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1. Introduction

Sport policies and programs in many countries, including Australia (Australian Sports Commission, 2015), Canada
(Canadian Heritage, 2012), and the United Kingdom (Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 2015), have goals to increase
levels of participation. Sport officials play a central role in the achievement of such goals (Cuskelly & Hoye, 2013). However,
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sport organizations face challenges in attracting and retaining officials, and declining numbers of sport officials have been
reported (e.g., Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010; Sabaini, 2001; Statistics Canada, 2013). One reason officials drop-out of
sport is because they experience criticism, abuse, and/or aggressive behavior from athletes, coaches, and spectators (Dell,
Gervis, & Rhind, 2014; Folkesson, Nyberg, Archer, & Norlander, 2002 ; Friman, Nyberg, & Norlander, 2004; VanYperen, 1998;
Warner, Tingle, & Kellet, 2013). In the current study, we sought to shed light on some of these issues by examining
disciplinary incidents in men’s amateur soccer games played in a Canadian province from 2010 to 2015.

More specifically, the purposes of this study were to (a) document the frequency and types of disciplinary incidents
directed toward men'’s soccer referees and (b) examine stakeholders’ perceptions of factors that contributed to such
incidents. Disciplinary incidents were defined as incidents involving players that were reported by referees to the sport
governing body disciplinary committee.” These incidents were classified (by the sport governing body) in categories of
persistent criticism, foul and abusive remarks, unsportsmanlike conduct, threatening an official, incidental physical contact
toward an official, deliberate physical contact toward an official, and deliberate violent contact toward an official.

1.1. Frequency and effects of disciplinary incidents

Whereas previous research has documented infractions (i.e., yellow and red cards) in professional levels of soccer (e.g.,
Buraimo, Forrest, & Simmons, 2010; Dohmen, 2008), we were unable to locate any previous research documenting the
frequency of disciplinary incidents toward officials in amateur soccer leagues across extended time periods. This may be
because studies at lower levels of soccer have sampled officials themselves, documenting the incidents they have personally
experienced. For example, Folkesson et al. (2002) examined aggression and threat among 107 Swedish provincial soccer
referees. The authors differentiated between verbal aggression (i.e., utterances expressed toward the referee that are
experienced as unpleasant, such as swearing, words of abuse, and verbal defamation) and physical aggression (i.e., actions
through which soccer players or coaches intentionally attack a referee, such as pushes, kicks, or punches). Threat pertained
to “verbal threat of impending physical aggression” (p. 319). They found that 63.3% of referees had been exposed to verbal
aggression, 15% had experienced direct physical aggression, and 35.1% had been threatened with physical aggression.
However, these percentages may be misleading. Whereas 63.3% of referees may have been exposed to verbal aggression at
some point in the careers, this percentage does not reveal how frequently such incidents occur. The lack of data on the
frequency by which incidents occur may be because it is difficult to access records from amateur sport organizations.

Disciplinary incidents toward officials are an important topic to investigate. For instance, reported sources of stress
among sport officials include verbal abuse from players/coaches, fear of physical harm, and interpersonal conflict/
confrontation, along with other factors such as fear of failure, fear of making a wrong call, previous mistakes, time pressures,
and the presence of a referee assessor (Neil, Bayston, Hanton, & Wilson, 2013; Rainey, 1994, 1995; Voight, 2009). In a study
with 421 Canadian ice hockey officials with various levels of certification, threats of physical abuse were perceived to be
among the most stressful events (Dorsch & Paskevich, 2007). In another study, Swedish referees reported that aggressive
behaviors from players and coaches were more difficult to cope with than aggressive behaviors from spectators (Folkesson
et al., 2002). However, the literature is far from clear. For instance, Mascarenhas, Collins, and Mortimer (2005) suggested
existing research shows that officials “experience no more than a moderate amount of stress” (p. 364). Indeed, a study of 22
professional and semi-professional Australian football referees showed that, while they experienced abuse, they routinely
reframed it and considered it to be a normal part of their role that was not particularly aversive (Kellet & Shilbury, 2007).
These somewhat contradictory findings may reflect the fact that little is known about the frequency of such disciplinary
incidents. They may be infrequent, but very challenging events when they do occur.

1.2. Factors contributing to disciplinary incidents

A small number of researchers have examined factors associated with disciplinary incidents. In one study, Folkesson et al.
(2002) showed that younger referees were exposed to more aggression and threat than older referees. In another study, Friman
etal.(2004) interviewed seven Swedish provincial soccer referees about their experiences of threats and aggression. Sources of
threat included criticisms from players, coaches, and spectators. Referees’ reactions to aggression and threats included
decreased concentration, performance, and motivation. Strategies for managing situations included communicating to parties
concerned, not taking things personally, and filing complaints to appropriate authorities. Interestingly, participants perceived
that aggression and threats stemmed from players’ and coaches’ lack of knowledge of the laws of the game.

Referees themselves may have an influence on the occurrence of disciplinary incidents. In an experimental study with
male soccer players, Simmons (2010) found that ratings of fairness and correctness of a decision were significantly higher
when players received an explanation for a decision compared to when they did not. Furthermore, ratings of referee fairness
were significantly higher when the decision was communicated calmly rather than angrily. Certain social forces also
influence the decisions of soccer referees. For example, a study of professional soccer in Germany showed that referees
tended to favor the home team in terms of allowing more goals, penalty kicks, and stoppage time at the end of games when

2 The referees in this study received payments for officiating games (regardless of competitive level) so were not, strictly speaking, volunteers.
Disciplinary committee members were volunteers. Players were amateurs and did not receive financial compensation to play.
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the score margin was close and the home team was in a losing position (Dohmen, 2008). Furthermore, crowd proximity to
the field of play was also associated with referring quality, leading Dohmen to conclude that, “referee quality is impaired
when the crowd is closer and social pressure is arguably experienced as more intense by the referee” (p. 422).

