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Abstract

The number of football referees in England has declined significantly over recent years, posing a threat to the future of competitive soccer. This exploratory study investigates the factors which influence referee’s intention to quit the game. Unstructured qualitative interviews (N = 12) were conducted with 3 past and 9 present referees. Interviews were transcribed and analysed using inductive content analysis. Three higher order dimensions emerged: Organisational factors (e.g., support, training and feedback on performance), Personal factors (e.g., psychological impact, intention to quit and personal benefits) and Match factors (e.g., psychological intimidation, physical intimidation and RESPECT protocol). Organisational factors were cited more than any others in relation to intention to quit and thus, ultimately, have the most impact on attrition. Ways in which the findings might inform efforts to retain referees are discussed. 

Introduction 
Regulation of Football games by independent arbiters was not always a feature of the sport.1  However, it is now considered a prerequisite for organised soccer, such that the development, training and performance of referees have become significant features of the sport’s governance in every country that plays the game. Given this, it is considered essential to maintain a suitably qualified referee workforce in order for competitive games to take place. Any attrition or loss in the number of referees that exceeds the number being replaced thus presents a serious challenge to the future of the game.

In England, the number of soccer referees has declined significantly over recent years.2 This has been attributed mainly to poor behaviour, by both players and spectators, which has had widespread and deleterious impact on those attempting to control play. This depletion in the referee workforce represents a significant threat to the future of soccer in England as it has resulted in The Football Association (The FA) failing to meet its own target of having a referee at every game, including school level. Indeed, the FA has stated that it requires an additional 8,000 referees to add to the existing 28,000 registered in 2011 in order to achieve this aim.3 A range of initiatives has been implemented to address this problem (e.g., Three Lions on Your Shirt, The National Game Strategy, Get on with the Game, and Respect the Ref). Despite this, there remains a lack of understanding of the factors which might impact on a referee’s intentions to leave the game. This gap in the literature is addressed by the study presented here. 

The role of a referee is multi-faceted and requires him or her to fulfil a number of duties. These include: implementing the rules and regulations of the game; dealing with events that occur during the match; managing coaches and players; and, dealing with conflict.4 Officials in sport are required to make a high number of decisions during any game. 5 All of these factors combine to make this a complex and pressurised role.  

Previous research on refereeing has tended to centre on two issues. The first concerns the ways in which referees make decisions.5 The second concerns levels of stress experienced by referees and the coping strategies employed by them.5, 6 Although such research can give some indications as to why referees either continue in the game or decide to leave, there is a lack of research which has focused directly on this topic amongst soccer referees in England. 

One related study was conducted in 2011.2 Online questionnaires, completed by 2,600 referees, contributed to a training needs analysis, investigated demographic and equality indicators and identified key attrition and retention issues. The research found that, within the next five years, the referees most likely to leave were clustered around levels 5-7 in the qualification structure. Level 5 is a senior county referee, Level 6 is a county level referee and Level 7 is a status given to a referee who is over 16 years old and has completed their training requirement. These three levels made up 64.9% of the sample questioned. This finding highlights the importance of considering organisational factors when exploring the experiences of referees. The research also concluded that the influence and impact of external factors on referees requires further clarification, thus supporting the need for additional, qualitative research to explore the subjective experiences of referees. In particular, the impact that the match environment has on referees requires further investigation. Recent reports have suggested that it can be characterised by intimidation and abuse. Due to the number of decisions being made by a referee, it is inevitable that there will be some disagreement and criticism from observers. Such criticism can come from coaches, managers and the crowd. 6, 8 In some instances, this criticism can escalate to criminal behaviour.  

