
Referee Abuse Prevention Program (RAPP)

A How-To Guide for
Policy, People, Process, Procedures & Protocols

Bringing the World's Game to Communities Everywhere



What is the RAPP?   Why do we need it?
How many of you have difficulty getting referees?   

We (all soccer programs) are losing referees all the time!  

From U.S. Soccer
• 90% of Referees reported that abuse has increased in the past 5 years
• 60% of referees choose not to re-certify due to harassment and threats
• Youth soccer needs to grow, and we can’t do it without referees.

In 2025, U.S. Soccer created and implemented to all participating organizations the Referee Abuse 
Prevention Policy (RAPP).  This policy is designed to eliminate referee abuse, identify what abuse is 
and give guidance for discipline should referee abuse occur.  AYSO has adopted this as policy and 
added that spectators and parents are also subject to the rules and regulations of the RAPP.

RAP Program Policy
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AYSO’s Ethical 
Expectations

COACHES
• Teach respect for the Laws of the Game
• Teach respect for other participants 

(opponents, coaches and referees)
• Display positive & respectful behavior

REFEREES
• Enforce the Laws equally, fairly and 

with knowledge
• Remain in control despite difficult 

events and actions
• Show respect for all participants

SPECTATORS
• Support players, coaches and referees
• Positive cheering
• Reinforce a positive game 

experiences off the field

PLAYERS
• Practice fair play and sportsmanship
•Work together as a team
• Respect the Referee’s authority
• Have FUN
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Referees are members of our 
community, friends & 

neighbors

They volunteer their time so that “our 
children” can enjoy a safe, fun and fair game

They most certainly are undeserving of 
verbal or physical abuse by others at the 
field… be they players, coaches or spectators
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Frustration Dissent Referee Abuse

The Spectrum of Bad Behavior

Do nothing
Player counseling
Non-verbal warning
Verbal warning

Referee
Action
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“Frustration” is not the same as “Dissent”
Frustrating verbal outbursts are common during games.  Most of the time, 
they are simply reactive statements of frustration and not directed as dissent 
against the Referee.

Examples of Frustration include:
• A player kicks the ball to an opponent and mutters, “Shit!”
• A player misses what you perceive as an easy goal opportunity and the Coach 

exclaims to the player, “Come on.  Focus!”. 
• The referee, in your opinion, misses a call and the Coach say, “That was a foul, Ref!”

The event happens, a reactive outburst is made, the referee responds with a look or 
the “enough” hand signal, and we move on.  If it is too public, perhaps there is a verbal 
warning from the Referee.
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Frustration Dissent Referee Abuse

The Spectrum of Bad Behavior

Do nothing
Player counseling
Non-verbal warning
Verbal warning

Verbal warning
Caution
Send-Off / Dismissal
Referee or Incident 
Report, as appropriate

Referee
Action
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“Dissent” is not the same as “Referee Abuse”
Dissent is defined as “a public protest or disagreement (verbal and/or physical) with 
a match official’s decision; punishable by a Caution (yellow card)” to a player 
and/or team official (e.g., coach).* IFAB Laws of the Game Glossary

Examples of Dissent include:
“Hey ref!  Are you paying attention to the game?”
“Call the foul.  That was an obvious trip.”
A player picks up the ball and throws it down hard when a free kick is awarded to 
the other team

* Spectators are not Cautioned (yellow card) or Sent-Off (red card) – they are warned and dismissed (ejected).
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Frustration Dissent Referee Abuse

The Spectrum of Bad Behavior

Do nothing
Player counseling
Non-verbal warning
Verbal warning

Verbal warning
Caution
Send-Off / Dismissal
Referee or Incident 
Report, as appropriate

Send-Off / Dismissal
Coaches conference during match
Referee or Incident Report, as 
appropriate

Referee
Action
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Abuse is an extreme form of Dissent
Referee Abuse is extreme, intentional, and non-contact behavior that 
causes a Referee significant distress or demonstrates a material lack of 
respect. 

Referee Assault is any deliberate physical action against a Referee.

