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Early career and seasoned referees: contrasting motivation, 
perceptions of organisational support and intention to continue
Javeed Ali, Michael Naylor, Lesley Ferkins and Tom Stewart

Sport Performance Research Institute New Zealand, Auckland University of Technology, Auckland, New Zealand

ABSTRACT  
Research question: The aim of this research was to better understand how 
perceived organisational support relates to a referees’ motivation and 
intention to continue (ITC).
Research methods: 320 early-career referees (ECRs) and seasoned referees 
(SRs) were compared across motivation (both onset and continuing 
dimensions), perceived organisational support and ITC. To analyse the effects 
of motivation and perceived organisational support on a re-coded 
dichotomous ITC variable, a series of binary logistic regression analyses were 
used. Based on tenure, 123 referees were classified as ECRs in their first five 
years, the remaining 195 were classified as SRs.
Results and findings: Results indicated that motivation differs between ECRs 
and SRs. Furthermore, evidence was found for perceived organisational 
support as a moderator of sport-related motivation. Whereas, perceived 
organisational support was not found to moderate the intrinsic, extrinsic, 
and social motivation–ITC relationship in any way.
Implications: Analyses of onset and continuing motivation subscales yielded 
new insights, and it was also found that ECRs and SRs are not homogeneous 
groups when it comes to their motivation, perceived organisational support 
and how it affects their ITC. Sport managers should purposefully tailor their 
support for ECRs and SRs.
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Introduction

The extent to which referees stay in the role 
varies (Bernal et al., 2012; Forbes & Livingston,  
2013), but the reasons why are still not well 
understood. Although researchers have 
explored continuation amongst referees, a 
comprehensive understanding is still lacking 
(Forbes & Livingston, 2013). Numerous 
studies have explored referee motivation, 
which is an important aspect of the under
lying referee psychology (Fowler et al., 2019; 

Hancock et al., 2015; Hong et al., 2019; Living
ston & Forbes, 2017). However, the construct 
is not as useful when conceptualised and 
operationalised broadly and alone is a weak 
predictor of a referee’s ongoing engagement 
(Giel & Breuer, 2020; Hoye et al., 2008). A nar
rower focus on motivation is needed at the 
dimension level because of its varied nature 
and complex relationship with behaviours 
(Johansen, 2015; Symonds & Russell, 2018). 
Likewise, conceptualising and operationalising 
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onset and continuing motivation separately 
has value and has precedent elsewhere 
(Auger et al., 2010; Hancock et al., 2015; 
Livingston & Forbes, 2017).

The experiences of referees are multifaceted 
(Ridinger, Tingle, et al., 2017), including factors 
related to the organisation they are connected. 
Insights on how these organisations influence 
the referee experience will help sport managers 
take action to facilitate continued engagement. 
Studies have found that organisational and 
managerial factors influence the continuation 
of referees (Forbes & Livingston, 2013; Warner 
et al., 2013). It has increasingly become a pri
ority to better understand referee perceptions 
of organisational support (e.g. Cuskelly & 
Hoye, 2013; Giel & Breuer, 2020; Ridinger, Kim, 
et al., 2017). Organisational Support Theory 
(OST) underpins the construct and takes into 
account elements of fairness, supervisor 
support and job conditions (Eisenberger & Hun
tington, 1986; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). 
OST allows for a focus on the employee-organ
isation relationship from the employees’ view
point (Kurtessis et al., 2017; Shanock et al.,  
2019). In contrast to players and coaches 
within organised sport (Livingston et al.,  
2017), much less is known about referees and 
their experience being connected to organisa
tions. Perceived organisational support has 
been found to moderate the motivation-con
tinuation relationship outside of sport contexts 
(Perryer et al., 2010; Treglown et al., 2018), so 
this should be explored as potentially charac
terising the referee experience.

Furthermore, the experience of early-career 
referees (i.e. those who have been refereeing 
for five years or less) is different than their 
more seasoned colleagues (i.e. six years or 
more), and it is likely that the nature of that 
experience affects continuation (Cuskelly & 
Hoye, 2013; MacMahon et al., 2014). As per Cus
kelly and Hoye (2013), those who have been 
active for five years or less were referred to as 
early career referees (ECRs). Whilst experiences 
have not yet been empirically contrasted by 

tenure, evidence elsewhere suggests that sub
groups within sport referee organisations are 
treated differently. For example, Kellett and 
Warner (2011) found that various roles within 
the Australian Football community (i.e. Line 
Umpires or Goal Umpires) had different experi
ences. Therefore, it is important to understand 
if differences exist due to tenure. This is impor
tant because many ECRs do not continue after 
five years (Cuskelly & Hoye, 2004; MacMahon 
et al., 2014), and specific insights of this 
phenomenon may help to increase tenure.