In a Daily Mail article on August 23rd 2013, Adam Crofton reported verbal abuse experienced by a 15-year old referee while she was officiating an Under 10s match. She had been verbally abused by the spectating parents throughout the game and was then surrounded by them at the final whistle. The abuse had reduced her to tears and left her questioning her future in the game. Unfortunately, this is not an isolated case. In the Mail online on September 22nd 2013, Kieran Corcoran reported that a young official called off a youth cup match as a result of abuse. The official was left ‘in floods of tears’ after the father of one of the players launched into what was described as a ‘30-second tirade of sexist abuse’. Furthermore, Cec Busby reported on 26th November 2013 that a gay football referee in Scotland was expelled from his role after booking a player for homophobic abuse (http://gaynewsnetwork.com.au/news/gay-referee-axed-after-reporting-homophopbic-slurs ) . The referee stated that a player had used homophobic slurs and that other players had also threatened him after the game. The incident was reported to both the police and the referee association of which the referee had been a member for twelve years. The referee quit the game citing a lack of support and subsequent abuse which he had received via social media.

Figures published figures by The FA in 2011, relating to the recorded number of 
assaults across the 52 County Football Associations (CFA), showed that the overall 
number of assaults had risen from 260 in the 2010-11 season to 330 in the 2011-12 
season (http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-12881426). The FA reported figures within 
three categories: Category 1 (N=3) - serious bodily harm, including using a weapon or 
causing a broken bone; Category 2 (N=51) - attempting to cause bodily harm, where 

force had been used towards a referee resulting in a minor injury such as a cut or 
bloody nose; Category 3 (N=276) - common assault, such as grabbing or punching a 
referee. These data reinforce the need for careful research to underpin suitable 
interventions to mitigate risks to soccer referees.
A number of cases of more severe attacks have been reported in the media from leagues around the world. On 6th May 2013, in the United States of America soccer referee Ricardo Portillo died after being punched by a player after he had booked him for a foul. In Brazil, a 21 year-old referee was beheaded after a serious attack by players and members of the crowd. The attack followed a verbal and physical confrontation between the referee and a particular player after he refused to leave the field of play. In Holland on the 6th December 2012, referee Richard Nieuwenhuizen was attacked at the end of a youth match and later died as a result of his injuries. In the subsequent criminal case a total of six teenagers and one parent were found guilty of kicking him to death. Whilst attacks on referees resulting in death are, thankfully, rare, the increasing number of incidents of abuse seems to be symptomatic of a widespread lack of respect for soccer referees.  
Several studies have suggested that the exposure of sport referees to this type of violent environment could result in them experiencing symptoms associated with clinical stress.9 These include both loss of self-confidence and increased levels of anxiety, highlighting the importance of considering individuals’ stress coping responses.
Rationale 

The cost of referees leaving the game can be significant and wide ranging. These costs can relate to the individual - through loss of personal income, to The FA as an organization - through resources invested in training, organizational knowledge and reputational damage, as well as to the game overall - through leagues closing down due to a lack of available referees. There is therefore merit in exploring the experiences of soccer referees in England, particularly with reference to the organizational, match-related and individual factors which play such a significant role in their overall experience of refereeing. The research question addressed by the present study is, therefore, “What factors influence soccer referees’ intention to leave the game”?  
Method 
Participants  

The population used for this study consisted of referees who were registered as an active official with one of CFAs under jurisdiction of The FA. Non-active referees who had previously registered with a CFA but who had left refereeing were also included

A total of 12 people participated in the study, aged between 20 and 70. A brief description of each participant is provided below. Past referees are coded by the prefix (P) followed by their unique interview reference number. Active referees are indicated by the prefix (I) as a coding followed by their interview reference number. The qualification level of each referee, past or present, is denoted by the number following the interview number.
When an individual registers for a referee course held by a CFA, they have Level 10 status (non-active). When a Level 10 referee has completed their training course they automatically progress to Level 9. Level 9 comprises referees who have completed refereeing some, but not all, of 6 competitive games, which allows them to progress to Levels 8 or 7, depending on their age, via successful promotions. 

 If the individual is under 16 years of age, or a Level 7 referee (over 16 years of age), then they may officiate local park football.  To become an established Level 6 referee (County standard), an individual has to serve one calendar year as a Level 7 referee before they are eligible for promotion and this is achieved through a practical assessment. Subsequent promotion can then be obtained through the ranks until reaching the highest level, which is Level 1; this is the National list of Referees. A referee can apply for promotion on two occasions during a season.  This study targeted a population that was reflective of grassroots soccer and therefore did not included professional referees with Level 1 status. 

