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This phenomenological study seeks to better understand the role of  the referee in the 
Olympic sporting structure and to deconstruct the apparent dichotomies that exist 
within this role. Eleven rugby sevens referees each completed a pre-Olympics and 
post-Olympics interview for a total of  twenty-two interviews. From the data, four 
sources of  role ambiguity or conflict emerged: (1) remaining unnoticed vs. media 
exposure; (2) the team vs. individualistic nature of  officiating; (3) being a judge vs. 
being an athlete, and (4) amateurism vs. professionalism. This study discusses how 
these dichotomies highlight the major sources of  role ambiguity and role conflict 
for rugby sevens officials within the larger Olympic context. Implications regarding 
increased role clarity, reduced role strain, and referee management are discussed.  

Introduction

The use of  an official within a 
sporting competition has be-
come synonymous with the 

formalization of  the sporting endeavor, 
differentiating it from recreational play. 
Within organized sport, referees serve as 
the arbiters of  a match and their “im-

pact on the development or outcome of  
a game can be significant” (Ste-Marie, 
2003, p.170). As such, referees play a 
vital role in the sporting system, yet on a 
global scale, a shortage of  referees exists 
in many sports and at nearly every level 
of  competition (e.g., Rayner, Webb, & 
Webb, 2016; Ridinger, Warner, Tingle, 
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& Kim, 2017; Warner, Tingle, & Kellett, 
2013). As referees discontinue participa-
tion, sport organizations are forced to 
adapt–often resulting in modified game 
times, obscure match schedules, matches 
managed by a skeleton crew of  officials, 
or matches covered by underqualified 
officials (Ridinger, 2015). Much of  the 
extant literature has considered officiating 
through the lens of  attrition, seeking to 
combat the factors that lead to profes-
sional dropout. Performance concerns, 
time constraints, interpersonal conflicts, 
lack of  recognition, and fear of  physi-
cal abuses have been cited as sources of  
stress related to referee attrition (Rainey 
& Hardy, 1999). Taylor, Daniel, Leith, 
and Burke (1990) examined intention to 
terminate as a result of  such stresses. 

Because of  the aforementioned ref-
eree shortage and the number of  stress-
ors impacting referee retention, scholars 
have sought to determine what motivates 
referees to continue participation. Kellett 
and Shilbury (2007) found that referees 
were retained when they were able to re-
frame abuses, normalizing these behav-
iors, primarily through social connection 
with other referees. Additional scholars 
have suggested that a sense of  belonging 
to a larger community or elimination of  
administrative issues may motivate offi-
cials to continue participation (Kellett & 
Shilbury, 2007; Kellett & Warner, 2011). 

Beyond stressors and motivators, the 
officiating experience has been explored 
within the context of  a match (Berman, 
2011); from a gendered perspective 
(Nordstrom, Warner, & Barnes, 2016; 

Schaeperkoetter, 2017; Tingle, Warner, 
& Sartore-Baldwin, 2014); and through 
the analysis of  decision-making, bias, and 
supporting technologies (Larkin, Berry, 
& Lay, 2011; Leveaux, 2010). Despite the 
growing body of  work regarding sport 
officials, Kellett and Warner (2011) sug-
gested that referees are often considered 
to be service providers within the context 
of  sport, rather than being understood 
as participants. Thus, within the larger 
sporting structure, little is known about 
a referee’s unique on and off-court roles 
(Kellett & Warner, 2011). 

The lack of  exploration of  referee 
roles represents a gap in the research. 
While many scholars have suggested that 
referee recruitment and retention are of  
primary importance for sporting organi-
zations, the role ambiguity and role con-
flict that referees experience has yet to be 
considered. In other contexts, scholars 
have associated role ambiguity and con-
flict with satisfaction (Eys, Carron, Bray, 
& Beauchamp, 2003; Koustelios, Theo-
dorakis, & Goulimaris, 2004), and burn-
out, while others have suggested that an 
understanding of  individual role responsi-
bilities can be one of  the most important 
variables in team sport (Carron, 2003). In 
an industry where referee retention is of  
utmost importance, a firm understanding 
of  the referee’s distinctive role becomes 
paramount. As such, this study seeks to 
consider the distinctive role of  the referee 
and the ambiguity and conflict that may 
exist within the context of  rugby sevens 
at the Olympics. Olympic level officials 
participate within numerous sporting 
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structures. They are all representatives of  
a particular country’s referee society, but 
also contractors for World Rugby (the in-
ternational body for the sport). As such, 
their role expectations are created from 
numerous role senders and they must 
operate within myriad organizational 
structures and countries. To explore any 
phenomenon the importance of  experi-
ence with the topic is key–these elite level 
officials provide such experience. 

For the purposes of  this study, role 
will be generally defined as the function 
assumed or part played by a person in 
a particular social situation (McGrath, 
1984). Referees, regardless of  the sport 
they officiate, share commonalities 
in their role as an official (Dorsch & 
Paskevich, 2007). The referee’s on-field 
role is multi-faceted, with responsibilities 
that include: managing the events of  a 
match, applying the rules of  the game, 
maintaining a fair competition, and ad-
dressing conflict between sporting par-
ticipants (Dell, Gervis, & Rhind, 2016). 
While roles are often constructed based 
upon one’s presumed responsibilities or 
personal status (Carron, Hausenblas, & 
Eys, 2005), little is known about a refer-
ee’s larger role in the Olympic sporting 
structure. In fact, as rugby sevens is new 
to the Olympics, this study will be the 
first to investigate the role of  a rugby 
sevens referee.

