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Abstract

This study examines the profile of coping strategies employed by Tunisian football referees and assistant referees, considering
gender, role specialization, and professional rank. Ninety-four participants (mean age =25.78years, SD = 6.23) affiliated with
the Tunisian Football Federation completed the Arabic version of the Inventory of Coping Strategies in Sports Competitions
(ICSCS) after officiating matches. ICSCS assesses |0 coping strategies: mental imagery, thought control, effort expenditure,
seeking support, relaxation, logical analysis, venting unpleasant emotions, disengagement, social withdrawal, and mental dis-
traction. The results reveal significant differences in coping strategies based on gender, role specialization, and rank. Male
referees tend to favor task-focused strategies, such as logical analysis and effort, whereas female referees often employ emo-
tional strategies, including social support and relaxation (p < .05). Assistant referees resort more frequently to disengage-
ment strategies than main referees (p < .0l). Higher-ranked referees prefer problem-focused strategies over avoidance
strategies (p < .05). These results highlight the multidimensional nature of coping among football officials and underscore the
importance of tailored interventions to optimize their psychological preparation and performance. The study also sheds light
on gender-specific challenges and coping mechanisms, particularly among female referees, while contributing to filling a critical
gap in sports psychology.
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competition and FIFA physical tests (Aragao Pina et al.,
2018; Catteeuw et al.,, 2010; Monteiro et al., 2018)

Introduction

Like footballers, referees and assistant referees continu-
ally face high-stress situations during competitions
(Cleland et al., 2018; Deal et al., 2018; Louvet et al.,
2015). Each encounter places them in particular physical,
psychological, and relational dispositions (Gulec &
Yilmaz, 2016; Louvet, 2006; Wicker & Frick, 2016).
High level of football referees requires physical perfor-
mance (Cosma et al., 2020; Costa et al., 2013;
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Maslennikov et al., 2019; Weston et al., 2010), meeting
stakes and interpersonal conflicts (Devis-Devis et al.,
2021), fear of failure and aggression (Allen & Anderson,
2017) emotional and cognitive functioning during games
(Johansen, 2015; Philippe et al., 2009; Rix-Liévre et al.,
2014) gatherings and training seminars (Helsen &
Bultynck, 2004; Mascarenhas et al., 2005; Slimani, 2020),
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occasional lack of social recognition (Johansen, 2015; Le
Tiec, 2018) etc. These factors appear to be major sources
of stress for referees and assistant referees in football
(Forbes et al., 2015; Mendes et al., 2021; Voight, 2009).
On the other hand, referees and assistant referees in foot-
ball typically play an equally important role in determin-
ing the outcome of matches (Guillen & Feltz, 2011;
Louvet et al., 2015). Nevertheless, the understanding of
the factors that contribute to the multidimensional nature
of excellence in football referees’ performance remains
limited (Aragao Pina et al., 2019). The involvement of
both referees and assistant referees within the sports sys-
tem deserves a deeper scientific interest (L. A. Livingston
et al., 2017, Morillo et al., 2017; Sanchez et al., 2022).
Scholarly attention to this topic has increased over the
past decade (L. Livingston et al., 2020). The earliest stud-
ies focusing on stress in referees date back to the 1990s
(Kaissidis & Anshel, 1993; Taylor et al., 1990). However,
the first scientific articles addressing bipolarity, stress, and
coping in football referees and assistant referees emerged
in the 2000s (Cleland & Cashmore, 2014; Devis-Devis
et al., 2021; Louvet et al., 2009).

While coping is generally defined as the set of cogni-
tive and behavioral efforts aimed at managing a stressful
situation that exceeds an individual’s resources (Nicchi
& Le Scanff, 2005), many studies have highlighted cop-
ing strategies in the sports field, including those used in
sports refereeing (Dosseville & Laborde, 2011; Schmidt
et al., 2019). Some studies have focused on stress man-
agement among referees (Devis-Devis et al., 2021; Hill
et al., 2016), while others have examined the use of opti-
mal coping strategies for performance (Louvet, 20006;
Louvet & Campo, 2019). In this context, the current
study can contribute to understanding how Tunisian
referees cope with stress and prepare properly for match
management (Da Gama et al., 2018; Pietraszewski et al.,
2014).