Similarly, Buraimo et al. (2010) looked at yellow and red cards issued by referees in English and German professional
soccer leagues. Again, home teams received fewer cards than away teams. By conducting a minute-by-minute analysis of
decisions during games, Buraimo et al. established that foul play was induced by a losing position. Crowd proximity also
played a role. For instance, in Germany, teams that played on pitches surrounded by a running track (therefore meaning the
crowd is far from the field of play) attracted more cards than teams with less distance between crowd and pitch. Additionally,
teams favored to win games had a higher probability of receiving a red card when playing away rather than at home.

Officiating in sport is influenced by a complex web of factors. In addition to the social forces noted above, researchers have
shown other factors that influence officials’ decisions include crowd noise and size (e.g., Downward & Jones, 2007; Nevill
etal., 2002), length of officiating experience (Lane, Nevill, Nahid, & Balmer, 2006), foul differential (in basketball) (Anderson
& Pierce, 2009), sequential decisions (Brand, Schmidt, & Schneelock, 2006), and even uniform color (Hagemann, Strauss, &
LeiBing, 2008). Furthermore, Dell et al. (2014) found a range of factors influenced soccer referees’ intentions to quit the game.
Factors were reported at an organizational level (e.g., lack of organizational support, training, and feedback on performance),
a personal level (e.g., psychological impact and intention to quit), and game-related factors (e.g., psychological and physical
intimidation from players and coaches).

1.3. Theoretical framework

As these previous studies demonstrate, officials are part of a broad social system that includes personal, contextual, and
organizational factors (e.g., Dell et al., 2014). Thus, to understand factors associated with disciplinary incidents, it may be
useful to consider different levels of social ecology. Accordingly, we adapted ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner,
2005; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) to frame the analysis for this study. From this perspective, human behavior is viewed
as a function of interactions between individuals and features of their social ecologies (i.e., social contexts). The individual is
at the center of the ecological model (which is typically displayed as a series of concentric circles). Individuals interact with
several different levels of social ecological systems, ranging from more proximal microsystems to more distal macrosystems.

The microsystem is the most proximal social ecology surrounding the individual, and it refers to the settings and groups
that most immediately and directly influence behavior. It includes the patterned activities, roles, and interpersonal relations
personally experienced in a setting (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Sporting events, such as soccer games, can be viewed as
a microsystem (Holt, Tamminen, Black, Sehn, & Wall, 2008). Behaviors in microsystems are influenced by more distal levels
of ecology. The exosystem is a broader social setting, such as policies in a workplace or (in sport) the policies of a governing
organization (e.g., a league or sport association). Microsystems are connected with exosystems via what Bronfenbrenner
referred to as the mesosystem (which can be thought of as an interface intended to reflect interactions and relationships
between the micro- and exosystem, rather than a defined ecological context per se). The macrosystem, the most distal level of
social ecology, refers to the culture in which individuals live. Finally, the chronosystem is the patterning of individual
development, events, and social circumstances over time.

Interactions between individuals and their microsystem are presumed to have the most direct influence on behavior and,
in turn, individuals can exert the most direct reciprocal influence on their microsystem (e.g., events during a soccer game
may influence a referee and the referee can also influence events during a game). More distal factors can have an indirect
influence on behavior and individuals have less reciprocal influence on distal factors. For instance, at an exosystem level,
referees’ behaviors may be influenced by league disciplinary procedures but referees may only have a small influence on the
procedures. At a macrosystem level, referees may be influenced by sociocultural norms but have little influence on these
norms. Thus, an ecological approach provides an organizing framework for analyzing factors at different levels of social
ecology that influence behavior in sport (Holt, Deal, & Smyth, 2016).

It should be noted that while Bronfenbrenner’s work was initially introduced as a theory of child development, it has since
been adapted and used to study a range of issues. It has proved particularly useful as an analytic framework for the study of
behaviors that are influenced by a range of individual and social factors, such as youth sport (Holt et al., 2008) and physical
activity (e.g., Lee et al., 2015; Spence & Lee, 2003). It was useful for the current study because a sporting event (e.g., a game) is
not an isolated system; it is part of a wider system of related social ecological factors.

2. Method
2.1. Design and procedure

Our research group was approached by a member of the Provincial Sport Organization (PSO) executive regarding
concerns over the number of disciplinary incidents toward referees occurring in men’s amateur soccer. After agreeing to
conduct an independent study, research ethics board approval was obtained. This study was conducted using a two-phase
sequential mixed methods design (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). First, members of the research team reviewed disciplinary
incident files and completed a document analysis. In the second phase, a group of purposefully sampled participants were
interviewed.
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Table 1
Participation Demographics.
ID Gender Age Role Years of Experience  Highest Level of Competition  Lowest Level of Competition = Highest Level of
Education

PO1 Male 21 Player 12 Major League Premier High school

P02 Male 23 Player 18 Major League Major High school

P03 Male 23 Player 17 Premier Tier 4 Undergraduate degree
P04 Male 23 Player 16 Tier 2 Tier 4 High school

P05 Male 20 Player 14 Premier Tier 4 Undergraduate degree
P06 Male 21 Player 16 Tier 1 Tier 1 High school

P07 Male 22 Player 10 Premier Tier 3 High school

P08 Male 26 Player 20 Major League Tier 4 Undergraduate degree
P09 Male 21 Player 15 Major League Tier 4 High school

P10 Male 25 Player 17 Tier 2 Tier 4 Undergraduate degree
DCO1  Female 61 DCM 5 Not Applicable Not Applicable Undergraduate degree
DC02 Male 55 DCM 3 Not Applicable Not Applicable Graduate degree
DC03 Female 48 DCM 2 Not Applicable Not Applicable High school

RO1 Female 50 Referee 39 Not Applicable Not Applicable High school

R0O2 Male 59 Referee 10 Not Applicable Not Applicable Graduate degree

RO3 Female 33 Referee 10 Not Applicable Not Applicable High school

RO4 Male 65 Referee 20 Not Applicable Not Applicable Graduate degree

RO5 Male 36 Referee 4 Not Applicable Not Applicable Undergraduate degree
RO6 Male 64 Referee 38 Not Applicable Not Applicable High school

RO7 Male 36 Referee 18 Not Applicable Not Applicable Undergraduate degree
RO8 Male 43 Referee 8 Not Applicable Not Applicable Graduate degree

R0O9 Male 38 Referee 13 Not Applicable Not Applicable Undergraduate degree

Note. DCM = Disciplinary Committee Member.

