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Soccer referees cope with a variety of demands on and off the field, and should be regarded as
sport performers on their own merit. This study aimed at defining the soccer referee’s career
using the Scheme of Change for Sport Psychology Practice. We examined the experience of
career change-events, and the referees’ responses to them, using a cross-sectional
retrospective design. Soccer referees (N = 154) completed measures of career change-event
experiences, refereeing identity, and coping strategy usage. The referees reported
experiencing various and multiple change-events in their careers (M = 10.38, SD = 4.54).
The most common ones were a transition to a higher league (97%), excelling in a big
match (86%), and a very poor performance or a decision error in a big match (74%).
Change-events varied in frequency rates as a function of referees’ professional level and
role. The perceived significance of change-events was related to refereeing identity, and was
affected by the nature of the change-events. Referees tended to make a strategic decision to
consult with others in response to experiencing change-events, and subsequently made a
decision to change reflecting their active coping efforts. These results indicate that the
soccer referee’s career is perceived as a dynamic one, and comprised various types of
change-events that require consideration and coping. Practitioners should educate referees
regarding these potential change-events, providing them with adequate support, and
facilitating the decisions made in their change processes.

Keywords: soccer referees; career transitions; change-events; refereeing identity; coping
strategies

Soccer (association football) is considered the most popular sport in the world. At the professional
level, the money invested and the associated public interest, make the psychological demands for
impeccable performance greater not only for players, but also for referees. Furthermore, the phys-
ical demands of today’s elite soccer referees are increasing simultaneously with the increase of
pace and complexity of game tactics (e.g. Helsen & Bultynck, 2004; Mascarenhas, O’Hare, &
Plessner, 2006).

To recognise soccer referees’ critical role in the success of the game (Slack, Maynard, Butt,
& Olusoga, 2013), more research attention has been devoted to soccer referees’ performance
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(e.g. Unkelbach & Memmert, 2008) and development (e.g. MacMahon, Helsen, Starkes, &
Weston, 2007). Additionally, to facilitate soccer referees’ role retention, researchers examined
referees’ sources of stress (e.g. Folkesson, Nyberg, Archer, & Norlander, 2002; Voight, 2009)
and stress-related outcomes (e.g. Wolfson & Neave, 2007). For example, Voight (2009) exam-
ined sources of stress and coping strategies of 200 US intercollegiate soccer referees. The
most frequently cited sources of stress were conflict between officiating and family and
making a controversial call. The most cited coping strategies were thought hard about steps
to manage and asking fellow officials what they did. The author noted that the sources of
stress identified only reflected moderate stress levels, probably due to the fact that few stressors
were listed on the inventory used.

There is still, however, a critical shortage in studies which examine soccer referees’ careers in
terms of development, significant turning points, and associated career decisions and coping.
Research indicated that referees can be highly motivated for refereeing (Folkesson et al., 2002;
Philippe, Vallerand, Andrianarisoa, & Brunel, 2009). They are also expected by their governing
bodies to uphold high skill levels as well as maintaining faultless conduct off the pitch (Chaplin,
2012). They should, therefore, be regarded as sport performers in their own merit (Slack et al.,
2013), with unique career developmental characteristics. The present study aims to define the
soccer referee’s career using the Scheme of Change for Sport Psychology Practice (SCSPP;
Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011a). This framework allows the consideration of various career-
related transitions and change processes, portraying the dynamics of present-day soccer referees’
careers.

The SCSPP

The SCSPP (Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011a) is a conceptual framework describing typical charac-
teristics of athletes’ change processes, in terms of potential change-events that disrupt the athletic
engagement status quo and create emotional and cognitive imbalance, as well as the psychother-
apeutic process that facilitates an effective personal change. It was developed to reflect the con-
ceptual advancements made in recent years in the area of athletic career transitions: focusing on
within-career transitions (e.g. Stambulova, Alfermann, Statler, & Côté, 2009) and considering
transitions as an adaptation process (e.g. Stambulova, 2000). The SCSPP has received empirical
(Knowles & Lorimer, 2014; Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011b, 2013) and applied practice support
(Samuel, 2013).