The aim of this research was to better under
stand the motivation, perceived organisational 
support, and intention to continue of rugby 
union referees and expands the body of 
referee research in three important ways. First, 
ECR perceptions of organisational support and 
motivation were contrasted with those of sea
soned referees (SRs). Second, the comparison 
of motivation across these two types of referees 
also included distinction between onset motiv
ation (i.e. drivers as one started to referee) 
and continuing motivation (i.e. drivers of one’s 
ongoing involvement). Third, testing the mod
erating effect of perceived organisational 
support sheds further light on the all-important 
motivation-ITC relationship. Insights related to 
these unique design elements will be action
able for those managing referees and will 
likely increase referees’ tenure. Thus, this 
study has both practical and theoretical 
implications.

Conceptual background and review of 
literature

It is well documented that there is a shortage of 
referees at the grassroots level (Jacobs et al.,  
2020; Jordan et al., 2019; Livingston & Forbes,  
2017; Ridinger, 2015; Zvosec et al., 2021), but 
a coherent plan to rectify this is not yet 
evident (Forbes & Livingston, 2013). The 
outcome of a referee continuing is often opera
tionalised in related research as their “intention 
to continue” (Choi & Chiu, 2017; Cuskelly & 
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Hoye, 2013). This needs to be a focal point, 
especially for ECRs. The majority of referee 
research has recently focused on worsening 
abuse (Dawson et al., 2021;  Jacobs et al.,  
2020; Webb, Dicks, et al., 2019; Webb, Rayner, 
et al., 2019). However, other aspects of the 
referee experience warrant study, including 
the support an organisation can provide. 
While in recent years, scholarly inquiry into 
the role of refereeing organisations has 
increased (e.g. Baldwin & Vallance, 2016; Giel 
& Breuer, 2020; Kim et al., 2022; Livingston & 
Forbes, 2016, 2017; Wicker & Frick, 2016), it is 
evident that further research is required to 
understand how refereeing organisations can 
support and increase retention.

Intention to continue

Facilitating an environment in which referees 
continue in their role should be a central 
focus for managers across all sports. A referee’s 
stated intention to carry on in their role is, 
therefore, a vital metric to better understand. 
An intention is “a measure of the likelihood 
that a person will engage in a given behaviour 
[which] may be termed behavioural intention” 
(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980, p. 5). The value of the 
construct has been established across numer
ous contexts because it can effectively predict 
turnover behaviour (VanYperen, 1998). Actual 
behaviours are the most accurate measure of 
continuation, but ITC serves as a useful proxy 
in the context of volunteers (Kim et al., 2009). 
ITC is a central construct across a breadth of 
sport referee research (Cuskelly & Hoye, 2013; 
Giel & Breuer, 2020; Ridinger, Kim, et al., 2017). 
It is believed that referee motivation (e.g. Giel 
& Breuer, 2020; Hancock et al., 2015; Livingston 
et al., 2017; Livingston & Forbes, 2016, 2017) 
and perceived organisational support (Choi & 
Chiu, 2017; Cuskelly & Hoye, 2013; Giel & 
Breuer, 2020; Kim, 2017; Livingston et al.,  
2017; Livingston & Forbes, 2016) relate to ITC 
but a more nuanced understanding of these 
constructs is still lacking.

Motivation

Sport referee motivation includes intrinsic, 
extrinsic, sport-related, and social dimensions 
(Hancock et al., 2015). Intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivations have been thoroughly covered 
across a number of refereeing contexts 
(Fowler et al., 2019; Livingston & Forbes, 2016,  
2017). While sport-related and social dimen
sions are intuitive, they were only recently con
ceptualised by Hancock et al. (2015), who 
argued for their unique contribution to 
capture referees’ motivation more fully.

Intrinsic Motivation (IM)
IM captures an individual’s inherent and natural 
drive to seek out activities and challenges 
which promote social and cognitive develop
ment (Vansteenkiste et al., 2004). For referees, 
IM is a powerful driver and includes proving 
oneself, personal development, enjoyment, 
and passion for their sport (Hancock et al.,  
2015). Referees have also identified devotion, 
love and passion as drivers of their involvement 
(Auger et al., 2010; Forbes & Livingston, 2013; 
Kellett & Warner, 2011; Livingston et al., 2017; 
Livingston & Forbes, 2017). This was further 
reinforced by Livingston et al. (2017), who, in 
their call-to-action paper, cited numerous 
studies that identified individuals entered into 
refereeing because of their love for their 
sport. Further IM research is needed contrasting 
newer referees and those who have been in the 
role longer, as well as how IM is experienced 
when one begins in the role compared to 
how it drives ongoing participation.

