
 

Cheat! 
As I am about to embark upon my 37th season as a football referee (I must be bonkers), from cow-field 

to Anfield (to coin an expression), which adds to up somewhere in the region of 2,500 games of 

football, I cannot recall a single one of those games which has passed by without varying degrees of 

questioning of my ability to make correct decisions.  Whether we like this or not, it comes with the 

territory. 

As I have referenced in previous articles, this could be down to a lack of respect towards the referee, 

undoubtedly so on many occasions, and one of the tricks of the trade as match officials is identifying 

the level of dissent, and acting accordingly. As referees we must accept that football is and, god willing, 

will always be a passionate game where feelings run high and emotions come to the fore.  I have little 

doubt that chess is a noble art and those who partake share a different obsession to me, but does it 

come with the pride and passion of the game we love? Take the passion and emotion out of our 

beautiful game, at all levels, and the wonderful world of football will become a worse place. 

So, if you are a player, a coach/manager, a parent and a committed spectator, it is highly likely that 

you have felt it necessary to question the referee’s decision from time to time.  Why show dissent, to 

me it’s simply to cast a degree of doubt in the referee’s mind that he/she did get that decision wrong, 

hopefully swaying the officials to give the next 50/50 decision in your favour. 

What interests me if the varying degrees of these levels of dissent, and why some individuals, players 

and coaches in particular, take it upon themselves to “have a go at the Ref.”  There range from the 

subtle “You sure, Ref” by the soft-spoken winger as he runs passed you; the “which game are you 

watching” from the out-raged midfield player whose opponent keeps getting the better of him (I 

wouldn’t advocate “the one of the next pitch” as an ideal response to this – if you do, watch the steam 

come out of his ears), up to the extreme displays of dissent where the player/manager has gone past 

the point of genuine frustration and vents his spleen in a manner which the referee deems as being 

unacceptable.  I was offered some great advice on this, advice I still use today, where an experienced 

and much respected refereeing colleague suggested that a caution for dissent was only really justified 

if the words/actions used were “wilfully offensive”. If it is a heat-of-the-moment comment, with the 

player simply showing annoyance at a decision I have made, then provided it does not keep happening, 

experience tells me to have a ‘quiet word’ and to get on with the game, as opposed to risking my 

match control with excessive yellow cards.  If, however, an irate centre half runs 50 metres towards 

me, eyes popping and brain disengaged, he has clearly decided that he is going to be wilfully offensive 



and there is little doubt in my mind that he should receive a yellow card for his troubles.  Just watch 

the game disintegrate into chaos and carnage if all 22 are questioning decisions in that manner! 

The word spoken to me which goes way beyond the levels of dissent and into the levels of offensive, 

and is therefore worthy of a red card on every occasion, is if a participant refers to me as a “cheat!”  

Zero tolerance, and if I referee another 2,500 games, nothing will ever persuade me that this is not 

offensive, and this ranks with racist comments on my scale of unacceptability.  Yes, of course I get 

decisions wrong, it’s inevitable, but what I will deny is that I favour one team over another and that I 

am cheating in favour of the Reds verses the Blues.  Putting aside any match fixing shenanigans, I put 

my hand on my heart and categorically state to you that no referee will deliberately make a wrong 

call, every mistake, and there are days when I make more than others, are genuine mistakes. 

So, call me anything from a pig to a dog, question my parentage, ask me if have left my Labrador and 

my white-stick at home, enquire if I am due at Spec-Savers for my next test.  Any of those may or may 

not bring you a yellow-card, but don’t call me a “Cheat”.  I will see red, and so will you! 

 