The SCSPP was originally developed to portray athletes’ careers. However, it may account for
the careers of other sport or motor performers, such as referees and dancers, for two main reasons.
First, the SCSPP framework borrows parts of its theoretical foundation from the areas of career
transition in counselling (Schlossberg, 1981), therapeutic change (Prochaska & Norcross, 1994),
and coping with life and career stressors (Beehr & McGrath, 1996). The application of non-ath-
letic specific models to examine athletes’ experiences is well accepted; for example, the appli-
cation of the dualistic model of passion (Vallerand et al., 2003) in both athletes (Vallerand,
Rousseau, Grouzet, Dumais, & Grenierand, 2006) and soccer referees (Philippe et al., 2009).
Second, sport performers such as soccer referees and dancers exhibit high achievement motiv-
ation (i.e. succeeding in matches or shows; being promoted), and share many of the characterising
aspects of the athletic career, including a relatively short and intense engagement in motor per-
formance, transitions between professional levels, coping with pressure, and dealing with set-
backs (Hanrahan, 2005; Slack et al., 2013).

“Stage I” of the SCSPP involves a stable environment and the experience of a meaningful
refereeing engagement. Referees attempt to maintain and prolong this state. However, refereeing
careers are dynamic, and changes may occur that elicit environmental, cognitive, and emotional
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instability. Change-events are transitions, crisis transitions, and longitudinal processes that disrupt
the refereeing engagement status quo, objectively (e.g. a forced change in regulations) or subjec-
tively (e.g. a dispute with a colleague). Referees may experience negative affect (i.e. stress; Stam-
bulova et al., 2009), and concerns related to the meaning and ramifications of the change. Change-
events may be “positive” in nature (e.g. officiating in a major match) or “negative” in nature (e.g.
being relegated to a lower league). Negative types of change-events are typically associated with
negative affect and concerns, whereas positive types of change-events are not necessarily
expected to elicit negative affect, although they may also require referees to apply coping
efforts. For example, becoming highly successful in a short period of time may lead to changes
in public status and overwhelming expectations (i.e. “crisis of glory”; Stambulova, 2000).

With the emergence of a change-event (i.e. “Stage II”), referees begin an appraisal process to
evaluate the meaning and significance of the event in the context of their career (Stambulova et al.,
2009). The perceived significance of the change-event might be influenced by the referee’s extent
of identification with the refereeing role (i.e. in a similar manner to athletes’ identification with the
athletic role; Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993), as well as by the nature of the event. It is
suggested that as referees identify stronger and more exclusively with the refereeing role, they
tend to experience change-events as more significant in the context of their careers. Also,
change-events that have an influence on the referee’s status might be perceived as more signifi-
cant. Studies of athletes have shown alterations in athletic identity in response to change-events
which tend to modify the athlete’s status (i.e. either positive or negative), such as a transition to a
higher level (Pummell, Harwood, & Lavallee, 2008) and injuries (Brewer, Cornelius, Stephan, &
Van Raalte, 2010).

In addition to evaluating the change-event, the referees also consider existing resources of
coping and potential solutions. The appraisal process leads the referees to begin coping with
the respective change-event, by making a strategic decision as to how to initially respond to it
(i.e. deny/ignore it, cope independently, consult with others, consult with a sport psychologist).
A decision to address the change-event might lead to a subsequent decision to avoid change or
to a decision to change. A decision to avoid change can potentially leave referees in emotional
instability, whereas a decision to change might lead referees to examine the possibilities for imple-
menting the associated decision (i.e. “Stage III”). Various factors might affect referees decision-
making in response to change-events (Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011a). It is suggested that the stra-
tegic decision and the decision to change are related; if referees recognise that a significant
change-event has appeared and affects their athletic engagement status quo, and decide to
address it by consulting with others (i.e. show commitment to respond to the change-event)
their tendency of making the subsequent decision to change increases. Therefore, although
referees may certainly apply traditional coping strategies when experiencing career change-
events (e.g. Voight, 2009; Wolfson & Neave, 2007), the SCSPP suggests that the main coping
mechanism involves conscious decision-making (Samuel, 2013; Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2013).
Finally, the SCSPP predicts that if referees decide to change, and also have a possibility to
implement the change, they will feel efficient in their coping efforts, in control over the situation,
and assume responsibility for initiating the change. As a result, the outcome of the change process
will be perceived more positively.

Study objectives

The purpose of this study was to define the soccer referee’s professional career, using a change-
based perspective. We adopted an exploratory perspective. First, we examined the types of career
change-events referees experience in general, and as a function of their professional level and
role. Second, we assessed the perceived significance of different types of change-events and
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whether it was related to the nature of the event and to refereeing identity. Third, we examined the
types of decisions referees make in the change process, and whether they are related.

