
The Art of Ring Control 
by Patrick M. Hickey with Steve Robichaux 

Gotcha -- but I am not talking about the fighter, I’m talking about the referee. Good control of the rings 
can make the difference in a championships. The 1993 USA Karate National Championships is a case in 
point. Regardless of all the adversity, when the ring is properly run, competitors will leave with a good 
feeling about their efforts. Run a ring improperly, then no matter what happens, no one will be satisfied 
regardless of the outcome. Let’s look at what goes into good ring management. (For you referees out 
there, not only must you have good judgment and good referee skills to be a high level national referee, 
but you must have good management and interpersonal skills.) 

One of the keys that the USAKF uses to provide a safe and professionally run event is in how it 
manages the various competition areas. For each separate competition area (ring) a ring director is 
appointed. This ring director usually is a senior referee. Ring directors are chosen based on their  

• knowledge of the rules 
• understanding of karate competition 
• understanding of USAKF procedures 
• interpersonal skills 
• management and organizational skills 
• ability to provide guidance and leadership. 

Where ring directors show these qualities and skills, rings run well with few if any problems. Where 
ring directors fail to perform these duties, those rings tend to have all the problems. Lets look at what 
you must do to be a good ring director. 

What are your duties as a ring director? They are many and varied. The ring director is responsible for 
the smooth and accurate running of the ring including managing, public relations, charting and problem 
solving. You must teach when required, tactfully correct mistakes, and defend the calls of your 
subordinates even if you disagree with them. His goal is to run a safe ring, have the best player win each 
match, and avoid administrative malfunctions that can ruin an event. 

Manager • The ring director is the person in charge so leadership skills are very important. Leadership 
includes stepping in to assist at all the various functions as well as fairly delegating jobs and authority to 
those on your staff. You must see that each one understands his/her job and teach them on the spot if 
necessary, preferably by example, that is getting in there and doing it yourself if need be. 

Organizer • Organizational skills are very important. Divide the ring into its various functions - score 
keeping, time keeping, charting, judging, and refereeing, match expediting and make sure every one 
understands the specific duties of each function and how they interrelate. If you are short on help, you 
can step into the empty slot and some people may be able to fulfill more than one duty. The key is to 
have all duties assigned out, to keep them flowing smoothly during the competition and then keeping a 
hand on what is going on to insure that the various duties are performed correctly. The best setup is to 
have one person working the clock, one person score keeping and one person doing the charts and two 
match expeditors. 

Score keeping and time keeping are straight forward and can be picked up quickly, but charting is 
something you have to experience, you have to work on it. Charting is usually the hornets nest. If the 
chart is wrong, the entire division may have to be rerun. The person doing the charting cannot be 
interrupted or bothered and he must at all times be teaching another person how to do the chart.  There is 
a tendancy to blame the charters for problems. However, people who volunteer for these functions do 



not get paid and are often dedicated karate people but not of high rank. They work hard and get heat 
from referees and parents. If the chart is wrong, the ring director must take the blame. If you are made a 
ring director, it is specifically because you are judged qualified to insure that all parts of the ring work 
correctly and that you have the skills to insure that such things as charting problems do not occur. 

Use match expeditors. When doing your check-in at the ring have your ring expediter put red and white 
belts on the first few fighters as you already know who they are before you even bow in. Then bow in 
the ring and tell them the ring expediters will come to get them so stay seated.  They will know who 
fights prior to their fight so they will have time to warm up. The ring expediter is the key role. He looks 
on the chart, finds out who is up next, puts a belt on them and tells them to start warming up. That way 
competitors will be more likely to stay in their seats, especially the higher ranks who especially want 
that warm up. If this system is done properly, there is never any down time. The ring runs consistently 
and fast. There should be no more then 20 seconds in between matches. 

Motivater • Keep the spirits of your personnel high. Look after their interests and show interests in 
them, even the little problems. Give them credit for a job well done and check their work. This check 
shows you are interested in making sure they do not make mistakes that would impact on the results of 
the competition, that you care about them. Show them shortcuts and explain the reasoning behind your 
decisions. You may even want to spend a few bucks out of your pocket for their refreshments. To them, 
you are the federation. How well the federation treats them is really how you treat them. 

Also, rotate everyone through the different positions. This helps them see the overall perspective, gain 
experience, and provides a good backup system for the various duties. Variety also provides relief from 
tedium. If you set an example by doing any duties yourself, regardless how small, your staff learns and 
respects that even the most menial job -- like tying on belts -- is not beneath anyone's dignity and 
important to the competition. Rotates referees every 7 or 8 fights so that they don’t get tired. Because 
they are going at a fast pace, they need to be relieved quite often to prevent mistakes. Try to keep your 
team together for the duration of the duration of the event. You want to avoid losing your team if you 
have trained them into a highly efficient working unit. As a team, you may work together 12 hours a day 
for 3 days so it is nice to have a team stay together, to have lunch together as a group away from the 
ring, and to socialize together. It allows you to sit down and relax, do some mending of egos which get 
bumped, fix hurt feelings, get over the crowd and other problems. Take time to relax and to get back to 
the real reason you are here. 

Teacher • The more you show your staff, the more interest they feel you have in them and, 
consequently,  the more confident they will be and the better they will perform their functions. In the 
best of worlds, you get a staff that not only knows exactly what to do, but also understands your way of 
doing things. This is rarely the case and to complain about this or that, or to not try to improve your staff 
is to cry over double spilt milk. Training is a constant endeavor in the martial arts, not just for the 
referee core, but for table help as well. Ring directors are karate sensei and should behave as such 
including training and reinforcing their staff in skills as necessary. When your referees are not doing 
something, critique them and give pointers. Praise what they do well, explain how to fix errors and help 
them not repeat the same mistakes. 