The 2016 Olympics in Rio de Janeiro 
were the first Olympics to host rugby 
since 1924. Rugby sevens is a unique 
version of  the game boasting seven 
players per side and mixing fast scoring 

with intense physical play. For the 2016 
Olympics, the men’s and women’s rugby 
sevens events were managed by a total 
of  28 match officials, including 24 ref-
erees and four assistant referees, repre-
senting 14 different countries. In sevens, 
each match utilizes one center referee 
(referred to as the referee), two assistant 
referees, and two in-goal judges for a to-
tal of  five on-field match officials. While 
the referee is ultimately responsible for 
all decisions made on the field, the assis-
tant referees and in-goal judges operate 
in a supporting capacity. The inclusion 
of  rugby sevens in the Olympics for the 
first time creates a unique opportunity to 
explore the referee’s perceptions of  their 
role as it identifies a group of  elite offi-
cials through whom the researchers may 
be able to deconstruct potential sources 
of  role ambiguity or role conflict. Thus, 
the following research questions are pro-
posed: 

1. What is the role of  the rugby 
sevens referee within the Olympic 
sporting structure? 

2. In what ways is role ambiguity 
and/or role conflict present within 
the referee’s role?

Literature Review
Role Theory

Role theory concerns patterns in 
one’s behavior based on the expectations 
that exist due to positions held (Biddle, 
1986). These characteristic behaviors 
that manifest existing expectations are 
defined as roles. Role theory posits that 
there are numerous ways to define a role 
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within various contexts (Biddle, 1986). 
Further, within the field of  role theo-
ry, several perspectives have surfaced: 
functional, structural, organizational, 
symbolic interactionist perspectives, and 
cognitive role theory. A common thread 
between all of  the major role theory 
perspectives is that which relates expect-
ed behavior based on context or social 
identity (Biddle, 1986). 

When misalignment occurs between 
expectation and behavior, it can be de-
scribed as either role ambiguity or role 
conflict, which can lead to role strain 
(Eys, Carron, Bray, & Beauchamp, 2005; 
Koustelios et al., 2004). In the officiating 
realm, society and sporting structures 
often construct the role expectations 
for the referee−to act and be regarded 
as a service provider or volunteer (Cus-
kelly, Hoye, & Auld, 2006). At times, 
these role expectations may not align 
and with misalignment comes stress. As 
previous scholars of  referees have indi-
cated, stressors can increase the risk of  
referee burnout and ultimately attrition 
(e.g., Tingle et al., 2014; Warner et al., 
2013). Likewise, it has been shown that 
role ambiguity and role conflict also lead 
to decreased job satisfaction (Jackson & 
Schuler, 1985). 

Role Ambiguity
Role ambiguity is defined as a lack of  

clarity or information regarding a specific 
role (Kahn et al., 1964) and there are a 
plethora of  reasons why a referee may 
lack clarity in their role expectations. Eys, 
Carron, Beauchamp, and Bray (2005) 

identified sources of  role ambiguity for 
athletes as factors associated with the 
coach, the situation, and the athlete him-
self  or herself. Further, this construct has 
been operationalized by an athlete’s un-
certainty regarding (a) the scope of  their 
responsibilities, (b) their behaviors asso-
ciated with role responsibilities, (c) the 
processes of  evaluation related to their 
role, and (d) the consequences when 
their role is not carried out (Beauchamp, 
Bray, Fielding, & Eys, 2005). As an ath-
lete experiences role ambiguity resultant 
from these sources, it follows that a 
referee participating in the same sporting 
context may experience similar role am-
biguity. Role ambiguity has been shown 
to negatively influence athlete satisfaction 
and performance effectiveness (Carron 
& Hausenblas, 1998) and has also been 
associated with other psychosocial mea-
sures, including anxiety and depression 
(Beauchamp, Bray, Eys, & Carron, 2003). 

Beyond this, high levels of  role ambi-
guity are associated with lower levels of  
organizational commitment and cor-
related with turnover (Van Sell, Brief  & 
Aldag, 1981). As such, it is worthwhile 
to explore not only whether ambiguity 
exists for referees but also whether it 
may impact attrition since recruitment 
and retention of  sporting officials has 
become a priority for sporting organi-
zations (e.g., Cuskelly & Hoye, 2004; 
Ridinger, Kim, Warner, & Tingle, 2017; 
Warner et al., 2013). Further, Jackson and 
Schuler (1985) suggested that if  the focal 
person–in this case the referee–experi-
ences significant role ambiguity, they may 
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“…seek alternative situations that are less 
discomforting” (p. 41), ultimately leading 
to dropout or role change. In summary, 
the detrimental effect of  role ambiguity 
on affective states has been clearly artic-
ulated, and it has been shown elsewhere 
that it may also negatively impact the 
athlete’s adherence to their team or, in 
a larger sense, their position or self-per-
ceived role. Thus, reducing role ambigu-
ity and addressing role clarity may assist 
in the retention of  referees and thereby 
be beneficial for those in officiating (Eys, 
Carron, Beauchamp et al., 2005). 

Role Conflict
Taylor and colleagues (1990) posited 

that an additional factor must be consid-
ered with regard to real and perceived 
officiating stressors: role conflict. Role 
conflict has been viewed as the “incon-
gruity of  the expectations associated 
with one or more roles” (Van Sell, Brief, 
& Schuler, 1981, p. 44). Such incongru-
ity may result from one of  several types 
of  conflict, as outlined by Kahn et al. 
(1964). One type of  role conflict is de-
fined as arising from intra-sender role 
conflict; here, incompatible expectations 
exist from a single role sender. An ex-
ample in the in the world of  academia is 
for a professor to act as both a full-time 
teacher and researcher as dictated by 
their superior. This type of  role con-
flict has parallels with role ambiguity. A 
parent and teacher that issue conflicting 
expectations exemplifies a second type 
of  role conflict, termed inter-sender role 
conflict. This type of  role conflict exists 

when there are conflicting expectations 
from two or more role senders. In this 
instance the inter-sender role conflict 
arises from the parent forbidding the use 
of  digital technology, while the teach-
er requires all homework be submitted 
online.

A third type of  conflict, termed 
person-role conflict, is expressed as the 
incompatibility between personal val-
ues and role expectations. For example, 
a person of  a particular faith may be 
unable to meet certain training day ex-
pectations, as the expectations for their 
religious beliefs prevent certain activities 
on holy days. A fourth conflict, inter-role 
conflict, occurs when pressures exist 
from two or more positions that are not 
in alignment. When this type of  conflict 
exists, the focal person may hold the role 
of  mother and primary bread-winner 
creating potential for misalignment of  
these roles. A final role conflict arises 
from the impact of  role overload, which 
occurs when there are multiple expecta-
tions that require accountability for vari-
ous responsibilities and conditions where 
there is insufficient time or resources to 
complete expected tasks (Kahn et al., 
1964). Such a role conflict may exist at 
work when a new employee is inundated 
with projects, though they have not yet 
learned how to utilize the programs and 
softwares required to do so. Role conflict 
is shown to result in employment related 
tension and job dissatisfaction for indi-
viduals, as well as producing other nega-
tive organizational outcomes. These have 
included: lower organizational commit-
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ment (Baird, 1969), a negative relation-
ship between role conflict and happiness, 
and a positive relationship between role 
conflict and fatigue, depression, and irri-
tation (Beehr, Walsh, & Taber, 1976) 

Such findings from the literature 
suggest that when considering the role 
of  the referee in the sporting structure, it 
will be important to consider the poten-
tial for role conflict and to identify where 
and when this conflict arises. Under-
standing such ambiguity and conflict will 
enhance the possibility of  creating role 
clarity. 

