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SPECIFIC TRAINING FOR YOUR SPORT
RUGBY REFEREEING
The Level III Refereeing program run by the Australian Rugby Union includes a project which
analyses the “Stoppages in Rugby”. This project focused on the amount of time the ball is in
play and recent analysis has shown that playing time is approximately 30 - 40 % of elapsed
game time.
Consequently, further analysis has shown that the movement patterns of the referee involves
far less continuous activity than is the general perception.
In fact a considerable percentage of time the ball is in play is spent either stationary or in a
low energy mode at scrums, lineouts, rucks, mauls and tackle situations.
With all these stoppages and periods of nil to low exertion that can be used as recovery, what
levels of fitness do Rugby referees need and what are the best way to attain it?
I have broken down the movement analysis into three categories: High intensity, Low Exertion
and Recovery Mode.
High Intensity is that phase of the game where you are running quicker than a jog.
It is the fast running (usually anaerobic) that will create high fatigue levels and produce
lactate that has a detrimental effect upon subsequent performance.
This stage of the game can be assimilated to keeping up with the backs from a break or
following a kick down field .
Low Exertion I have categorised as running upto a jogging pace.
This can include moving from one phase to another, changing positions at a maul to locate
ball or simply moving with play at a jogging pace.
It is a stage of the game that can be likened to going for a 5 kilometre run. You need good
aerobic fitness and muscular endurance of the legs to last a whole game without muscular
fatigue.
Recovery Mode are those periods of the game that require little to nil physical exertion.
Setting a lineout or scrum, managing a ruck/maul that is either stationary or moving requires
little physical exertion, however will still require mental concentration and maybe even verbal
management.
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Recovery is hastened by your body's ability to get oxygen to the muscle groups that require it
and dispose of the waste products from those muscles. This process is more efficient and
faster in aerobically fit athletes and it is one reason you must be fit.
During stages of low to nil exertion, the recovery phase, the referee has a chance to relax,
breath deeply and lower the heart rate. This will aid recovery and decrease any lactic build
up.
Improved fitness will aid concentration as tuned athletes don't have to worry where their next
breath is coming from as their recovery is quick. This enables complete concentration on the
task at hand, that of refereeing.
Whilst we are in these states of low intensity we must use the time for recovery of our energy
system and mind as a major effort could be the next play away.
Here is a break down of the game into the above components.
High Intensity

approx 7 % of 80 minute game = 6 min

Low Exertion

approx 20 % of 80 minute game = 16 min

Recovery Mode

approx 73 % of 80 minute game = 58 min

As can be seen from the above percentages, Rugby Refereeing is an endurance sport with
some sprinting involved. A referee does not have to have the power in the upper body that a
player does. He does however need power for speed off the mark or prolonged high intensity
running.
How do we train for the various components required to referee a game of Rugby?
Concentration of training should thus be given to developing a running endurance base
combined with a sprint program for speed and agility.
As a start to your fitness program, fitness trainers will tell you that it is essential to have an
endurance base or a good aerobic capacity.
A properly tailored training program built out of the above figures which is what we typically
do in a game of Rugby will get you fit to Referee.
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Rules of Thumb
The following are some training tips for sport or life style:
• Short duration stretches increase mobility
• Longer duration stretches increase flexibility
• Stomach muscles are the link between lower and upper body. For running efficiency and
good technique, stomach muscles must be solid.
• Aerobic fitness - train with heart rate between 70% & 85 % (of your maximum heart rate
which is 220 less your age) for between 20 to 60 minutes 3 times a week for improvement.
• Anaerobic fitness - train with heart rate between 85% & 90% for more than 20 minutes
twice a week for improvement. Best done through intervals.
• To lose weight train with the heart rate between 60% & 70%, a rate which tends to burn
more fat than deplete muscle energy stores.
• Have a break from training once your season finishes so that you don’t go stale.
• In the off season keep your endurance base by doing something different like riding,
swimming or circuits.
Adrian Faccioni, A speed & Conditioning Consultant and sprint trainer of the ACT Rugby
Referees has produced the following program designed especially for the sport of refereeing.
It provides a program that can be adopted by referees at all levels of Rugby to prepare them
for the physical demands of Rugby Refereeing.
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TRAINING PROGRAM
PREPARATION PHASE OF TRAINING.
November - January (3 months)
Three four week macrocycles (with break over Christmas/New Year).
Each macrocycle would consist of three weeks of training with a fourth week of unloading,
recovery, testing, etc.
Main emphasis in the first two macrocycles is to gain a solid aerobic base through cross
training techniques. Leading into the third month, the referees should be performing specific
interval training sessions.
Aerobic sessions x 3/wk
Weights/circuits x 1-2/wk
Aerobic sessions should consist of running, cycling, swimming, pool running, aerobics,
circuits, etc.
Weights should be general looking at overall strength development for upper and lower body
(including mid-torso).
Aerobic sessions should last for 20-45 minutes depending on what the referee does.
Running