Extrinsic Motivation (EM)
Remuneration, recognition, influence and the 
potential to exercise power are externally- 
oriented motivations identified by referees 
(Hancock et al., 2015). EM also includes the 
encouragement of others (Auger et al., 2010; 
Livingston & Forbes, 2017). Although not all 
referees are paid, remuneration is one of the 
most oft-studied aspects of referee motivation 
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(Bernal et al., 2012; Johansen, 2015; Kellett & 
Warner, 2011; Livingston & Forbes, 2016; 
Parsons & Bairner, 2015). In the study of 
Parsons and Bairner (2015), they examined 
Football referees from across England and 
found that remuneration influenced their par
ticipation as a referee. It has been put forth 
that remuneration is simply a bonus for referees 
(Kellett & Warner, 2011; Schaeperkoetter, 2017), 
but elsewhere an effective recruitment tool 
(Cuskelly & Hoye, 2004; Kellett & Warner, 2011; 
Livingston et al., 2017; Livingston & Forbes,  
2016; Ridinger, 2015; Warner et al., 2013). 
However, insufficient remuneration has been 
linked to discontinuation (Forbes & Livingston,  
2013; Kim, 2017). Research exploring EM 
across referee tenure and distinguishing 
between onset and continuing EM is currently 
lacking.

Sport-Related Motivation (SRM)
Context-specific factors (i.e. related explicitly to 
officiating and the sport itself) also motivate 
referees. This may relate to their previous 
experiences with the sport or responding to 
emergent needs in the sport community. 
Many referees engage because they want to 
give back to their sport (Livingston & Forbes,  
2017; Ridinger, Kim, et al., 2017; Schaeperkoet
ter, 2017). This forms part of a distinct motiva
tional dimension connected to the sport itself. 
SRM is comprised of a variety of other drivers, 
including having a strong connection with the 
sport (Baldwin & Vallance, 2016; Johansen,  
2015; Ridinger, 2015). Often the desire to stay 
involved can be compromised by injury (Living
ston & Forbes, 2016) or physical incapacity 
(Baldwin & Vallance, 2016), leading to a decision 
to enter the officiating ranks in response to 
observed referee shortages (Livingston & 
Forbes, 2016, 2017; Ridinger, 2015), and in 
some cases to fill a quota (Dosseville et al.,  
2013; Livingston & Forbes, 2016). Although 
SRM drives referees, further exploration is 
required to understand how this may differ at 
different stages during a referee’s career.

Social Motivation (SM)
SM in this context captures a set of related 
drivers to integrate oneself within social set
tings through refereeing. This involves 
meeting people, making friends and experien
cing new things with others (Hancock et al.,  
2015). Opportunities to travel with others 
(Jiranek et al., 2013; Johansen, 2015; Wang et 
al., 2011), stay connected in a sporting commu
nity (Livingston & Forbes, 2017, 2016), and 
experience camaraderie and support from 
other referees (Baldwin & Vallance, 2016) have 
been explored and contributed to our evolving 
understanding of this motivation dimension. It 
has been well documented that a sense of com
munity is an important aspect of the refereeing 
experience (Kellett & Warner, 2011; Livingston & 
Forbes, 2017; Ridinger, 2015; Warner et al.,  
2013), and this relates to social motivation. 
Therefore, sport managers should prioritise 
creating environments that facilitate connec
tions and friendship (Kellett & Shilbury, 2007). 
The benefits of doing this mean that referees 
can have informal conversations that can 
support them through issues they may encoun
ter during their experiences (Cuskelly & Hoye,  
2004, 2013; Livingston & Forbes, 2017). It is 
acknowledged that these latter two dimensions 
(i.e. SRM and SM) have some conceptual 
overlap with the EM dimension. However, the 
Hancock et al. (2015) conceptualisation in 
which SRM and SM were measured separately 
is worth exploring further. As with other dimen
sions of referee motivation, an important next 
step is to contrast SM across ECRs and SRs as 
well as establish how SM may differ at role 
onset versus on an ongoing basis.

