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WATER POLO? WHERE ARE THE HORSES?

It’s an old joke, but the fact is that most people have no idea how this 

game is played – even those that come from swimming backgrounds.  

This course is designed to be an introduction to the sport and a primer 
on the basic rules of the game for parents and spectators.

Two separate courses , titled “Introduction to Refereeing” and “The 

Advanced Course”, are also offered by TAWPO at different times 

during the high school season.
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SO, WHAT AM I GOING TO SEE AT A WATER 

POLO GAME?

 Lots of fast action, swimming, treading water (called eggbeating), 
physical contact between players, a bright yellow ball, coaches 
directing the action, referees blowing their whistles a lot, and teams 
playing offense and defense.

 A game played in a swimming pool that should look like a cross of a 
swim meet with a little bit of a soccer, basketball, and hockey game 
each mixed in it.



WHAT IS THE MAIN IDEA OF THE GAME?

Actually, it’s just like most sports – put the ball in the opposing team’s 

goal more times than they do to you.

But, water polo is harder to understand because of the rules.  After 

watching a few games, it may seem contrary that whistles occur when 

players do not have the ball and players that have the ball seem to 

get a lot of contact.  Don’t fret – that’s just the way the rules are 

written.



HOW IS THE POOL SET UP?

 Most high school water polo games are played in 25 yard pools, but 
they can be held in 25 meter (some HS, NCAA, and USAWP/FINA) or 
30 meter (FINA mens) pools.

 Pools are generally deep (6-7 feet or more), but some shallow pools 
are used.

 The pool is divided in two halves, with a 2 meter line and a 5 meter 
line being marked in front of each goal. 

 An ejection area is located in the water in front of the player bench, 
usually behind the end line or in the corner.

 A bench area on one side of the pool for the team.

 6 field players and one goalie per team in the water at the same 
time.



FOULS? LIKE BASKETBALL FOULS?

No, not really.  Water polo referees call fouls to restore an opportunity 
that is taken away illegally by the opposite team.  

Ordinary fouls (when you hear a single whistle) do not count against a 
player.

Major fouls (Exclusions or Penalties) do count against a player – each 
player may only receive three major fouls before they are not allowed 
to play anymore.

When a foul is called, you will usually see teams move in the water in 
order to take advantage of a temporary opportunity and try to score.



WHAT KIND OF FOULS ARE THERE?

 3 categories of fouls and some examples:

 Ordinary (free pass):  Minor fouls are meant to restore a 
team’s possession of the ball due to the opposite team 
preventing possession illegally.  The majority of ordinary 
fouls are called on the perimeter of the field of play.

 Exclusion (usually referred to as ejection (player removed, 
plus a free pass): typically, a defensive player who holds, 
sinks, or pulls back an offensive player who has a superior 
position to the defensive player.

 Penalty (penalty shot): any foul that prevents a probable 
goal.



OK, SO WHY DO REFEREES NOT CALL THE FOULS 

I SEE?

 The magical word is ADVANTAGE.  The Advantage Rule is the rule 
that trumps all other rules.  It states that a referee shall not call a foul 
when there is still an opportunity for the offense to play the ball.

 The referee has to determine the intention of the offense.  Where is 
the next pass?  Who is the likely scorer?  It is important for the 
offensive team to make it’s intensions clear.

 If the foul will reward the defense, that foul should NOT be called.

 Referees are looking at position, possession and probable goal. 

 Sometimes, referees have to delay a call in order to comply with the 
Advantage Rule.



SO, THE ADVANTAGE RULE IS A BIG DEAL, HUH?

 Water polo is different, in that when the defense commits an 

ordinary foul (foul of possession), it’s actually to the defense’s 

benefit to do so.

 By committing an ordinary foul, the offense has to regroup and 

make a pass.  This wastes time.

 Remember, there is a 30 second shot clock.

 If the defense is allowed to constantly foul, the shot clock would 

expire and they would get the ball back.

 So the Advantage Rule allows referees to withhold calling a foul in 
order to promote the offense and not let defenses “cheat”.



WHAT ABOUT EXCLUSION OR PENALTY FOULS?

