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REFEREES , SCORER ’S TABLE AND COMMISSIONERS

FIBA referee from 1958 to 1982 and an
Honorary Member in 1976, Valentin
Lazarov became FIBA Commissioner in
1983. A member of the FIBA Technical
Committee since 1976, he received the
prestigious Radomir Shaper Award,
which is given for outstanding contribu-
tion to basketball rules and the game of
basketball.

INTRODUCTION
In the course of the last few years, we
have witnessed an exceptional progres-
sion and growing popularity of basket-
ball all over the world. 
Contemporary modern basketball is a
spectacular and harmonious combina-
tion of sheer speed, excellent athletic
qualities, aggressive defenses, and bril-
liant player techniques.
It is quite natural and logical to affirm
that the development of the game is
closely connected with the development
of officiating. Consequently, when one
speaks about "modern basketball," it is
necessary to mention the term "modern
officiating." Modern officiating means
the birth of new and additional require-
ments for the officials.
My intention in this article is to update
and systematize the new demands and
requirements for game officials, since
the referees are the people who are
actively involved in the application of the
latest tendencies in the development of
the game on the court.

FACTORS INFLUENCING THE PERFORMANCE
OF THE OFFICIALS
In modern basketball, the level of the
official's performance is a complex

function of numerous direct or indirect
factors. This could be illustrated with the
following pseudo-mathematical formula:
Q = (A + B + C + D + E + F + G + H) 
x X x Y x Z.

Where:
Q = Level or quality of performance of 

the Official
A = Physical fitness
B = Correct criteria for physical 

contacts
C = Knowledge of the psychology of 

players, coaches, fans 
D = Knowledge of the rules and 

interpretations
E = Knowledge of offensive 

and defensive tactics
F = Teamwork
G = Mechanics of Officiating
H = Knowledge of the work of the table

officials 
X = Coefficient for talent and 

personality
Y = Coefficient for ambition, strong 

will, and courage
Z = Coefficient for personal chance

Of course, this formula is only an illus-
tration and its aim is to show in which
areas and on which elements the
efforts of young and ambitious referees
should be concentrated in order to
achieve perfection in their perform-
ance on their way to becoming TOP
OFFICIALS.

The formula could also be very useful for
highlighting the main topics in the agen-
da for clinics for candidates for FIBA ref-
erees.

by Valentin Lazarov

CONCEPTS 
OF MODERN 
OFFICIATING 
Part I

IMPORTANT REMARK
In the following material, I am presenting
only a brief summary for each factor,
underlining only the major points. The
reason for that is that each factor repre-
sents a separate lecture lasting between
1 and 4 hours, including diagrams and
examples from practice. 

A. PHYSICAL FITNESS
The referee must follow the action on the
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official cannot observe directly when a
foul is committed, but they presume that
in similar situations fouls are nearly
always committed, so they whistle the
play as a foul. 
Or, with today's players having excellent
technique, a call by presumption
deprives a talented player of a brilliant
maneuver and a legitimate play in the
last second. 
The position of the official far from the

action also has a psychological effect on
the reaction of players, coaches, and
fans. A 100% correct decision that is
called far away from the place of the foul
or the out-of-bounds situation almost
always provokes undesirable reactions.

The dynamic action of the players and
the speed at which the ball can change
hands requires constant concentration
by the officials during the whole game.

court as closely as possible and be in an
optimal position in order to make accurate
judgements. There is a high correlation
between accuracy of calls and optimal
position of the official. This means that a
top official must be as fast as-and in some
situations even faster-the players. He
must be in top physical condition.
Very often it's the insufficient mobility of
the officials that is the reason for some
calls. Being far away from the action, the
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On the other hand, the capacity for an
official to concentrate decreases sharply
once he becomes physically fatigued.
The same is also valid for the speed of
reaction of the referee, i.e. the speed of
his motor behaviour.
This process (showed in the diagram
below), however, could be considerably
slowed down by some factors, of which
the most important is physical fatigue. 