Onset and continuing motivation
Despite a compelling rationale to do so in the 
context of referees, onset motivation (i.e. 
drivers as one started to referee) and continuing 
motivation (i.e. drivers of one’s ongoing invol
vement) have only recently been conceptual
ised separately (Hancock et al., 2015). This is 
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an important emerging area in the body of 
referee literature, as insights on this will be 
valuable to sport managers. Specifically, onset 
and continuing motivation are yet to be 
linked to other aspects of the referee experi
ence or contrasted between ECRs and SRs. Con
tinuing motivation is potentially more closely 
related to ITC than onset motivation, although 
no research yet exists to demonstrate this. 
Some work has been done to understand the 
motivation of referees along their journey 
(Auger et al., 2010; Hancock et al., 2015; Living
ston & Forbes, 2017), and at least one study of 
sport volunteers (albeit not referees specifically) 
has reported that motivation differs over time 
(Hoye et al., 2008).

Although motivation is an important aspect 
of the wider referee experience, it does reflect 
an intrapersonal factor, and it is important to 
consider what else in the environment influ
ences the ultimate intention to carry on in the 
role. In fact, organisational factors have been 
found to influence the continuation of referees 
(Forbes & Livingston, 2013; Hancock et al., 2015; 
Kim, 2017; Livingston et al., 2017; Livingston & 
Forbes, 2016; Warner et al., 2013) and recent 
focus has been on perceived organisational 
support (Choi & Chiu, 2017; Cuskelly & Hoye,  
2013; Giel & Breuer, 2020; Kim, 2017; Livingston 
et al., 2017; Livingston & Forbes, 2016). Per
ceived organisational support has been used 
broadly in other contexts to good effect in 
order to understand ITC (Rhoades & Eisenber
ger, 2002). Thus, its role within the referee 
experience potentially warrants focused atten
tion to advance a more rounded understanding 
of motivation.

Perceived organisational support

Perceived organisational support refers to the 
extent to which an individual believes that an 
organisation values their contribution and 
cares for them (Kurtessis et al., 2017). It is under
pinned by OST, which captures fairness, super
visor support and job conditions (Eisenberger 

& Huntington, 1986; Rhoades & Eisenberger,  
2002). OST explains how favourable treatment 
by the organisation is perceived and leads to 
outcomes such as retention (Shanock et al.,  
2019). Within the context of OST, employers 
reward employees through pay and promotion 
but also with socio-emotional benefits like 
approval. A positive perception of the organisa
tion, through social exchange, increases trust, 
felt obligation and expectation where efforts 
conducted on behalf of the organisation will 
be rewarded (Kurtessis et al., 2017).

OST builds on the application of Social- 
Exchange Theory between employer and 
employee. Employees develop a perception of 
organisational support as a result of an employ
er’s response to the socio-emotional needs of 
an employee and the employer’s willingness 
to reward increased output and efforts (Baran 
et al., 2012; Eisenberger & Huntington, 1986; 
Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). OST suggests 
that the more positive resources provided to 
an employee, the greater the perceived organ
isational support. Therefore, the more obliged 
an employee feels to reciprocate and support 
the organisation’s pursuit of various outcomes 
(Caesens & Stinglhamber, 2020; Eisenberger & 
Huntington, 1986; Kurtessis et al., 2017; 
Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). According to 
OST, if employees experience favourable treat
ments, this is interpreted as the organisation 
being caring and supportive, which has a posi
tive influence on outcomes such as perform
ance, engagement and retention (Shanock 
et al., 2019).

Despite the fact that referees are unlike 
employees in more traditional organisations, 
the perception of support is still vitally impor
tant and is likely to influence their continuing 
engagement. Many referees feel disappointed 
by their refereeing organisation (Parsons & 
Bairner, 2015), reflecting a lack of perceived 
organisational support (Forbes & Livingston,  
2013). There is also evidence that perceived 
organisational support declines over time for 
referees (Livingston & Forbes, 2016). Declining 
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perceived organisational support for SRs could 
be related to another perception – that newco
mers to refereeing are being prioritised. Refer
eeing organisations have been found to value 
younger referees more than their older 
counterparts (Livingston & Forbes, 2017). 
Although it has been reported that lower 
levels of perceived organisational support are 
linked to discontinuation (Choi & Chiu, 2017; 
Cuskelly & Hoye, 2013; Forbes & Livingston,  
2013; Livingston et al., 2017; Warner et al.,  
2013; Webb et al., 2018), the consequence is 
not yet well established and warrants deeper 
consideration. ECR retention is increasingly a 
focus for refereeing organisations (Cuskelly & 
Hoye, 2004; MacMahon et al., 2014). However, 
if priority and resources shift too much, SRs 
may be neglected, and this may lead to referees 
of varying tenure leaving the role.