Method

Participants

One hundred and fifty-four adult soccer referees (N = 95; M age = 25.63 years, SD = 6.57) and
assistant referees (N = 59; M age = 32.43 years, SD = 6.19), volunteered for this study (general
M age = 28.11 years, SD = 7.21). Participants were recruited from the Referees’ Union in the
Israeli Football Association. We recognise that the refereeing experience is quite different in pro-
fessional leagues compared to youth leagues; however, we wished to capture the full range of the
soccer refereeing career. Therefore, we sampled referees who officiated in the following levels: (a)
international (N = 17), (b) Premier League (N = 29), (c) National League (N = 31), and (d) lower
divisions + youth (N = 77). The sample reflected the existing number of referees in each level in
the Israeli Union. The mean professional experience of the participants was 10.28 years (SD =
6.14). The study received an institutional ethical approval, and all participants provided informed
consent.

Measures

Change-event experiences
The Change-Event Inventory (CEI; Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011b) measures change-event
experiences in a four section format: (a) demographic information, (b) experience of change-
events, (c) perception of and reaction to a single change-event, and (d) decision-making and
availability of support resources. Previous research on a heterogeneous sample of competitive
athletes indicated adequate psychometric properties, including temporal stability, internal con-
sistency (i.e. all Cronbach’s α ranged between .68 and .89), and internal factorial structure
(Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011b). In the present study, alpha coefficients ranged between .62
and .85 (see Table 1).

In this study, we used an adapted version of the Hebrew CEI, in which the list of change-
events was modified to reflect the potential change-events in the soccer refereeing career. To
establish the most appropriate change-event list, a similar procedure used in the original inventory
development was applied (Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011b). Specifically, a focus group comprised
nine active, experienced (M experience = 17.33 years, SD = 4.21) Israeli Premier League and
international referees (M age = 34.56 years, SD = 4.06) was asked to generate potential change-
events. The career experience of those referees reflected both their existing high level, as well
as the lower levels through which they had developed; therefore providing an accurate account
of the Israeli soccer refereeing career. The participants were asked to report in writing about
their personal experiences with events that created meaningful change in their careers, including
their perceived significance, and how they had addressed the situation. In addition, the partici-
pants were asked to name potential change-events they perceive to be significant to a referee’s
career. Then, the researcher asked each participant to verbally describe one of his own personal
events, prompting the participant by asking questions. Finally, the participants were encouraged
to comment on each other’s responses in a discussion format. The purpose was to verify that the
participants were in agreement on the meaning and significance of these change-events in the
context of referees’ careers. Based on the participants’ responses, a 24-item change-event list
was formulated. The list was then e-mailed to the participants for a reliability check. The partici-
pants suggested an additional four change-events that were not previously recognised. The final

International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology 121



list, therefore, included 28 change-events (see Table 2), which could be classified to four main
themes: (a) referee’s status, (b) performance, (c) the Referee Union, and (d) general life.

Refereeing identity
A modified Hebrew version (Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011b) of the seven-item Athletic Identity
Measurement Scale (AIMS; Brewer & Cornelius, 2001) was utilised to evaluate participants’
identification with the referee’s role. The original inventorymeasured three aspects of athletic iden-
tity in a concurrent format; social identity, exclusivity, and negative affectivity. Brewer and Corne-
lius (2001) reported test–retest reliability (r = .89), internal consistency (α = .81–.93), construct
validity, and norms for male and female athletes and non-athletes. In order to adapt the inventory
to the current study, the phrasing of the seven items was modified to reflect identification with the
referee’s role (e.g. “I consider myself a referee”, “I havemany goals related to refereeing”). Internal
consistency coefficients in the present study ranged from .58 to .88 (see Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for CEI, referee version of the AIMS, and brief COPE.