Match stakes and pressure are the most dominant
situational psychological aspects that predict coping stra-
tegies among football referees. However, experience
remains a dispositional variable that directly manipulates
these strategies (Dosseville & Laborde, 2015; Louvet
et al., 2015). In this context, some previous studies have
focused on the need to understand the difference between
expert and non-expert referees (Mascarenhas et al., 2005;
Weston et al., 2012). The experience and level of football
referees play an important role in defining their coping
profile. The study by Louvet & Campo (2019) examined
referees of different levels and demonstrated that those
who referee high-level matches tend to employ task-
oriented coping strategies, which aim to directly confront
the source of stress (Doron et al., 2013), unlike those who
referee lower-level matches. Louvet (2006) and Louvet

et al. (2015) found that among high-level referees, state
anxiety acts more as a stimulator than an inhibitor. In a
similar context, Johansen (2015) investigated the level
factor in two different groups of elite and non-elite refer-
ees in Norwegian football. Mendes et al. (2021) examined
personal experience to determine excellence and perfor-
mance among Portuguese referees in a model that took
referee classification into account.

On the other hand, female refereeing in football con-
tinues to evolve, with a significant increase in the number
of women officiating on the pitch (Forbes et al., 2015;
Kim & Hong, 2016; Ottogalli & Garcia, 2023). Female
football referees may face similar challenges to male
referees, but they may also encounter gender barriers and
stereotypes (Perreau-Niel & Erard, 2015; Raab et al.,
2019; Reid & Dallaire, 2019; Tingle et al., 2014). They
constantly compromise their identity as women in a con-
text where men and masculinity dominate. However, the
study by Jones and Edwards (2013) shows that funda-
mental differences between men and women are not pres-
ent in this area. These are simply arguments often used to
justify the exclusion of women from football referecing
(Jones & Edwards, 2013).

The role specificity factor, particularly the distinction
between assistant and central referees, has been the sub-
ject of very little research (Louvet et al., 2015). The psy-
chological behavior of referees and assistant referees is
explored by Weston et al. (2010), who find that the speci-
alty factor does not affect the two professions. Similarly,
Aguirre-Loaiza et al. (2020) demonstrate that the psycho-
logical characteristics related to the sports performance
of football referees do not differ between the main and
assistant referees. However, differences exist in terms of
age and level in the study of Aguirre-Loaiza et al. (2020).

Despite numerous studies, attention to different types
of refereeing in football remains limited. To date, no
mental model measures have been designed specifically
for football referees (Boyer et al., 2020), while behavioral
effects have been addressed more in non-professional
referees and assistants.

No study currently examines the coping profile of
Tunisian male and female referees and assistant referees,
which they could assume on the ficld on the day of the
match. Based on the above, this study aims to contribute
to understanding the impact of various factors on coping
strategies that shape the excellence of referees and assis-
tant referees in Tunisian football, while also highlighting
gender variables, specialty, and rank that require addi-
tional research. It should be noted that the status of the
National Arbitration Department (NAD) of the
Tunisian Football Federation stipulates in its fifth chap-
ter that referees and assistant referees must annually
undergo a special medical examination and operate



Hajji et al.

Table I. Mean and Standard Deviation of Descriptive Research Variables.

Category N M = SD Age (years) Height (m) Weight (kg) BMI (kg/m?)