Finally, it would be useful to underline the
stimulating role of the pre-game warm-
up (15 to 20 minutes), not only for main-
taining the consistent physiological con-
dition of the official throughout the com-
petition, but also for reducing the fre-
quency and severity of muscle injuries.

CONCLUSION
Top physical fitness is not theoretical in
basketball officiating, but an absolute
necessity. It was not as important in the

past when the game was less dynamic
and aggressive. Nowadays, however, the
officials' top physical condition has a
fundamental influence on their perform-
ance on the court.

B. CORRECT CRITERIA FOR PHYSICAL
CONTACTS

The dynamic and attractive magnetism
of modern basketball does not allow
officials to interrupt the game too often,
since for both participants and fans an
interesting game is an unbroken stream
of spectacular actions. The popularity
of the game and its charm strongly
depends on the official's criteria for
personal contact.

Statistics affirm that in contemporary
basketball the number of physical con-
tacts have doubled and even tripled in
some instances. Almost every two to
three seconds of the game, we witness

one or more physical incidents of physi-
cal contact between opponents.
However, only 10% to 15% of them are
sanctioned as personal fouls by the offi-
cials. That means that the referee's
approach to this selection must be rather
Realistic than Literal.
The art and the style of the official deal-
ing with the contact situations is gener-
ally the most criticized area of the offici-
ating process (around 80%). 
It is practically impossible to stop the
game at each personal contact since it
will kill the attractive character of the
game. Therefore, on the one hand we
must try as much as possible not to dis-
turb the flow of the game and on the
other we must follow strictly the rules
and keep constant control of the game,
as we do not want basketball game to
become similar to a rugby game.

All in all, a strict distinction should be
drawn between
incidental con-
tacts, which are a
product of the nor-
mal course of the
game, and con-
tacts that degen-
erate into person-
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al fouls. What we understand by
"Officiating in the spirit of the game" is to
apply this quite difficult distinction suc-
cessfully on the court.
A lot in this area depends on the individual
TALENT of the official and his correct
FEELING for realistic approach. This also
is the boundary between the TOP and
theSTANDARD referee.

Principle of Advantage / Disadvantage
On the basis of all above-mentioned facts,
the classic advantage / disadvantage
principle was created. It advises the offi-
cials to consider as personal fouls all
physical contacts which:
▼ Give an advantage to the player who

committed them or to his team.
▼ Cause a disadvantage for the oppo-

nent's player or team.

I always add this very important point:
▼ Become systematic and risk leading to

an escalation of roughness or losing

control of the game.
Trying to apply this principle on the court,
the Officials must be aware it is fully legal-
ized by FIBA Rules which state: "The
Officials should not seek to interrupt the
flow of the game unnecessarily in order to
penalize personal contact that is inciden-
tal and which does not give to the player
responsible an advantage nor place his
opponent at a disadvantage..."

Areas of Application
▼ Attractive combinations.
▼ Direct drive towards the opponent's

basket.
▼ Fast breaks.
▼ Act of shooting.
▼ Passing the ball.
▼ Dribbling the ball.
▼ Loss of balance near boundary or cen-

ter lines.
▼ Fight for position on the floor.
▼ Loose ball on the floor.
▼ Screens.

CONCLUSION
Knowledge of the spirit of the advan-
tage/disadvantage principle and the
mature and competent judgment of the
Official in each individual contact situa-
tion should be the KEY factor in deciding
whether the physical contact should or
should not be considered as a personal
foul (see the chart).

The final decision: "Foul or no foul" should
be based on the answers to four basic
questions:

1. What happened?
2. Who is involved?
3. Why did it happen or who was respon-

sible?
4. WILL THIS AFFECT THE GAME?

The second part of the article 
will be published 
on the issue N. 24 - January/February 2007.