The sample was as follows:
P.1. 6: A male who had refereed for several seasons before he gave up, due to family commitments. Status: Level 6. 
P.2. 7: A male who had refereed for one season before giving up due to the abuse he had been subjected to during his first game. Status: Level 7. 
P.3.7:  A female who had refereed for seven seasons and ceased refereeing due to a combination of the environment encountered and family commitments. Status: Level 7. 
I.1.5: A male referee who had been referring since completing his badge in 1997. He had progressed through the promotions, reaching senior county status for his registered CFA. Status: Level 5. 
I.2.4: A male referee who had been referring for the past 12 years. Status: Level 4.  
I.3.5: A male referee who had been refereeing for seven full seasons and made the decision not to pursue further promotions. Status: Level 5. 
I.4.7: A male referee who, despite refereeing for nine years, was only 25 years of age. He had remained on the same level for several years as he had not sought promotion for a variety of different reasons. Status: Level 7.   
I.5.6: A male referee who had been refereeing for the past seven years and could have officiated between 2 - 4 games each week. Status: Level 6. 

I.6.5: A male referee who had been refereeing for the past ten years and was also a qualified referee trainer. This had required him to undergo additional training with The F.A. Status: Level 7. 
I.7.4: A male referee who was in his seventh year of gaining status and was part of a developmental programme for selected individuals who had shown potential and talent in relation to refereeing. He was the youngest referee interviewed at 20 years of age but had started his training at the age of 13.  Status: Level 4. 

I.8.5: A male referee who had been refereeing for 35 years. He was the most experienced referee who took part in the study. He was a referee trainer and ran a developmental academy which organised referees for a Premiership Academy. He had previously held a Level 3 status. Status: Level 5. 
I.9.3: A male referee who had been refereeing for nine years and was the highest ranked official who participated in this study. He was also a referee trainer and had assisted with both the training and mentoring of new officials. Status: Level 3. 

Procedure 

Participants were recruited through their current or previously affiliated CFA and asked to take part in a face-to-face interview. Both the individuals and their CFAs gave their permission for participation in the study and for their data to be used. The research was approved by the relevant university Research Ethics Committee.
Interview Structure
Each interview was unstructured with the general question being posed ‘What is it like to be a referee?’ The rationale behind this approach was that it allowed the respondents to express their feelings and experiences, covering both psychological and social factors, or any other subject, without the restriction of a formal schedule. After their initial response, further questions were asked to probe more deeply into issues which the referee raised.
Interview Analysis
The protocol proposed by Miles and Huberman (1994) guided the process of analysis.10   Each interview was transcribed verbatim. From these transcripts raw-data themes were coded. This procedure was followed for each participant. Emergent themes were then identified through repeated analysis of the data. This process elicited general dimensions associated with refereeing. 
Presentation and Discussion of Results

Three main dimensions emerged from the analysis. These were: Organisational factors (e.g., support, training and feedback on performance), Match factors (e.g., psychological intimidation, physical intimidation and the RESPECT protocol) and Personal factors (e.g., psychological impact, intention to quit and personal benefits). Higher order themes were then abstracted with further, second order themes supporting these. The meaning units (MU) in Tables 1, 2 and 3 represent the number of participants who mentioned each theme within their interview. Each of these themes will be discussed in turn. 
Organisational Factors
[Table 1 about here: Organisational Factors]