2.2. Document review and analysis

The research team was granted access to disciplinary files kept by the PSO from 2010 to 2015. Three members of the
research team conducted the document review in-person at the PSO’s offices (due to confidentiality concerns the
disciplinary files were not allowed to leave the PSO’s offices). Files contained copies of the referee’s incident report, which
included written evidence of the circumstances surround the incident, the infraction (i.e., type of incident), and the on-field
decision (i.e., yellow or red card), player name, team name, tier of play, and the date of incident. The files also included a
document outlining the outcome of the hearing and disciplinary actions taken.

A member of the research team reviewed each incident file. The researcher recorded the date of the incident and tier of
play from the referee’s incident report. The types of incident(s) and disciplinary action taken (e.g., suspension and/or fines)
were recorded directly from the hearing outcome document. Incidents were coded as occurring in either indoor or outdoor
soccer based on the date of the incident.? If we were unable to find missing data in the incident file, a member of the PSO’s
staff was asked to review the electronic back-up of the file and provide the missing data. We were unable to determine the
tier of play for 10 incidents because this information had not been noted on the hard copies or electronic back-ups. If a
member of the research team was unsure of how to record data from an incident, a second researcher reviewed the file. In the
event that the first two researchers did not agree on coding, a third researcher reviewed the file. The researchers discussed
the source of the disagreement then recorded the majority decision. Frequencies were calculated for number of incidents per
year, type of incident, proportion of incidents that occurred in indoor versus outdoor soccer, and tier of play. Means and
standard deviations were calculated for suspensions and fines.

2.3. Recruitment

Participants were purposefully sampled from three groups: referees, players, and disciplinary committee members.
Sampling criteria for referees and players were that they must have been involved in, or witness to, an incident in which an
official was abused during a men’s soccer game. In order to recruit referees and players, information about the study
(including the sampling criteria) and a call for volunteers was posted on the PSO’s website and through its regular
communication channels (e.g., e-mail, social media) with teams and referees. Initial participants were also invited to
distribute recruitment materials among their own networks. Any interested participants contacted the first author and
interviews were arranged. The first author used information provided by the PSO to directly contact members of the

3 Soccer is played year-round in Alberta. Outdoor (11 versus 11) soccer is played only during the summer months. During the winter months a version of
indoor soccer is played. This version differs from the international futsal game in that it is played 7 versus 7 on an artificial turf surface the size of an ice
hockey rink. The indoor soccer season spans October through April and the outdoor soccer season spans May through September. Players and referees
typically participate in indoor and outdoor soccer.
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disciplinary committee. Participation in this study was voluntary, anonymous, and confidential. All participants provided
written informed consent.

2.4. Participants

Prior to commencing the study, we estimated that approximately 10 referees and 10 players would enable us to attain
adequate data saturation, which is broadly consistent with guidelines for sample size in qualitative research (e.g., Guest,
Bruce, & Johnson, 2006). As there were only five disciplinary committee members, we simply sought to recruit as many as
possible. Nine referees (2 females, 7 males) participated in the study (the gender balance in the sample reflects the
prevalence of male referees in the region we studied). They were between 33 and 65 years old (M =47.1, SD=12.8) and had
refereed for an average of 17.8 years (SD = 12.7, range: 4-39 years). All referees officiated men’s soccer games in the province
and held qualifications at district (n=3), regional (n=3), provincial (n=1), national (n=1), and international (n=1) levels of
certification.

Ten male players participated in the study. They were, on average, 22.5 years old (SD=1.9) and had an average of 15.5
years (SD =2.9) experience playing soccer (including youth soccer). Players had played across multiple tiers (i.e., competitive
levels) of men’s soccer in the province, from tier 4 (lowest standard) to ‘major league’ (highest standard amateur level).
Several players had played at different tiers during their careers. For instance, six participants had played as low as tier 4 and
four had competed as high as major league.

Three members of the PSO’s disciplinary committee were also interviewed (2 females, 1 male). These individuals review
disciplinary reports, adjudicate hearings, and impose sanctions. To be eligible, disciplinary committee members must have
served on the committee for at least two of the past five years. Committee members ranged from 48 to 61 years old (M = 54.7,
SD=6.5) and had served on the committee for between two and five years (M=3.3, SD=1.5). A summary of demographic
information is provided in Table 1.

2.5. Interviews

Interviews with players and referees were conducted in a private office at the university. Interviews with disciplinary
board members were conducted at the offices of the PSO. All interviews were audio recorded and lasted 50 minutes on
average. A conversational interview guide (Rubin & Rubin, 2012) was developed. The interview guide was tailored to
referees, players, and disciplinary committee members as necessary. Each interview guide was comprised of four main
sections. The first section contained introductory questions to establish rapport and obtain demographic information in a
conversational manner. The second section formed the main body of the interview guide and included a main question
asking participants to describe an incident they had experienced (observed, been part of, or adjudicated) in which an
official was the victim of verbal or physical abuse. A number of follow up questions (e.g., Do you recall what led up to the
incident? What were the other players doing at that time?) were included to elicit a more detailed recollection from
participants. This main question and follow-up question protocol was repeated for any other incidents the participants had
experienced.

The third section of the interview guide contained questions designed to understand findings from the document
analysis. In this section, a finding from the document review was shared with the participant (e.g., that approximately
two-thirds of incidents occurred in tiers three and four) and the participant was asked how the finding fit with their
experiences and to offer possible explanations (e.g., Do you have any thoughts as to why this was the case?).
Participants were also asked similar questions to provide their perspectives on the occurrence of incidents on indoor
versus outdoor soccer. The final section of the interview guide consisted of two concluding questions. Participants were
first asked to explain what they would do to reduce disciplinary incidents. For the final question participated were
asked to discuss any other information that they believed would help us to understand more about disciplinary
incidents and why they occur.