Methodology
In this phenomenological study, we 

examined role of  the referee within the 
Olympic sporting structure. Phenome-
nology is the study of  a phenomenon 
through the lived experiences of  a par-
ticipant (Crotty, 1998). Stewart and Mick-
unas (1990) expressed four philosophical 
perspectives that foundational to a phe-
nomenological study: (1) a return to tra-
ditional tasks of  philosophy–a search for wis-
dom; (2) a philosophy without presuppositions 
[epoche]–suspending judgements until they 
can be founded upon participant data; 
(3) intentionality of  consciousness–the rela-
tionship between one’s reality and con-
sciousness of  a phenomenon, and; (4) 
refusal of  subject-object dichotomy–reality can 
only be perceived from the meaning that 
an individual associates with their experi-
ences. As such, the researchers began the 
study with an opened question, “What 
is the role of  the rugby sevens referee 
within the Olympic sporting structure?” 

This question allowed the researchers to 
be guided by participant data through-
out the first round of  interviews. In this 
study the researchers adhered to the cor-
nerstones of  hermeneutic phenomenolo-
gy as they searched for wisdom regarding 
the referee’s role. Hermeneutic phenom-
enology acknowledges the impossibility 
of  bracketing all external knowledge and 
allows for the integration of  outcomes 
with pre-existing theory (Caelli, 2000; 
Dahlberg, Drew, & Nystrom, 2008). 
Thus, the researchers utilized participant 
data, along with their knowledge of  role 
theory, in the development of  the second 
interview guide and research question. 
The second research question, thus,  in-
quired about the ways in which role am-
biguity and conflict may present within 
the referees’ role. To investigate any phe-
nomenon, it is important to go beyond 
anecdote and identify extant meanings, 
critiquing these meanings through a ho-
listic approach (Crotty, 1998). The use of  
two (pre-Olympics and post-Olympics) 
semi-structured interviews with eleven 
match officials allowed the researchers to 
explore the role of  the referee within the 
Olympics sporting structure. 

Participants
At the 2016 Olympic Games in Rio 

de Janeiro, Brazil, 24 match officials over-
saw the rugby sevens competitions, along 
with four appointed assistant referees. 
From this sampling of  28 Olympic rugby 
match officials, 10 center referees and 
one assistant referee participated in this 
study. In the game of  rugby sevens, the 
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center referee may serve in an assistant 
capacity for some games (in a sideline or 
endline role), but the assistant referees 
will not serve as a center referee. The 
participants included seven women and 
four men. All officials that participated 
in this study noted that they had partici-
pated in rugby as a player at some point 
throughout their career, and nearly half  
had played for their country’s national 
team. The average age of  the participants 
was 32, with the average age of  the men 
slightly exceeding that of  the women, 33 
and 31 respectively. The sample included 
referees representing eight countries in 
the following continents: North America, 
Australia, Africa, Europe, South Ameri-
ca, and Asia.  

Procedure 
Participants were recruited via purpo-

sive sampling, which is defined as having 
been selected based on the characteristics 
of  the population and the objectives of  
the study (Palinkas et al., 2015). Because 
there are a limited number of  people 
that could serve as a primary data source 
to examine this phenomenon, partic-
ipants in this study were purposefully 
selected for inclusion (Creswell, 2013). 
To select these participants, the World 
Rugby Sevens Referee Manager was 
contacted in order to access those who 
had been named as Olympic-level rugby 
sevens referees. From there, the Referee 
Manager directly contacted the refer-
ees and assistant referees who would be 
appointed to the Olympics on behalf  of  
the researchers. Those who were willing 

to participate were asked to contact the 
primary investigator directly to schedule 
participation in the study. Eleven match 
officials (10 referees and one assistant 
referee) volunteered for participation 
and completed both interviews. Prior to 
the first interview, participants complet-
ed a consent form. The primary inves-
tigators conducted two phone and/or 
Skype interviews with each participant: 
three weeks prior to the 2016 Olympics 
in Rio de Janeiro and within one month 
after the closing ceremonies to confirm 
expectations or perceptions. The inter-
views were audio recorded and ranged in 
length from 40-75 minutes. Throughout 
the research process, the researchers also 
maintained observational notes to ensure 
that the study could be replicated. 

Instrument
Semi-structured interviews were em-

ployed to deconstruct the human expe-
rience and to ascribe meaning to those 
experiences through a phenomenological 
approach (Merriam, 2009). Semi-struc-
tured interviews allow the researchers 
to compare between participant cases, 
ensuring that the core questions of  the 
interview remain the same (Gratton & 
Jones, 2004). The semi-structured ap-
proach also allows the conversation to 
flow naturally, ensuring that additional 
insights are not missed due to the rigidity 
of  questioning (Creswell, 2013). 

The researchers developed two 
semi-structured interview guides–one 
interview guide for the pre-Olympics 
interviews and one interview guide for 
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the post-Olympics interviews. The initial 
interview guide was created based upon 
previous research in both refereeing and 
organizational behavior and was re-
viewed by all three investigators to en-
sure face validity. Open ended questions 
focused on the role of  the referee in the 
sporting context, with a minimal number 
of  demographic questions during the 
first interview to create context for the 
referee’s described experiences. In phe-
nomenological research, it is suggested 
that multiple interviews be completed in 
order to verify information presented in 
initial interviews, extrapolate additional 
information, and to provide a setting in 
which the participant is comfortable and 
willing to share personal information 
with the researchers (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967; May, 1991; Polkinghorne, 1989). 
Thus, two interviews were completed 
with each participant. The second in-
terview guide was developed after each 
participant had been interviewed once. 
Questions in the post-Olympic interview 
guide were derived directly from themes 
that emerged from the participants. 
These methods align well with a herme-
neutic phenomenological methodology 
in that several external perspectives, 
frameworks, and concepts developed 
out of  the pre-Olympics interview data. 
From that data, such frameworks (e.g., 
role conflict and role ambiguity) were 
utilized to aid in the development of  the 
post-Olympics interview guide.  