20-30min (In a cross country setting if possible)

cycling

30-40min

Swimming

30-45min (Either continuous or interval depending on swimming
efficiency of subject)

Pool running

20-30min (This can be performed as a series of intervals with set rest
periods)*

Aerobics

30-45min (There are many different classes available for the
referee to choose from)

Circuits 30-45min (Similar to aerobics with a variety of programs to choose
from)
* Examples of preparation phase pool running sessions would be as follows;
60 sec running with 60 seconds rest x 5. ( 2-3 minutes rest) and repeat.
30-45 seconds running with 60 seconds rest x 5-8 (intensity is higher).
Generally a session will consist of 3-4 sets of pool runs with adequate recovery between sets.
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Weights sessions would consist of a general strength development program such as follows;
Squats/leg press

3 x 8-10

Hip extensions/hamstring curls

3 x 10-15

Bench press/Pushups

3 x 8-10/15-30

Lat pulldowns/Chins

3 x 8-10/5-10

Shoulder press/Upright row

3 x 8-10

Back extensions/reverse back ext.

3 x 15-20

Abdominals

200

This program could be done 1-2 times per week. If only once then strength improvements will
be slow.
Early in the program, the aerobic component is the most important, with the strength
emphasis being targeted later in the program.
Macrocycle 1. The referees should vary the aerobic sessions they do to minimise boredom
and maximise overall body conditioning.
For example, the referee may perform

1 run session
1 cycle session
1 swim session
in the first cycle of training.

These sessions should be at least two days apart with the weight program placed between
these sessions.
An example of such a training week could look like the below program;
Eg.

Mon

Tue

Wed

Thu

Fri

Sat

Sun

Run

W

Swim

Rest

W

Cycle

Rest

I believe it to be important to be realistic about the time available rugby referees have to put
towards a training program to improve their overall fitness. Five sessions per week would be
plenty for any referee to get themselves in very good shape leading into the competitive
season.
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Macrocycle 2. During this phase the referees should now look at incorporating more running
sessions per week into the program. If three times per week, two sessions should be running
of some kind with the third a continuation of the cross training emphasis of Macrocycle 1.
The running could now consist of fartlek runs (pace variation), incorporation of hill sprints and
cross country type running sessions. Session times up to 45-50 minutes with any thing from
10-20 sprints through out the session.
Macrocycle 3. During this phase it is recommended that the referees now start to become
more game specific by performing at least one “tempo session” per week, one fartlek and one
continuous run/ride/swim, etc.
Tempo sessions consist of performing a series of repeated runs (up to 60-70% speed) over
distances up to 150-200m with short recoveries. During these recovery periods, the referees
can be asked to perform body weight exercises that will improve overall body strength.
Exercises like situps, pushups, lunges or squats are ideal exercises to intersperse with the
running component. The referee should aim at 10 x 100m to begin with, building up to 3000m
of running in a single session. This could be from a combination of distances from as low as
50m to as long as 200m. This training will ensure the referees are very fit and conditioned.
Examples of preparation phase tempo sessions for rugby referees;
1. 2 x 10 by 100m tempo with alternation of pushups (15) and situps (20) at each end. 3
minutes between sets.
2. 1 x 8 by 150m tempo with 50m walk between and alternation of pushups (15), situps (20)
and body squats (20).
1 x 12 by 50m tempo (faster) with above alternation of exercises.
1 x 6 by 100m tempo with above alternation of exercises.
3. 1 x 100m - 150m - 200m tempo with 50m walk between and exercises alternated as above
and repeat by 3.
3 minutes break.
Run diagonally across field, slowly jog short straight, perform exercise and run next diagonal
and repeat x 10.
Jog

Run

Jog
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It is from this phase onwards, leading into the competition phase whereby the referee should
start to increase their speed component and make sure the sessions are becoming more
specific to the needs of the game. At the end of the preparation phase the base will have
been developed and the speed component can be emphasised whilst the fitness component
can be maintained through 1 session per week (plus games).
I would suggest that the referee try to include either a tempo session or fartlek session at
least once per week to maintain the fitness they developed in the off season.
EARLY COMPETITION PHASE.
This phase would last from February to April (3 months) Feb 3 - Apr 27 (12 weeks).
Again three four macrocycles would fit into this part of the season.
Aerobic sessions

x 2/week

Weights

x 2/week

Speed/power

x 1/week.

