Write the Lineup Right
Managing the Line Up Card

Lineup cards come in many shapes, sizes and layouts. But most important is what must be on the lineup cards. All three major rulebooks are very clear. The names, numbers and positions of the starting players in proper order and the names and numbers of the substitutes must be listed.

ASA and NCAA state that the first and last names are required. NFHS says, “name,” but that should be interpreted as full name, meaning first and last. That eliminates any confusion with teams that have players with the same first names or sisters with the same last name.


The numbers and positions that are listed on the lineup card must be accurate, but it is only in NCAA that there is a penalty if they are not. In ASA and NFHS, a wrong number can be corrected. For example, if the defense appeals batting out of order but it is determined that the batter had the wrong number but otherwise was the right player (by name), then correct the number and continue play without penalty.


NCAA has a specific rule and subsequent penalties for what is called an inaccurate lineup (8-4b). Inaccuracies may include omitted or incorrect first name, number or position. If a player is listed with an inaccurate last name, that player must be considered an illegible player. The penalties for an inaccurate lineup are quite extensive and depend on whether the player is on defense, at bat, previously batted, on base as a pinch runner or tie-breaker runner, etc. 

NCAA has another unique rule: All eligible players must be listed on the lineup card. If a player is not listed she is not eligible to play (5-6b) and is considered an illegal player for that game (8-4d-1). For ASA and NFHS, eligible roster members who are omitted from the lineup card be added at any time.

Reviewing the lineup card at the pregame meeting. Good lineup management begins at the pregame meeting with the coaches and continues until the game is over. At the pregame meeting, make sure that the lineups are complete and accurate with regard to full names, all defensive positions listed (especially the pitcher and catcher for games that allow courtesy runners) and no duplicate numbers. Ensure that at least nine or 10 players are listed in the starting positions.


If the DP/Flex is used, verbally confirm that with the coach. For example, say, “Coach, you have number 9, the DP, listed in the sixth spot, hitting for number 1, the Flex player, in the 10th spot. The Flex player is playing defense in the pitching position. Is that correct?


Look at the substitute area and verify with the coach that he has, for example, five substitutes. In college games ask one more question: “Are the listed players all the players that are eligible to play in today’s game?”


It is good practice to work with one lineup at a time. Ask for the home team lineup, inspect it as explained, hand the lineup back to the coach, ask her to check it one more time and tell the home coach that when she hands it back to you, it becomes official. As the home team coach is reviewing her lineup, accept the visiting team lineup and go through the same process.


Lineup card management. It is imperative to keep an accurate and legible lineup card as your record of the game’s proceedings. It will be extremely useful when a situation occurs that brings into play some of the obscure, troublesome rules associated with the lineup card. The umpire must record all changes throughout the game on the lineup card. Those changes include substitutions, courtesy runners, position changes and the DP/Flex player movements.

You may also have to change uniform numbers if listed incorrectly and add eligible subs to the lineup cards when that is allowed. Other items that should be written on the appropriate lineup card are: conferences, warnings, obstruction, unreported substitute, jewelry (when applicable), touching the home run hitter (NCAA), ejections and protest information. If the game has a time limit, mark down the starting time and announce it to the official scorer.


It is important to quickly determine what changes have been made, so it is a good practice to use a different color pen. Red is a good color to use as most lineups are written with pencil or black or blue ink. Since an umpire should always have a backup pen, use a green pen as the backup. The reason for two different colors is occasionally a team will use red ink for the lineup card. The odds of one lineup card being written in red and the other in green are very small. But a good umpire is prepared for everything.


Always take the time to record any changes or pertinent information at the time it happens. You may be able to speed that process by anticipating potential changes. Re-entry is a common occurrence, so be alert at the end of the inning to see if the coach is approaching.


If the coach has put in a courtesy runner previously for the pitcher or catcher, be ready to call time and handle that change when appropriate. Be available and ready between innings, within 10-15 feet of home plate and not talking to your partner near first base.


Making lineup card changes. When a change must be made, make the change by stepping away from the plate with your mask off. Use a lineup holder that has enough support to act as a clipboard so you do not have to use your leg. Have your lineup card holder organized so that you can get to the appropriate lineup quickly. One way to do that is to put the lineup cards in your holder so that the team in the third base dugout has their lineup on the left side of the holder and the team on the first-base side is on the right of the holder.

Use a pen that does not require a cap removal. That takes extra time and too often the cap is removed with the mouth and then left there until the change is made. That looks unprofessional. Do not step behind the plate until all paperwork is done, the lineups have been put away, and your mask in on.


Take out your lineup card and record the changes as the coach is giving them. For example, point to the lineup and say “OK coach, you want number 3, Mary Smith, to replace number 10, Sue Jones. Is that correct?” do not write anything down until the coach confirms that it is correct.


If there are multiple changes, take them one at a time, slowly following the proper procedure for each change. That may take some extra time, but is vitally important that the changes are recorded accurately. Proper diligence will save a lot of time and trouble later should a big discussion ensue because there is confusion caused by misunderstandings regarding previously reported substitutions.


When you give the changes to the scorer, put a small check mark by the change. That is especially helpful in a game where many changes are made. You can quickly determine new changes to give to the scorer because they will not have check marks.


Do not accept or allow changes that you know are illegal. As the NCAA Umpire Manual states: “You would not allow illegal things to happen between the lines, so do not allow it in the paperwork either.” If you are not sure, consult with your partners.