TALENT 
FEELING 

FOR THE GAME

ADVANTAGE /
DISADVANTAGE

PRINCIPLE

UNBROKEN

GAME FLOW

CONTANT

GAME CONTROL

balance

FIBA ASSIST MAGAZINE | 23 2006 | PAGE 33

23_030_033.qxd  23-11-2006  13:12  Pagina 33



PAGE 30 | 24 2007 | FIBA ASSIST MAGAZINE

REFEREES , SCORER ’S TABLE AND COMMISSIONERS

FIBA referee from 1958 to 1982 and an
Honorary Member in 1976, Valentin
Lazarov became FIBA Commissioner in
1983. A member of the FIBA Technical
Committee since 1976, he received the
prestigious Radomir Shaper Award,
which is given for outstanding contribu-
tions to basketball rules and the game of
basketball.

(Note: The first part was published in
No. 23 - November-December 2006)

C. KNOWLEDGE OF THE PSYCHOLOGY OF 
PLAYERS, COACHES, AND FANS
The basis of the spectacular and attrac-
tive basketball game is the quadrangle:
players, coaches, officials, and fans. The
relations between these four factors are
of critical importance for the smooth run-
ning of a game. These four groups should
exist together with reciprocal tolerance
and respect under the slogan: "NOTHING
IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN THE BAS-
KETBALL GAME!"

Even for the top officials, it is almost
impossible to officiate successfully with-
out minimum cooperation from the
coaches and players.
Nowadays, the basketball game has
become more dynamic, more athletic,
and more aggressive than in the past.
The influence of the financial factor has
also increased tremendously. Sponsors
are spending large sums for basketball
and they are expecting positive results
from their teams.
This is one of the reasons why players try
to give their best in their performance on

the court. Together with their coaches,
they are often overexcited and hyper-
strained like charges of dynamite. Any
supposedly wrong decision made by an
official can lead to an outburst and quick-
ly provoke a conflict situation.
From here stems the necessity of sound
psychological knowledge by the model
referee. In a field in which only referees
endowed by nature can succeed, the
study of the voice, the movements, the
gaze, the posture, the signalization, the
general behavior, and the human
approach are all part of the psychologi-
cal education.

The official is an educator and a peda-
gogue, as compared to a merciless com-
bination of judge and executioner. His
whistle is a tool and not a weapon! He
must act as a "Hand of steel in a velvet
glove." A friendly smile, a soft gesture, or
a public warning applied at the right
moment is often more effective than
technical or disqualifying fouls. A warm,
calm, and humane attitude is both dis-
arming and relaxing!

It is a well-known fact that some average
referees are more wanted and respected
than their more talented fellows. I always
remember what my teacher, the late FIBA
President Robert Busnel, used to say: "I
have many times seen a referee leave the
court at the end of a closely contested
game, who is congratulated by coaches
and players. His skill at applying psycho-
logical tricks reached such height, that it
hid his technical imperfections on the
court."

D. KNOWLEDGE OF RULES, INTERPRETATIONS,
POINTS OF EMPHASIS 
The basketball game has become so
dynamic that an official must react in a
split second and make the correct deci-
sion in a nearly automatic way.
Practically, he has no time to remember
details of this or that rule. His fast and
timely reaction, however, is based mainly
on his continuous and analytical study of
the rules and their interpretations, the
periodic amendments, as well as points
of emphasis and instructions presented
by the World Technical Commission of
FIBA.

Unfortunately, very often the method and
style of the lecturers teaching the rules in

by Valentin Lazarov
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the clinics are not on a satisfactory level.
Young officials must be informed about
the history of the major rules and the pur-
pose for their origin. Instead, much time
and thought is wasted in discussing theo-
retical play situations that might or might
not happen but once in a century!

Consequently, much more important
subjects about the educational spirit of
each rule are left aside, such as the cre-
ative ways of the rules' application on
the court or the admissible limits of tol-
erance. As a result, officials currently
named "whistle blowers" are trying to
replace sound judgment with tiny details
and lack a realistic approach while offi-
ciating the game.

