
This guidance is aimed at providing the club referee with more confidence and knowledge so that they are better placed to carry out the role 

of referee in recreational and community sessions and thereby help create a safe environment for players of all abilities.  

It should not be looked upon as a training programme but more as a guide to help you take the first steps on becoming a walking football ref-

eree. There is no qualification at the end of the guidance, but it may provide you with the impetus to seek out a route towards FA walking 

football referee accreditation.  

This guidance has been produced as a result of my own experiences as a walking football referee and from watching other experienced walk-

ing football referees.  I am an FA qualified and registered level 6 County referee with Lincolnshire FA and have refereed in numerous FA  affili-

ated leagues and tournaments. We must start out by reminding ourselves about the ethos of walking football and the need for internal recre-

ational sessions to be the bedrock of the game.  

We play for improved fitness, improved mental well-being, friendship, in a game many of us thought we had left long behind. There are obvi-

ously differing levels of commitment as players become fitter and techniques are improved but this guidance just wants to concentrate on 

internal recreational sessions and helping put you in a better place so that we can all enjoy this wonderful game.  
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          Guidance for Referees at Recreational and Community Sessions 



Referee Skills and Attributes 

So what makes a good referee? 

Players will say things like “One that lets the 

game flow”  “ One who knows the game” , 

but what does that mean? In many cases it 

probably means doesn’t  apply the laws of 

the game and just lets players get on with it! 

So what skills and attributes does a referee 

need for recreational and community ses-

sions?  

 An understanding of the ethos of walk-

ing football 

 Knowledge of the laws of walking foot-

ball 

 Good communication skills 

 



Ethos of Walking Football 

Walking Football has set out to provide for individuals :- 

 A great way to stay fit in later life 

 An excellent opportunity to continue a lifelong relationship with 

the game after the days of playing running football are over 

 A wonderful, way to stay in touch with friends and make new 

ones 

 An effective way of regaining mobility, for example after illness 

or an operation 

 

So when refereeing at recreational and community sessions we (as 

referees) need to ensure we help facilitate a safe and enjoyable expe-

rience for walking footballers  of all abilities. 

We will do this through a good knowledge of the laws and with good 

application of these laws to suit the needs of the group. 

 



Referee Skills 

Communication 

The most important tool we have to aid our communication is our whistle, so the message is firstly don’t be afraid to use it. When the players hear a whistle blown, they invaria-

bly stop playing because they recognise the referee wishes to stop play. When we try to use just our voice then it can get lost amongst the voices of others and is therefore not a 

clear instruction to the players. The use of the whistle has to be balanced because if we ‘overuse it ,we lose it’ .   

So how do we whistle? again the length and harshness of tone can be a great indicator of the instruction. For instance,  

 The ball goes above the height restriction being used so a short soft whistle followed by the shout of “Overhead Height Green ball” is enough.  

 A reckless challenge committed by a player should be indicated by a lot louder/stronger blast on the whistle. This indicates to payers that a serious infringement has tak-

en place, but more importantly that you as referee had spotted the serious infringement and are now acting upon it.  

By thinking about the use of your whistle you can improve your game control as the players begin to understand the instructions you are providing. Vary your tone and length of 

blast to fit the circumstances.  

Signals aid and abet your decision-making process. You can use clear hand signals to indicate the direction of a free kick. Hold your arm out at shoulder height pointing in the 

direction of play the kick has been awarded. Once you have clearly indicated which way the free kick has been awarded you can now point to where you want the kick to be tak-

en from.  

Other signals can be used to indicate the type of infringement you are awarding the free kick for (although there are currently no prescribed nationally recognised signals)  

 Overhead height infringement; Raise a hand above your head and motion it backwards and forwards giving a clear indication for this offence.  

 Running infringement; Indicate a running motion with your arms simulating what a sprinter would do or I have also seen used the basketball/netball indication for travel-

ling offence which is when you roll your hands over each other in front of your body. • Advantage/Play on; Arms outstretched and waving forwards. This signal should be 

supported by a good loud verbal command of either “Play On”, “Advantage” or “Keep Playing”  

As your confidence grows and if it suits your personality you can utilise verbal instructions to assist in game control especially so in internal sessions. You can advise players 

about their speed, you can advise players not to challenge from behind, you can advise players not to challenge at barriers etc. All of this will over time improve players 

knowledge of law and more importantly improve player behaviour making the game safer for all. These verbal instructions should not be used to take the place of the whistle 

and hand signals.  