Data Analysis
Each interview was audio record-

ed and transcribed verbatim by the 
researchers. To protect the identity of  
participants, each interviewee was given 
a pseudonym. The data was analyzed 
using inductive thematic analysis in order 
to maintain alignment with the phenom-
enological methodology of  the study. 
Inductive analysis allows the researchers 
to draw from the shared experiences of  
the participants.

Using inductive thematic analysis, 
the researchers followed the following 
process: (1) become familiar with the 
data, (2) generate initial codes from the 
open-ended responses of  the partic-
ipants, (3) assesse the codes to create 
themes, and (4) generate a thematic 
map from created themes (Vaismoradi, 
Turunen, & Bondas, 2013). To become 
familiar with the data, the researchers 
completed verbatim transcriptions of  the 
interviews by hand. This provided the 
researchers with a cursory overview of  
the information contained within each 
interview. Beyond this, the researchers 
maintained a research journal in order 
to note key thoughts and ideas through-
out both the interview and transcription 
process. Once the interviews had been 
transcribed, the data was manually cod-
ed. The coding process included the 
generation of  an initial code book which 
included 36 codes from the first round 
of  interviews. Using the codebook, 
significant statements and ideas were 
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categorized. From these initial codes, the 
researchers came together to assess pat-
terns and determine salient themes. Ten 
themes emerged from the first round of  
interviews and provided a nuanced ac-
count of  information communicated in 
the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). These 
initial themes created the foundation for 
the second interview guide. The afore-
mentioned process was then replicated 
with the second set of  interview data 
allowing the researchers to explore many 
aspects of  role theory, including the con-
cepts and nuances of  role ambiguity and 
role conflict.

Trustworthiness and Dependability
Guba and Lincoln (1994) suggested 

that for qualitative research to be trust-
worthy it must be: (1) confirmable; (2) 
dependable; (3) credible; and, (4) trans-
ferable. Numerous procedures have 
been adopted to ensure the viability of  
study results, including: audio-recorded 
interviews, verbatim interview tran-
scription, and the maintenance of  an 
in-depth research journal helps to ensure 
that the data collected and the themes 
garnered are both as dependable and 
as confirmable as possible. The use of  
audio recording and the maintenance 
of  a research journal provide a frame-
work for replication and verification of  
this study. Additionally, verbatim tran-
scription ensures that the respondents 
voices are reflected in the outcomes of  
the study, aligning with the tenants of  a 
phenomenological methodology. Beyond 
the collection of  relevant data through 

strong research processes, the credibility 
of  this research is also enhanced via peer 
review, member checking, and clarify-
ing researcher bias. Peer-checking and 
member-checking ensured the validity of  
emergent themes, decreasing the poten-
tial for researcher bias (Creswell, 2013). 
Researcher biases are addressed below 
and researchers made a concerted effort 
throughout the study to bracket out their 
pre-existing beliefs regarding officiating 
by allowing the participant data to drive 
the outcomes of  the study.

 
Researcher’s Positionality

In considering the researchers’ posi-
tionality, and illuminating any biases that 
may exist, it is important to consider the 
researchers’ background to acknowledge 
the impact of  assumptions and relation-
ships with the subject matter (Giardinia 
& Newman, 2011). Familiarity with the 
subject may allow the researchers to 
bring forth richer responses from the 
participants and to communicate in the 
appropriate terminology. Based on pre-
vious experiences, the researchers were 
compelled to undertake this research 
for several reasons. As a former Referee 
Manager at USA Rugby, Author One has 
faced the ongoing challenges of  referee 
recruitment and retention, and has had 
the opportunity to travel globally with 
many referees and continues to seek a 
more adequate understanding of  the 
referee’s role in the sporting structure. 
Author Two has experience officiating 
youth, high school, and college basketball 
and has also examined officiating experi-
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ences of  female officials. Author Three 
has officiated amateur softball and bas-
ketball contests. Results and discussion 
are presented together below. Represen-
tative examples of  verbatim interview-
ee responses are included to provide a 
deeper understanding of  the themes.

Results and Discussion
The eleven referees in this study shed 

light on the complexity of  their role at 
the Olympics and the accompanying role 
ambiguity and role conflict. Despite the 
expression of  positive personal experi-
ences at the Olympics, the rugby referees 
seemed unable to identify and define a 
particular role for themselves while in 
Rio de Janeiro. Based on the officials’ 
re-counting, four major sources of  role 
ambiguity and role conflict emerged: (1) 
Remaining unnoticed vs. media exposure; 
(2) The team vs. individualistic nature of  
officiating; (3) Being a judge vs. being an 
athlete, and; (4) Amateurism vs. profes-
sionalism. The following sections con-
sider each of  the four sources of  conflict 
that emerged from the data as illustrated 
by direct quotes from the participants. 
The quotes included herein have been 
deemed to be representative of  respons-
es provided by the larger sample. The 
researchers have also included responses 
that diverged from the group in order 
to create a holistic picture of  the referee 
experience.   

Remaining Unnoticed vs. Exposure
We saw the emergence of  the first 

role conflict in terms of  how the refer-

ees highlight their opinion of  success: 
“You want the ref  to go unnoticed,” says 
RW, “and if  we go unnoticed then you’re 
[sic] playing your part.”  This belief  was 
reflective of  the perceptions of  many 
of  the officials and was expanded as MP 
expressed, 

We want to be unobtrusive and 
uncontroversial. There’s [sic] ele-
ments where we want to be part 
of  that Rio Olympic tournament 
and we want rugby to be on show, 
but as referees we want to play as 
minimal a part of  that as possi-
ble…I think the less involvement 
we have as referees, the better. 

Here, as previously described by (Cus-
kelly, et al., 2006) we also saw the referee 
painted as a service provider, required 
for the continuation of  the game, but 
seemingly inconsequential to the overall 
sporting structure. This is shown as PH 
expressed, “Officials are generally the last 
people that they think about when plan-
ning.” BF continued, 

We are not part of  the Olympics, 
we are not striving for a gold med-
al. For me we are just a facilitator 
of  the event, we need to be there 
and for the least people talk about 
us. I think it’s better. If  no one 
talks about referees, I think this is 
the best result we can get. 