 Exclusion fouls are usually called to restore “position”.

 For example, if an offensive player drives towards the goal, and the 
defensive player behind him grabs the offensive player’s leg and 
slows him down enough so that the defensive player catches up 
positionally, the referee would exclude the defender for 20 seconds 
because the defense cheated and took away a superior position 
that the other team had.

 The offense then has 20 seconds to score a goal while the defense 
has to play with one less player.  After 20 seconds, the player may 
reenter play (similar to a hockey power play).

 Penalty fouls are ANY foul that prevents a probable goal.  

 These are generally called when an offensive player is inside the 
other team’s 5 meter line, is facing the cage, has superior position 
on the defense, and the defense commits a foul that takes away a 
more often than not scoring opportunity.



WHY DO I HEAR FANS SCREAMING “BALL 

UNDER” AND “TWO METERS”?

 It’s a common misconception, but the ball can go underwater.  However, the 
ball cannot go underwater when the offensive player is “tackled” by a 
defensive player.

 In other words, the offensive player is holding the ball and the defensive player 
pushes the offensive player’s arm under water with the ball, then that is “ball 
under”.

 The rules state that an offensive player cannot be closer than 2 meters to the 
goal if they are not possessing the ball.

 Brief movements by an offensive player inside 2M are allowed as long as the 
offensive player returns back outside 2M or does not materially interfere with a 
goal.

 These are both ordinary fouls that result in the opposite team taking possession 
(an offensive or “contra” foul)



WHAT’S THE DEAL WITH FREE THROWS?

 A free throw is a reward to a team when the other team commits an 

ordinary foul.

 A player is allowed to throw the ball to a teammate without intrusion 
by the defender.

 The defender must back off the passer by approximately 1M, but is 

allowed to have an arm up.

 Tracking the ball by the defender’s arm is not allowed.

 If a free throw is awarded outside of 5M, it may be directly shot at 
the goal.  Free throws awarded inside 5M may not be directly shot 

at the goal.



SOME OTHER BASIC RULES

 Field players may only use one hand.  Goalies may use two.

 Only the Goalie may use the bottom of the pool.

 Defenses may not use two hands to block a shot or pass.

 To score, the ball must completely pass over the goal line.

 After a goal, play is restarted with teams on their respective 
half of the pool.

 Teams only have 30 (or 35 for NCAA women) seconds to 
score per possession.

 The shot clock is reset after a shot, a change of possession, an 
exclusion, or a penalty.



CAN SOMEONE GET KICKED OUT OF THE 

GAME?

 Yes, they can for either Misconduct (like Unsporting Behavior 

(persistant overly aggressive fouling), Bad Mouthing Referees, 

intereference with a penalty throw), or

 Flagrant Misconduct (Brutality or Fighting)



WHAT’S THE DEAL WITH THE RED AND YELLOW 

CARDS?

 The yellow card is a visible warning to the team bench for disruptive 
behavior or to the coach for disruptive behavior.

 The red card is issued for disruptive behavior to the coach, or 
players on the bench.  Anyone receiving a red card is removed 
from the bench and must also miss the next game.



SO THE REFS HAVE A LOT TO CONSIDER, DON’T 

THEY?

 Absolutely!  

 Calls are made in a matter of milliseconds, and referees have to 

consider if the ball is being held or not, who has possession of the 

ball, position of the players, possible scoring opportunities at that 

instant, the rule violation, and then – would calling a foul violate the 

advantage rule?

 It’s a tough job.



SEEMS LIKE A LOT.  WHAT CAN I DO TO LEARN 

MORE?

 Watch more water polo!

 Ask referees and coaches questions about the game.  We love to get 
people involved.

 Ask to watch or help with the table at a game.  Clocks and scoresheets 
are vital to a water polo game and you can learn a lot!

 Sit back and take it in.  Water polo is a great sport and a different 
dynamic than others.  

 Check out our website for more information and courses: 
www.texaswaterpolo.org

 Like us on Facebook: facebook.com/tawporefs

 Follow us on Twitter: @txwaterpolorefs

http://www.texaswaterpolo.org/