Referee 52 M = SD 2490 £ 5.73 1.81 = 0.08 7324 £ 10.93 21.90 * 2.37
Assistant referee 42 M = SD 26.86 = 6.71 1.82 = 0.07 70.19 = 9.26 21.43 =230
Male referee 45 M = SD 25.13 + 5.87 1.84 = 0.05 74.55 £ 11.01 21.74 £ 247
Male assistant 34 M = SD 27.06 = 6.30 1.83 £ 0.06 71.55 = 9.71 21.12 = 231
Female referee 7 M = SD 2343 £ 479 1.68 = 0.03 64.76 = 5.54 22,12 £ 1.24
Female assistant 8 M = SD 26.00 = 8.68 1.70 = 0.04 65.90 + 5.67 22.78 = 1.77
First-degree male 7 M = SD 36.14 = 731 1.85 = 0.05 71.39 = 7.57 20.81 = 1.58
Second-degree male 49 M = SD 25.98 = 4.94 1.83 = 0.06 73.09 £ 10.78 21.54 = 251
Third-degree male 23 M = SD 22.83 * 4.56 1.84 = 0.05 73.67 = 7.57 21.52 £ 246
First-degree female 3 M = SD 23.00 = 4.56 1.67 = 0.03 60.96 + 3.26 21.69 = 0.76
Second-degree female 4 M = SD 26.25 * 10.04 1.70 = 0.05 64.80 = 591 22,51 = 0.65
Third-degree female 8 M = SD 24.75 = 10.56 1.69 = 0.02 67.31 = 5.32 2346 = 1.75
Total 94 M = SD 25.78 £ 6.23 1.81 = 0.08 71.87 = 10.28 21.69 + 2.34

within the framework of existing laws and regulations.
Chapter six states that the candidates for football refer-
eeing must be at least 15years old and not more than
25years old. The structures affiliated with the Tunisian
Football Federation are responsible for the theoretical
and practical training of referces and assistant referees.
The training includes enhancing both their theoretical
knowledge and physical performance levels; organizing
courses, seminars, and regional, national, and interna-
tional training sessions; and the periodic evaluation of
referees and assistant referees. These procedures are sti-
pulated in Chapter Seven of the Statute of the Tunisian
National Arbitration Directorate (2020).

Despite the development of global research on referee
stress and their coping mechanisms, this remains insuffi-
cient in the Tunisian context. This study seeks to fill this
gap by providing empirical data on coping strategies
employed by Tunisian referees, with a particular focus on
the interplay between their professional roles and gender
dynamics. In doing so, it aims to contribute to the litera-
ture on sports psychology and refereeing, offering insights
that could be crucial for developing more effective sup-
port systems for referees within the sporting world.

Methodology

Participants

Fifty-two referees (Mage = 24.90, SD = 5.73) and 42
assistant referees (Mage = 26.86, SD = 6.71) affiliated to
the national referecing board of the Tunisian Football
Federation (45 Male referee, Mage = 25.13, SD = 5.87;
34 Male assistant, Mage = 27.06, SD = 6.30; 07 Female
referee, Mage = 23.43, SD = 4.79 and 08 Female assis-
tant, Mage = 26.00, SD = 8.68), voluntarily participated
in this study. The average age range of the participants

was between 17 and 47 (Mage = 25.78, SD = 6.23).
According to the timing of the national arbitration board,
participants were divided as follows: first degree (n = 10),
second degree (n = 50), and third degree (n = 34).

To assess the adequacy of the sample size, a subse-
quent sensitivity and power analysis was conducted using
G-Power 3.1 software with a one-way ANOVA test. The
sample size was 282 participants, divided into three
groups (94 per group). During the analysis, the effect size
was set at /= 0.25, and the analysis revealed a power of
(1-B) = .97 and a critical value (F) = 3.03. Based on
Cohen’s (1988) study, the study is sufficiently powerful
to determine the effect of adaptation on the gender, spe-
cialty, and grade of Tunisian referees.

Additionally, height, weight, and body mass index
were measured to establish a physical profile for the par-
ticipants (see Table 1).