Control 

This may well be one of  the more difficult things to achieve and will be influenced greatly by the expectation levels of those playing. A mixed abilities group can be the most diffi-

cult to control due to differing player expectancies.  All players need to play in a safe and enjoyable environment and as such have an expectancy that the referee will apply the 

laws in such a way that players of all, abilities can enjoy their game.  

 Players playing sportingly and within the laws will require less control than one where players are stretching the laws to their limits through a competitive nature . 

So you may find that when players are stretching the laws then you have to apply the laws more strictly slowing the game down and pointing out to players more often what the 

free kick has been awarded for . You can think about educating the players as well perhaps suggesting how they could alter their approach so as not to give away free kicks. You 

still have to be on your guard even in light hearted local sessions there is a potential for flashpoints that may be caused by clumsiness or over competitiveness. 

If internal sessions become more competitive then your control may need to differ and fluctuate during the game itself. You will always need to set the level early in the game, 

this can be done by the award of a free kick for an offence with a clear supporting signal or message indicating why the free kick has been awarded.  

Whistle blown, “Free kick for careless challenge, more care please”  

Whistle blown “Free kick for running off the ball, watch the pace please players”  

These sorts of comments convey the expected levels of player behaviour and most players will respond with appropriate levels of play. The comments should always be made in 

a manner that suits your own personality, never try to be something that you are not.  

On occasions the match temperature may rise to such a level that in order to regain control you will need to enforce the laws of the game rigidly with no allowances. This will 

allow you to slow the match down, not just by awarding free kick but also by controlling the pace of restarts, kicks taken from the right place, ensuring players are the full 3 m 

back etc. This should be done for a short period of time until the players behaviour returns to an acceptable level. Hopefully this will not occur very often during internal recrea-

tional sessions.  



Confidence 

How confident are you that you know the laws you are playing too?  

The players will know them, or at least try to make out they do!  

So, if your group play to FA Walking Football Laws then get a copy of the laws from the FA Website (latest 

version April 2022) and have a read. The amount that you need to study will depend in some way on your 

background but please don’t fall into the trap that many do and think that because they have been involved 

in playing and watching football all their lives they know the laws of the game, you may surprise yourself.  

This guidance will not go into detail on all law but will offer guidance later with regards to running and in-

fringements. It is for you as an individual to develop the necessary knowledge of law to officiate proficiently 

at your internal sessions. And then later consider taking part in other FA WF Referee learning events. 

Our appearance although important in competition etc is less so at internal sessions but little things can still 

help. Be prepared to wear a bib that clearly indicates that you are the referee, have a suitable time keeping 

device watch or stopwatch and of course, a whistle that works well.  

Our manner though is important at any level. We should apply ourselves fully to the role if we expect our-

selves to do it well. If we appear disinterested, then it will transfer that feeling to the players and they will 

undoubtedly respond by not respecting the decisions you make.  

A good rule of thumb is to ‘referee as you would like to be refereed’  

You will find as well that if you fully apply yourself to the role of referee then your performance will improve, 

you will be tuned into the game and therefore being more effective in your decision making. The players will 

see that you are committed to the game and therefore more likely to abide by your decision making because 

you will be communicating with them, you will be more confident in your manner and your control will im-

prove.  



 

 

Consistency 

This will be achieved in a match by a fair approach to all situations, treat 

each situation the same and apply the laws consistently  

Treat each transgression of law fairly to all players  

We would love to achieve consistency across every session being run 

throughout the UK but let’s be realistic for now and just look to achieve 

consistency across our own sessions. If we can achieve that week in week 

out through several different referees, then that national standardisation 

will be just a little step nearer.  

But more importantly your players will know week on week what is ac-

ceptable behaviours of play in your local recreational sessions. So, when 

new players arrive standards are already well set.  



Law 18 Walking 

“ Running Ref!!”  