The notion that the referee should re-
main unnoticed in the sporting schema 
held true across nearly every interview 
and while this idea does express one role 
expectation of  the Olympic referee, oth-
er interpretations are also valid.  
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This idea was quickly called into ques-
tion by the participants as they consid-
ered the need for officiating exposure. As 
such, these dual forces contribute to role 
ambiguity for the Olympic rugby offi-
cials. HP and many other referees said, 
“It’s quite nice for them to recognize 
that the officials are there… so it’s like 
the IOC had acknowledged us.” While 
the Olympic rugby referees felt that 
they should remain unnoticed within the 
scope of  the game, they also recognized 
that acknowledgement of  the referees 
increased their feelings of  self-worth 
within the larger context of  the Olym-
pics. This corresponds with the findings 
of  Steinfield, Ellison, and Lampe (2008), 
showing that exposure (in their study, 
specifically via social media) has the po-
tential to increase feelings of  self-worth 
and may have a bridging effect in increas-
ing human capital. Several referees went 
on to say that media coverage of  the 
officials is extremely important to help 
grow officiating as significant and valued 
and to create recognition of  referees as 
people and role models. LA illustrated 
this notion by saying, 

For example, this morning I was 
on two different news shows, 
which was nice. So, although 
people don’t [sic] necessarily think 
about refereeing when they think 
about sports, when they hear these 
stories, it’s like a light bulb mo-
ment–and it’s like oh, those people 
are very important and they do 
have a very important job.

This coverage and acknowledgement is 
important to humanize refereeing and 
make it more accessible to the general 
sporting population. The ambiguity lies 
in the referee’s perception that they are 
to remain unnoticed within the game 
while simultaneously representing their 
country and profession in an effort to 
humanize/recruit new referees to the 
role. In rugby there are a number of  
referees are that are known world-wide, 
both for their refereeing prowess and 
their antics–this, however, is often of  
concern to other referees as they are 
drawing too much attention to the ref-
eree within the game. CQ addressed the 
dichotomy that exists between remaining 
unnoticed and receiving media attention 
and exposure:

We aren’t [sic] there to get the 
media attention, but equally we 
are there for people to be aware 
of  who we are. I think sometimes 
you get portrayed a little bit as a 
robot, whereas simple things like 
that footage at the start, suddenly, 
you’ve [sic] got somebody smiling 
down the end of  a camera, it’s 
hold on a minute, they’re [sic] a 
little more human than we thought 
they were. We do have senses of  
humor, we do have personalities, 
so I think that’s [sic] very import-
ant that we give that insight to the 
general public.

The incongruity between a referee’s 
desire to remain unnoticed while simul-
taneously soliciting exposure for both 



Journal of  Amateur Sport Volume Five, Issue Two Jacobs, et al., 2019 126

the referee and the sporting organization 
created a direct role conflict for the of-
ficials. Some referees suggested that the 
value of  exposure goes beyond hypothet-
ical referee recruitment and may lead to 
appointments and additional officiating 
opportunities for the referee themselves. 
BF explained the impact of  exposure on 
potential appointments, 

We’ve [sic] gotten a lot of  ex-
posure, which builds my profile 
as a referee. People look at you 
differently, seeing that you’re [sic] 
going to the Olympics and it’s a 
big achievement, so basically, they 
see that this guy has put in a lot of  
work and effort to get to where he 
is at this stage.  

BF took this further expressing,
Being a referee is all about ex-
posure…when you start they say 
who is this ‘muppet’? [Over time] 
people will say this is the guy that 
was in the Olympics refereeing, 
this is the guy that refereed the last 
final of  the Curry Cup, this is the 
guy that’s [sic] running touch in the 
World Cup. So, it’s more building 
your profile.

On the field, referees allow the players 
to be the focal point of  the match, yet 
this facilitator role clashes with the sport-
ing structure’s inherent need to use the 
referees as a point of  recruitment and 
retention and the referee’s own need to 
generate exposure and creditability. The 
Football Association (FA) in England, 
for example, created a public information 
campaign around respecting the referee 

in hopes of  increasing recruitment and 
retention of  referees. Throughout the 
campaign various referees were high-
lighted to help generate exposure and 
awareness of  the campaign (Cleland, 
O’Gorman, & Bond, 2015). While all 
referees interviewed in this study ex-
pressed the importance of  remaining 
unnoticed in their sporting role, many 
felt that a requirement of  their role was 
to gain exposure for both themselves and 
their profession. Here we may contrast 
the intra-role conflict arising from the 
incompatibility of  the role expectations 
that the referee puts on themselves and 
inter-role conflict arising from the refer-
ee’s expectations and those of  the sport-
ing system. While the referees sought to 
remain unnoticed as part of  the compe-
tition structure; the larger sporting sys-
tem finds there is value in varying forms 
of  exposure. Because recruitment and 
retention of  referees is a pervasive prob-
lem amongst nearly all sporting codes 
(Cuskelly & Hoye, 2004), finding a way 
to create media exposure for officials 
might help to support referees. However, 
the search for media exposure seems to 
conflict with the referees’ perceived role 
in the sporting structure. Thus, Olym-
pic referee organizations might consider 
working with referees to better determine 
the appropriate level of  exposure.  

Team vs. Individual
Another source of  role ambiguity was 

related to the nature of  officiating as a 
team or individual activity. Within the 
sport of  rugby sevens, referees explained 
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that they operate as a team in two ways. 
First, within the context of  a tourna-
ment, all rugby sevens match officials 
operate as a cohesive unit. When at an 
event, referees eat together, train togeth-
er, and evaluate film together. Second, 
in rugby sevens a team of  five on-field 
match officials (a referee, two assistant 
referees, and two in-goal judges) work 
together to manage the match. Each of-
ficial is linked to one another via a com-
munication system to share match infor-
mation in real time. Despite the creation 
of  these team environments, referees 
(like players), strive to master their craft 
and in doing so, strive for an opportu-
nity to advance–seeking appointment 
for the best tournament matches–and to 
compete with the referees around them. 
Despite this inherent competition, RC 
expressed, 

You’re [sic] only as good as your 
weakest link, so if  I’m [sic] in the 
middle and I don’t [sic] get good 
support from the guys on the side, 
you’re [sic] never going to make it. 
So, a lot of  times I’m [sic] only as 
good as the guys [sic] on the side. 