2.6. Interview data analysis

Recordings were transcribed verbatim using a professional transcription service, yielding 399 single-spaced pages of
data. Participants were sent a copy of their transcript to review and add or remove any information. Three participants made
minor corrections to transcripts. No participants choose to add new information or to remove information. Identifying
information was removed from the transcripts and participants were assigned a code. Transcripts were uploaded into NVivo
11 for data analysis.

Transcripts were analyzed following the thematic analysis procedure described by Braun and Clarke (2006). First, the lead
researcher read each transcript multiple times to gain familiarity with the data and to begin the second step of generating
initial codes pertaining to the content of the transcripts. The third step consisted of grouping similar codes into themes.
Fourth, the themes were reviewed and compared against each other to ensure each theme contained coded segments
sharing common features (i.e., internal homogeneity) and were distinct from other themes (i.e., external heterogeneity).
Fifth, themes were carefully examined to identify their key defining features and named.
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During the fifth stage, the ecological model was used to organize the themes from more proximal to more distal levels.
That is, we used the model as a guide for identifying factors at different levels of social ecology that influenced the occurrence
of disciplinary incidents and created categories that reflected key components of the ecological system (cf. Lee et al., 2015).
Most proximal factors were coded at the microsystem level, and included factors within the context of games themselves (cf.
Holt et al., 2008) that appeared to have the most direct influence on the occurrence of incidents. Exosystem-level factors
associated with disciplinary incidents were largely governed by the league and PSO. Macrosystem-level factors reflected
sociocultural influences that had a distal influence on the occurrence of incidents.

An inter-rater reliability procedure was conducted by a second researcher who reviewed each theme and agreed with
over 90% of the original coding. The researchers discussed disagreements until 100% agreement was reached. At this point we
also decided we had adequate data saturation and that no further data collection was necessary. The fact that we had
perspectives from members of three groups (i.e., players, officials, and coaches) along with quantitative and qualitative data
provided opportunities for data triangulation. Finally, the researchers selected quotes that best represented the findings to
prepare the results, which were discussed, reviewed, and edited by all members of the team. During the final phase of the
analysis some re-organization of the themes by level of social ecology occurred.

3. Results
3.1. Quantitative data

During the five-year period there were approximately 11,000 +/— 5% games per year, for a total of 55,000 +/— 5% games
played total. A total of 98 disciplinary incidents were reported. Of the 55,000 total games, approximately 30,000 were indoor
games and 25,000 were outdoor games (estimates provided by PSO). A total of 54 incidents were reported in indoor and 44
incidents were reported in outdoor soccer. Furthermore, indoor games last for 50 minutes (2 x 25 minutes halves) whereas
outdoor games last for 90 minutes (2 x 45 minutes halves). Therefore, we estimate that approximately 1,500,000 minutes of
indoor soccer was played during the time period studied versus 2,250,000 minutes of outdoor. Hence, disciplinary incidents
were far more frequent in indoor soccer than outdoor soccer. There was, on average, an incident every 27,778 minutes in
indoor and an incident every 51,136 minutes in outdoor.

An examination of the incidents by the year in which they occurred showed, despite the fact that approximately the same
number of games were played each year, there was an increasing trend from four incidents in 2010 (approximately one
incident in every 2750 games) to 27 incidents in 2015 (approximately one incident in every 407 games) (Fig. 1). These
incidents involved players from at least 80 different teams (with three incident reports not including the offender’s team).
The majority of incidents (56.12%) occurred in tiers three and four, the lowest levels of competition (Fig. 2). Disciplinary
incidents frequently contained two or more different types of offences in the same incident (e.g., offender was accused of foul
or abusive remarks in addition to deliberate physical contact with an official). The most frequently reported offences (Fig. 3)
were foul or abusive remarks (i.e., offensive, insulting, or abusive language; n=56), followed by threatening an official (i.e.,
threatening, attempting to intimidate, or intimidating a referee or people close to a referee; n=29), deliberate violent
conduct (i.e., striking or spitting at an official; n=25), and deliberate physical contact with an official (i.e., shoving or grabbing
an official; n=16).

Disciplinary actions included suspensions ranging from 0 to 134 games (n=82, M=18.55, SD=22.61), and/or fines from
$75 to $300 (n=18, M=234.72, SD=55.00), and in seven cases alternative disciplinary actions (e.g., offender required to
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78 CJ. Deal et al./Sport Management Review 21 (2018) 72-85

60 55

92
o

N
o

Frequency
w
o

N
o

13
10
10 s I 7 7
. ] ]
0 T - T T T T T .:
Major  Premier  Tier1 Tier2  Tiers3+ Masters Unknown
League

Tier

Fig. 2. Absolute frequency of reported disciplinary incidents by tier of play.

60 56
50
o 40
s 29
% 30 25
[}
i 20 16
10 4 4 >
o W [ [ .
. NS o R (@ (o3 o
QO® o N K R\ NG O
<« 0@ o 2% AC X <
s\'e'o \)5\\‘ 0\.\ 0\(\% \\g\c' \‘g\(? 0\0
Qe R s o(&s«\a 2 (\,@\Q‘(\ @»@9\(\ A \
< 0\)\ \3“"9 .\ \o‘;\ée e\«)e o e\'«)e

Offences (increasing severity —)

Fig. 3. Absolute frequency of reported offences.

take an officiating course before being permitted to return to play) were taken. In 16 cases the offender received an
indefinite suspension. Players could receive more than one disciplinary action (e.g., a suspension plus a fine) for a single

incident.

3.2. Qualitative data

The interview data were coded around levels of social ecology beginning with the most proximal (microsystem level) and
ending with the most distal (macrosystem level). An overview of the themes is provided in Table 2.

3.2.1. Microsystem level
The microsystem level referred to attitudes, behaviors, and knowledge that created patterned interpersonal interactions

that appeared to directly lead to the occurrence of disciplinary incidents. Interpersonal interactions between agents (i.e.,
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Summary of Themes from Qualitative Analysis.