Measures

To study the adaptation profile, 94 Tunisian referees and
assistant referees, both men and women, completed an
Arabic version of the Adaptation Strategies List for
ICSCS Sport Competitions (Hajji et al., 2016), which
was validated according to the Vallerand methodology
(Vallerand, 1989). This tool measures 10 coping strate-
gies: mental imagery, thought control, effort expendi-
ture, seeking support, relaxation, logical analysis,
venting of unpleasant emotions, disengagement, social
withdrawal, and mental distraction, via 39 items rated
on a Likert scale of 5 points. Each strategy has four
items [response scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always)], except
the Deployment efforts strategy, which has three items
[response scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always)]. Referees
and assistant referees were asked to respond to all items
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in the Arabic version of the ICSCS 1 hr after the compe-
tition. The time required to complete the ICSCS was
approximately 15 min. Measurements of height, weight,
and BMI in this study were obtained from the physical
preparation units of the participants through regional,
national, and international periodic testing sessions.

Search Procedure

Participants were treated following the ethical guidelines
of the American Psychological Association (2019)
regarding consent, confidentiality, and anonymity of
responses. The study received ECUMUS laboratory
ethics approval from the University of Sfax. The princi-
pal investigator contacted the heads of the National
Department of Arbitration of the Tunisian Football
Federation and requested their participation in the proj-
ect. Consent was obtained through voluntary participa-
tion in the present research. Data were collected during
the 2022 to 2023 sports season. Tunisian referees and
assistant referees were invited to respond to the Arabic
version of the inventory of coping strategies of the sports
competition (Hajji et al., 2016), approximately 1 to 2 hr
after officiating a match. The questionnaires were anon-
ymous, and at no point were the data processed person-
ally. The principal investigator was present during the
data collection, overseeing the entire process and answer-
ing specific questions if necessary. Participants completed
the questionnaires individually, in a distraction-free set-
ting, within approximately 10 to 15min. However, mea-
sures of height, weight, and BMI were obtained by the
physical preparation unit of male and female referees and
assistant referees through periodic regional, national,
and international testing sessions.

Statistical Analysis

The distribution of the statistical data obtained by this
study was examined by asymmetry and flattening tests.
The data follow the normal law when the asymmetry
coefficients, which measure the deviation of the distribu-
tion around the mean (skewness), are less than 1, and the
flattening coefficient, which reflects the distribution of
data around its center (kurtosis), is less than 1.5 (Cain
et al., 2017; Carricano et al.,, 2010). ANOVA was
employed to assess the effects of gender, role specializa-
tion, and degree on coping strategies due to its efficacy
in analyzing differences across multiple groups. All
observed differences were statistically significant when
the p-value < .05, and effect sizes were calculated using
the square eta (n> = sum of squares in group effects/total
sum of squares in ANOVA). Specifically, the total sum
of ANOVA squares included the group effect, temporal

effect, interaction effect, and error effect. The magnitude
of the square is explained by Cohen’s suggestion (Cohen,
2013): m? < .01 has no effect; .01 < n? < .06, the effect
level is small; .06 < n2 < .14, the effect level is moderate;
m>> .14, the effect level is significant (Cohen, 2013;
Lakens, 2013). The data was analyzed using the IBM
SPSS Statistics software (IBM SPSS software, France,
version 21.0). Subsequently, the data obtained from the
answers to the various items of the Arabic version of the
ICSCS (Hajji et al., 2016) were summarized in the form
of average and standard deviation (SD) to illustrate the
level of coping of Tunisian referees and assistant referees,
both men and women.

Results

The Effect of Gender, Role Specialization, and Degree
on the Coping Strategies Used by Tunisian Referees
and Assistant Referees

Normality Analysis. To guarantee the normality of the dis-
tribution, skewness and kurtosis were examined. The
coefficients of all variables were within an acceptable
range (—1/ + 1). The correlations between variables were
positive. Table 2 presents the preliminary analysis of the
variables.