Perceived organisational support has been 
reported as a strong indicator of turnover inten
tion (Choi & Chiu, 2017) and to have a positive 
relationship with ITC (Giel & Breuer, 2020; 
Livingston et al., 2017). In contrast, perceived 
organisational support has also been reported 
to have no impact on ITC (Cuskelly & Hoye,  
2013). No study has yet explored the potential 
moderating effect of perceived organisational 
support on the motivation-ITC relationship. 
This despite researchers having previously con
necting a referee’s motivation to their percep
tion of organisational support (Livingston & 
Forbes, 2016). Furthermore, exploring this mod
erating effect is consistent with an ecological 
systems perspective in which the demands of 
the task that referees “engage in, and the 
environmental or systemic factors that weigh 
on one’s officiating experience” (Livingston & 
Forbes, 2016, p. 344). In the human resource 
and organisational development literature, per
ceived organisational support has been used 
extensively as a moderator, including of ITC as 
an outcome (Perryer et al., 2010). Considering 
that motivation itself is a relatively weak predic
tor of continuation (Giel & Breuer, 2020; Hoye 

et al., 2008), we argue that exploring perceived 
organisational support as a moderator and con
sidering motivation at dimension level is 
needed. Therefore, to understand the rugby 
union referee experience in more depth, four 
sets of hypotheses were explored in this 
study. The hypotheses are numbered based 
on motivation dimensions, and separately let
tered to include the experience and moder
ation elements of this study.

The first two hypotheses relate to intrinsic 
motivation: 

H1a: The relationship between intrinsic motiv
ation and ITC differs between early-career and 
seasoned referees.

H1b: Perceived organisational support moder
ates the relationship between intrinsic motiv
ation and ITC

The next two hypotheses relate to extrinsic 
motivation: 

H2a: The relationship between extrinsic 
motivation and ITC differs between early- 
career and seasoned referees.

H2b: Perceived organisational support moder
ates the relationship between extrinsic motiv
ation and ITC

These two hypotheses relate to sport-related 
motivation: 

H3a: The relationship between sport-related 
motivation and ITC differs between early- 
career and seasoned referees.

H3b: Perceived organisational support moder
ates the relationship between sport-related 
motivation and ITC

The final two hypotheses relate to social 
motivation: 

H4a: The relationship between social motiv
ation and ITC differs between early-career 
and seasoned referees.

H4b: Perceived organisational support moder
ates the relationship between social motiv
ation and ITC
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This study also included analyses of each motiva
tional dimension in its full form (i.e. both onset 
and continuing motivation subscales), as well 
as each subscale separately. Moderation ana
lyses (i.e. H1b, H2b, H3b and H4b) were most 
meaningful for the continuing motivation sub
scales as opposed to the onset scale, at which 
point a referee would not yet have a perception 
of how supportive their organisation would be.

Methods

Participants

New Zealand-based referees (n = 318) con
sented to and completed an online question
naire in a cross-sectional design, having 
received an email invitation using a national 
database. Based on tenure, 123 were classified 
as early-career referees (ECRs) in their first five 
years, and 195 were classified as seasoned refer
ees (SRs). The ECR group was younger, with 
69% under 44 years old. For the SR subgroup, 
66% were over 45 years old (Table 1). Overall, 
25% of respondents were from the Auckland 
region, and 96% were male.

Instrumentation

A total of 50 items were included in the ques
tionnaire (Table 2), most of which were used 

to measure the complexity of motivation as a 
key driver of the referee experience. This 
included 40 items measuring Intrinsic Motiv
ation (IM), Extrinsic Motivation (EM), Sport- 
Related Motivation (SRM) and Social Motivation 
(SM). All motivation items were derived from 
Hancock et al. (2015). Although Hancock et al. 
(2015) used a four-point scale, to ensure con
sistency across the remaining items, a 7-point 
Likert scale was used here (Croasman & 
Ostrom, 2011; Joshi et al., 2015). These items 
originally went through a development 
process (Auger et al. 2010) including focus 
groups and pilot testing.