This dimension emerged as a key area that encompassed a number of factors that referees felt influenced their intention to quit the game (Table 1). The first order theme - lack of support - relates to both The FA and the particular CFAs that the referee represented. For the referee, these are the organisations they look to for leadership and support. However, as representatives of the overall referee workforce, the respondents felt undervalued and had low self-worth. They felt that the training given to them by The FA did not prepare them for their role and was inadequate in a number of areas including an overemphasis on theory (the laws of the game) and a lack of relevant practical work. 
Referees also clearly indicated that their training needed to be reviewed to more accurately represent their role within the organisation, for example via the inclusion of more relevant topics like conflict management and through practice in more realistic settings. The training received did not reflect the referees’ role or prepare them to work within the field of play. They reported feeling under-prepared and lacking the skills required to handle and deal with situations effectively in the workplace. This perceived lack of ability to deal with the workplace and the occupational stressors they encountered reflects previous research from mainstream organisational psychology literature.11,12 The referees recognised that they are on the front line and felt that some practical training in how to handle conflict and inflammatory situations would both aid them in their job role and also aid their own development. This supports previous work on police training where conflict-management and resolution-training was used to develop the skill set and ability of police officers to handle difficult situations.13 A similar approach could be beneficial for soccer referees. They might then feel better equipped and psychologically more prepared to deal with conflict situations when these are encountered. These emergent themes, both first and second order, could ultimately influence referees’ intention to quit the game.   
Feedback on performance was another emergent first order theme. Within this, referees perceived a lack of continual professional development, which then impinged on their promotion prospects. A referee can apply for promotion on two occasions within a season. There is no formal performance review of a referee by an assessor unless promotion has been applied for. So, if a referee has not applied for promotion, they might not have had any performance review or feedback for several seasons. 
Referees felt that The FA could deploy assessors within CFAs, at least once a season, to provide performance feedback to those who did not want to pursue promotion, which would assist them in their own personal development as a referee. It was felt that too much focus was placed on promotion. Referees cited a number of reasons for not applying for promotion including location of matches, paid work commitments and impact on lifestyle.  These are especially important in relation to the feelings of low self-worth and confidence that were expressed, since failure to seek promotion might also impact negatively on others’ regard for a referee and thus increase the chances of that referee quitting the game.8 These feelings could be mitigated if support and performance reviews were given to referees who did not apply for promotion, as they would see that they were just as valued as those that did pursue promotion.  
Match Factors 
[Table 2 about here: Match Factors]
The match factor dimension relates to issues that a referee encounters as a result of their role on the field of play (Table 2). Physical intimidation was encountered by respondents on a regular basis. The sources of this intimidation were players, both during and after the game, and coaches. The referees felt isolated and vulnerable by the physical threats that they sometimes faced. This was something which they found very concerning and which caused them to question their continuation in the game. 
The interviewees also reported being exposed to psychological intimidation, which was, in turn, linked to anger and frustration. These feelings were accompanied by reduction in self-confidence and increased levels of anxiety, both of which are also sources of stress. This highlights the importance of understanding and addressing how a referee copes with performance-related stress. It also supports previous research showing that sources of stress can contribute to football referees’ intentions to quit the game.4 
The final second order themes under this dimension were linked to the RESPECT protocols, originally introduced by the FA to improve poor behaviour at all levels of the game.14 Referees experienced clear breaches of the protocol and, as Table 2 illustrates, one  even said that the campaign had failed to bring about any improvements. 
Personal Factors 
[Table 3 about here: Personal Factors]