79

Ecological Level

Themes

Primarily reported by

Microsystem

Exosystem

Macrosystem

Players lacked knowledge of laws of the game
Coaches’ lack of knowledge of the laws of the game
Coaches’ attitudes

Physical environment (indoor vs outdoor soccer)
Inconsistent refereeing

Referees’ communication

Number of officials

Game importance (score and stage of season)

Training and mentoring of referees
Rule changes
Disciplinary procedure

Cultural backgrounds
Discrimination

Players, referees, and DCMs
Players, referees, and DCMs
Players, referees, and DCMs
Players, referees, and DCMs
Players

Players and referees
Players and referees
Players

Referees and DCMs
Players and referees
Players, referees, and DCMs

Players and referees
Referees

Note. DCMs = Disciplinary Committee Members.

players, coaches, and referees) were an important feature of these findings at the microsystem level. Participants from all
three groups suggested players lacked knowledge of laws of the game. For instance, Player 9 (P09) said, “some of the players
don’t understand the game or they don’t know how to play properly then they take it out on the ref because they think
they're in the right.” Participants also made reference to coaches’ lack of knowledge of the laws of the game. Specifically, as one
participant explained, “when you have a coach that doesn’t quite understand the game, [who is] not going to be supporting
the referee and is only going to be supporting their players, then that becomes an issue” (Disciplinary Committee member;
DCO03).

Participants from all three groups reported that coaches’ attitudes had an influence on the occurrence of disciplinary
incidents. A disciplinary committee member (DC02) suggested that, “The team picks up the attitude of the coach. If the coach
is a belligerent son of a bitch, the team’s going to be a belligerent son of a bitch team and I see the correlation immediately.”
Similarly, a referee said, “I've seen this happen. Coaches lose their composure and then the players think ‘Yeah he’s right and
the referee is stupid™' (Referee; RO2). On the other hand, participants also said that coaches can play an important role in
preventing the occurrence of disciplinary incidents. A player said:

From the coach’s perspective, definitely try and calm your player down and tell him not to approach a ref. Just tell him to

change and go home after the game. Tell a player it’s not worth it to get a suspension for yelling at the ref or threatening

the ref. (P0O5)

Another microsystem factor discussed by the all three groups was the physical environment in which games took place.
It is important to note that all players and referees played/officiated both indoor and outdoor soccer (nearly all outdoor
teams also compete during the indoor season). There was a general perception (consistent with the findings from the
document analysis) that disciplinary incidents were more frequent during indoor soccer games. Participants offered
several reasons for this. A disciplinary committee explained, “Indoor we see a lot more claims of referee abuse in indoor
soccer. Outdoor soccer the field’s much larger, a lot more running, the center ref [head official] is distanced from the play”
(DCO02). The confined space of indoor soccer was frequently cited as contributing to incidents. One player explained, “I think
just because you're on the bench and you're right there with the ref. I think it’s easier to yell at the ref in indoor ‘cause of
the smaller field” (P09). Participants also suggested that the speed of the game varied from indoor to outdoor. One referee
said, “Indoor. Everything is happening in sprint speeds, as opposed to outdoor when you're loping and can move more
slowly. The dynamism of the indoor game certainly has the potential to translate into a lot more physicality . .. ” (R06).
Another referee said the speed of the indoor game could influence refereeing decisions. He said, “Indoor you have to make
[decisions] twice as quick. You don’t have the luxury of blowing a whistle, running up to him, then making a decision”
(RO4).

Players thought that referees themselves also influenced the occurrence of disciplinary incidents, specifically if they
were inconsistent. One player recalled a time when a certain type of challenge/tackle “was being called consistently all
game and then they [officials] didn’t call it. [Removing] stuff like that [i.e., inconsistency] will really help players from
getting mad and verbally abusing the ref” (P05). Building on the idea of reducing player frustration, players and referees
praised referees who took the time to communicate and explain their decisions as opposed to simply making a call and
walking away. One referee explained why this may be the case, saying, “I think you might actually find that players and
coaches respect referees more because of that [communicating decisions], because they’re showing that human side of
the game” (RO3).
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Another microsystem issue reported by players and referees was the lack of sufficient numbers of officials, especially at
lower tiers of competition. At higher tiers (i.e., tier 1 and major league), there would be at least three officials (head referee
and two assistant referees for outdoor). At lower tiers there was often just one referee. When asked what the other officials
could have done when an incident occurred, one lower-tier player responded incredulously when he said, “Other officials? It
was just the one official” (P02). Referees also commented on the consequences of not having assistant referees. One referee
said, “unless you're division one men’s or higher you don’t get assistants, which . .. puts us into even more problems. You
don’t have a support, if there is anything that happens on the field, you're by yourself’ (R01). Furthermore, a player provided
insight as to how a full set of officials could be useful. He said, “I'd like to see side-line refs [i.e., assistant referees] just because
they're useful and, they let the ref on the field be a little more exact” (P0O8).

Finally (at the microsystem level), factors relating to the importance of the game (score and stage of season) also
contributed to the occurrence of disciplinary incidents. In terms of the score, players said that incidents were more likely to
occur during close games (i.e., when the score differential was close). One player described an incident during a close game
when the referee did not call a perceived foul, which lead to a goal. He said, “They [players] just went off on the ref just
because . .. it was such a close game, such a tight battle, and it just looked like [the foul] was so blatant” (P03). In terms of
the stage of the season, a player said:

It [incident] was towards the end of the season . . . Ithink we were in second place trying to push for first. If we lost we

were dropping down to third or fourth place, so I just feel like emotions were running high . . . it was just kind of heat of

the moment. (P04)

3.2.2. Exosystem level

Themes coded at the exosystem level included broader organizational aspects that influenced the occurrence of events
(albeit, apparently in a less direct or immediate way than microsystem factors). These factors largely fell under the purview
of the league or PSO. The training and mentoring of new referees was frequently mentioned by referees and disciplinary
committee members. One referee highlighted the problem:

. it’s gotten where these younger referees are [told] ‘here’s your whistle, here’s your badge, a couple of cards, go out
there and referee.’ And the only real feedback they get is probably from their friends that they signed up and went through
the course with . ... (R07)

Participants suggested that, in addition to basic training and certification, referees would benefit from a mentoring
system. A disciplinary committee member said, “I'd probably spend a lot more time with referee training. I would probably
mentor referees with more senior experienced referees for at least a couple games until they get a feel for the game” (DC02).