Eleven motivation scale variations were uti
lised in the analyses. Four of those scales were 
the full-form motivational dimensions and 
reliability was acceptable: IM (α = .86), EM (α  
= .82), SRM (α = .81), and SM (α = .82). Seven 
subscales capture the onset (O) and continuing 
(C) motivation items for each dimension: OIM 
(α = .77), CIM (α = .80), OEM (α = .79), CEM (α  
= .70), OSRM (α = .82), OSM (α = .76), CSM (α  
= .66). A subscale for continuing sport-related 
motivation (CSRM) was not included in the ana
lyses as the internal reliability of these items 
was poor (α = .40), despite the onset and conti
nuing items performing reliably in its full form 
as SRM. Perceived organisational support was 
measured with seven items (α = .92), and ITC 
was measured with three items (α = .93). The 
onset and continuing motivation items were 
prefaced with “I became a rugby referee in 
order to” and “I am a rugby referee because” 
respectively (Hancock et al., 2015) but were 
otherwise distinct. Seven items used to 
explore perceived organisational support were 
drawn from Cuskelly and Hoye (2013), who 
were themselves guided by Eisenberger and 
Huntington (1986). The three ITC items were 
also taken from Cuskelly and Hoye (2013). All 
items were presented on a 7-point Likert scale 
anchored by strongly disagree (1) and strongly 
agree (7). Composite variables were calculated 
for each of the constructs of interest by 

Table 1. Age distribution by subgroups.

Age

Early-career 
referees

Seasoned 
referees

n % n %

10–14 years old 4 3.3 0 0.0
15–19 years old 16 13.0 1 0.5
20–24 years old 10 8.1 8 4.1
25–29 years old 20 16.3 15 7.7
30–34 years old 11 8.9 20 10.3
35–39 years old 8 6.5 7 3.6
40–44 years old 16 13.0 16 8.2
45–49 years old 19 15.4 21 10.8
50–54 years old 12 9.8 31 15.9
55–59 years old 6 4.9 31 15.9
60–64 years old 1 0.8 29 14.9
65+ years old 0 0.0 16 8.2
Total 123 100.0 195 100.0
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Table 2. Questionnaire items.
Scale Sub-scale Item

Onset Motivationa I became a rugby referee in order to:
Intrinsic Achieve something I am proud of
Intrinsic Gain personal development
Intrinsic Have fun
Intrinsic Prove to myself what I can do
Intrinsic Help advance my career
Intrinsic Because of my passion for rugby
Extrinsic Have control over events
Extrinsic Receive remuneration
Extrinsic To be known in the rugby community
Extrinsic Have influence in the rugby community
Extrinsic Gain the title of official
Sport-Related Be of service to my sport
Sport-Related Remain active in rugby
Sport-Related Change my role within rugby
Sport-Related Give back
Sport-Related Respond to the needs of the rugby community
Sport-Related Promote rugby
Sport-Related Respond to the shortage of rugby referees
Sport-Related Feel that I am helping, contributing or giving back
Sport-Related To be more integrated in rugby
Social Make friends
Social Meet people
Social Have a change of setting
Social Have new experiences

Continuing Motivationa I am a rugby referee because … 
Intrinsic I have a task that fits my capabilities
Intrinsic I feel that I am progressing personally
Intrinsic I have fun
Intrinsic I enjoy being a rugby referee
Intrinsic I perceive myself as competent
Intrinsic I have the opportunity to be challenged
Extrinsic I receive appreciation from others
Extrinsic I feel respected as a rugby referee
Extrinsic I receive suitable remuneration
Extrinsic I have the opportunity to advance
Sport-Related I feel supported by my rugby referees’ association
Sport-Related I feel that I am obliged to remain
Sport-Related I feel useful
Social I feel a sense of belonging
Social To be informed about what is happening in my referees’ 

association
Social I work in a friendly environment

Perceived organisational supportb My referees’ association really cares about my well-being
My referees’ association shows very little concern for me (r)
My referees’ association takes pride in my accomplishments as 

a referee
My referees’ association provides me with sufficient on-field 

support
My referees’ association provides me with sufficient off-field 

support
My referees’ association values my contribution towards its 

positive outcomes
My referees’ association strongly considers my goals and 

values in refereeing
Intention to Continueb I intend to continue refereeing rugby past the end of this 

season
I expect to referee rugby past the end of this season
I want to referee past the end of the season

aHancock et al. (2015); bCuskelly and Hoye (2013).
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adding together item scores and dividing by 
the number of items.

Data analyses

To compare ECRs and SRs across the motivation 
dimensions, perceived organisational support 
and ITC, independent samples t-tests were 
used. To analyse relationships among the con
structs of interest, a series of binary logistic 
regression analyses were deemed appropriate 
(Pallant, 2016). Analyses were initially con
ducted with full-form motivation dimensions, 
and then separate analyses were conducted 
for the onset and continuing subscales. 
Although measured on a 7-point scale, the ITC 
variable was not normally distributed and was 
therefore re-coded as binary. Cases with a 
mean score of less than six on the ITC compo
site variable were characterised as “less likely 
to continue” and six or more as “more likely 
to continue”.

