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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS: The New Free Hit Rule

Updated on March 19, 2009 

Q1: If I choose to do a self pass, must the ball move 1 meter before I can play it again?

A1: No, the ball does not have to move 1 meter if the player taking the free hit will retain possession. But, the ball is to be played (for example, tapped) and then controlled in a second action. As the player takes the free hit, the player cannot remain in continuous contact with the ball as the player moves off from the position of the free hit (Rule 13.2 f & note).

Q2: The rule says nothing about the teammates of the player taking the free hit having to be 5 meters away. Can the attacking team have more than one teammate within playing distance of the ball?

A2: Inside the attacking 23 meter area, players from both teams must be 5 meters from the free hit. Outside of the attacking 23 meter area, two or more players from the same team may be close to the free hit spot (Rule 13.2c).

Q3: The rule said you do not have to move the ball 1 meter for the next action. I thought the ball always had to move 1 meter at the start of a free hit. What changed?

A3: This applies only to a player starting the free hit with a self pass. The ball does not have to move 1 meter in order for the same player to collect the ball and continue on. If the player taking the free hit chooses to pass to a teammate, the ball MUST move at least 1 meter before the teammate can play the ball.

Q4: Am I correct in understanding the rule that if I take the free hit (not going into the circle) I can play it again and it doesn't have to roll 1 meter but must be two separate actions?

A4: Correct (Rule 13.2 f).

Q5: Going into the circle, is it true that the ball must travel 5 meters and I cannot touch it again, another player must? 

A5: Not correct. If the player chooses to start the play with a self pass, they are permitted to move with the ball as if the free hit happened anywhere else on the field. The ball cannot be played into the circle until it has moved 5 meters. This includes a push, slap push and hit. If the player taking the free hit chooses to pass to a teammate, the ball can be played into the circle by the second player. Remember, both teams must be 5 meters away when the free hit is to the attack within the 23 meter area (Rule 13.2h).

Q6: Does this mean that I cannot hit the ball directly into the circle? 

A6: Correct. The attack cannot pass the ball directly into the circle from a free hit within the 23 meter area (Rule 13.2h).

Q7: Does this new free hit rule apply to the center pass, side-ins, hit-ins ("16's"), and long corners.

A7: Correct. The only restarts of play that this new rule does not apply to is the insertion of a penalty corner. The rule governing the penalty corner (Rule 13.3) has not changed.

Q8: If the same player is taking the second touch on the ball, the player does not have to move the ball 1 meter, but the player must make two separate actions, no smooth rolling dribble, no dragging the ball, right?

A8: Correct. Umpires will be instructed to give a free hit to the opponents if the player restarting play attempts a self pass but does not make two separate actions (Rule 13.2f).

Q9: If Player A is fouled by Player B, and whilst Player B is still close to the free hit spot, Player A takes a quick self pass to restart play. How does Player B get 5 meters away before they are permitted to tackle or otherwise defend against Player A?

A9: Possible scenarios... 

· Player B must be attempting to get 5 meters away from the spot of the free hit. He/She should not be penalized as long as they are not delaying in their attempt to back away. 

· Player A will not be permitted to run at Player B to create a foul. This is more likely to happen within the 23 meter area in order for the attack to manufacture a penalty corner. This action by Player A should be blown against them and handled under misconduct if the actions persist. 

· Rule 13.2b states that opponents must be 5 meters from the ball. Therefore, this distance must be created before the opponent attempts to tackle or engage the attacker in any way. 

Q10: Does Player B have to get 5 meters from the ball carrier, or 5 meters from where the hit was taken from?

Q10: Rule 13.2b states that opponents must be 5 meters from the ball. Therefore, this distance must be created before Player B attempts to tackle or engage the ball carrier (Player A) in any way.

Q11: Can Player B run close to the ball carrier for 5 meters without interfering and then engage?

A11: No. Any opponent running close to a player is interfering even though they may not be tackling. They would be preventing the attacker from moving in any direction by placing their body close to the attacker. This will not be permitted. As stated in the answers to Q9 and Q10, the opponent must create a 5 meter distance from the ball before tackling or engaging the ball carrier (Player A).

Q12: From an attacking free hit inside the 23 meter area the ball cannot be played directly into circle by the attack when it is 5 meters away, right? But because every free hit has to be 5 meters away the requirement that the ball has to be played indirectly into the circle would only apply to a foul that is awarded when the ball is within 5 meters of the circle, right? So if I am standing anywhere outside the dotted line I can hit the ball into the circle as it will have traveled the required 5 meters, correct?

A12: Not Correct. The rule says the ball cannot be "played" into the circle inside the 23 meter area until it has traveled 5 meters—but that doesn't include traveling 5 meters from an initial hit or push into the circle or from a hit or push directly into the circle after a short-tap self pass. Let's put it this way, on these attacking free hits inside the 23 meter area, unless the attacker taking the free hit decides to self pass and then dribble into the circle, a second touch by a different player (from either team) is required before the ball can enter the circle unless the player who took the free hit has dribbled at least 5 meters before passing into the circle. If I'm taking the free hit and pass to a teammate, who has to be 5 meters away anyway, they can hit into the circle. If they're already in the circle, I can't pass the ball to them unless I dribble at least 5 meters before making the pass. This is to prevent the short-tap self pass and then crushing the ball into the circle when the free hit started from inside the 23 meter area.

Q13: Any free hit to the attack within 5 meters of the circle must be moved back to be 5 meters away from the circle?