Game

x 1/week

The aerobic sessions should now consist of one tempo type session and one fartlek running
session.
These sessions would not change much from the preparation phase aerobic sessions, with
similar distances and total km covered per session staying the same. This phase is more
aimed at maintaining the aerobic base developed during the first three months of training and
increasing the emphasis on the speed and power aspects of physical performance.
I would include the single speed/power session at the start of the tempo session. This
session should only last approximately 30-40 minutes directly followed by the tempo session.
This session could have the following format;
1.

Active warm-up (15 minutes)

2.

Speed technique training (Incorporating sprint drills)

______________________________________________________________________________
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3.

Basic power training - plyometrics or hill sprints (if available)
Plyometrics could include;
i. Alternate leg bounding 3 x 8 touchdowns
ii. Double leg high knee jumps 3 x 6 touchdowns
If hills were available;
i. 2 sets of 4-5 by 20-30m hills fast with 3 minutes between
sets.

4.

Tempo session
2 x 10 by 100m with pushups and situps alternated.

5.

Warmdown and stretch.

This session should last approximately 60-70 minutes in total.
The speed technique training would include;
i. Introduction to sprint technique drills such as;
i. Skipping and Running A’s
ii. Stiff ankle bounding to sprint
iii. Heel flicks
iv. Modified running A’s to sprint
The plyometric exercises suitable for rugby referees would be any form of single or double
leg bounding. These exercises are aimed at improving leg strength and explosiveness. They
can be general and sprint specific plyometrics depending on the conditioning background of
the referees.
Alternate leg skipping
Alternate leg bounding
High speed alternate leg bounding
Single leg hopping
High speed single leg hopping
Double leg high knee jumps (can be performed over obstacles - hurdles, boxes, etc.)
The key to plyometrics is that they are performed when the subject is fresh, intensity must be
maximal so therefore the total volume should be low (50-60 touchdowns in total), and there
should be adequate recovery between each set so as to ensure the subject is recovered from
the previous set and can perform a maximal effort in each set.
The surface should be solid (good grass oval, sprung floor (indoor court) but poor soft
surfaces are not suitable for this form of activity (Eg. sand, soft grass, etc.).

______________________________________________________________________________
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Most stress is placed on the joints and in particular the lower back, so the three months of
strength training prior to this phase should have given the referee adequate mid-torso
strength to minimise the stress placed through this region whilst performing plyometrics.
The weight sessions would now consist of a single basic strength session and a more specific
second session aiming at developing better explosive strength (needed for quick change of
direction or acceleration to the next play).
Session 1. (similar to preparation phase)
Squats/leg press

3 x 6-8

Box jumps

3x6

Hip extensions/hamstring curls

3 x 10-15

Bench press/Pushups

3 x 6-8/15-30

Lat pulldowns/Chins

3 x 8-10/5-10

Shoulder press/Upright row

3 x 6-8

Back extensions/reverse back ext.

3 x 15-20

Abdominals

200

Session 2.
Power Cleans

2x6

Jump squats (with weight)

2x8

Walking lunges

2 x 6 (each leg)

Stiff ankle bounds

3 x 12

Bench press or pushups

3 x 6-8/15-30

Lat pulldowns/Chins

3 x 8-10/5-10

Back extensions/reverse back ext.

3 x 15-20

Abdominals

200

The main emphasis of this phase in the weight room is the transfer of strength gains to more
explosive contraction rates and movements. This is why the first session has box jumps with
the squats and the second session has several explosive leg activities included.
Throughout the three macrocycles during this phase, the emphasis is not on an increase in
volume as in the preparation phase macrocycles, the training emphasis now moves towards
an increase in intensity of training. Total aerobic volume stays the same, the speed of the
runs increases. The weights sessions are structured towards fewer repetitions per exercise
with greater load expected per set. The speed and plyometric session will have a greater
emphasis placed on speed of activity and power of movement throughout the three cycles.
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An example of a training week may look like the following;
Eg.