Any and all forms of Referee Abuse or Assault require the submission of a 
Referee Report or an Incident Report.
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When Dissent becomes Referee Abuse…

Characteristic Dissent Abuse
Appears as Questioning a referee's decision (e.g., call, foul, 

offside).
Comments directed at the referee personally or other 
individuals (e.g., players, coaches, spectators).

Examples of Actions Verbal disagreement, questioning calls, sarcastic 
clapping, throwing/kicking water bottles.

Offensive, insulting, or abusive language; physical or 
aggressive behavior; targeting discriminatory characteristics.

Severity Less severe; often results in a yellow card (caution). More severe; often results in a red card (send-off) and 
possible disciplinary action, such as suspension.

Impact on Referee Can disrupt game flow and erode authority if 
persistent.

Creates a hostile environment and affects the well-being of 
the individual being abused.

Examples of Language "Hey Ref, what was that call?" "Hey Ref, what the f**k was that call you a**hole?!“
"You don't know what you're doing."
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RAPP is not…
a replacement for in-game Warnings, Cautions or Send-Offs to players 
or coaches by the Referee.  In the case of spectators, warnings or 
ejections

  a threat made by the Referee to a player, coach or spectator
  a tool to be used by a Referee during a match

RAPP is…
a post-game administrative tool to correct abusive behavior against a 
referee

  a disciplinary action
  a support mechanism for Referees
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RAPP Administrator:  Manages implementation/enforcement of RAP Program throughout the Area.  
Provides investigatory work, documentation and recommended actions to the RAPP Disciplinary Panel.

RAPP Disciplinary Panel:  Based upon input from the RAPP Administrator, it determines sanctions for 
referee abuse violations in accordance with the RAP Program guidelines (with potential enhancements 
at the discretion of the Area Executive Board, i.e., ARA and RCs).

Comprised of the ARA, ACA and a “neutral” party selected by the Area Director

Regional Commissioner (RC) or Area Director (AD):  Supports coach, referee and spectator education.  
Enforces sanctions from the RAPP Disciplinary Panel.

Regional Referee Administrators (RRAs) and Area Referee Administrator (ARA):  Support referee 
education and compliance with RAP Program protocols.

Area Coach Administrator (ACA):  Supports coach education and compliance with the RAP Program.

RAP Administrator and Disciplinary Panel are appointed each year by the Area Director (with input from the Regional 
Commissioners).

RAP Program People
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The RAP Program Administrator is…

the RAP Program educator to the coach, referee and administrators.
the investigator of suspected RAPP incidents.
the scribe who documents a RAPP incident.
the arbiter in deciding if an incident is or is not a RAPP violation.
the recommender of disciplinary action (sanctions) against the RAPP offender based 
upon the facts, situational analysis and protocols.
the communicator of the final action taken by the RAPP Disciplinary Panel.

not the judge or jury.  This is the role of the RAPP Disciplinary Panel.

RAP Program People
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RAP Program
Reporting Process

Incident

Move 
On

Referee issues Caution or 
Send-Off

Game 
Ends

Referee (or others) contact 
Regional Referee 

Administrator (RRA) via 
phone, text or email

RRA notifies Area Referee 
Administrator (ARA) of 
preliminary report

RAP 
Violation? 
(As determined by 

ARA or RRA)

Referee creates Referee 
Report for Send-Off or 

Ejection

RRA Review of Referee 
Report

Referee Report to Regional 
Commissioner (RC) and ARA

Action 
Taken

No

No

Yes

Referee submits Referee or 
Incident Report to RAP 

Administrator, ARA and RRA 
for suspected RAP violation

Yes

RAP 
Violation? 
(determined 

by RAP 
Admin)

Close Incident 
with ARA and 

RC

No

Yes

Sanctions recommendation 
made by RAP Admin

RAP Disciplinary Panel’s 
Review and Approval

Notification of sanctions to 
Area Executive Board, AD 

and ARA

AD or RC notified Abuser of 
sanctions

RAP Admin and ARA notify 
RRA of sanctions

RAP Admin notifies AYSO 
National Program Admin of 

actions/sanctions

Referee
Responsibility:

“Report It”

investigation by 
RAP 

Administrator

Final Determination of 
sanctions

Due Process
Panel
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Due 
Process 

Hearing?