In the first instance, univariate analyses were 
conducted to establish direct effects of the 
motivation dimensions and perceived organis
ational support on ITC. Variables with a p- 
value of less than 0.2 for their relationship 
with ITC in the univariate analyses were 
included in subsequent multivariable analyses 
(Bursac et al., 2008;  Maldonado & Greenland,  
1993; Vittinghoff et al., 2006). This purposeful 

selection ensured that any potential predictors 
were included in the regression analyses as 
independent variables. Subsequent multivari
able analyses enabled the identification of 
dimensions driving ITC, as the dependent con
struct in the model, while controlling for 
others. The moderating effect of perceived 
organisational support on the motivation-ITC 
relationships were assessed by specifying an 
interaction term between the perceived organ
isational support and motivation variables.

Results

For ECRs, intrinsic motivation (M = 5.10, SD =  
1.05) had the greatest mean score of the 
four dimensions, inclusive of both onset and 
continuing subscales (Table 3). This was the 
same for SRs (M = 5.03, SD = 1.02). For the 
onset motivation subscales, onset sport- 
related motivation had the greatest mean 
score of the onset motivation dimensions for 
ECRs (M = 4.96, SD = 1.15) and SRs (M = 4.93, 
SD = 1.20). Whereas for continuing motivation, 
continuing intrinsic motivation had the great
est mean score for ECRs (M = 5.28, SD = 1.06) 
and SRs (M = 5.32, SD = 1.12). ECRs (M = 5.08, 
SD = 1.18; M = 6.14, SD = 1.34) and SRs (M =  
5.02, SD = 1.43; M = 6.12, SD = 1.33) reported 
relatively strong perceived organisational 
support and ITC. When comparing the 

Table 3. Motivation mean scores and difference testing by tenure.

Composite variable

Early-career referees Seasoned referees

n M SD n M SD t

Intrinsic Motivation 119 5.10 1.05 190 5.03 1.02 0.55
Onset Intrinsic Motivation 121 4.90 1.21 191 4.75 1.14 1.14
Continuing Intrinsic Motivation 119 5.28 1.06 190 5.32 1.12 −0.30

Extrinsic Motivation 119 3.07 1.16 190 2.81 1.11 2.01*
Onset Extrinsic Motivation 121 2.43 1.27 191 2.25 1.15 1.32
Continuing Extrinsic Motivation 119 3.87 1.36 190 3.52 1.39 2.19*

Sport Related Motivation 119 4.88 0.99 190 4.81 1.05 0.54
Onset Sport-Related Motivation 121 4.96 1.15 191 4.93 1.20 0.25

Social Motivation 119 4.24 1.21 190 4.08 1.33 1.07
Onset Social Motivation 121 4.22 1.39 191 4.07 1.47 0.94
Continuing Social Motivation 119 4.26 1.34 190 4.11 1.34 0.92

Perceived Organisational Support 116 5.08 1.18 185 5.02 1.43 0.40
Intention to Continue 114 6.14 1.34 182 6.12 1.33 0.11

Note: *p < .05; t t-statistic from independent samples t-test.
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groups, only two dimension-level motivational 
differences emerged. ECRs (M = 3.07, SD =  
1.16) reported stronger extrinsic motivation 
than SRs (M = 2.81, SD = 1.11), t(307) = 2.01, p  
= .046. Similarly, ECRs (M = 3.87, SD = 1.36) 
reported higher continuing extrinsic motiv
ation scores than SRs (M = 3.52, SD = 1.39), t 
(307) = 2.19, p = .030.

Motivation

Initially, univariate binary logistic regressions 
were undertaken to assess motivation dimen
sional and perceived organisational support 
direct effects with ITC (Table 4). Perceived 
organisational support had a positive relation
ship with ITC for ECRs (OR = 1.61, p = .010) but 
not for the SR group.

The odds ratios reported in the following 
sections indicate how much more likely refer
ees are to continue for every one unit increase 
of motivation on the seven-point scale. For 
ECRs, intrinsic motivation (OR = 1.91, p = .003), 
extrinsic motivation (OR = 1.57, p = .039), and 
sport-related motivation (OR = 1.70, p = .017) 
had a positive relationship with ITC. Further
more, for the onset motivation subscales, 

intrinsic motivation (OR = 1.46, p = .033) and 
sport-related motivation (OR = 1.53, p = .030) 
had statistically significant relationships with 
ITC for ECRs. Whereas for the continuing motiv
ation subscales, ECRs’ intrinsic motivation (OR  
= 2.18, p < .001), extrinsic motivation (OR =  
1.57, p = .010), and social motivation (OR =  
1.42, p = .035) all had positive relationships 
with ITC.