Analysis of the Effect of Gender, Specialty, and Degree
Variables. ANOVA analysis confirmed the existence of a
significant effect of the gender variable on the logical
analysis strategy [F = 9.542; p-value = .003; m° = .094];
however, the variables of specialization and academic
degree had no effect (see Table 3).

Level of Coping Strategies According to Gender, Specialty, and
Degree Variables Among Tunisian Referees and Assistant
Referees. The descriptive analysis revealed that the cop-
ing strategies most used by referees and assistant referees
are mental imagery, thought control, logical analysis,
and effort expenditure. Table 4 shows the level of coping
among the participants.

Discussion

Football referees and assistant referees can face various
challenges on the field, and finding ways to cope with
pressure and stress can be crucial to their mental well-
being and performance (Cleland et al., 2018; Deal et al.,
2018; Devis-Devis et al., 2021; Louvet et al., 2015). This
study aimed to understand the adaptation mechanisms
used by referces and assistant referees in Tunisian foot-
ball. More specifically, this research aimed to discover
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Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations, Normality of Distribution, and Correlation Variables.
R

Variables M= SD Skewness Kurtosis Ml TC EE SS Rx LA VUE Di SW MD
MI 4.25 = 0.59 —0.750 0.432 —
TC 4.14 = 0.70 —0.546 —0.605 .249* —
EE 391 £ 056 —0.320 0.830 186 311%** —
SS 3.40 = 0.69 —0.721 0616 —.028 .276** 379%* —
Rx 3.66 = 0.75 —0.666 0.089 172 401%*%  405%*  45]** —
LA 4.10 £ 0.62 —0.606 —0.030 .238* .089 .185 .243* 184 —
VUE 230 = 0.84 0.307 —0444 —.044 073 .046 .088 163 135 —
Di 1.66 = 0.49 0.681 0365 —.053 .I51 16l 31 A31 134 201 —
N 201 = 0.71 0.590 —0.097 144 191 .335%*% 182 376%*%  231*%  291%*%  487** —
MD 265 = 0.74 0.255 —1.026 —.003  .345** 129 .186 351**% 054 .138 .590%*  408%**
Note. M =Mean; SD = Standard deviation; R = Correlation; Ml = Mental imagery; TC = Thought control; EE = Effort expenditure; SS = Seeking support;
Rx = Relaxation; LA = Logical analysis; VUE = Venting of unpleasant emotions; Di = Disengagement; SW = Social withdrawal; MD = Mental distraction.
*p <.05. **p < .0l.
Table 3. Inter-Subject Effects Tests.

Gender Role specialization Degree
DV M=SD F p-Value m? M=SD F p-Value m? M=SD F p-Value m?
MI 425 £ 59 0.897 .346 .009 425059 0.121 729 .00l 425 =*=059 0859 427 018
TC 4.14 = .70 1.508 223 016 414 +0.70 0.002 .966 .000 4.14 =070 0493 612 .010
EE 390 £ 056 0939 335 010 390 =0.56 0.039 .845 .004 3.90 £ 0.56 1.296 279 .027
SS 339 = 069 0835 363 .009 339 +0.69 0000 .999 .000 339 =069 0623 .539 013
Rx 366 =075 0.132 717 .001 3.66 = 0.75 2408 .124 025 3.66 =075 0703 .498 015
LA 409 = 061 9.542 .003 .094 4.09 = 0.61 1.718  .193 018 409 =061 0.151 .860 .003
VUE 230 £0.84 0345 .559 .004 230 +084 0798 374 .008 230 =084 0231 .794 .005
Di 1.66 = 049 0.090 .765 .001 1.66 = 049 2801 .098 029 1.66 = 049 1.256 290 .027
Sw 200 = 0.71 0868 .354 .009 200 = 0.71 0.558 457 .006 2.00=* 071 0959 .387 .020
MD 265 = 0.74 0450 504 .005 265074 1328 252 014 265 =074 1628 .202 .034

Note. DV = Dependent variables; M = Mean; SD = Standard deviation; Ml =Mental imagery; TC = Thought control; EE = Effort expenditure; SS = Seeking
support; Rx =Relaxation; LA = Logical analysis; VUE = Venting of unpleasant emotions; Di = Disengagement; SW = Social withdrawal; MD = Mental

distraction; F = Fisher test; nZ = Effect sizes.

the global profile of the coping of referees and assistant
referees according to relevant variables such as gender,
specialty, and degree of coping, within the constraints of
competition. Despite the growing literature on adaptation
in sport (Aragao Pina et al., 2018; Louvet et al., 2009),
the coping skills of referees and assistant referees require
further research (Aragao Pina et al., 2018).