The picture here was more equivocal than for the other two dimensions (Table 3). Some positive personal benefits emerged which helped to motivate the individual to train, such as making a contribution to football and sustaining their own fitness: these were also seen as important factors for referees remaining in the game. Considering the many negative issues that were found by this study, maintaining this sense the intrinsic rewards of refereeing could be vital to ensure that referees remain involved.
Within this dimension, however, other lower order themes emerged which were more negative and which give insights into potential reasons for quitting. For example, almost all those interviewed said they had experienced abuse during their time as a referee and abuse was defined as a workplace stressor for them. This supports previous research which suggests that failure to deal with this particular stressor could result in an organisation being ineffective.12 
Abuse was cited as a key factor that directly contributed to people leaving the game. Abuse was also the main factor that caused this sample of referees to question their continuation in their role. They felt that it had a number of detrimental consequences, not only for their own personal wellbeing but also for their motivation to remain within the wider organisation of soccer that they represented. The findings of this study support previous research in which abuse exposed officials to occupational stress related to their roles as referees and caused them to question their continued involvement in the game.8 
Conclusion and Implications for Future Research
Referees in this study felt that the organisation they represented did not support them in a number of ways.  They reported feelings of being under-prepared, and of lacking the skills required to handle and deal effectively with the difficult situations they encountered. They also reported exposure to a workplace environment in which they regularly encountered both psychological and physical abuse and intimidation, prompting them to experience feelings of isolation, low self-confidence, vulnerability and low self-worth. 
The research found that referees were unskilled in knowing how to handle challenging behaviour and that this caused them to experience feelings of anxiousness, anger and frustration. The referees in this study were continually exposed to abuse and intimidation, both physical and mental, during situations of conflict, to the extent that they saw this as ‘normal behaviour’ to be faced when performing their role. 
The sample was drawn from a restricted geographical area with participating CFAs mainly located within the South of England and excluding representation from the Armed Forces CFAs.  The sample size was small which can also be regarded as a limitation: a greater number of participants would have potentially increased the validity of both the dimensions and themes which emerged from this research. The study might therefore best be regarded as a pilot or exploratory one since no similar design has been used to examine this research problem in this particular setting before. 

The utilization of interviews within the sample is limited due to potential biases around memory recall and the subjective nature of the data. The use of other methods such as ethnographic or longitudinal techniques may offer a complementary source of data to expand our understanding of this issue. 
The data also apply to only one cultural context: similar studies should be conducted in other countries to explore whether the findings here are replicated or contradicted. If similar findings emerge then this would give a strong message for those responsible for international governance in soccer about the need for referee support and for the development, implementation and evaluation of interventions designed to enhance the overall experience of soccer referees.    
Notes 

1. Thomson, The Man in Black.
2. Brackenridge et al., ‘RESPECT’.
3. The Football Association, National Game Strategy. 
4. Tuero et al., ‘Analysis of the Factors Affecting the Practice of Refereeing’.
5. Anderson et al., ‘Officiating bias’.
6. Rainey, ‘Stress, Burnout and Intention to Terminate among Umpires’.
7. Taylor at al., ‘Perceived Stress, Psychological Burnout and Paths to Turnover Interventions among Sports Officials’.
8. VanYperen, ‘Predicting Stay/Leave Behaviour among Volleyball Referees’. 
9. Anshel and Weinberg, ‘Sources of Acute Stress in American and Australian Basketball Referees’.
10. Miles and Huberman, Qualitative Data Analysis.
11. Smith et al., The Scale of Occupational Stress.
12. Clarke and Cooper, Managing the Risk of Workplace Stress.
13. O'Hara, Why Law Enforcement Organizations Fail. 
14. Brackenridge et al., RESPECT.
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Table 1.
 Organisational factors

	1st order theme
	2nd order theme
	Raw Data

	Lack of support 

Inadequate training

Feedback on performance
	The FA

C.F.A

Over emphasis on laws of the game 

Lack of practical training

Lack of preparation for role 

Inclusion of more relevant topics 

Conflict training

CPD


	“… it just makes the referee feel that they are not worthy and makes you feel worthless. It make you feel that you want us to come and ref but you’re not giving us protection as such and I think that is what a lot of referees need protection in that sense.” I.5 MU=9

“I think again it’s ironic really that you get less support at levels where you probably need it the most. Out on a Sunday in a park you’re so much more vulnerable to abuse either verbally or physically: you are there on your own you don’t have any neutral assistant referees, so you are and you get no-one there.” I.9 MU= 10

“When you spend perhaps three hours [of your own time] writing a match report and then you don’t really hear anything back ... sometimes I wonder well, what was the outcome from that [match report] and I think that to get some feedback, independent feedback would be a good idea.” I.2         MU=10                          

“It went through the laws really well but dealing with situations not so much.” PI.1 MU=11