Yes

No

During 
match

?

File 
Incident 
Report

No

Yes



It is not the Referee’s responsibility to administer the penalties associated 
with the respective levels of referee abuse.  Nor should Referees describe 
the potential penalties to the person causing the referee abuse.  Decisions 
regarding penalties will be made by the appropriate administrative 
authorities within the Region, Area or Section, as appropriate.

The Referee is only responsible for:
Enforcing the Laws and rules involving Dissent and Referee Abuse.
Properly reporting instances of Dissent and Referee Abuse, including providing a 
detailed description, including specific language or actions used, of the Dissent 
and/or Referee Abuse used by a Player, Coach or Spectator.
Keeping personal notes about incidents of Dissent and Referee Abuse should 
additional information be needed for adjudication.

RAP Program Procedure
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In almost all circumstances, a RAPP report from a Referee will include:

A Referee Report (indicating the Send-Off of a player or coach); or Incident Report 
(indicating the ejection of a spectator).
If the Referee or Incident Report does not include all of the ugly details of a 
suspected RAPP violation, a supplemental document (or email) from the Referee is 
necessary.
It may be necessary for the RAPP Administrator to have a conversation with the 
Referee to glean additional details about the suspected RAPP violation.
Any corroborating witness testimony.
Copies of the front and back of Line-Up/Game Cards for both teams.

RAP Program Procedure
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Referee
Report
for 
Players,
Substitutes,
and
Coaches

Any referee 
officiating 
the game 
(i.e., Referee, 
Assistant 
Referee or 
4th Official) 
may submit a 
Referee 
Report on a 
particular 
incident.

The RAPP Administrator may consider the Coach’s comment a 
RAPP Verbal Abuse Level 1 (Taunting) violation.
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In the 21st minute, Coach Smith (20/Z/1) publicly expressed his displeasure 
with a foul call, stating, "That was a fair tackle". The Referee asked the Coach 
to control his public comments. In the 38th minute, the Coach publicly 
expressed his displeasure with a non-call, stating, "You're not protecting the 
players!". The Coach was warned by the Referee. In the 53rd minute, the Coach 
again publicly expressed his displeasure with a foul call by stating, "Do you even 
know the rules?". The Coach was Sent-Off for Offensive, Insulting and Abusive 
Language, Law 12-3.  A properly credentialed Assistant Coach for the team was 
present, so the game continued after Coach Smith left the field. There were no 
further incidents.



Incident
Report
for Spectators
(before, during and/or after 
a match)

Ask for help from the Coach 
regarding the name of the offending 
spectator.  It is the Coach’s 
responsibility to manage their 
sideline and assist the Referee in this 
regard (failure to do so is 
considered Referee Abuse 
committed by the Coach).

If the Coach tries, but cannot get 
the name, provide a simple 
description of the offending 
spectator (e.g., female, short hair, 
glasses, etc.).

If the Coach refuses to get the 
name, include the refusal in this 
Report and a simple description of 
the offending spectator.

In the 35th minute, a spectator (later 
identified as Rhonda Bigmouth) publicly yelled, 
"You're the worst referee in the history of 
referees!". This is a violation  of the Referee 
Abuse Prevention program, Level 2 
(Harassment/Intimidation). The spectator was 
located on the Blue Warriors side of the field. 
The Coach  (Holmes) was asked by the Referee 
to (1) identify the spectator and (2) dismiss 
(eject) her from the field and general vicinity. 
Play was suspended by the Referee until after 
the spectator had left the vicinity of the field.
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The RAP Program Administrator…

conducts an investigation based upon the materials provided by the referee(s) and 
witnesses.
as needed, has conversations with the referee(s) and/or witnesses to gather 
additional details and clearly understand the incident.
creates a RAP Investigatory Report & Recommendations document, which is 
submitted to the RAP Disciplinary Panel.
as requested, answers any questions that the Disciplinary Panel may have about the 
Report & Recommendations.
awaits final adjudication from the RAP Disciplinary Panel.