In terms of  the Olympic experience as a 
referee, “we all worked really well togeth-
er, I think that’s [sic] the best everyone’s 
actually worked together. Everyone was 
completely focused during the tourna-
ment. And we’re [sic] all trying to help 
each other,” says PH. PJ went so far as 
to say that the personal competition for 
matches was wholly overshadowed by the 
team aspects of  the endeavor,

We’ve [sic] all been working to-
gether now for at least three 
years... They’re [sic] all my best 
mates, that’s [sic] what I’d [sic] 
consider them, I guess we’re [sic] 
family, I guess that’s [sic] a better 
word, we’re [sic] all family.  

The Olympic rugby referees themselves 
prioritized team success over individual 
accomplishment, but this family environ-
ment did not develop instantly. In fact, 
developing such a strong team environ-
ment took significant and calculated 
work on behalf  of  the referees and their 
management team. They worked against 
many of  the pre-existing notions regard-
ing the individualism of  refereeing. MP 
explained, 

A few years back when we were 
kind of  looking at how the team 
was working as a group… we’ve 
[sic] had people come almost like 
consultants… come in and help 
run sessions where we really 
are identifying what we want to 
achieve as a team, how we want to 
operate, what our values need to 
be, and being deliberate about and 
thinking about that. 

At the Olympics, for these referees, it 
was made clear that acting as a team 
member is part of  the role of  the ref-
eree. The official’s role goes beyond 
the individual’s drive to acquire the best 
appointments and truly exists in a team 
sphere, where the holistic success of  
the team defines the daily actions of  the 
individual. This behavior appeared to be 
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extended beyond the Olympic sporting 
context, and into other forms of  the 
game as well. 

I think we’re [sic] also moving 
towards a more team-based envi-
ronment… we need to learn as a 
group and grow as a group, be-
cause you won’t [sic] be around to 
make all of  the mistakes yourself, 
so you’ve [sic] just got to be able 
to learn in a group environment. 
(RW)

While the referees all expressed their 
belief  that officiating is a team endeavor, 
the perceptions of  others outside of  the 
officiating sphere still see officiating as 
an individualistic practice. ND explained 
that, “at the beginning, the first one to 
two years in national [sic] when I had to 
travel around Spain, it was hard because 
I was alone most of  the weekend. Leave 
on the Saturday and come back home 
on Sunday night.” They found that be-
cause they did not have a team to travel 
with they experienced officiating as an 
individualistic endeavor. In this case, the 
structure and operation of  the local and 
regional referee organizations are at odds 
with the referee’s desires to operate in 
a team environment. These structures 
and operators often perpetuate the in-
dividualistic role of  the referee due to 
lack of  available bodies and the requisite 
scheduling for a significant number of  
matches. CB felt similarly regarding the 
role in the sporting context for officials, 
“being alone and often being the only 
female anywhere, it’s tough,” they said. 
The role itself  was also expressed as an 

individualistic one, “it just takes a lot of  
self-discipline to live the life of  a pro-
fessional athlete basically, because it’s an 
alone job–there’s [sic] no one else that 
checks over your shoulder all the time,” 
said WR. This idea of  being alone and 
working alone for other competitions 
and in preparation for the Olympics per-
meated the interviews, despite the strong 
ties that each referee felt to their referee 
team at the Olympics. LA believed that, 
“at the national level or the regional level 
it is more individual…and as you get 
higher there’s [sic] more team.” The im-
plication being that the level of  compe-
tition may impact the role of  the referee. 
Additionally, it seems that perceptions 
of  individual performance relating to 
job promotions extend to the realm of  
officiating which in turn has created 
an environment that favors the referee 
as an individualist rather than a team 
player. This idea was elucidated when 
LA detailed “I’ve [sic] had a few people, 
questions from people going into tourna-
ments saying ‘oh, you’re [sic] going to be 
an assistant referee? You’re [sic] not going 
to be in the middle.’ As if  being in the 
middle was the most important thing.”

The continual alternating back and 
forth between role expectations as the 
referee moved between their local and in-
ternational role responsibilities created an 
opportunity for increased role ambiguity. 
Here, inter-sender conflict–the disparity 
of  role expectations as sent by two dif-
ferent organizations–is shown (Kahn et 
al., 1964). At the international level, team 
and organizational goals are stressed, as 
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is the importance of  teamwork; while 
local organizations for a variety of  rea-
sons may consider treating officiating as 
an individual role. 

With these ambiguous roles, the ex-
ternal perception is one of  refereeing as 
a solitary endeavor. At the Olympic level, 
referees perceived themselves to be part 
of  a team, working together with at least 
four other referees during each match. 
They are supported in this belief  by their 
international referee management team. 
According to the participants, an official 
is part of  a unit, but is often integrated 
into a sporting structure that promotes 
officiating as an individualist endeavor. 
As the idea of  individualism was often 
juxtaposed with the concept of  unity, 
officials may have difficulty in balancing 
these expectations. 

The findings from this study resonate 
with prior research (e.g., Evans, Eys, & 
Bruner, 2012). The referees at the Olym-
pic event were operating in a team-based 
role that may be in direct conflict with 
the individualist-role perception of  the 
larger sporting context or the role they 
find themselves in during preparation for 
this event. Creating a team environment 
can be a positive and helpful endeavor as 
sport managers look to retain officials. 
Warner and Kellett (2011) suggested 
that creation of  an officiating commu-
nity allowed for referee socialization and 
enhanced one’s likelihood to remain in 
the role. It is possible that clarifying ruby 
referees’ roles as a member of  a unit, 
rather than as an individual, might help 
to support rugby officials. 

Further, deliberating between individ-
ual and team role expectations is likely to 
create role ambiguity and conflict, which 
have been shown to be correlated with 
turnover (Van Sell, Brief  & Aldag, 1976). 

Service Provider vs. Athlete
Role ambiguity and conflict existed 

for the referee in regards to roles as a 
volunteer service provider or as an ath-
lete. During the Olympics, all match 
officials were provided with the same 
resources at the Olympics. There was no 
differentiation between the “ones that 
kind of  sit on chairs and hold up sign 
boards and things like that” and the of-
ficials that require more physical fitness, 
says CB. MP continued, 

I don’t [sic] know how well people 
would take it if  they were in the 
more non-athletic group because 
they might feel like they were 
getting treated not as well, but the 
sports where there’s [sic] more of  
a physical demand placed on you, 
it does make sense that it’s treated 
slightly differently.