E. KNOWLEDGE OF TACTICS 
IN OFFENSE AND DEFENSE
It is a key requirement for a top official to
have the ability to respond differently
and to adapt his positioning on the court
in accordance to the character of the
game and the different tactics applied by
the teams. He must be able to notice
changes in the tactics at any moment or
the surfacing of new elements in the
game. Consequently, he has to know the
areas where critical situations may
appear. However, all this is possible only
if the official has sound knowledge and
appreciation of current tactics and tech-
niques in offense and defense, which are
applied by the players on the court. For
example, to correctly officiate the

numerous screens during the game, the
official must be completely familiar with
the technique of screening and the tactic
based on the screen.
This is the reason why some FIBA
National Federations have already
approved as a mandatory obligation for
new officials to pass some tests for
coaches and get acquainted with the
basic elements in this area.

F. TEAMWORK WITH PARTNER(S) 
AND COMMISSIONER
In contemporary basketball, a close
cooperation (i.e. excellent teamwork
between official-partner, official-com-
missioner, and official-table officials) is
of first importance.
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One must have faith and confidence in
his fellow official(s). No one is supposed
to dominate since officials must work as
a real team. Do not hesitate to ask for
assistance from each other any time you
are blocked on a play or you are
screened-out! 
Sometimes, we witness situations of
disagreement or double whistling in the
officials' decisions. Very often, this
could be solved after visual contact, dis-
creet signals, or a very concise consul-
tation (5 to 6 seconds) between the offi-
cials, but this should always be at a dis-
tance away from players and coaches.
During such consultations, mutual confi-
dence and spirit of friendly cooperation
are strongly advised and recommended.

Long discussions and explanations
between officials while surrounded by
players and coaches very often creates
critical situations. A brief, but thorough
pre-game conference will assist the ref-
erees in producing a good team per-
formance.
Young referees should also be briefly
advised in the area of the so-called
moral code of the officials' partnership
on the court, by using some specific
examples of what to avoid: 

▼ Official X calls a foul. While signalizing
to the table, a player makes some
insulting gestures behind his back.
His partner(s) is a silent witness, but
does not intervene because the
unsportsmanlike behavior is not
addressed directly to him.

▼ Official X calls a foul. While signaling
the table, a player contacts the free
official insulting his partner. His reac-
tion is: "It was his decision. I have
nothing to do with this call."

▼ During some critical moments of a
tough game, official X hides and does
not react to some clear infractions in
his vicinity, even though he is in
excellent position, thus leaving his
partner to take the "unpopular calls."

▼ During an interval of play or after the
game, official X criticizes some calls
of his partner in the presence of play-
ers, coaches, or fans.

▼ During a game, official X, sitting as
spectator between fans, openly criti-
cizes the decisions of his colleagues
on the court.

Some officials underestimate the impor-
tance of good cooperation with the com-
missioner. Predetermined during the
pre-game conference, discreet signals
between officials and commissioners
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could be applied successfully in some
specific situations during the game. For
example, such cases can occur when a
basket is scored or a foul is called almost
simultaneously with the end signal, and
the officials are not quite sure if the
action was before or after the signal.

H. KNOWLEDGE IN MECHANICS 
OF OFFICIATING
Recently, more and more attention has
been paid to the improved and more com-
petent application of mechanics on the
court.
The speed at which the players move
individually or in groups creates serious
problems for the official's visual percep-
tion of the game and total court coverage.
Therefore, it is quite impossible to expect
from one official that he be able to
observe the actions of all ten players and
the ball on the court.
The new mechanics for two-and three-
men officiating is a practical system cre-
ated as a working method to eliminate the

problems of the officials in this area, pre-
scribing one official to focus his attention
on specific phases of the play more so
than others. The key factors of mechan-
ics are:
▼ Move to the right spot.
▼ Be placed in an optimal way in order

to see.
▼ Know what to look at or what to

observe.