Subscale N Items M (SE) SD Skew α

CEI
Perceived Significance 143 2 4.17 (0.07) 0.88 −0.81 .68
Perceived Emotional Severity 140 2 3.30 (0.11) 1.30 −0.28 .70
Perception of Others 142 2 3.40 (0.83) 0.99 −0.33 .67
Emotional Reaction 143 2 3.36 (0.12) 1.49 0.29 .85
Cognitive Reaction 143 2 2.93 (0.11) 1.32 0.06 .75
Perceived Control 143 2 3.41 (0.10) 1.15 −0.47 .69
Motivation for Refereeing at the Appearance of Event 143 2 4.25 (0.07) 0.88 −1.35 .62
Motivation for Refereeing after Event Happened 141 2 4.26 (0.09) 1.05 −1.30 .71
Motivation for Change 142 4 4.22 (0.07) 0.81 −1.19 .82
Effectiveness of Coping 143 2 4.13 (0.07) 0.86 1.00 .65
Satisfaction of Coping 143 2 4.12 (0.08) 0.91 −0.73 .66
Outcome of Change-Event 143 2 3.99 (0.08) 1.01 −0.81 .78
Helpfulness of Past Experience in Similar Events 143 2 3.50 (0.10) 1.18 −0.54 .82
Availability of Professional Resources 135 1 2.96 (0.17) 2.06 0.65
Considering Sport Psychology Consultation at Event 139 1 1.85 (0.13) 1.58 1.75
Considering Sport Psychology Consultation as Useful 133 1 3.53 (0.18) 2.04 0.17
Referee AIMS
Social Identity 143 3 5.58 (0.08) 0.90 −0.99 .58
Exclusivity 143 2 4.39 (0.13) 1.59 −0.35 .88
Negative Affectivity 143 2 5.72 (0.10) 1.30 −1.31 .67
Refereeing Identity Total 143 7 36.97 (0.56) 6.70 −0.75 .79
Brief COPE
Self-Distraction
Active Coping

137
138

2
2

1.77 (0.07)
2.99 (0.07)

0.83
0.90

0.90
−0.64

.61

.66
Denial 138 2 1.62 (0.07) 0.81 1.25 .77
Substance Use
Emotional Support

138
138

2
2

1.10 (0.03)
2.30 (0.07)

0.37
0.89

3.65
0.18

.71

.74
Behavioral Disengagement 138 2 1.47 (0.07) 0.76 0.91 .79
Venting
Instrumental Support

134
138

2
2

1.68 (0.07)
2.49 (0.08)

0.76
0.96

0.91
−0.49

.69

.79
Positive Reframing 138 2 2.30 (0.08) 0.94 0.09 .58
Humor 137 2 1.68 (0.07) 0.90 1.21 .85
Planning
Self-Blame

137
136

2
2

2.85 (0.07)
2.49 (0.08)

0.88
0.96

−0.52
−0.49

.60

.74
Religion 133 2 1.56 (0.07) 0.81 1.23 .66
Acceptance 134 2 3.01 (0.07) 0.85 −0.50 .55
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Table 2. Rates of occurrence of various change-events in referees’ careers in total and as a function of professional level and role.

Change-event

Rate of occurrence ( f, %)

Total
(N = 149a)

International
(N = 17)

Premier league
(N = 29)

National league
(N = 28)

Low divisions
+ youth (N = 75)

Head referees
(N = 93)

Assistant referees
(N = 56)

A transition to a higher
leagueb

144 (97%) 17 (100%) 29 (100%) 28 (100%) 69 (92%) 88 (95%) 56 (100%)

Excelling in a big matchc 128 (86%) 16 (94%) 23 (79%) 28 (100%) 61 (81%) 79 (85%) 49 (88%)
A very poor performance or a
decision error in a big
matchc

111 (74%) 16 (94%) 22 (76%) 20 (71%) 52 (69%) 67 (72%) 44 (79%)

A mild–moderate injuryc 81 (54%) 11 (65%) 16 (55%) 18 (64%) 36 (48%) 50 (54%) 31 (55%)
The death of a family
memberd

77 (52%) 9 (53%) 19 (66%) 7 (25%) 42 (56%) 44 (47%) 33 (59%)

Initiation of a communication
systeme

74 (50%) 15 (88%) 29 (100%) 22 (79%) 7 (9%) 33 (36%) 41 (73%)

Difficulty in coordinating
refereeing activity and
other life aspectsd

75 (50%) 5 (29%) 18 (62%) 15 (54%) 36 (48%) 44 (47%) 31 (55%)

A significant reduction in
motivationb

65 (44%) 6 (35%) 13 (45%) 12 (43%) 33 (44%) 42 (45%) 23 (41%)

A significant change in
performancec

65 (44%) 6 (35%) 13 (45%) 13 (46%) 32 (43%) 41 (44%) 24 (43%)

Changes in eating habits or
mass/body weightd

65 (44%) 8 (47%) 16 (55%) 19 (68%) 22 (29%) 38 (41%) 27 (48%)

