renewed emphasis on the role of the team captain/official as the primary liaison between the referee and the team. While the captain has no special authority under the Laws, they carry an important responsibility to promote respect for the referee's decisions and help ensure teammates behave appropriately. The "Only the Captain" initiative reinforces that, in appropriate situations, only the captain should approach the referee to seek clarification, significantly reducing confrontation, dissent, and intimidation directed toward Match Officials.
From a Match Official's perspective, abuse rarely begins with a single major incident. More often, it develops gradually through repeated acts of dissent that go unchallenged. It can start with questioning decisions, sarcastic comments from players or coaches, visible demonstrations of frustration, or persistent complaints from the technical area. When these behaviours are tolerated, they often escalate into public confrontation, abusive language, threatening behaviour, or even physical intimidation. The emotional temperature of a match is frequently influenced more by the conduct of Team Officials than by the players themselves.
Team Officials therefore play one of the most critical roles in preventing Match Official abuse. Coaches, assistants and bench personnel establish the behavioural standard for everyone associated with the team. When Team Officials remain composed, accept decisions respectfully, and immediately address inappropriate behaviour by their own players or spectators, they create an environment where respect for Match Officials becomes the norm rather than the exception. Conversely, when Team Officials openly criticize officials, dispute decisions, or encourage confrontation, they may unintentionally legitimize similar behaviour from players, substitutes and spectators.
Ontario Soccer has consistently identified Match Official abuse as one of the most significant threats to the game. Through its Discipline Policy, Match Official Abuse Framework, and Respect in Sport initiatives, Ontario Soccer emphasizes that referees must be able to perform their duties in an environment free from harassment, intimidation, discrimination, threats, or violence. Serious incidents involving abuse toward Match Officials carry significant mandatory sanctions, including lengthy suspensions and, in the most severe cases, multi-year or lifetime bans. Ontario Soccer's position is clear: protecting Match Officials is essential to player safety, participant retention, and the long-term sustainability of soccer throughout the province.
For the Ottawa-Carleton Soccer League, reducing Match Official abuse begins long before the referee blows the opening whistle. It starts with Team Officials demonstrating leadership, captains acting as the respectful voice of their teams, and clubs fostering a culture in which disagreement never becomes disrespect. Every respectful interaction strengthens confidence in the game; every act of abuse undermines recruitment and retention of Match Officials and ultimately impacts the quality and availability of soccer for all participants.
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