It is strongly recommended that all offi-
cials follow and apply all the prescrip-
tions of the official FIBA Mechanics on
the court. However, to take a dogmatic
position and declare that "This part of
the floor is my sole responsibility and
that is yours" leads to very poor team-
work. The basic principle for an official
should be to make decisions on ANY
PLAY if he is absolutely sure in his judg-
ment and if his colleague does not make
a call because of lack of courage, lack
of concentration, or simply because he
happens to be screened out. A comment

23_030_033_lazarov   29-01-2007  17:02  Pagina 32



such as "It wasn't my call" defeats the
very spirit and intent of the Mechanics.
Unfortunately, some self-proclaimed lec-
turers and "experts" are trying to deify
this system by transforming it to the most
important topic in some Clinics, underes-
timating the leading role of subjects as:
"Feeling for the game," "Criteria for phys-
ical contacts," and "Relations between
officials, coaches, and players." Much
time and thought is wasted on digging up
invented hyper-technicalities that are of
little or no significance. Thus, Official-
Robots are created, who are more con-
cerned about being in "optimal position"
and not trespassing the border of their
zone than in making a sound and mature
judgment. I was shocked by the officiat-
ing in some games in a recent continen-
tal championship. Imitating some pseu-
do-evaluators, I could ironically say: "In
this game the Officials demonstrated
brilliant Mechanics but with some lousy
calls they ruined the efforts of coaches
and players throughout the year."

H. KNOWLEDGE OF THE WORK OF THE TABLE
OFFICIALS
Normally, this topic is almost never listed
in the programs of clinics for officials and
such an underestimation has no justifica-
tion! Obviously, some experts forget that
a very small omission of the scorer's
table can ruin the effect of an excellent
officiating during the whole game!
Consequently, that is the reason why a
top official should have a sound knowl-
edge of the duties of the table officials.
Problems arise very often during the
game are connected to the table and they
have to be solved. During their first year,
some countries use their new referees to
work mainly as table officials. Special
attention should be also paid to the team-
work between officials and table offi-
cials.

"X" - COEFFICIENT FOR TALENT
AND PERSONALITY
To be a PERSONALITY means that,
because of your talent, your behavior,

your integrity, and your social status you
are respected, trusted, and accepted by
players, coaches, and even fans on such a
level that some of your poor calls are not
criticized or attacked by any of them. For
example, when it comes to top players,
Michael Jordan presented such a person-
ality. For officials, accepted as personali-
ties, officiating is much easier because they
meet understanding and collaboration from
players and coaches. Therefore, try to
become a Michael Jordan among the refer-
ees, but never forget that this is a long and
difficult process based on hard work, natu-
ral qualities, and serious ambition for per-
fection.

"Y" - COEFFICIENT FOR AMBITION, STRONG WILL,
AND COURAGE
The worst "crime" that can occur on the
court is when a referee is totally aware of
an illegal action of a player, but does not
have the necessary courage to call it, espe-
cially in a decisive moment. If one wants to
be respected, one must be tough in tough
situations and always be ready to take per-
sonal responsibility for a tough call. Of
course, hard work and ambition will not
alone assure one success, but who is
determined to succeed must sacrifice many
pleasures of life and be willing to start at
the bottom of the ladder.

"MANY ARE CALLED, BUT RELATIVELY FEW EVER
REACH GREAT HEIGHTS."

"Z" - COEFFICIENT FOR PERSONAL CHANCE 
It is a fact that some referees are "born with
a silver spoon in their mouth" and are lucki-
er than others. For such exceptions the long
way to the top takes less time and is much
easier.

FINAL CONCLUSION
This article is addressed mainly to:
▼ Young and progressing officials.
▼ Candidates or recently incubated FIBA

referees.
▼ Lecturers at clinics.

My aim was to prove that in order to meet
the new requirements of contemporary
basketball, a referee must exercise regular-
ly and act in a professional manner, just like
the players.

"HE WHO DOES NOT GO FORWARD GOES BACK-
WARDS!"
We have to admit it is hard, very difficult,
and sometimes painful, but all efforts are
necessary if the official deeply loves bas-
ketball and if he is anxious to stimulate and
not restrain the progressive development of
the game through his officiating.
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