Public Relations • You need good PR skills. You have to handle complaints from parents, coaches, 
competitors, your staff, the referee counsel and provide a balanced viewpoint. You are the buffer 
between the referee council and your staff. Defend them when necessary and take the blame for their 
errors. After all, you have the overall responsibility. Then take positive steps to manage the mistakes so 
that they do not happen again. 



Many times people come up and complain about a call that their child, wife, husband or sensei got or 
did not get. It is very important to be professional. Many problems are legitimate complaints -- the 
tournament runs too late, children need to eat. Deal with those straight up. Mistakes happen, but don’t 
get defensive -- it only makes matters worse. Many times people only want to be heard, to voice or 
register a complaint, and if you let it get out and just listen it goes away. If you don’t listen or you try to 
defend yourself you are just going to wind up with an unhappy person and probably be unhappy 
yourself. Mistakes are made, things just do not always go as planned. If you get defensive, you only 
make matters worse. 

If you disagree with a judgment call, deal quietly with that official and never show any question of his 
judgment to the spectators or competitors or other judges. After all, he/she is part of your staff and 
represents you. This is your ring. Attempting to sidestep an aggrieved parent over a judgment call 
because you do not want to be a bad guy, but downgrading the official who makes the call, reflects 
negatively on your judgment and on you. After all, you put him there. 

When rings are run properly the competitors feel safe and comfortable, they feel like you are in control, 
you know what you are doing, you are a professional. That allows them to feel that there is a safety net, 
its not scary. Competitors can relax, their karate becomes better, the matches are in control, and you 
have fewer injuries. Everyone benefits from that. When you don’t have a handle on running the ring, 
your disjointed, maybe angry and frustrated or off centered and nervous, it spreads like a cancer to the 
competitors. They are jittery, they lose confidence, they wonder if you know what you are doing and 
they lose confidence in the referees. If you show calm, sincere confidence and control, the competitors, 
your staff, the parents, everyone will have a wholesome experience. 

At the USA Karate National Championships Steve Robichaux, one of the upcoming USAKF referees 
had the following pointers to help future ring directors have well run rings. 

The first thing you must have is a right hand man who you can rely on and who is almost as good at or 
better at running a ring then yourself. This right hand man must be someone, who if the ring director had 
to leave the ring, this person could be take over and run the ring just as efficiently. You can comfortably 
delegate to your right hand man when necessary and he becomes the match referee for the more difficult 
matches leaving you free to run the ring. 

The biggest mistakes in any ring are in charting. These errors slow down the competition. If a charting 
problem occurs, you have to rerun all the fights, parents get angry, it is not fair to competitors, they 
suffer and the Championships goes downhill quickly. To avoid these problems, use certified officials for 
this duty as much as possible, and constantly review the chart yourself with an eye toward catching 
errors before they occur. If you are using volunteer help for this job, remember they are just that -- 
volunteers. You are the professional. It is your ring, not theirs, and only you are responsible for what 
happens. 

Keep yourself from having any one job. Do not be responsible for anything but management - the 
overall big picture of the ring. Put your people in there and remember that what you are doing is training 
them. You are responsible to put on a good show for the spectators. You want a good job not just for 
today, but tomorrow, or maybe a year from now. Handle your people right and they will be back again 
next year -- better trained and committed making future championships run easily. 

Do not just use your strong people for what they are good at. Use people for what they are not good at 
so they can get experience. Build up their strength. Eliminate weakness. Each time take the person a 
little bit further, challenge them a little bit more. 



A lot of time, if the rings are set up correctly, many problems from the crowd can be buffered from the 
ring. Make sure your table is set up so just anyone cannot walking up to the table and begin to arbitrarily 
ask for something to be looked up. The toughest situation at any championships is to have your table 
physically set up where the spectators can get involved in what the table is doing. 

When you line up people at the beginning, it is very important to keep the charting straight. The 
Tournament Administration does a check-in and then you should do a final check-in at ringside. If 
competitors are not there, you can have them paged or check with if necessary and mark the chart that 
they were not there. 

If you do not take care of administrative matters correctly for the competitor, they start to feel insecure 
and then injuries occur. Once injuries start, they can spread like a virus. Competitors get more tense, 
more concerned about hitting and a self fulfilling prophecy kicks in. They wind up doing the very thing 
everyone is trying to avoid. One of the keys here is that the ring control person must show confidence in 
his crew. Give them time to relax, fix their mistakes. Don’t come in there and knock them down or 
replace people. Let the competitor know that all parts of the competition are under your control so that 
they can be relaxed and feel confident that they are safe and secure and properly looked after. 

Ring managers must feel the referee council has confidence in them. Keep yourself from not getting 
bogged down in one thing. You can lose your perception of the whole show. You must see many things, 
the attitude of the crowd facility, limitations, physical hazards, etc. Knowing what is going on improves 
your image with both the tournament administration and the referee council. 

As a referee I like to bring the competitors in and reinforce them about the basic rules. Contact will be 
penalized. That is not the way to earn a score. Tell players if they get a call that they think goes against 
them, they may be right or wrong. The referees may make mistakes. Tell them that for every call against 
them, it is most probably balanced out by a similar call that went in their favor. In the long run it evens 
out. 

Referees are human, not machines and can make mistakes, some right, some wrong, some not so 
important. Let everyone know up front things are not perfect, not expected to be perfect, but to be the 
best that it can be - best you can do. 

At the medal ceremony many referees are tired and get sloppy. The championships may be the most 
important event of the year for the competitor. You have to stand up straight, be formal, and official as 
possible. Anything less does not give the respect the competitor deserves. You work hard because you 
want to contribute to the experience of the competitor. This is their show, not yours. Let’s give it a 
perfect finish. 