Mon
Fartlek

Tue

Wed

Thu Fri

Weights Rest

Speed

Sat

Sun

Weights Game/ or Game/
Rest
Rest

As with the preparation phase of training, the fourth week of each macrocycle should be a
regeneration/recovery/testing macrocycle whereby the subject performs only one aerobic
session (tempo and speed) and one weight session with a game on the weekend. The weight
session may be testing of core lifts to measure improvement and the speed session may test
10 & 35m sprint times (even though the subject has only been working on technique
improvements could be made) and some basic jumping testing such as distance achieved
with 6 alternate leg bounds, 6 double leg jumps for distance, etc.
MAIN COMPETITION PHASE
This phase of training will last from May to September (5 months) and will be aimed at
maintaining the referee’s aerobic fitness and strength whilst maximising their speed
development over the long competition phase.
Sessions per week will be as follows;
Aerobic session (fartlek or tempo)

x 3/fortnight

Weights

x 3/fortnight

Interval/speed

x 2/week

Game

x 1/week

The three sessions per week components can be alternated so that in one week there are
two aerobic and one weights and in the next week one aerobic and two weights.
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This phase of the year does not readily fit into a 3 or 4 week macrocycle due to the set
structure of the games that the referee will have to do. It is important during this phase of the
year that the referee is very flexible with their training program and take each week as its own
mini macrocycle. If there are several games to be refereed during a weekend then the referee
may wish to decrease their aerobic or interval content during the days leading up to and
following the busy time (be it over a weekend or during the week). It is also important that
whilst there is some structure to the weeks, that there is plenty of variation in each of the
sessions that the referee is attempting to do. Especially with the aerobic maintenance that is
relatively hard and demanding on the body.
Regardless of the structure of each week, it still would be a good idea to regularly have an
easy week whereby the referee performs only half of what they were intending to do allowing
the body the chance to recover and adapt to the work that is being done during this phase.
It is better to be slightly under prepared but very fresh than to be overworked and fatigued
from all the work that leads to lethargy, flatness and ultimately injury.
Aerobic sessions should now be short and intense that will maintain the aerobic base the
referees developed during the earlier phases of the training year.
The sorts of sessions that would be appropriate during this phase of the year would be as
follows;
1. 20-25 minutes fartlek whereby the referee sprints hard for 30-40m every couple of minutes.
2. 20-25 minute fartlek with 80-100m increases in speed every 3-4 minutes.
3. 20-25 minute cross country running whereby each hill is run up 2-5 times with either jog
back or walk recovery and then run onto the next hill and repeat the process.
Tempo sessions that are relatively short with quality running.
4. 3 x 10 by 50m with exercises between
5. Run 50m - jog 50m and repeat (around field) for 6-10 minutes and repeat by 2 with 3
minutes between.
6. Pool running sessions (beneficial if the referee is suffering from any lower leg problems or
is a bit run down but still feels they would like to do a session).
Pool running whilst still as hard on the cardiovascular system as normal running is very gentle
on the musculoskeletal system allowing the referee to work hard with little to no muscle
soreness or irritation in the days following.
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Example pools sessions during this time of the year could be as follows;
1. Hanging onto the side of the pool. kicking the legs for any where from 5-20 seconds with
25-60 seconds recovery.
• 5 second kicks with 25 seconds recovery x 10 with 3 minutes between and repeat x 3
• 10 second kicks with 20-30 seconds recovery x 5-6 and repeat x 2-3
• 15-20 second kicks with 40-60 seconds recovery x 5 and repeat x 2-3
2. Deep water running whereby the referee cannot touch the bottom of the pool and is
supported by a flotation vest.
• 30 seconds running with 60 seconds rest x 5-6 and repeat x 3-4
• 60 seconds running with 60 seconds rest x 5 and repeat x 3-4
• 90-120 seconds running with 90-120 seconds rest x 4-5 and repeat x 2-3
• Any time up to 5 minutes with appropriate recovery intervals between.
The shorter the distance, the harder the referee should work.
3. A third water running method is one whereby the referee performs the same deep running
but without the aid of a flotation vest. In this situation, the technique the referee uses is
important as it will allow them to maintain correct buoyancy throughout each repetition. As the
referee becomes tired, their buoyancy will decrease ensuring they work as hard at the end of
each repetition as they do at the start.
• 5-10 seconds sprints x 4-5 with 15-30 second recovery between each sprint and repeat by
5. Due to the nature of this type of water running, the running must be performed at quite a
high intensity. This type of training is developing both the aerobic and the anaerobic
system (alactic) to some extent.
I believe that 20-25 minutes of fitness is adequate to maintain a
good aerobic capacity (as long as the intensity is high) especially
considering all the other work the referee will be doing during the
week.
Interval sessions can now be shorter and more intense working more specific speed
endurance that will be needed when refereeing a game. These sessions can be done in
conjunction with a speed session. The main difference between these sessions during this
stage of the year is that the speed runs will have longer recovery between repetitions.
Eg.