Rule changes during the course of this project were negatively appraised by players and referees. That is, during the early
part of the research (and for indoor games only) referees had a ‘blue card’ option, which was essentially a ‘warning’ for
offences that did not warrant a yellow or red card. The removal of the blue card, for all but delay of games (i.e., taking too long
to restart the game following a stoppage of play), reduced referees’ ability to manage games. For example, one player
remarked that, “I feel like they need that blue card as a warning or else people just don’t listen and you let all these little calls
go, then that's when tempers start flaring and people start getting upset when there’s no cards” (P06).

Members of all three groups also reported the disciplinary procedure itself was a concern. While the procedure may not
directly lead to a specific incident per se, it was certainly a factor more broadly associated with incidents. Referees said that,
at times, the procedure was so ineffective that some referees do not report incidents in which they have been abused.
Partially this was because “I don’t think some officials wanna do the paperwork, I think it’s viewed as a hassle because then
first you have to do it and then you have to send it in and then you never know what happens anyways” (R02). As R02 alluded
to, there was a lack of transparency in the procedures, even from the referees’ perspective. One said, “I'd like to make the
discipline more transparent . . . Ithink it might help everybody realize that if you know that ‘Joe’ got a [suspension] because
he was doing this, and this is what he got . . . ” (R04). Sometimes players did not appear for hearings, in which cases “they
just get dealt with in absentia” (DC02). But referees also failed to attend the hearings, which was a problem because the
disciplinary committee would then go “strictly by their written report” (DC03). Players also expressed concern with relying
on written reports. One player who personally attended a hearing said, “I think it’s kind of like a weird situation where it’s a
‘he said she said’ type of thing . .. it’s kind of really hard to say without impartial witnesses” (PO1).

3.2.3. Macrosystem level

The most distal influence reflected some stereotypes. Players and referees thought players had differing perceptions of
foul play stemming from their cultural backgrounds. It should be noted that many of the soccer teams were historically based
around cultural groups. One player explained, “Players who grew up somewhere else and think that certain fouls are not a
foul ... or it could be just how involved the ref is that they’re not used to” (P04). A referee reported some cultural
stereotypes that he thought related to soccer. He said “South American players are gonna argue and gesture and
gesticulate . . . IfI geta Germanic person they’re usually the opposite, they don’t say too much, don’t usually argue back with
you at all, at least not openly anyway” (R04). We also received examples from referees of discrimination. One (African
Canadian) referee shared an experience in which he was accused of favoring one team over the other because of the racial
composition of the teams. He said that a predominantly African ethnic team “accused me of an inferiority complex, [saying



CJ. Deal et al./Sport Management Review 21 (2018) 72-85 81

that] I wanted to please the White team” (R08). One referee described how learning more about other cultures could help
referees understand members of other cultural groups and prevent incidents from occurring, “You treat certain cultures
different than others, and what’s accepted and what’s not. And what is offensive in some and what is not . . . Ithink having
more of that information would be helpful, because we live in such a multicultural area” (R03).

4. Discussion

The purposes of this study were to (a) document the frequency and types of disciplinary incidents directed toward men’s
soccer referees and (b) examine stakeholders’ perceptions of factors that contributed to such incidents. In the subsequent
sections of this paper we discuss the key results from the document analysis and then examine the findings from the
qualitative data by ecological level and their contribution to theory. We then go on to consider implications for sport
management before discussing strengths and limitations of the study along with potential avenues for future research.

4.1. Discussion of findings

Looking at the results from the document analysis, 98 incidents were reported over the five-year period, ranging from 4
incidents in 2010 to 27 incidents in 2015. This descriptive information makes a contribution to the literature because
previous studies of disciplinary incidents in soccer have either focused on infractions in professional soccer (e.g., Buraimo
et al.,, 2010; Dohmen, 2008) or, in the case of studies of amateur soccer, sampled officials themselves rather than the
occurrence of incidents across leagues (e.g., Folkesson et al., 2002). Our year-by-year analysis revealed changes in the
frequency of incidents over time. In 2012, there was an increase in reported incidents (accounted for by an increase of
incidents involving foul and abusive remarks). This may be the result of policy implemented that year by the PSO mandating
an automatic red card and minimum two-game suspension for players who made foul or abusive remarks. Thus, the spike in
incidents in 2012 was likely a consequence of enhanced enforcement.

Foul and abusive remarks were the most frequently reported incidents (56 incidents), following by threatening an official
(29 incidents), deliberate violent conduct toward an official (25 incidents), and deliberate physical contact with an official (16
incidents). Some of these incidents may constitute criminal acts. Indeed, some sport organizations have adopted legislation
to specifically protect sports officials from such acts (Chiafullo, 1998). One notable concern from a referee recruitment and
retention perspective is that more incidents occurred at lower tiers of play. It is likely that younger, or less experienced,
referees officiated games at lower competitive tiers. This finding is compatible with previous research showing that younger
referees and those with lower levels of certification are exposed to more aggression, threat, and stress than older and more
experienced referees (Dorsch & Paskevich, 2007; Folkesson et al., 2002).

Our qualitative findings provide some important insights that help explain the quantitative data concerning the higher
frequency of incidents at lower levels of play. At the microsystem level, results showed that players’ and coaches’ lack of
knowledge of the laws of the game influenced the occurrence of disciplinary incidents toward referees, which is consistent
with a finding from Friman et al.’s (2004) study with Swedish soccer referees. Furthermore, incidents were more frequent in
indoor soccer, which has some unique rules that differ from outdoor soccer. Participants perceived that the circumstances
surrounding the indoor game (e.g., smaller field, confined space, faster game) led to more incidents. Research in professional
soccer shows that the proximity of the crowd can influence referees’ decision-making (Buraimo et al., 2010; Dohmen, 2008).
Whereas we did not examine crowd proximity, our findings do suggest that the smaller field and confined space of indoor
soccer contributed to incidents.