The Effect of Gender, Specialization of the Role, and
Degree on the Coping Strategies Used by Tunisian
Referees and Assistant Referees

Normality Analysis. There are several methods for statisti-

cally estimating the normal distribution of data collected
in the field of psychology. Among the best-known

approaches are the empirical and graphical approaches
to flattening and asymmetry (Cain et al., 2017; Gana &
Broc, 2018). The results showed that asymmetry coeffi-
cients varied between —0.750 and 0.681, and flattening
coefficients varied between —1.026 and 0.830. The coeffi-
cients of asymmetry and flattening are less than 1, which
proves that the variables of this research follow a normal
law (Cain et al., 2017; Carricano et al., 2010).

Andlysis of the Effect of Gender, Specidlization of Role, and
Degree Variables. Since the data collected in this study fol-
low the Gaussian law, the ANOVA parametric test was
performed. The analysis of variance proves the signifi-
cant effect of the gender variable on the coping strategies
chosen by Tunisian referces and assistant referees.
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Football refereeing continues to be a male-dominated
field that relegates women to the margins. In a space
where men and masculinity prevail, female referees and
assistant referees are still trying to navigate between their
identities as women and as football officials (Caudwell,
2013; Devis-Devis et al., 2021; Drury et al., 2022; Jones
& Edwards, 2013).

The study by Devis-Devis et al. (2021) confirms that
the varied use of coping strategies is a necessary hypoth-
esis for future studies. Likewise, the study conducted by
Reid and Dallaire (2019) emphasizes the marginalization
of women referees. This is due to the lack of studies in
this field, perhaps due to the small number of female
referees and the expected difficulties in recruiting partici-
pants (Deal et al., 2018). The study, focusing on
Canadian soccer referees, confirms how these referees
faced gender discrimination and how they absorbed the
discrimination (Reid & Dallaire, 2019). The work of
Forbes et al. (2015) is among the few studies examining
gender- based coping. In officiating men’s amateur foot-
ball matches in the United Kingdom, female referees
have used different strategies to overcome the hostile
attitudes that often welcome their presence on the foot-
ball field (Forbes et al., 2015).

Similarly, female basketball referees in the United
States adopt more coping strategies associated with
gender-based abuse than their male counterparts (Tingle
et al., 2014). The study of Lima et al. (2022) demon-
strates that female referees are distinguished as capable
of the same achievements as men. At the beginning of
their careers as referees, women and men have similar
motivations regarding the development of different abil-
ities (concentration, decision-making, leadership under
pressure, and conflict management). However, women
encounter sexism, facing stereotypes and psychological
abuse from dominant men in sports (Kavasoglu, 2021;
Lima et al., 2022). Following a qualitative study of 10
female referees active in English football, three themes
were identified about the structure and culture of the
game and its impact on women’s experiences in both
men’s and women’s competitive football, concerning:
gender entry into football careers; strengthening the
female difference on the football field; and coping strate-
gies to stay in the game (Drury et al., 2022).

However, little research has been conducted regarding
the coping strategies among female referees in football.
Most of the research with female referees, often super-
vised by FIFA, has been focused more on the physical
than the psychological aspects (Ai et al., 2020; Martin-
Sanchez et al., 2022; Moen et al., 2022; Muscella et al.,
2022).