Working with a professional
mentore

55 (37%) 6 (35%) 8 (28%) 12 (43%) 29 (38%) 45 (47%) 10 (18%)

Starting a familyd 53 (36%) 11 (65%) 21 (72%) 15 (54%) 6 (8%) 24 (26%) 29 (52%)
Not transitioning up or
receiving an international
badge as opposed to
expectationse

51 (34%) 4 (24%) 16 (55%) 13 (46%) 18 (24%) 27 (29%) 24 (43%)

Public or media critique
regarding personal
conducte

50 (34%) 8 (47%) 9 (31%) 13 (46%) 20 (27%) 32 (34%) 18 (32%)

(Continued )
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Table 2. Continued.

Change-event

Rate of occurrence ( f, %)

Total
(N = 149a)

International
(N = 17)

Premier league
(N = 29)

National league
(N = 28)

Low divisions
+ youth (N = 75)

Head referees
(N = 93)

Assistant referees
(N = 56)

A transition to the Premier
Leagueb

49 (32%) 13 (77%) 29 (100%) 5 (18%) 1 (1%) 16 (17%) 33 (59%)

Changing from a head referee
group to an assistant referee
groupb

44 (30%) 11 (65%) 13 (45%) 9 (32%) 10 (14%) 1 (1%) 43 (77%)

A critical decision error as an
assistant which failed the
head refereec

39 (26%) 9 (53%) 10 (35%) 7 (25%) 12 (16%) 12 (13%) 27 (48%)

Failing a fitness or refereeing
teste

38 (26%) 4 (24%) 8 (28%) 5 (18%) 21 (28%) 22 (24%) 16 (29%)

Receiving a severe critique
from the head refereec

37 (25%) 7 (41%) 8 (28%) 8 (29%) 13 (18%) 17 (19%) 20 (36%)

Refereeing in a first
international matchc

37 (25%) 16 (94%) 14 (48%) 4 (14%) 3 (4%) 12 (13%) 25 (45%)

A physical attack from a
playerc

33 (22%) 4 (24%) 9 (31%) 4 (14%) 16 (21%) 20 (22%) 13 (23%)

Offence by a fellow refereee 32 (21%) 8 (47%) 8 (28%) 7 (25%) 9 (12%) 13 (14%) 19 (34%)
A transition to a lower leagueb 28 (19%) 2 (12%) 9 (31%) 10 (36%) 6 (8%) 6 (7%) 22 (39%)
A severe injuryc 29 (19%) 4 (24%) 11 (38%) 7 (24%) 7 (9%) 14 (15%) 15 (27%)
Receiving an international
badgeb

22 (15%) 17 (100%) 4 (14%) 2 (7%) 0 (0%) 7 (8%) 15 (27%)

Participating in an
international referee
coursee

23 (15%) 11 (65%) 8 (28%) 2 (7%) 2 (3%) 11 (12%) 12 (21%)

Not transitioning up due to the
Union’s administrative
decisione

21 (14%) 2 (12%) 8 (28%) 8 (28%) 3 (4%) 10 (11%) 11 (20%)

Assuming an instruction
function in the Unione

27 (14%) 7 (41%) 6 (21%) 10 (36%) 4 (5%) 20 (22%) 7 (13%)

aThe total number of participants was reduced due to five cases with missing data.
bChange-events related to the referee’s status.
cChange-events related to performance.
dChange-events related to general life.
eChange-events related to the Referee Union organisation.
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Coping strategies
The Hebrew version (Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2013) of the brief COPE (Carver, 1997) was used to
measure coping strategies applied to addressing change-events. The inventory consists of 14
two-item subscales representing adaptive (e.g. planning, active coping) and maladaptive (e.g. sub-
stance abuse, denial) coping. Responses are in a retrospective and situational format, and are
made on a four-point Likert-type scale. Carver (1997) reported internal consistency coefficients
ranging from .50 to .90. In the present study coefficients ranged from .55 to .85 (see Table 1).

Procedure

Potential participants were recruited by the first author during the Israeli Referee Union pro-
fessional conferences. The research topic and purpose of the study were explained and the volun-
tary nature of participation was emphasised, and then the participants were asked to read and sign
the consent form. Following this, the researcher introduced the three inventories and explained the
instructions for completion. Completion of the inventories lasted 25–30 minutes. The participants
were assured of confidentiality and anonymity.