Speed

6 x 30m with 90-120 seconds between each run.

Speed End.

2 x 3 by 30m back to back with 3 min b/w sets.

The speed component should be trained first then followed by the speed endurance session.
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This session should last at maximum 75 minutes.
Warm-up

15 minutes

Speed

40 minutes

Speed End.

15 minutes

To maximise a referee’s speed during this part of the year, there are several components that
should be addressed. It is assumed that the referee has been through the earlier stages and
has developed the basic running technique.
A typical speed session would be as follows;
1.

Running drills to acceleration

2.

Standing start to acceleration

3.

Resisted running (sled)

4.

Assisted running (speed belt)

(30-50m)
(20-40m)
(20-40m)
(20-50m)

No. 4 is optional due to the specialised equipment needed.
Parts 2, 3 & 4 (if available ) can be alternated to allow for the best transfer of resisted and
assisted to unassisted sprinting.
Resisted run - unassisted run - assisted run - resisted run - unassisted run - assisted run, etc.
Each run should have at least 90-120 seconds between to ensure the referee is fresh enough
to give a maximal effort with each sprint.
The function of the resisted running is that the slightly increased resistance (maximum 10% of
body weight) increases the muscular output required for sprinting and it is believed that this
increases utilisation of muscle fibres is transferred to the unassisted running therefore
increasing force output and ultimately speed. The resisted running also tends to place the
referee in the correct sprint position therefore reinforcing the correct sprint position that will
hopefully be transferred to the unassisted sprint body position.
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The assisted running (requiring the speed belt or slight decline {3-5o}) is aimed at increasing
the referee’s cadence (stride rate) whilst sprinting. Again in is believed that if regularly
working with this training modality the referee will be able to transfer the increased cadence
to the unassisted sprint position. Also due to the increased speed during the towing process,
the referee learns to relax during the sprint therefore improving their skill acquisition of
sprinting which has a definite positive effect upon sprint performance.
The second component, that of speed endurance, could consist of the following session.
6 x 60m with fast walk back recovery (runs at 80%). 3-5 minutes rest
3 x 3 by 30m (100%) back to back with 3 min b/w sets, or
1 x 80m, 100m, 120m, 100m, 80m (90-100%) with slow walk back between, or
5 x 120m (90%) with walk back recovery.
TRANSITION PHASE.
During this phase of the year (October) the referee should get away from any structured
training and do whatever they want. It is advisable to do basically nothing for the first week or
two and then spend a couple of weeks easing back into some basic training consisting of
whatever they want. The main aim is to mentally and physically recover from the long season
and be ready to start off season training beginning in November.
This program was structured assuming that the referees would be training/working for 11
months of the year. Obviously the program would differ if the referees were not that serious.
What would change would be the time when they started their preparation phase of training
(may not be until December or January) and their weekly commitment may not be so
demanding (2-3 sessions per week rather than 4-5 sessions).
The major limitation with starting preparation phase training much later (this goes for athletes
as well), is that because of the demands of the competition phase, the referees will not get
the time during the year to develop the conditioning base that is needed. The result of this is
we see individuals that do not progress in conditioning or performance from year to year. The
referee may improve their visual skills for detecting penalties, etc but as the game continues
to progress and if they are wishing to work at higher levels, the speed of the game
dramatically increases. If they are unable to keep up with the play then obviously they will not
be efficient referees and their future in this area will be limited.
I believe in “CONTROLLING THE CONTROLLABLE” and all the fitness attributes required for
the game are within each referee’s control and therefore there should not be excuses for lack
of physical preparation at the start of each competitive season.
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