A13: Correct.

Q14: On the EHL video that was shown at the NFHCA convention and is now circulating on YouTube, there are several examples of the ball being hit directly into the circle off a free hit or being passed into the circle after a self pass/carry of less than 5 meters. I assume that the rules were still evolving when these videos were taken? Or did the umpires just miss it? On the same footage there is also an example of a side-in where the ball carrier appears to just keep dribbling in a straight line without "two separate actions" ... will USA Field Hockey be posting video that complies with the latest revisions? The footage I've seen so far does not seem to agree with what I'm reading!

A14: Video of the FIH rule in action may not be available until after May 1st when the FIH officially begins its use. While the Euro Hockey League lead to this change and has been playing with a similar "self pass" free hit rule, USA Field Hockey will be using the FIH rule and there are some important differences. This is important to keep in mind due to the popularity of Euro Hockey League's videos. These videos provide insight to the rule's positive impact on the game but they should NOT be considered instructive with regard to how the FIH rule will govern free hits.

Q15: Are the dashed lines outside the circles still required? If so what purpose do they serve?

A15: The proximity markers serve the purpose of defining the 5 meter area outside the circle and now indicate the minimum distance away from the circle that a free hit can be taken when the foul occurrs near the circle line.

Q16: Rule 13.2 (c) when a free hit is awarded to the attack within the 23 metres area, all players other than the player taking the free hit must be at least 5 metres from the ball. Does this mean on any free hit awarded inside the 23 metres area the ball is pulled outside of the 23 metres area AND all players other than the player taking the free hit must be at least 5 metres from the ball.

A16: The ball does not have to be brought outside the 23 meter area when a free hit is awarded within that area. Only within the 23 meter area do players from both teams have to be at least 5 meters from the player taking free hit.

Q17: When you used the the phrase "Played into the circle" for attacking free hits in the 23 meter area, does that included carrying the ball into the circle?

A17: Because all free hits must be taken from at least 5 meters from the circle, carrying the ball into the cirlce from a self pass on a free hit is permitted.

Q18: Can you just take a touch into the circle and shoot as soon as it enters the circle whilst the defense is still 5 yards away?

A18: The starting point for the free hit will be at least 5 meters from the circle so this will not happen—unless a player is fortunate enough to carry the ball all the way into the circle and can get a shot off without being contested. If so, good for them but, realistically, there will be no opportunity for the player taking the free hit to just "tap-and-shoot" or make a little touch on the ball followed by a direct shot.

Q19: Can an attacking side use a self-pass instead of an injection at a short corner or gain an advantage from an injection error and strike the ball a second time?

A19: The rules governing the penalty corner have not changed. The injector on a penalty corner can only play the ball once as the "self pass" aspect of the free hit rule does not apply to a penalty corners. Even in error, the Injector must not approach within playing distance after their initial attempt to play the ball.

Q20: In a self pass, how do you distinguish two separate actions?

A20: The easiest way to explain this is "a definite separation of stick and ball" before the ball is carried on as a self pass. Beginning with a smooth rolling dribble or a drag action, even with a change of direction, is not allowed.

Q21: Does distinguishing two separate actions have to do with the distance the ball travels after the first touch?

A21: No. There is no required distance if performing a self pass. If passing to a teammate, the ball must still travel 1 meter.

Q22: Do you believe that the self pass rule will be applied to games between high school teams as well?

A22: This rule was not published when the NFHS (National Federation of State High School Associations) had their meeting to establish new rules for the upcoming year. Therefore, the self pass rule will not be played in games between high school teams during the Fall of 2009.

Q23: Will the new self pass rule be in effect for the 2009 Regional Futures Tournaments and 2009 National Futures Championships?

A23: Yes. All outdoor USA Field Hockey events.

Q24: Is there a definition given for the term played?

A24: The term played is meant to require a touch of the ball by the initial taker of the free hit, another teammate or a defender after it has moved a minimum of 5 meters in any direction outside of the circle. It can also includes a player carrying the ball into the circle if action is restarted with a self pass.

Q25: Under the new free hit rule, can a defending team hit the ball into or across the circle from a hit-in ("16"), side-in or free hit inside their 25?

A25: Yes. There is no new restrictions for the defense when restarting play within the 23 meter area they are defending.

Q26: Under the new free hit rule, can a player from a defending team stand within 5 meters of a teammate at a hit-in, side-in or free hit within their defending 23 meter area?

A26: Yes. There is no new restrictions for the defense when restarting play within the 23 meter area they are defending.

Q27: What does the umpire do if the attack pushes or hits the ball into the circle without first meeting the requirements of the new rule governing attacking restarts (long corner, free hit, side-in) within the 23 meter area they're attacking -- immediately blow the play dead or hold for advantage?

A27: This is not a situation where advantage is to be played. If the criteria for entering the circle is not met, a foul has ocurred and should be penalized accordingly.

Q28: Do you have to use the self pass on all/any free hits, side-ins, hit-ins ("16's") or long corners?

A28: No. The team restarting play is not required to use the "self pass" action.

Q29: When a free hit is called do you have to move the ball one meter before any hit/push is taken by the initial player or a teammate?

A29: Very simply, the answer is no. The ball does not have to be moved one meter BEFORE a hit/push is taken. Only when the defense has fouled within 5 meters of the circle does the ball need to be moved—it has to be moved 5 meters away from circle before play resumes.