Data preparation and analysis

The preparation and analysis of data were divided into two sections. First, preliminary analyses
were performed, including data inspection, statistical assumption testing, internal consistency
evaluations, a confirmatory factor analysis for the CEI, descriptive statistics, and crosstabs ana-
lyses. Missing data were inspected for unique patterns and were list-wise excluded from relevant
analyses. Second, we calculated multiple Pearson correlation coefficients among the three com-
ponents (and the total score) of refereeing identity and perceived significance. Since the AIMS is a
concurrent measurement of athletic identity (i.e. reflects participants’ current levels of athletic
identity components), these relationships were examined for participants who reported on
events that had occurred within the previous one or two years, in a similar procedure conducted
in the athletic sample study (Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011b). Additionally, the relationship
between referees’ strategic decisions and their subsequent decision to change was examined
using a crosstabs analysis.

Results

Internal structure of the CEI

To confirm the adequate internal structure of the CEI we conducted a factor analysis. Based on our
athletes’ sample data (Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011b) we hypothesised a two-factor model,
excluding the variables perceived significance and motivation for refereeing at the appearance
of the event due to conceptual considerations (i.e. these variables were previously found to
load as independent factors in a CEI produced for a competitive athletes’ sample; Samuel,
2009). To establish sample adequacy, the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) test and Bartlett’s test
of sphericity were conducted. The KMO measure indicated appropriate sampling adequacy
(KMO = .84), and the Bartlett’s test of sphericity was highly significant, χ2(55, N = 136) =
950.07, p < .001, indicating a strong relationship among the variables. Direct oblimin rotation
with Kaiser normalisation, following Maximum Likelihood extraction, was conducted to deter-
mine the factor structure of the CEI subscales. The analysis has resulted in two factors, explaining
together 57.57% of the variance (eigenvalue > 1.0). The first factor was termed “perception of
change-events”, and included the variables: perceived emotional severity (λ = 0.85), perception
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of others (λ = 0.57), emotional reaction (λ = 0.96), cognitive reaction (λ =−0.63), and perceived
control (λ = 0.45). The second factor was termed “coping with and consequences of change-
events”, and included the variables: motivation after the event happened (λ = 0.47), motivation
for change (λ = 0.68), effectiveness of coping (λ = 1.04), satisfaction of coping (λ = 0.84),
outcome of change-event (λ = 0.54), and helpfulness of past experience (λ = 0.36).

Descriptive statistics

Descriptive statistics pertained to the referees’ change-events are presented in Table 1. On average
the referees reported on change-events that were significant in their careers. They were relatively
motivated both at the appearance of the respective change-event and also after it had occurred.
Additionally, the referees reported moderate to high refereeing identity components, and a total
score that corresponds with the fortieth percentile of competitive athletes’ norms (Brewer & Cor-
nelius, 2001). The referees felt that they had low to moderate availability of professional resources
at the time of the event. They did not consider much using sport psychology services to cope with
their change-events, and acquired moderate perceptions of sport psychology consultation as useful
in similar change-events. When addressing the change-event, the referees consulted with four
different sources; mostly with family (86%), colleagues (81%), friends (74%), and the Referee
Union personnel (63%). The support resources which were perceived as most effective were:
family (M = 5.65, SD = 1.67) and the Referee Union personnel (M = 5.55, SD = 1.49). Finally,
the referees reported low to moderate levels of coping strategy usage in response to their respective
change-events, with active coping and acceptance being the stronger strategies applied. These
moderate values remained when individual change-events were examined.

Experience of change-events in the soccer referee’s career

Rates of occurrence of change-events experienced by the sample referees are presented in Table 2.
On average, the referees reported on change-events that occurred 2.99 years (SD = 3.30) prior to
completing the inventory. Out of the 28 types of change-events listed, 14 were experienced by
more than one-third of the sample. The most common experienced types of change-events
were a transition to a higher league (97%), excelling in a big match (86%), and a very poor per-
formance or a decision error in a big match (74%). Out of the five most experienced change-
events, three were performance related. On average, participants reported on experiencing 10
types of change-events (M = 10.38, SD = 4.54) in their careers. The number of types of
change-events experienced was strongly and positively correlated with the referees’ experience
(r = .68, p < .001) and age (r = .65, p < .001).