RAP Program Procedure
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Level
1

Level
2

Level
3

Level
4

Level
1

Level
2

Level
3

It is not the Referee’s responsibility to 
determine, educate or debate with the 

offender the penalties/sanctions which may be 
imposed.  This is the responsibility of the RAP 
Program Administrator and the RAP Program’s 

Disciplinary Panel.
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Once a recommended determination regarding sanctions have been made 
by the RAPP Disciplinary Panel… 

The RAPP Disciplinary Panel emails the Area Director and Regional Commissioner 
the recommended adjudication (results) of the investigation. 
The Area Director or Regional Commissioner will notify the offender who may 
request and receive a Due Process Hearing before an independent Due Process 
Panel (appointed by the Area Director).
If no Due Process Hearing is requested, the RAPP Disciplinary Panel will notify the 
RAPP Administrator of its final determination (or, after a Due Process Hearing is 
completed, the final result).

RAP Program Protocols
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Once a final determination regarding sanctions have been made by the 
RAPP Disciplinary Panel… 

The RAPP Administrator emails the Section Referee Administrator and National 
Referee Program Administrator the final adjudication (results) of the investigation.  
Included in the email are all of the materials provided to the RAPP Disciplinary 
Panel and the final notice (email) from the Disciplinary Panel describing the 
sanctions being imposed.
The RAPP Administrator will provide a final RAPP summary report (which will not 
include names) to the Area Director and Regional Commissioners typically following 
the end of a season. 

RAP Program Protocols
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As a follow-up to the RAPP process… 

AYSO’s Privacy Policies prevent the public dissemination of the (i) Referee or 
Incident Report, (ii) the RAPP Administrator’s investigatory findings, conclusions and 
recommendations; (iii) the RAPP Disciplinary Panel’s sanction determination; and 
(iv) the details or outcome of a Due Process Hearing regarding the RAPP incident.
The RRA or ARA may, at their discretion, provide verbal feedback to the Referee 
involved in the RAPP violation regarding the imposed sanctions.
This also provides an opportunity to coach the Referee on game management 
tactics used to de-escalate a challenging and/or abusive incident.

RAP Program Protocols
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https://www.ayso1ref.com/rapp-video-for-spectators


Scan this QR Code to access a 
Google drive with shared 
templates and other materials 
presented here today.

RAPP Resources:  Templates and Materials
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https://wiki.ayso.org/wiki/Category:Referee/RAP

https://wiki.ayso.org/wiki/Category:Referee/RAP


Resources:  RAPP Proposal Email
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Resources:  Implementation Template
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Resources: Sample Investigatory Report
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Resources:  Information & Forms

AYSO RAP on the wiki: https://wiki.ayso.org/wiki/Category:RAP 

AYSO RAP Resources: https://wiki.ayso.org/wiki/Category:RAP/Resources    

U.S. Soccer Referee Abuse Prevention Policy   https://ussoccer.com/rap

AYSO Referee Report  https://wiki.ayso.org/wiki/Fill_out_a_Match_Report

AYSO Incident Report  https://wiki.ayso.org/wiki/Fill_Out_an_Incident_Report
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https://wiki.ayso.org/wiki/Category:RAP
https://wiki.ayso.org/wiki/Category:RAP/Resources
https://ussoccer.com/rap
https://wiki.ayso.org/wiki/Fill_out_a_Match_Report
https://wiki.ayso.org/wiki/Fill_Out_an_Incident_Report


Resources:  Your Instructors

Rick Roberts, Section 1 Referee Administrator
sra@aysos1.org 

Scott Jarus, Area 1D RAP Program Administrator
ayso1daara@gmail.com 
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Resources:  Your Referee Administrators

AYSO Referee Administrators 

 https://wiki.ayso.org/wiki/Category:Referee/SRA_List 
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https://wiki.ayso.org/wiki/Category:Referee/SRA_List