Microsystem factors concerning the referees themselves were perceived to contribute to the occurrence of disciplinary
incidents (i.e., inconsistent refereeing, referees’ communication, and number of officials at games). Previous research shows
that players perceive the fairness and correctness of decisions to be higher when they receive an explanation for a decision,
and when referees communicate calmly (Simmons, 2010). Improving referees’ training — particularly in terms of their
communication with players - could play a role in reducing the occurrence of disciplinary incidents in the future (Bar-Eli,
Levy-Kolker, Pie, & Tenebaum, 1995; Thatcher, 2005). The issue of number of officials at games is challenging, especially for
indoor games and at lower tiers of play where there are typically fewer officials for each game. Sport organizations face
challenges in attracting and retaining officials (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010; Deacon, McClelland, & Smart, 2001 ; Dell
et al., 2014; Statistics Canada, 2013; VanYperen, 1998); nonetheless, our findings highlight the value of having a full crew of
officials, especially at lower tiers of competitive play.

Other microsystem level factors related the importance of the game itself (i.e., close score, late stage of the season) were
perceived by players to contribute to disciplinary incidents. A close score margin influences referees’ decisions in
professional soccer leagues (Buraimo et al., 2010; Dohmen, 2008). Similarly, players are more anxious during critical
moments in games (including trailing in a game by a close margin or defending a close lead; Dunn & Nielsen, 1996). It is
therefore plausible that game-related factors influence both referees and players and create circumstances in which
disciplinary incidents are more likely to occur. Sport organizations may wish to consider assigning their most experienced
officials to important games that take place between close rivals toward the end of a season.

At the exosystem level, participants questioned the training and certification of referees and suggested that mentoring
could be useful for improving consistency and plausibly minimizing some conditions that lead to disciplinary incidents.
Similarly, there is need for training and mentoring to improve the retention of officials (e.g., Ridinger, 2015; Warner et al.,
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2013). Thus, mentoring and training, with a focus on communicating decisions, appear to be important areas for training
younger or less experienced referees. Furthermore, the removal of the blue card in indoor for offences other than delay of
game was perceived to contribute to increased occurrence of disciplinary incidents, apparently because it limited referees’
ability to control games. The impact of rule changes have been studied in relation factors such as injury rates in youth ice
hockey (Emery et al., 2010) and professional rugby (Eaves, Hughes, & Lamb, 2008). However, the impact of rule changes on
the occurrence of disciplinary incidents in soccer does not appear to have been examined in the literature previously.
Although we are unable to draw firm conclusions from our findings, the results suggest that rule changes may influence the
occurrence of disciplinary incidents and this is an important issue to consider from a sport management perspective.

Also at the exosystem level, participants expressed concerns about disciplinary procedures, including a lack of
transparency and clarity about the outcomes of disciplinary meetings. These issues reflect notions of organizational justice,
which refers to members’ perceptions of fairness within an organization (Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001). There are various
types of organizational justice, including distributive justice (perceived fairness of outcomes), procedural justice (perceived
fairness of the process of making outcome decisions), interpersonal justice (perceived fairness of the interpersonal
treatment when delivering outcomes), and informational justice (perceived fairness of explanation or justification of
outcomes). Our findings suggest a lack of procedural justice (i.e., concerns about the process), interpersonal justice (i.e.,
concerns about the perceived fairness when cases were adjudicated in absentia), and informational justice (i.e., lack of
transparency about what and how suspensions were handed out). Interestingly, a study of amateur and semi-professional
officials from Hong Kong showed no direct effects of distributive justice on job satisfaction and career commitment (Kim,
2016). However, the Kim (2016) study focused only on distributive justice and our current findings highlight the need to
consider the other types of justice (i.e., procedural, interpersonal, and informational) in relation to disciplinary procedures in
sport.

Findings at the macrosystem level revealed cultural stereotypes and race influenced disciplinary incidents. For instance,
some referees applied cultural stereotypes to players from different ethnic backgrounds. Whereas these factors may not have
directly led to a particular incident, they may have increased tension during games, indirectly leading to incidents (which is
why they were coded at the most distal ecological level). It should be noted that many soccer teams in the area studied are
organized around cultural groups. Indeed, many teams are named for a particular country or cultural group and - especially
at the lower tiers of play - are predominantly or entirely comprised of players from that group. These macrosystem level
factors may not be something to include in interventions because they are difficult to modify, but increasing understanding
of cultural differences may nonetheless be important.

Finally, at the chronosystem level (as previously noted), the documentary analysis depicted changes over a five year period,
and the qualitative data highlighted some historical factors (enhanced enforcement and rule changes) that may have
influenced disciplinary incidents. Our analysis did not focus on how the changing nature of social relationships (e.g. between
officials and players) may have unfolded over time, and how these relationships influenced the occurrence of disciplinary
incidents. In the future, longitudinal studies may be useful for understanding such chronosystem level factors.

4.2. Theoretical implications

The use of an ecological systems perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) revealed that
factors at several different levels of social ecology were perceived to influence the occurrence of disciplinary incidents.
Theoretically, factors at the microsystem level have the most direct effects on behavior. Our results appear to support this
proposition and also revealed that complex interpersonal interactions between referees, coaches, and players created
conditions that led to disciplinary incidents. Fundamentally, these insights may be useful because they suggest that efforts
to reduce disciplinary incidents toward officials in sport must be multifaceted. However, it should be noted that some
important features of the ecological model were not used in our analysis, and these omissions may provide avenues for
future research. For instance, we were unable to establish such direct causality, nor firmly demonstrate which factors
should be manipulated to create positive change (although findings consistently point to the importance of educational
initiatives).