Many of  the officials are required to 
have their own training camps prior to 
the Olympics in order to acclimatize and 
familiarize themselves with the team. We 
find that the ambiguity between the role 
of  a service provider and athlete impacts 
preparation and possible successes. ND 
felt that this was something that needed 
to be changed when considering the role 
of  the referee, 

We need to be there and we’re [sic] 
training as an athlete and we think 
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as athletes. We prepare, we warm 
up, we do mental stuff, everything 
in our routine is like an athlete and 
people need to understand that. 
This is one of  the problems, they 
don’t [sic] see us as an athlete, they 
don’t [sic] treat us as an athlete.

Within the Olympic sporting context, the 
referees were treated as service providers, 
rather than athletes. Phillips and Fair-
ley (2014) have suggested that although 
referees are typically considered service 
providers, referees find officiating to be 
a valuable leisure pursuit. They also put 
forth that officiating should be consid-
ered a leisure pursuit in its own right, 
rather than being relegated to a support 
role that only serves a purpose for the 
athletes or the match. CQ believed that, 

The more exposure rugby will get 
and rugby sevens will get and they 
start seeing where the officials are 
running with the fastest players 
in the world and running next to 
them, they’ll [sic] realize that you 
must be fit and fast to keep up 
with the game. The physical de-
mands for rugby refereeing are 
real.

This sentiment does not seem to align 
with the continual framing of  referees as 
volunteers and service providers (Cuskel-
ly, et al., 2006). Interestingly, participants 
explained the similarity between them-
selves and an athlete. PJ expressed the 
view that, 

I’m [sic] an athlete mainly because 
of  what I’ve [sic] had to do, and 
sacrifice and train to get where 

I am. It just doesn’t [sic] happen 
out of  nowhere, there’s [sic] a lot 
of  time and dedication. Not just 
physically training, but mentally 
and emotionally preparing your-
self  for these massive events.

CJ, who participated as a national team 
rugby player, expressed similar thoughts 
by saying, “It’s harder at this level than 
when I was playing. If  you’re [sic] not 
physically prepared, then you can’t [sic] 
mentally handle the decisions. In fact, 
I’m [sic] training harder than I was when 
I was playing.” The rugby referees inter-
viewed all considered themselves to be 
athletes, clearly differentiating themselves 
from that of  a service provider. They ac-
knowledged the significant commitment 
that is required to physically and mentally 
prepare at such a high level and to per-
form within high-stress, high-viewership 
environments and expressed that it is 
often the perception of  others that bars 
them from consideration as an athlete. 
PH expressed, “They’re [sic] kind of  in 
awe. A guy in [my] office said, ‘are you 
training for anything’, and I said I’m [sic] 
training as an Olympic referee, and he 
didn’t [sic] know what to say, he kind of  
went, ‘wow, okay’.”

At the Olympics, the dichotomy still 
existed between the referee as service 
provider versus the referee as an athlete. 
Consistency in appropriate role desig-
nation for rugby referees may alleviate 
stressors, providing them with the nec-
essary platform and framework to per-
form at an optimal level. Beyond this, if  
referees are re-framed as athletes, rath-
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er than sporting service providers, the 
connotation of  officiating may be altered 
and become more supportive of  rugby 
referees.

Amateur vs. Professional
The final source of  ambiguity and 

conflict with regards to the referee’s role 
is that of  the amateur and the profes-
sional. Officiating was often related to 
volunteerism and “giving back to the 
game.” As such, it is framed as an ama-
teur pursuit that one pursues in their free 
time (Cuskelly & Hoye, 2004). In this 
way, refereeing is executed as a means 
to support the match, rather than being 
addressed as a meaningful endeavor in 
its own right (Phillips & Fairley, 2014). 
Even at the Olympic levels, many of  the 
referees were expected to exist as profes-
sionals while being treated like amateurs. 
PH explained, “I don’t [sic] get tourna-
ment fees or match fees. I do train six 
days a week, but I have to do that around 
a schedule that is real life. I would be a 
full-time ref  if  I could, but I can’t [sic].” 
ND noted that they and most rugby 
sevens referees, even at the elite levels, 
“Don’t [sic] have support, and I think we 
need to ask to the union and to the gov-
ernment, for the same program that play-
ers and coaches have.” Even at this elite 
level, only two of  the female Olympic 
sevens rugby referees had contracts with 
their unions. On the men’s side, contracts 
were more frequent, but typically resulted 
from the referee’s participation in profes-
sional 15s competitions. With this being 
said, even the funded referees that come 

from strong rugby nations find little 
support. PJ stated, “We don’t [sic] get any 
support from the Olympic committee 
like the athletes do, so we don’t [sic] get 
that medical advice [or] extra grants for 
training.” Most of  the officials expressed 
sentiments similar to these: “I would 
like to be an official full time if  it’s going 
to pay the bills and ensure that I’m [sic] 
financially free, but at this time it isn’t 
[sic] the case, so I have to have a second 
job as well.” as explained by RC. Beyond 
the financial stresses of  refereeing at elite 
professional level events with amateur 
level support, the referees also clarified 
that some of  the support structures that 
have helped them to reach the Olym-
pics were less than professional. In this 
regard, the responses seemed to be a bit 
varied. Some felt that their referee man-
agement structures were incredibly well 
managed, and thus those officials reflect-
ed positively on those experiences. How-
ever, such positive comments tended to 
stem from referees who were financially 
supported by their rugby union or home 
country and these referees tended to be 
from countries where there were strong 
professional rugby competitions. Other 
officials expressed dissimilar experiences, 
saying they lacked financial backing and 
also lacked the necessary behavioral and 
psychological mentoring from their gov-
erning body. “The management needs 
to… ask, ‘What does a professional ref-
eree need?,” said BF.