A common cry from players at all levels  of walking football, a very difficult area to decide upon but a really important one to achieve personal consistency in. The clue , as 

many people say, is in the name of the game. Walking Football. So how do we identify players who are not walking? 

Obviously those jogging or sprinting are easily identified as they will be clearly not walking but what about those who are speedy but still within the laws of the game? 

Law 18 states that whilst walking players must always have at least one foot in contact with the floor. Not an easy thing to spot whilst trying to watch a group of players on a 

pitch all moving at the same time but there are a few things that may help us identify those players that are not walking. Its not the speed but more about how they achieve 

the speed.  

When we walk we (mostly) put our heel down first and roll our foot forward as we stride out being on our toes at the last point of the stride before our other foot strikes the 

ground with its heel. This creates (mostly) an upright body position and straight legs.  This type of gait also creates a very still head position. 

When we jog (run) we are on our toes throughout the stride pattern, we mostly lean forward and also have our knees bent to a greater extent.  Our heads will also have 

greater movement in an up and down motion. 

So encourage the players in your sessions to get on their heels, punish the joggers and runners at the earliest opportunity , warn players who you see not walking off the ball 

but not interfering with play so they are aware of their infringement. 

And remember when penalising a player under Law 18 say to them “ Not Walking” as opposed to “Running” you will get a more accepting response from the  player using 

that phraseology.  

If you , as referee, think it looks like running then penalise it and do so consistently. 



Physicality 

Although you would hope that recreational and community sessions didn't suffer from excessive physicality . 

The potential is always there and perhaps more so when new players begin to enjoy walking football. 

It is vitally important that as referees we clamp down on fouls from the outset of any session.  

The game is now described by the FA as Non Contact in an effort to change the mindset of those playing the 

game. 

This does not however mean that every contact becomes an offence. It is inevitable that at every level of 

walking football there will be some accidental and incidental contact that doesn’t result in a free kick. 

As referees of walking football we must concentrate on penalising careless challenges. These are challenges 

that  occur when. 

 a player has shown a lack of attention or consideration when making a challenge or that he acted 

without precaution.  

It is important for walking football referees to lower the threshold  of what they perceive to be a careless  

challenge when comparing it to regular football .  

For example, a player challenges an opponent in an effort to gain possession and in doing so uses a degree of 

upper body strength. In football that would be no problem and no offence but apply the same situation to 

walking football and it could quite easily be stated that such a challenge is showing a lack of attention and 

acting without precaution and therefore a careless challenge that can be penalised with a free kick.  

Another example is a striker backing into a defender in order to maintain possession using his ‘behind’ to 

make contact with the defender, again not a problem in football but in walking football when you consider 

the age groups and medical conditions of some of those involved then the award of a free kick could be 

awarded for a careless challenge. This situation obviously works both ways with a defender hassling too 

closely a forward in possession from behind.  

These types of challenges are the niggly ones which need to be eradicated from walking football to increase 

the enjoyment for all participants.  

 



Physicality 

One of the most common offences committed is the ‘tackle from behind’.  

These are always seen as a careless challenge in walking football and rightly so. 

A good message to give regular offenders is to tell them that if they can see their opponents back then they shouldn't try 

to tackle them as it will always be a foul. A really important offence for us referees to punish and by doing so it sends out a 

clear message that foul play will not be tolerated. 

There is a common misconception that under FA laws you are also not able to tackle from the side. This is NOT true. Noth-

ing is written to outlaw tackles from the side as long as they do not fall into the careless category and that will, be for you 

as referees to discern upon. 

Sanctions 

Obviously in competitions referees have the blue and red card sanctions available to them. I know of few sessions that 

incorporate this in recreational and community get togethers. 

However it is always useful to point out to regular offenders what their transgressions may have received in competition. 

So a player who has ‘not walked’ on three occasions can be told “That’s your third offence and would result in a blue card 

and sin bin in a competition” For the offender who keeps committing careless challenges “ That’s too many fouls now and 

if it was a comp you'd get a blue card and a few minutes in the bin” 

Each session should also have a clear protocol about how to deal with any more serious transgressions so that if a session 

referee is subject to strong dissent or if players see the red mist and confront each other then the session referee knows 

how to deal with the situation knowing full well that they have the backing of the session organisers. 
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