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PRE-GAME DUTIES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

As you start accepting game assignments as an official,  
you will quickly learn that your responsibilities begin long 
before the puck is ever dropped. Preparation for each 
game really begins as you review the USA Hockey Official 
Playing Rules and officiating manuals prior to completing 
the exam. The one-time review of the rule book is not enough 
preparation as you step on the ice to conduct your first 
face-off. A brief review of the playing rules and the Playing 
Rules Handbook prior to every game is necessary to have a 
complete and thorough understanding of the rules and their 
interpretations. However, you will find out in this section that 
your pre-game responsibilities do not end there.

Officiating Etiquette
An official should adhere to the following etiquette guidelines 
for each game in order to be fully prepared and to develop 
a team environment for you and your partner(s). The first 
step is to be punctual. Plan on arriving at the rink at least 30 
minutes prior to the start of the game. Allow for traffic and 
weather conditions prior to your departure to compensate for 
any extra time that is needed for travel. Once you arrive at the 
rink, check to ensure that all of your equipment is with you. 
The early arrival time will allow you to make the necessary 
adjustments or secure the proper equipment if it does not 
appear in your bag.

The official’s dressing room is designed 
to be your private quarters. In here, you 
can discuss situations and get to know 
your partner(s) prior to taking the ice. 
Visitors in your dressing room need to 
be kept to a minimum and you should 
politely ask unwanted visitors to 
leave. The final minutes before the 
start of a game is an important 
time for you as an official to dress 
properly and to make last minute 
mental preparations. Visitors will 
only add an unnecessary distraction 
that will disrupt your preparation.

It is also important to be prepared to practice 
common courtesy when it comes to sharing the dressing 
room with partners of a different gender. When no additional 
dressing rooms are available, extra time may be necessary to 
allow for each individual to quickly dress in private, prior to 
final preparations and pre-game meetings. Everyone must be 
careful to avoid any off-color humor or insensitive comments 
that may be offensive to partner(s). Just as in all other areas 
of communication as an official, the dressing room is an 
extension of our space where professionalism, consideration 
and common courtesy will go a long way in creating a 
positive hockey environment.

Sociability
When officials arrive at the rink early, they often will 
walk around the arena or grab something to drink from the 
concession stand. This time provides the official an excellent 
opportunity to inspect certain aspects such as, where the 
scoreboard is located, the access to the rink for players and 
officials, and other rink characteristics that may come into 
play during the game.

During this time, an official may also run into some of the 
coaches or players. Although you hope to avoid lengthy 
conversations with participants prior to the game, a short 
conversation is encouraged and may help establish rapport 
with players and coaches. When talking to players or coaches, 
be sure to be polite and courteous in answering any questions 
they might have regarding rules and interpretations. Be brief 
in your explanation and keep the discussion away from 
controversial topics. As always, it is important to avoid any 
discussions about fellow officials.

Stretching
Prepare yourself physically prior to every game by properly 
stretching before you get dressed. Once you’re on the ice, you 
will have very little time 
to warm up to the extent 
that is necessary to avoid 
injury and step right 
into a fast paced game. 
While stretching, be sure 
to work every muscle 
group and attempt to 
heighten your heart rate 
by jumping in place or 
going for a light jog. Your 
physical preparation prior 
to going on the ice will 
enable you to perform to 
your maximum ability and 
will help prevent injury. Consult your physician for 
recommendations on how to best prepare yourself physically 
prior to stepping on the ice.

On-Ice Warm-Up
The on-ice warm-up is an important part of an official’s 
responsibility. Not only will the official use this time to 
physically prepare for the game, but the official will also 
carefully inspect the rink conditions while monitoring the 
players for infractions or illegal equipment.

The officials should enter the ice surface three to five minutes 
prior to the teams, if at all possible. In many cases the teams 
will be waiting for the ice resurface to be completed. The 
officials also need to be ready to ensure that they are the first 
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game participants to go on the ice. When you first enter the 
ice surface, skate at a strong warm-up pace while skating in 
the officials skating lanes and monitoring the players. Be sure 
to practice turns, stops, and starts both forward and backward. 
Work both inside and outside skate edges and include 
crossunders as part of your warm-up routine. This is your 
chance to get in the best physical condition to successfully 
work the game.

Visual Inspection of Playing Area
The on-ice warm-up is also an important time for the officials 
to inspect the playing area. Check the condition of the ice 
and repair any defective areas prior to the start of the game. 
Closely look at the glass and boards for any protrusions or 
cracks that need to be attended to in order to create a safe 
playing environment. Attend to the door openings to the 
boards to ensure that they are working properly and are 
properly secured.

This warm-up period offers the official an excellent 
opportunity to ensure that the off-ice officials are in their 
proper position and to locate the position of the clock and 
timekeepers bench. Potential problems during the game 
regarding equipment should also be addressed during the 
warm-up period. Players with improper equipment should be 
identified and warned so the problem can be resolved prior 
to the start of the game. A simple reminder to the coaches to 
ask their players to make sure their chin straps are properly 
fastened and their mouthpieces are in place will help avoid 
dealing with those minor problems during the game.

Each linesman (three-official system) or referee (two-official 
system) should be responsible for checking one goal prior to 
the start of the game. Check for holes that are big enough for 
the puck to pass through and fix problem areas immediately. 
Make sure the goal posts are properly anchored and inspect 
the frame to look for warping or any other condition that 
will allow a puck to pass through. If a condition exists that 
is unsafe, delay the start of the game until the situation 
can be corrected. Careful inspection of the goal frame and 
nets before the start of the game and each period will help 
eliminate potential controversial situations that make your job 
as an official much more difficult.

Finally, the on-ice warm-up will provide you with one last 
chance to familiarize yourself with the arena. Knowledge of 
emergency exits, entrances and the entire playing area will 
create a safer environment for everyone.

Pre-Game Duties and Responsibilities Review
The following questions highlight some of the key points you should have picked up from this chapter.  Take a few minutes 
to review what you have learned about pre-game duties and responsibilities.  When finished, you can compare your answers 
to the correct answers that appear in the back of this manual.

1.  List some of the guidelines that form officiating etiquette?

2.  When should the officials be on the ice before a game?

3.  Why is it important to visually inspect the playing area during warm-ups?