Additionally, the occurrence rate of certain change-events is also presented considering the
referees’ professional level and role (see Table 2). As one can notice, certain change-events
were reported at higher rates by international referees than all other levels (e.g. an offence by a
fellow referee; changing from a head referee group to an assistant referee group; a critical
decision error as an assistant which failed the head referee). Furthermore, certain change-
events were reported at higher rates by assistant referees then head referees (e.g. a transition to
a lower league, receiving an international badge). In contrast, head referees experienced the
change-event of working with a mentor at a higher rate than the assistants.

Perceived significance of change-events

The perceived significance of various types of change-events (i.e. n≥ 5) is presented in Table 3.
As one can notice in Table 3, the highest perceived significance was reported for receiving an
international badge and changing from head referee to an assistant referee. Lower levels of
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perceived significance were reported for death of a family member and a very poor performance
or a decision error in a big match.

We also evaluated the correlations between the perceived significance of change-events and
refereeing identity components. For participants who reported on events that had occurred up
until two years ago (n = 80), the social identity component (r = .29, p < .05) and the total referee-
ing identity score (r = .25, p < .05) showed small positive correlations with the perceived signifi-
cance of the change-events. Similar results were found for participants reporting on events that
had occurred up until a year ago.

The process of decision-making

The relationship between referees’ initial strategic decisions and their subsequent decision to
change was examined using a crosstabs analysis. Most referees (56.7%) decided to consult
with others as part of their initial strategic decision. Most referees (53.7%) also made a subsequent
decision to change. The referees whose initial reaction to change-events involved consulting with
others also tended to make the decision to change in response to a change-event (31.3%), χ2(8, N
= 134) = 35.60, p < .001, Φ = .52. Conversely, those who decided to ignore their change-event
also tended not to make a decision to change.

Discussion

Sport psychology researchers have recently begun considering soccer referees as performers in
their own merit (e.g. Philippe et al., 2009; Slack et al., 2013). Previous research typically
focused on referees’ performance, training, and stress-related experiences and coping. However,
the careers of soccer referees did not receive empirical attention. The present study, therefore,
intended to expand on previous work by exploring contemporary soccer referees’ careers.

The results indicated that referees experience various and multiple types of change-events,
related to different aspects of their careers (i.e. performance, organisation, development, and
general-life issues). Therefore, the soccer referee’s career is dynamic; comprised a series of
change-events that may create imbalance in the referees’ status quo, requiring them to generate
active coping. The two most frequently experienced change-events (i.e. a transition to a
higher league and excelling in a big match) are similar to those reported by a sample of competi-
tive athletes (Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011b). A transition to a higher league is a normative tran-
sition (Stambulova et al., 2009), and is expected to occur several times in the career of referees (e.
g. a transition from youth to senior leagues). Excelling in a big match can be considered a non-
normative transition (Stambulova et al., 2009), but is still expected to occur more frequently
throughout the refereeing career compared with other non-normative transitions.

Table 3. Perceived significance of reported change-events (n≥ 5).

Change-event reported (n) Perceived significance M (SD)

Receiving an international badge (10) 4.75 (0.63)
Changing from head referee to an assistant referee (8) 4.63 (0.58)
A transition to a higher league (40) 4.31 (0.83)
Not transitioning to a higher level opposite to expectations (5) 4.30 (0.67)
A transition to a lower league (9) 4.11 (1.02)
A severe injury (6) 4.08 (1.11)
Death of a family member (9) 3.94 (1.04)
A very poor performance or a decision error in a big match (8) 3.50 (0.53)
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Thedescriptive analysis revealed that international referees tended to experience certain change-
events at higher rates than all lower levels. For example, offence by a fellow referee (i.e. an ethical
misconduct) was experienced at a relatively low frequency rate by the general sample, but at a rela-
tively high rate by the international referees. This type of change-event might reflect the unique
achieving environment of the Israeli elite referees, who compete to achieve an international status
and prolong this status as much as possible. As part of being high profile referees, they not only
are exposed to threats by players and fans (Folkesson et al., 2002), but also to obstacles set by
fellow refereeswho are competing for a limited pool of professional resources. International referees
also reported experiencing higher rates of a critical decision error as an assistant which failed the
head referee. This further indicates that their performances attract more scrutiny, both self-reflected
and from outside sources. In addition, descriptively, assistant referees experiencedmore a transition
to a lower league, and lessworkingwith amentor, comparedwith head referees. Thismay reflect the
developmental process of the soccer referee’s career.As referees develop in their careers, the talented
and skilled ones continue in the head referees’ pathway, whereas those who feel that they have
exhausted their ability to progress change to the assistant referees’ pathway. Head referees also
receive more organisational support, such as mentoring. On the other hand, due to the number of
required assistants per a match (i.e. two and in somematches three), the Israeli Referee Unionmain-
tains 30 assistant referees on the Premier League staff. This means that more assistant referees
experience the transition to the Premier League, as well as receiving an international badge.
Finally, more assistant referees reported starting a family than head referees. This may be related
to the fact that the assistant referees in the present sample were older, on average. However, it can
also reflect the different paths that head and assistant referees take; head referees tend to wait
until later in their careers to start a family, as they are more committed to their professional progress.