In general, the few studies focusing on gender coping
among referees focus on the bias that the stressful

situation is the same, but the coping mechanism differs
in males and females (Kavasoglu, 2021; Lima et al.,
2022). To ensure that women referees are accepted in
football, gender stereotypes must continue to evolve in
football (Gengay, 2009). Unlike the gender variable, the
analysis of variance in this research proves that the speci-
alty and degree variables do not affect the use of coping
strategies among referees and assistant referees in
Tunisian football. However, several studies prove the
effect of experience and the specificity of the role on the
profile of coping in male and female referees and assis-
tant referees. According to Louvet and Campo (2019),
emotional intelligence could help football referees better
adapt to their level of expertise (Louvet et al., 2009).

For experienced football referees, the study by
Wolfson and Neave (2007) confirms that a number of
strategies to deal with negative ratings have been identi-
fied. While respecting other referees and using support
systems, they feel that their skills are superior to those of
their official colleagues (Sanchez et al., 2022).

Active adjustment efforts vary according to the pro-
fessional level and the role of referees. The study by R.
Samuel et al. (2017), R. D. Samuel et al. (2023) confirms
that the career of the referee and assistant referee in foot-
ball is perceived as dynamic and includes various types of
change events that need to be considered and dealt with.

In the same context, a study consisting of 61 profes-
sional and semi-professional referees from Colombia,
reveals that significant differences are found between the
psychological characteristics related to sports perfor-
mance (stress control, influence of performance evalua-
tion, motivation, mental skills and team cohesion) and
experience, age and level of education (Aguirre-Loaiza
et al., 2020).

Coping strategies play an important role in the suc-
cessful long-term professional development of referees
(R. Samuel et al., 2017; R. D. Samuel et al., 2023). The
more football referees officiate matches, the higher their
level of coping becomes (Johansen, 2015). Therefore, the
mental health of referees is increasingly linked to experi-
ence, which enables them to improve their ability to cope
with stress and fear and make appropriate decisions dur-
ing matches (Vicar et al., 2021). In this context, a study
conducted by Monteiro et al. (2018) with Brazilian refer-
ees shows that coping becomes better with improved
physical fitness, weekly training, and years of experience.

The role specialization factor among referees and
assistant referees was studied more under the physical
aspect associated with the FIFA test than under the
mental aspect. Although football referees and their assis-
tants are considered physically capable of refereeing
matches, they lack the mental readiness required to
maintain focus during football referecing (Schmidt et al.,
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2019). On the other hand, the positive association of role
specialization with the skills of referees and assistant
referees was clearly observed, as were other factors such
as refereeing years, training hours, and the number of
refereecing matches, according to a study conducted by
Catteeuw et al. (2009).

Overall, further research is needed to better under-
stand the perception of the threat situation, specific to
each role, for both referees and assistant referees
(Catteeuw et al., 2009). The lack of studies in this area
has led to growing concerns about the mental health of
referees (Vicar et al.,, 2021). Future research should
examine social factors and psychological characteristics
related to referee performance and include different types
of roles (Aguirre-Loaiza et al., 2020). Further research is
suggested, including an assessment of the type of adapta-
tion strategy used in this area (Monteiro et al., 2018).

Level of Coping Strategies According to Gender,
Specialty, and Degree Variables Among Tunisian
Referees and Assistant Referees

