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Background and Purpose: Football refereeing plays a critical role in
ensuring fairness, order, and integrity in sports competitions, directly
influencing match outcomes and revenue streams such as broadcasting rights,
sponsorships, and ticket sales. Despite the existence of approximately 1.3
million referees worldwide who officiate matches for over 600,000 clubs,
statistics indicate a declining trend in the number of football referees. Previous
studies have shown that referees face considerable physical and psychological
pressures, as well as multiple stressors—including fear of making mistakes,
negative performance evaluations by coaches and players, verbal aggression,
emotional burnout, cultural factors, time pressure, and personal issues—which
can lead to attrition, reduced effectiveness, and ultimately withdrawal from
refereeing. However, no research to date has specifically examined the factors
contributing to the excellence (rather than merely inhibitory or stressful factors)
of football referees in Iran at the national and international levels. Therefore,
this study aims to identify the factors influencing the excellence of Iranian
football referees, thereby filling the existing research gap. The findings are
expected to provide scientific and practical solutions to improve the refereeing
system, enhance public trust in refereeing, and promote the health and quality of
football competitions for the benefit of managers and officials of the Football
Federation of Iran.

Methodology: This applied research employed an exploratory mixed-
methods (qualitative-quantitative) field study. In the qualitative phase, semi-
structured interviews with 18 experts were conducted using theoretical sampling
until saturation, yielding 164 initial items, which were refined to 64 consensus-
based factors influencing refereeing excellence. A researcher-developed
questionnaire comprising 64 items across 12 sections, measured on a five-point
Likert scale, was then designed. The statistical population included all Iranian
referees officiating in the Premier League, Asian, and World competitions (N =
110, 2023-2024 season), and the entire population was selected via census
sampling. Content and face validity were confirmed by 10 sports management
specialists, and reliability was established through a pilot test on 20 respondents.
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Descriptive statistics (SPSS 26) and inferential analysis using partial least
squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM, PLS wversion 2) were
employed to examine the model and identify factors influencing refereeing
excellence.

Results: A total of 110 Iranian referees and assistant referees (76.5% male;
age range 23-43+ years, with highest proportion 37.8% aged 33-37; 65.4%
married; 54.6% holding a bachelor's degree) participated. Most officiated in the
Premier League (69.7%) and held a national refereeing grade (82.4%).
Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) with varimax rotation yielded a KMO of
0.866 and a significant Bartlett's test (p < 0.001). Twelve factors were extracted,
explaining 74.101% of total variance. All factor loadings exceeded 0.40 (except
items 29 and 30, excluded), and all t-values were >1.96 (p < 0.05). The 12
factors were: physical fitness; knowledge and awareness; federation and
provincial football boards; personality traits; perceptual-motor skills; family; job
and profession; clubs and fan clubs; media; anthropometric indicators and
physical health; psychological skills; and disciplinary committee. Discriminant
validity was confirmed via the Fornell-Larcker criterion (VAVE > inter-
construct correlations), and the questionnaire demonstrated appropriate
reliability and validity.

Discussion: The findings revealed that 12 factors significantly influence the
excellence of Iranian football referees: physical fitness, knowledge and
awareness, federation and provincial football boards, personality traits,
perceptual-motor skills, family, job and profession, clubs and fan clubs, media,
anthropometric indicators and physical health, psychological skills, and the
disciplinary committee. These results are consistent with prior studies indicating
that inadequate training, physical unpreparedness, and lack of rule awareness
hinder refereeing excellence (Dall et al., 2018; Seifollahpour, 2020).
Organizational support from the federation and provincial boards emerged as a
critical factor, aligning with previous research (Reidinger et al., 2017; Thomas
Gill & Brewer, 2019); however, contrary to Kaskley & Haigh (2013), the
present study found that such support significantly affects referees' intention to
continue. The absence of a referees' union in Iran has led to the neglect of rights
such as accident insurance and access to modern technologies. Family support
and lifestyle were also identified as crucial, consistent with the findings of Yuna
Hong et al. (2019). Perceptual-motor skills were emphasized due to the
necessity of making split-second decisions under pressure (Nzarpor, 2018;
Karakam & Pleur, 2016). Job-related factors, including inadequate income, lack
of respect, and verbal aggression, contribute to referee attrition (Baldwin, 2009;
Mombini, 2011). Clubs and fan clubs can mitigate stress by controlling the
stadium atmosphere. Anthropometric indicators and physical health align with
the need for high-intensity training (Helsen & Bultynck, 2004). Limitations of
the study include sampling constraints, self-censorship, and time/resource
restrictions.

Conclusions: This study identified 12 key factors influencing the excellence
of Iranian football referees. Unlike European countries, refereeing in Iran
remains non-professional, forcing referees to hold additional jobs while facing
financial strain, lack of institutional support, and the absence of a referees’
union—resulting in neglect of rights such as accident insurance and access to



modern technologies. The findings highlight that organizational support from
the federation and provincial boards, family backing, perceptual-motor skills,
psychological competencies, and media and fan club management are critical
for excellence. Based on the results, Iranian football authorities are
recommended to prioritize: benchmarking successful refereeing models from
leading countries, designing comprehensive training programs, strengthening
supportive structures, developing psychological and personality skills,
supporting referees in their personal and professional lives, and attending to
anthropometric and physical health indicators. These measures can improve
refereeing quality and pave the way for sustainable excellence. Study limitations
include sampling constraints, self-censorship, expediency bias, and
time/resource restrictions. Future research should increase sample size,
incorporate international experts, ensure questionnaire confidentiality, and
utilize media content analysis based on lived experiences to overcome these
limitations.
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