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In a recent professional exhibition match, a group of referees, instructors, and
assessors was discussing an incident in which the assistant referee was faced with a
conflict in priorities – whether to hang back and observe the goalkeeper with the ball in
case the goalkeeper went outside the penalty area with the ball still in his hands (a
handling offense) or to move up field to get in position for assisting with offside in case
there was a quick counterattack after the goalkeeper released the ball. The conversation
was vigorous, but the matter should have been easily settled by reviewing the relative
importance of the two possible violations.
A similar conflict in priorities can arise when a team is attacking along the
touchline and the assistant referee must choose between looking up the touch line to
signal if the ball leaves the field and looking across the field to monitor whether an
attacker moves into an offside position. Dividing attention this way is not impossible, but
both responsibilities will suffer.
The single most important responsibility for the assistant referee is making timely
and accurate offside decisions. All other duties outlined in Law 6 are secondary.
Offside decisions are often “game critical” regardless of their specific result. A
decision for offside is just as likely to be challenged as a decision against an offside
violation. Whether the issue is offside position or involvement in active play, if a goal is
called back, allowed, or interrupted as a result, the decision will be controversial. It must
therefore be supported by the best fitness, mechanics, communications, and concentration
that the assistant referee can bring to bear.

If there is not much difference between where the assistant referee must focus to
handle each different duty then clearly both duties should be attempted. As one duty
increasingly becomes a distraction for the other, the assistant referee should attempt to
adjust positioning to reduce the conflict. Where the distraction is too great, the only
solution is to focus on offside, leaving to other members of the officiating team the
responsibility of covering to the best of their abilities the less critical conflicting duty.
Among the topics which must be covered in the officiating team’s pregame
discussion is the issue of what the assistant referee should do to resolve a conflict
between offside and such other responsibilities as determining if the ball has left the field,
which team has possession, and the occurrence of violations which do not involve
violence.