The descriptive analysis of the present study reveals that
the adaptation strategies most used by Tunisian referees
and assistant referees according to gender, degree level,
and role specialization are mental imagery, thought con-
trol, logical analysis, and effort expenditure. Thus, parti-
cipants use task-oriented coping strategies positively
associated with performance (Doron & Martinent, 2017;
Hajji et al., 2016; Nicholls et al., 2016), a concept first
used in the field of sport by Gaudreau and Blondin
(2002). Football referees typically use various coping
strategies to manage match constraints. Often used
includes problem-based adaptation in response to verbal
abuse by coaches and players (Devis-Devis et al., 2021).
Emotional coping strategies are also employed by refer-
ees when dealing with spectator aggression (Wolfson &
Neave, 2007), as well as. Avoidance strategies, in the face
of stressful events (Salehi & Mohseni, 2017). Football
referees use four times more problem-based coping stra-
tegies than emotion-based coping strategies (Voight,
2009). However, referees in Asian cultures use more
emotion-based coping strategies than their individualistic
counterparts in Western cultures (Kim & Hong, 2016).
Professional football referees from British associa-
tions adopt problem- and emotion-based coping strate-
gies that promote better decision-making. Amateur
referees are not able to cope with stress and negative
emotions, and as a result, make incorrect decisions (Neil
et al., 2013). Louvet et al. (2009) examine the invariance
of longitudinal factors of problem-based adaptation,
focusing on disengagement and seeking social support.
The results reveal that most referees did not change their
use of problem-based coping, while others significantly

decreased their use of disengagement-based coping stra-
tegies and searched for support. Similarly, task-oriented
coping strategies have been revealed in football referees
in a study analyzing the relationships between emotional
intelligence, level of expertise, and the use of coping stra-
tegies (Louvet & Campo, 2019).

About specialization in football refereeing, a clear dif-
ference is not seen in the literature examining referee and
assistant referees, with regard to management of compet-
itive stress (Nova et al., 2021). One hundred fifty-six
Turkish football referees and assistant referees responded
to a survey assessing the perceived stress of refereeing.
The results showed that there was no significant differ-
ence between the extent of psychological stress among
referees and assistant referees (Gengay, 2009). On the
other hand, female referees are more likely than their
male counterparts to adopt coping strategies. Through a
rigorous thematic analysis process, coping strategies are
among the most requested psychological parameters to
stay in the game (Drury et al., 2022).

Generally, sources of stress are classified by gender
and category of adjudicator. Stress management mechan-
isms also differ by age, marital status, and arbitration
category (Sahin & Yildirim, 2022).

Limits and Perspectives

The limited sample size and focus on the Tunisian con-
text, specifically involving female and male referees and
assistant referees, represent notable constraints of this
study. Future research should address these limitations by
expanding the sample size and including referces from
diverse sports seasons and varied regions to improve the
generalizability of the findings. Furthermore, investigating
additional variables, such as cultural differences, personal-
ity traits, and specific training experiences, could provide
deeper insights into their influence on coping strategies.
Longitudinal approaches could be particularly valuable
for exploring how coping strategies evolve over time and
at different stages of referees’ careers. Moreover, incor-
porating qualitative methodologies could complement
quantitative data, offering a richer and more nuanced
understanding of how referees interpret and apply coping
strategies across varied professional contexts.

Conclusion

The current study is one of the rare attempts to look at
the coping strategies used by Tunisian football officials
and assistant referees, both male and female. By provid-
ing insights into the coping mechanisms employed in
football refereeing according to gender, role specializa-
tion, and professional level, its findings make a substan-
tial contribution to the body of knowledge on sports
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psychology. This study also identifies crucial avenues for
future development in the psychological training of foot-
ball referees.

Tunisian referees and assistant referees predominantly
adopt strategies such as mental imagery, thought con-
trol, logical analysis, and effort deployment to manage
the demands of officiating. However, inferential statisti-
cal analyses revealed a significant influence of gender on
the selection and application of coping strategies during
matches.

Based on these findings, sport’s governing bodies, par-
ticularly the Tunisian Football Federation, are encour-
aged to develop targeted mental health support and
training programs that align with the specific coping pre-
ferences and psychological needs of referees based on
gender. Such programs could include stress management
workshops and psychological resilience training tailored
to male and female referees. While Tunisian referees and
assistant referees benefit from physical preparation and
theoretical and practical training programs supervised by
FIFA, these measures remain insufficient for developing
elite-level officials. Enhancing these efforts with robust
psychological preparation programs will better equip
referees to perform at the highest levels, ensuring their
mental well-being and professional excellence.
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