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Introduction: During their careers, sports referees are influenced by various internal and external
factors and have different and diverse lived experiences that can affect their performance. Therefore,
this research aimed to investigate the psycho-social experiences of sports referees.

Methods: In terms of methodology, this research is in the field of qualitative studies of the
phenomenological type. The participants in the research included male and female referees in
different team sports disciplines in 1400-1401, who had at least three years of judging experience in
provincial leagues up to national professional leagues. The participants in the study were selected
through a purposeful sampling method. Sampling continued until saturation was achieved, and finally,
20 referees from different fields participated in the research. The research tool was a semi-structured
interview. In order to analyze the qualitative data, the seven-step Colaizzi method was used. Also, to
avoid bias and ensure convergence, multi-triangulation (data, researcher) was utilized.

Results: Based on the analysis of the findings of the present research, there are three main themes
related to pleasant experiences, including problem-oriented coping strategies, using mental skills, and
mental resilience/toughness. Additionally, three main themes related to unpleasant experiences were
identified, including job stress, cognitive anxiety, and depression.

Conclusion: The results have shown that the work of refereeing has had both pleasant and
unpleasant psychological and social effects on Iranian referees. Therefore, awareness and mutual
understanding of these experiences can be the basis for necessary decisions by managers and sports
officials of the country.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Sports refereeing is one of the most sensitive and exciting
professions in the sports world (Barnett et al., 2017). Referees
are considered valuable resources and representatives of the
officiating committee during competitions. Like coaches and
players, they are essential pillars of sports events and face
significant pressure and excitement. Referees are tasked with
some of the most challenging duties in sports, often
encountering disrespect, misbehavior, and negative feedback
during events (Zelyurt & Atagocugu, 2017). Effective and fair
officiating can enhance the healthy participation of athletes,
ensuring that competition results are determined by the skills
and abilities of the teams and players. This not only makes the
competition more engaging but also creates enjoyment for all
involved, including managers, coaches, players, and
spectators. Conversely, poor officiating can lead to negative
outcomes (Devis-Devis, Serrano-Dura & Molina, 2021).
Given that referees experience a range of psychological and
social situations during their duties, which can affect their
performance, the purpose of this research is to analyze both the
positive and negative experiences of male and female referees
in various team sports.

Methods

This research employs a qualitative methodology, specifically
within the phenomenological framework. In qualitative
studies, the sample size is determined based on the principle
of theoretical saturation (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). As such,

interviews with participants continue until no new information
emerges—this occurs when responses become repetitive and
researchers can no longer develop new codes from the data
analysis (Burns & Grove, 2010). The research population
included referees (both men and women) from various team
sports, including football, futsal, basketball, volleyball,
handball, beach soccer, and hockey. All participants had a
minimum of three years of experience officiating in one of the
top leagues at the provincial or national level. The participants
were chosen through purposeful sampling, focusing on those
with substantial experience related to the studied phenomenon,
ensuring they could provide valuable insights into their work
experiences. In total, 20 in-depth semi-structured interviews
were conducted—10 with women and 10 with men—at which
point theoretical saturation was reached. Each semi-structured
interview lasted between 30 and 45 minutes and was recorded
using social networks. The recorded interviews were then
transcribed for analysis. To verify the accuracy of their
interpretations and understanding of participants' statements,
the researchers consulted with the participants again. They
checked the interpretations with the participants' feedback and
made necessary adjustments as required. Data analysis in this
study followed Colaizzi's seven-step method.

Results

After conducting the interview and performing Colaizzi's
seven-stage analysis, the main and sub-themes, along with the
verbal evidence from the sports referees, were extracted and
categorized as follows:

Table 1. Main themes, sub-themes, and verbal evidence (pleasant and unpleasant experiences) were extracted from the
conducted interviews.

Main themes Sub themes

Selections from the oral evidence of the
interviewees.

Applying psychological skills

Use of imagery, belief in one's physical Judging has made me believe in my physical

and mental abilities, confidence, focus and mental abilities. | use self-rewarding
on the game and competition, relaxation, techniques to maintain motivation and

goal formulation, and reinforcement.

develop it, and | have used them many times.
To maintain this nurturing motivation, I was
inspired by role models such as referees,
players, or other people.

Problem-oriented coping strategies

Planned problem-solving, social Refereeing is a tough job; you have to make

support, adapting when faced with adecision at once or blow the whistle. | tried

competitive  stress,

reappraisal.

and positive to control this situation with the right

decisions. My work had many problems and
obstacles that had positive and negative
effects on my performance, but I learned not
to be down and to think positively and do my
best. Avoiding negative speech and
strengthening positive thinking during the
time of judging has been one of my pleasant
experiences.
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Resilience/mental toughness Being resistant

to problems and Due to the high sensitivity of the job,

obstacles, raising your capacity, trying, arbitration faces many obstacles; one should

hoping, avoiding,

disappointed.

and being be resistant to problems and not be

disappointed. The field of judging has taught
me to try, and one of my good experiences is
striving to be the best in this job. As a
referee, in case of illness, injury, or other
problems, | quickly return to my original
state.

Cognitive anxiety

Worrying about the sports future, Worrying aboutthe lack of necessary quality

worrying about future life, worrying in sports training. Worried about the
about the job situation, and worrying COVID-19 situation.
about the lack of proper physical

preparation.

Depression

Feelings of failure,

indecisiveness, In some cases, | have had negative

excitability, fatigue, worthlessness, lack experiences. One of my unpleasant
of pleasure, and loss of interest and experiences was feeling like a failure.

motivation.

Sometimes, | don't know why | judge at all
or what my purpose is in judging. Salaries
and wages are low due to arbitration
problems, which reduces motivation. Few
supports from society are provided; that's
why | experienced a lack of motivation.

Job stress

Demand, communication, support from Judging the most popular teams has always

officials, support from colleagues, been stressful for me. | have experienced a

changes, and role.

lot of stress because of the audience's
booing. The incitement of the fans by the
coaches and players has caused me to
experience a great deal of stress. The
imperious  relationship ~ between  the
managers and officials with the referees has
created psychological tension in me and
caused me to experience a lot of stress. The
inconsistency between me and my assistant
referees during the competition, which has
happened several times, has been an
unpleasant and stressful factor for me.

Conclusion

The results of the present study indicate that referees
experience both positive and negative aspects throughout their
careers. On the positive side, they engage with beneficial
topics such as the use of psychological skills, problem-
oriented coping strategies, and resilience or mental toughness.
Conversely, they also face unpleasant challenges, including
cognitive anxiety, depression, and job-related stress.
Additionally, the findings reveal that refereeing has both
positive and negative psychological and social effects on
Iranian referees. Therefore, understanding these experiences is
essential for managers and sports officials in the country

to make informed decisions.
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