“Purely because we looked at the law and we did a bit of practical stuff it didn’t tell you how to deal with players.” I.6 MU=8                                                      
“No it didn’t prepare to be a referee, not at all.” I.5 MU=8

 “I don’t recall having anything in the training that was regarding the abuse of referees … the verbal [abuse] and the intimidation that referees get from time to time.” I.2   MU=5       

“All I can really think of is what the police would go through similar situations in their training and I think something like that needs to be brought into refereeing. Conflict management, anger management, conflict management absolutely.” I.2  MU=9                                                                      

“Everyone should have one assessment a year to say look you could do that a bit different or do that a bit better or you could have talked to the player like this. I mean, The FA have enough assessors but The FA just concentrates on people for promotion instead of the vast majority of people that turn out every week to look after grassroots level.” I.6  MU=2                                                                                       


Table 2.
 Match factors

	1st order theme
	2nd order theme
	Raw Data

	Psychological

intimidation

Physical

intimidation 

RESPECT

protocol
	Players

Abuse

Coaches 

Spectators

Players

Players post game

Coaches

Negative impact
	“I just wanted to walk off to be honest and I actually ended up being biased the other way round because they were annoying me so much it really irritated me and I got really angry with it.” P.I.2      MU=11                      

“I did one game and I got absolutely abused by the opposition supporters. I was only seventeen: I got loads of abuse and I completely lost the plot.” P.I.2  MU=11                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

“The more they [coaches] moan at a referee the more that the referee will think about 50/50 you’re not going to get them next time.” I.8 MU=6

“I did one game and I got absolutely abused by the opposition supporters.” P.I.2 MU= 11

“I had to send them both off in the end as they started exchanging punches. He [player who made the tackle] refused to go and we eventually got him off with the help of his team mates and the guys on the side but then as he went off he took his shirt off and threw it onto the ground came back on remonstrating with all the players, not so much me but all the players. Then he brought his mate [on the pitch] with him as well who was like a 6ft4” thug basically and he started to have a go at everyone and wanted to fight the world.” I.1 MU=11

“Not so long ago I was ‘offered out’ in the car park at the final whistle. It was one of those games we had an assessor there, I had given a penalty that they clearly had disagreed with and I can’t remember the exact wording but I was told that he would see me in the car park afterwards. That sort of thing, it affects my girlfriend, she won’t come and watch games: she does not like to see me in that sort of situation.”  I.9 MU=4

“If I was easily disturbed then I would not be refereeing now. Partly because I almost got attacked at the end of the game and then the manager tried to bribe me. A player come in your face who is 6ft4” and build like a brick s**t house and your thinking oh god he is going to smack me - what do you do [with] kind of thing” I.5 MU=4                                                                                                                    
“I personally think that it has made it worse unfortunately: after the handshake there is no respect there’s no difference in respect.” I.3 MU=11                                                                                                    

                                                 


	1st order theme
	2nd order theme
	Raw Data

	Psychological impact

Personal

benefits       


	Accepting mind-set

Motivation

Family

Enjoyment

Contribution

Fitness
	“Can you imagine if all the refs turned round and said ‘No, we’re not turning up because you abuse us no games are going to get played’.” I.5 MU=11

“I did question whether I should carry on, whether it was something that I wanted to do. Whether I was the type of person who could control my emotions and my temper to be professional at that time: and after a lot of thought and consideration, and after speaking with the sectary of the league, I decided to stick with it.” I.5 MU=11                                                                                           

“I just didn’t have the time I gave up after my son was born and then I was playing football as well: at the time it was taking over my whole weekend that’s why I gave up.” P.I.1 MU=4

                                                                                                                                     “Very fulfilling, enjoyable at times.” I.5 MU=11

“Part of it is still being involved in football: I can’t play anymore. I think as a referee you have the best seat on a football pitch out there in the action making decisions putting something back into the game.” I.6  MU=11 

“It keeps me fit again. When I used to play football I would come off from a game and feel that I have been in a game because you’re attacking and doing this and that.”  I.3 MU=11                                                                                                                                                         


Table 3.
 Personal factors 

19