A lack of  financial and organization-
al support seemed to be the key factors 
that defined amateurism for referees at 
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the Olympic level. While some operated 
as full-time employees of  their coun-
try’s rugby union, others maintained 
non-rugby careers in order to finance 
their officiating endeavors. The juxta-
position between amateur level support 
and performing in a professional en-
vironment was so stark in some cases 
that sporting administrators truly are 
expecting referees at the Olympic level to 
act as volunteers. Many are providing a 
sporting service beyond their typical “day 
jobs”, for little to no monetary incentive. 
Olympic referees have to put their offici-
ating careers on hold to ensure that they 
can financially support themselves. Haar, 
Russo, Sune, and Ollier-Malaterre (2014) 
found that improved work life balance is 
positively related to job satisfaction and 
overall life satisfaction, and if  so, pro-
viding Olympic officials the opportunity 
to work as professional referees might 
help to eliminate managing two full-time 
careers in addition to other personal 
commitments. Referees’ officiating ability 
is expected to be of  a caliber that meets 
or exceeds the necessary standard of  play 
to ensure unbridled competition for the 
athletes. In recognition of  these needs, 
some rugby unions have created an 
officiating career development structure 
and funded the employment of  full-time 
contracted referees. RW explained, 

I’ve [sic] got to be on first call for 
any event or any appointment 
that they want to send me to… 
and they pay me a salary whether 
I referee one game or I referee 30 

games. I’ve [sic] got to run fitness 
testing every six weeks and I’ve 
[sic] got to pass my law exam two 
times a year–stuff  like that [is] put 
in my contract. 

This referee had become fully profes-
sionalized in their role within the rugby 
sporting structure, and as a result could 
be regarded as a professional in his role 
with the Olympics. While this was one 
extreme of  the spectrum, many of  the 
referees participating in the Olympics 
saw only a small financial reward from 
various rugby organizations. The expec-
tation for professionalism went beyond 
on field conduct or tournament conduct. 
LA put forth, 

It extends out into everyday liv-
ing, training every day or however 
many times a week, and being 
more conscious about lifestyle 
choices, so I don’t [sic] do anything 
in my normal life that could affect 
my position either on the national 
panel or the international panel. 

It appears that Olympic-level referees are 
asked be professionals, but are not gener-
ally supported as such in preparation for 
the Olympics. In helping to define the 
role of  the referee, sport managers may 
help to clarify the referee’s role as that 
of  a professional. Framing the officiat-
ing role as one that primarily serves to 
“give back to the game” does not reflect 
the hard work and dedication that these 
referees exhibit day in and day out. It cre-
ates an environment where financial and 
organizational support are lacking, and 
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often forces officials to decide between 
their officiating careers and their own 
personal or financial well-being. 

Despite the ambiguity and conflict 
embedded in the amateur/professional 
divide that seems to impact the referee’s 
role in the Olympics, we find that the 
referees perceived their officiating role to 
be of  utmost importance. VL highlight-
ed this as they explained, “If  our per-
formance is not good in the game, and 
then let’s [sic] say it’s not the right team 
to win the tournament; I think we’ll [sic] 
destroy the structure of  the Olympics.” 
RC continued, “so basically I think it’s 
very important for the official group to 
be successful for the tournament to be 
successful. Without a competent referee 
group the tournament will be flawed, 
which will put the game in bad repute or 
bad space.” 

Conclusion
With an important role in the Olym-

pic sporting structure, it was noteworthy 
to find that the self-perceived role of  
the referee often lacked clarity, which 
created many dilemmas that the referees 
continually navigated. The juxtapositions 
of  and dilemmas between the aforemen-
tioned themes of  (1) remaining unno-
ticed, (2) team vs. individual success and 
development, (3) judge versus athlete 
designations, and (4) amateurism ver-
sus professionalism were profound. At 
the Olympics, ambiguity or role conflict 
existed at many junctures for the referee. 
Role ambiguity and conflict seemed to be 
emphasized by the referee’s perceptions 

of  their role as compared to their per-
ceptions of  expectations created by the 
from the larger sporting community. In 
the case of  Rugby Sevens at the Olym-
pics, we find the social construction of  
the referee as the individualist, amateur 
service provider in direct conflict with 
the referee’s internal perceptions of  the 
professional athlete and team player. 

As four antecedents for role ambigu-
ity have been uncovered at the Olympic 
level of  officiating, the sport manager 
might next consider his/her role as the 
role sender and how conflicts and ambi-
guity can be created by the role sender. 
Further considering the source of  these 
conflicts helps to clarify the expectations 
of  the organization and reduce instanc-
es of  role ambiguity and conflict for 
officials. Empowering organizations to 
consider strategies to help reduce role 
conflict for referees may help increase 
referee retention, which has proven to be 
a perennial problem.

Practical Implications
Better understanding the role of  the 

referee provides numerous benefits to 
sport managers and their organizations. 
The ability to clarifying expectations and 
further define the role of  the referee 
may help to mitigate role ambiguity and 
conflict, ultimately reducing turnover 
or burnout amongst referees. Creating 
a better work environment for referees 
not only re-frames the official’s role from 
that of  service provider to valued par-
ticipant, but may also lead to increased 
satisfaction. The role ambiguity present-
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ed in this study suggests that sport man-
agers should formalize agreed upon role 
expectations and work with officials to 
develop environments that facilitate their 
growth. Formalizing agreed expectations 
assists in the specification of  behavioral 
norms, and also tends to reduce role am-
biguity as employees are provided more 
clarity regarding employment expecta-
tions (Jackson & Schuler, 1985). Further, 
this study suggests that referees should 
be prioritized within the sporting system 
and applauded for their valuable contri-
butions to the game.

 
Limitations and Directions

for Future Research
These findings regarding role conflict 

for officials are limited in their ability to 
be generalized as they are drawn from 
a specific sporting context. Participants 
were recruited from one Olympic sport 
(i.e., Rugby Sevens). Thus, it will be 
important to consider the perspectives 
from those that not only officiate team 
sports, but also individual sports as role 
is further considered. Beyond this, Rugby 
Sevens was included in the Olympics for 
the first time in 2016. As such, pre-con-
ceptions and perceptions of  role may 
have been impacted by the uniqueness 
of  the event. The introduction of  Rugby 
Sevens as an Olympic sport and experi-
ences drawn from their participation as 
officials in other Rugby Sevens tourna-
ments and in the 15-a-side version of  the 
game may have served to set precedents 
upon which the officials defined their 
officiating roles at the Olympics. Further, 

the demands of  athleticism and fitness 
in elite field sports, like Rugby Sevens, 
creates an officiating role that has little 
in common the role requirements of  
officials in other Olympic sports (for 
example, gymnastics judges). Thus, it 
may be beneficial for sport managers to 
consider the demands of  each officiating 
role, rather than categorizing all Olympic 
officials collectively. In addition, role am-
biguities and role conflicts should also be 
considered at varying levels of  officiating 
within a sport. Anecdotally, the Olympic 
referees had expressed increased conflict 
at the local level, but perhaps this was 
only realized because of  the comparison 
with the elite level. 
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