Additionally, reciprocity between levels of social ecology is assumed in an ecological approach. We did not, however,
thoroughly examine reciprocal nature of interactions, other than within the microsystem level. When using ecological
approaches it is difficult to examine all aspects of a model in detail (Holt et al., 2016), but the current study suggests this
model may be an appropriate lens for future research examining factors associated with the occurrence of disciplinary
incidents in sport. We also contribute to a growing body of literature showing that ecological approaches can be used to
study sporting contexts (e.g., Holt et al., 2008, 2016) and may be useful for future applications in sport management research.

4.3. Practical implications

The results of this study have several implications for sport managers. The most problematic areas are lower
competitive tiers of indoor soccer. Initiatives to educate players and officials that focus on lower levels of indoor soccer
would likely have the most impact on the reduction of disciplinary incidents. More specifically, key areas for intervention
include targeting players’ and coaches’ lack of knowledge of the laws of the game, considering new rules (or reinstating
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old rules such as the blue card) for indoor soccer, improving referees’ communication and understanding of game
importance.

Referee education may be particularly important for reducing the occurrence of disciplinary incidents. If referees have
greater awareness of the influence their communication has on players, and better communication skills, conflicts between
referees and players may be reduced (Bar-Eli et al., 1995; Thatcher, 2005). Historically, referee training has tended to focus on
knowledge of the rules (Mellick, Fleming, Bull, & Laugharne, 2005) rather than communication skills training. Referees tend
to develop communication skills informally, through their experience of refereeing (MacMahon, Helsen, Starkes, & Weston,
2007) and advice from colleagues and mentors (Mellick et al., 2005). Mellick, Mascarenhas, and Fleming (2012) suggested
communication skills training for referees could include conflict management and resolution, language (voice control)
practice, and role playing giving decisions to players, coupled with video analysis and maintaining reflective journals. Other
research shows that when referees appear calm and confident explaining decisions players have increased perceptions of
referees’ fairness (Simmons, 2010). Some of these components of communication skills training could be adopted by sport
organizations and integrated into referee training and mentoring programs. Enhanced training and mentoring may also
improve the recruitment and retention of officials (Ridinger, 2015; Warner et al., 2013).

We observed that disciplinary committee members did not comment on several themes, such rule changes and number
of officials. They may have lacked first-hand experience of these issues, and our findings suggest disciplinary committee
members would benefit from educational initiatives. Education for disciplinary committee members could focus on
increasing their understanding of the range of factors associated with the occurrence of disciplinary incidents and the key
areas that require attention (e.g., lower tiers of play, indoor soccer). Furthermore, some of the findings concerning the
disciplinary process may imply a need for greater organizational support. Indeed, studies have shown that officials perceive a
lack of organizational support in Canadian youth ice hockey (Forbes & Livingston, 2013) and Australian football (Kellet &
Warner, 2011). Yet, an intervention that examined the efficacy of an organizational support program in increasing intention
to continue officiating found that perceived organizational support was not a significant predictor of post-study intention to
continue (Cuskelly & Hoye, 2013). In fact, officials in the organizational support group perceived reduced organizational
support following the intervention, which may have been because the intervention heightened their (unrealized)
expectations for support from their organization. Taken together, these findings and the current research suggest that
organizational support interventions should specifically target issues in order to provide more clarity not just for referees,
but also for players, coaches, and disciplinary committee members. The current findings may be useful as they highlight
specific issues that may be targeted from a practical perspective.

4.4. Strengths, limitations, and avenues for future research

Strengths of this study included our partnership with the PSO, which enabled us to have complete access to disciplinary
files over a five-year period. In using a sequential mixed methods design we were able to triangulate disciplinary incidents
with participants’ perceptions of factors that contribute to the occurrence of such incidents. Methodological limitations
included the fact we were restricted to the information recorded in disciplinary files, which did not include some data that
may have been useful (e.g., age/experience of referees who were victims of incidents). The number of reported incidents of
abuse did not allow us to conduct more sophisticated statistical analyses beyond reporting descriptive statistics. Interviews
were retrospective, which means the results may be influenced by recall bias. There may have been sampling bias in that
individuals who had particularly strong views about disciplinary incidents volunteered to participate in the study.
Additionally, the sample of participants interviewed was relatively small, and while all had witnessed or dealt with
disciplinary incidents, we did not obtain multiple perspectives about any particular incident. Only two female referees were
interviewed. This is representative of the gender balance of officials in the region studied, but did not allow for the analysis of
potential gender differences. This is an important area for future research because female officials may face unique barriers
(e.g., Tingle, Warner, & Sartore-Baldwin, 2014). Furthermore, controlled and natural experiments examining how
educational initiatives or rule changes influence behavior represent important research directions.

4.5. Conclusion

Sport organizations (e.g., leagues and PSOs) may be able to intervene on some of the relatively modifiable findings
revealed in this study by providing educational initiatives. Given that amateur sport organizations often have limited time
and resources, the findings are useful because they highlight specific settings that require attention (i.e., lower tiers of play
and indoor games) and may produce the most significant benefits. In this vein, our analysis may be useful for other
organizations, showing the importance of considering specific contextual factors (e.g., competitive tier) in isolating concerns
and targeting interventions. Our study revealed specific issues that could be targeted by organizations. For instance, lower
tier players and coaches require more knowledge of the laws of the game. Referees may benefit from enhanced training and
mentoring, focused on communication strategies and initiatives to help them understand more about game circumstances
which contribute to disciplinary incidents occurring. It is possible that improved educational efforts, not just for referees but
also for players, coaches, and disciplinary committee members, may reduce disciplinary incidents and perhaps improve the
recruitment and retention of officials at lower tiers of play (also see Ridinger, 2015; Warner et al., 2013). Our findings suggest
that interventions should focus on microsystem level factors, which theoretically have the most direct influence on
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behaviors. Educational initiatives should be explored by sport organizations seeking to reduce disciplinary incidents toward
referees, and the effects of such initiatives could be carefully examined by researchers.
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