The Value of Video

When historians look back at our lives, they’ll likely refer to our times as the “video age.” You don’t have to look far to see why this is an accurate description. Everywhere you turn there seems to be a camera catching all that happens and saving it for future use. There are video recorders on the new mobile telephones and busy intersections in large cities have cameras to capture the comings and goings of the working class. And in regard to us officials, more than ever before, community sports clips show up on the local news. Clearly, there is no escaping the giant “eye in the sky.”

A lot of people are uncomfortable now that George Orwell’s “Big Brother” really is watching, but referees should realize how valuable videotape can be as they work to improve their skills. There’s truth in most every cliché, and one picture really is worth a thousand words.

Over the last several summers, I’ve worked with scores of young basketball officials as they try to improve and move up the ladder. At each camp we conduct an informal poll of the assembled referees to draw feedback on the availability and utilization of video. When we started incorporating videotape in seminars and summer camps only a very small handful of officials had seen themselves on tape. Then, each year, more and more officials would see the value videotape provided. Nowadays, it’s rare to find summer camp referees who have not seen themselves on tape.

Videotape allows you to see – often with stunning clarity – things you like, dislike, or weren’t aware of. In the NBA, videotape review is part of our routine. I’ve spent many hours looking at tape, hoping there might be something I can discover to help me the next time out. It is as much a part of our business at the professional level as anything else we do. And why shouldn’t it be? Coaching staffs, players, and teams all spend countless hours studying tape of their own performances and scouting upcoming opponents. It should not come as a surprise that for many officials, watching game tape is as common and essential as the pregame discussion.
I’m fortunate. Every NBA game I officiate is televised. We have access to the best video money can offer, thus we can view and review anything that might crop up. We even have the ability to review tape at halftime. In fact, it’s common for a player to ask in the second half about a particular play from the first half. Through the use of the video feed piped into our dressing rooms, we’re able to give that player an honest and forthright answer about the play. On the other hand, the tape doesn’t lie. If you missed the call you can look at it 17 times over, and I can tell you, it just won’t change. The fact is, videotape review is now the primary tool we use for our post-game “call selectivity” analysis.

Now, I realize most high schools and colleges do not have access to the same type of video production that the NBA or some Division I programs may have. However, that’s no excuse for not using video to improve and enhance your game.

If you have trouble getting tapes of the games you work, encourage a friend, spouse or significant other to bring a camera to a few games and shoot some video while you officiate. You’ll be amazed what you can learn even on that fundamental level. For instance, we all preach the importance of practicing our table presentation signals in front of a mirror. Think you’ve got foul reporting down cold? You could be surprised how you look in a game atmosphere, or when things aren’t going well with two minutes to play. I’d also encourage you to find a mentor from your officiating fraternity who is willing to be objective and point out the finer details before you hit “fast forward.”

For instance, do you give the same signal to the table for 90 percent of your foul calls? Do you drop your head before reaching your presentation spot? Do you give your signals in an antagonistic or angry manner? What does your body language say after you call a foul that brings a response from the coach? Are your signals crisp or do you tend to “fade out” toward the end of the presentation? Are there mannerisms you exhibit that surprise you? You’ll be able to review these over and over and make necessary changes as time goes on. Furthermore, you’ll be able to measure your improvement over time by comparing tapes from one month to another.

Moving to another area, have your companion tape your movements at the lead and trail positions. Even without seeing what happens on the play you’ll learn a lot about how quickly you rotate, whether you are constantly ball watching, and what transpires between you and your partner(s) during double whistle situations.

Also, be sure you get some tape on your gait, the style in which you run and how you look when you are trying to get in front of a fast break. As has been said before, you must look the part. Do you have an athletic look? Do you run like an ex-athlete? Does your appearance help or hinder your believability? Is your weight a factor when coaches, players and fans don’t believe you? Remember, video will add 5-10 pounds to your actual weight, but if you think you look too heavy you must address the problem as soon as possible. All of this is easy to see on video.

Last, and most important, make certain your “personal videographer” keeps the tape rolling during the dead ball periods of a basketball game. There is so much that you can learn from this time that will help you understand the finer points of game management. From the moment you hit the floor with your partner(s) and position yourself across from the team benches, be aware of what you do with your hands, how you deal with player interaction, how you address the coaches and what you look like during the captains’ meeting. All of this says volumes to the observer or conference supervisor sitting in the stands trying to decide if you are the right official to hire next season.

Going forward, get some tape as you handle conflict resolution with players and coaches. Review this often with your mentors and colleagues. Recognize and accept that there will be times when you escalate a situation by responding the wrong way, and other times when you are able to put the fire out. Compare the successes with the failures and see if there is a common thread moving the situation in one direction or the other.

At the NBA level we spend an extraordinary amount of time on conflict resolution, trying to learn to manage conflict through the use of videotape examples. Sometimes we manage the problem, other times we don’t, but we keep going back to the video to seek out answers that may lie beneath the surface.

Video has become such an important tool in our trade that if you aren’t using it you are falling behind your colleagues. Most of what we do is based on recall and that’s why video is such an integral part of the basketball officiating landscape today.

In my opinion, you cannot advance or aspire to the highest levels if you aren’t willing to devote time to review your own performance. Those who bypass video will see their officiating careers plateau, while those with the drive to succeed will use whatever tools are available to develop and progress. Set aside some time when you are refreshed and able to sit down and look at all facets of your game. Also, use these opportunities to look at other officials on tape and learn from their strengths and weaknesses. If this is to be called the video age, make certain you take advantage of what is has to offer.
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