According to the SCSPP (Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011a), the perceived significance of
change-events reflects the magnitude and meaning of the occurred change in the current status
quo. It is affected by the nature of change-event itself (i.e. how it affects the referee’s status)
and by the degree to which referees identify with the refereeing role (i.e. similar to athletic iden-
tity; Brewer et al., 1993). In this study, the perceived significance of change-events that affect the
professional status (e.g. receiving an international badge; a transition to a higher league) was
indeed higher than change-events that do not directly affect the referee’s status (e.g. a very
poor performance or decision error in a big match; death of a family member). The data
further indicated that the referees strongly identified with the referee’s role, and that refereeing
identity was correlated with the perceived significance of change-events.

The SCSPP (Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011a) proposes that referees’ change processes are driven
by two main decisions: a strategic decision made early in the change process, and a subsequent
decision to change. This notion received support in the present study. Specifically, referees typically
made a strategic decision to consultwith others in response to their respective change-events, aswell
as a decision to make the necessary adjustments in order to effectively cope with the change-event
(i.e. a decision to change). These decisions were also significantly associated with each other. These
findings provide additional support for the conceptual tenets of the SCSPP regarding the develop-
ment of the change process. Additionally, the fact that referees reported only moderate usage of
coping strategies strengthens the notion that to promote soccer referees’ adequate change processes,
practitioners should facilitate adequate decision-making (Samuel, 2013).

Implications for practice

The results provide several implications for practice. First, considering the dynamic nature of the
refereeing career, practitioners are advised to educate referees about potential change-events, and
provide them the support they need to effectively cope with them. In this study, the Israeli referees
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reported only moderate availability of professional support, and also did not consider much using
sport psychology services in response to their experienced change-events. These findings replicate
previous data reported for a heterogeneous sample of competitive athletes (Samuel & Tenenbaum,
2011b), and emphasise the relative lack of exposure of sport psychology services in both athletic
populations. When consulting referees in the change process, practitioners should teach adaptive
coping strategies (Carver, 1997), identify resources of support (Stambulova et al, 2009), and
apply therapeutic processes of change to reach a conscious decision to change (Samuel, 2013).
Second, in the assessment phases of the consultation process (Samuel, 2013) it is recommended
for practitioners to assess not only soccer referees’ stress levels (e.g. Voight, 2009) in reaction to
various change-events, but also how they perceive the significance of those events in the context
of their careers, depending on their refereeing identity and the nature of the event itself. Third,
when providing psychological support services for elite referees, one should take into consideration
that they might experience unique change-events reflecting their status. Finally, soccer referee
unions should incorporate sport psychology services not only for performance enhancement pur-
poses, but also to support referees’ career development, for example, in coping with significant
change-events such as a transition to a higher level and receiving an international badge.

Limitations and future research

Although this study expanded knowledge about soccer referees’ careers, it had several limitations.
First, due to the exploratory nature of the study, a cross-sectional design was utilised. There are
various elements associated with referees’ change processes, which might be better examined
from different perspectives. For example, referees’ two-stage decision-making process might
be best examined by adopting a longitudinal design, whereas the usefulness of professional
resources of support might be best evaluated using an intervention design. Second, the sample
only consisted of Israeli soccer referees; it is possible that certain change-events were reported
as a consequence of this population’s unique socio-cultural context. Researchers are encouraged
to examine other soccer referees’ populations, including female referees, as well as other sport
officials. Third, the examination of the change-events’ significance levels was limited to those
change-events reported by the sample in higher frequencies. It is possible that other change-
events, not reported in sufficient frequencies, are being perceived as highly significant, requiring
applied practice consideration. Finally, future studies should also adopt qualitative methods that
can elicit more in-depth account of this unique phenomenon in soccer referees’ careers.
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