In terms of the tenure-based hypotheses (i.e. 
H1a, H2a, H3a and H4a), fewer motivational 
dimensions relate to ITC for the SR subset 
than the ECR subset. Intrinsic motivation (OR  
= 2.02, p < .001) and social motivation (OR =  
1.36, p = .024) had positive relationships with 
ITC. Onset intrinsic motivation (OR = 1.52, p  
= .008) and onset social motivation (OR = 1.28, 
p = .045) also had positive relationships with 
ITC. Furthermore, continuing intrinsic motiv
ation (OR = 2.11, p < .001) and continuing 
social motivation (OR = 1.30, p = .033) also had 
positive relationships with ITC for SRs. There
fore, results support H2a, H3a and H4a but 
not H1a.

Multivariable binary logistic regression was 
used to assess the effect of onset and 

Table 4. Univariate motivation-ITC effects based on 
binary logistic regression.

Composite variables

Early career- 
referees

Seasoned 
referees

Odds ratio Odds ratio

Intrinsic Motivation 1.91** 2.02***
Onset Intrinsic Motivation 1.46* 1.52**
Continuing Intrinsic 

Motivation
2.18*** 2.11***

Extrinsic Motivation 1.57* 1.35
Onset Extrinsic Motivation 1.25 1.22
Continuing Extrinsic 

Motivation
1.57* 1.29

Sport Related Motivation 1.70* 1.27
Onset Sport-Related 

Motivation
1.53* 1.17

Social Motivation 1.38 1.36*
Onset Social Motivation 1.20 1.28*
Continuing Social 

Motivation
1.42* 1.30*

Perceived Organisational 
Support

1.61* 1.21

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01; *** p < .001; df = 1.

Table 5. Multivariable motivation-ITC effects based on 
binary logistic regression.

Composite variables

Early career- 
referees

Seasoned 
referees

Odds ratio Odds ratio

Intrinsic Motivation 2.06 2.90***
Extrinsic Motivation 1.01 0.74
Sport Related Motivation 1.32 0.94
Social Motivation 0.77 0.89
Onset Items

Onset Intrinsic 
Motivation

1.29 1.48

Onset Extrinsic 
Motivation
Onset Sport-Related 

Motivation
1.35

Onset Social Motivation 1.03
Continuing Items

Continuing Intrinsic 
Motivation

2.16* 2.63***

Continuing Extrinsic 
Motivation

1.10 0.80

Continuing Social 
Motivation

0.92 0.75

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01; *** p < .001; df = 1.
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continuing motivation on ITC while controlling 
for other motivation dimensions (Table 5). At 
this stage, motivation dimensions which did 
not meet the 0.2 threshold were not included 
and were shown as gaps in the table. For SRs 
(OR = 2.90, p < .001), intrinsic motivation had a 
statistically significant positive relationship 
with ITC after controlling for social motivation. 
Continuing intrinsic motivation had a statisti
cally significant relationship with ITC for ECRs 
(OR = 2.16, p = .018) and SRs (OR = 2.63, p  
< .001), controlling for extrinsic motivation 
and social motivation. Prior to exploring moder
ating effects, binary logistic regression 
confirmed that age did not influence the con
tinuation of referees. As the sample was 
majority male, gender-based exploration is 
not warranted. The level of rugby at which 
referees engaged was not included as many 
refereed at multiple levels, from youth 
through to more competitive matches.

Perceived organisational support 
moderation

Interaction terms were specified in the logistic 
regression models to explore the hypothesised 
moderating effect of perceived organisational 
support on motivation-ITC relationships 
(Table 6). Perceived organisational support did 
not moderate any motivation dimension-ITC 

relationships for ECRs. In contrast, significant per
ceived organisational support interactions did 
emerge for SRs. Perceived organisational 
support was found to interact with sport-related 
motivation (OR = 0.72, p = .010). Those SR sub
group results provide evidence in support of H3b.

In summary, results provide reasonable 
support for H3c (perceived organisational 
support interacting with sport-related motivation) 
but not for H1b (intrinsic motivation), H2b (extrin
sic motivation), and H4b (social motivation).

Discussion

An established four-dimensional conceptualis
ation of referee motivation formed the basis 
of this study, and ITC was the outcome of inter
est. Further evidence was also generated 
exploring referee perceptions of organisational 
support – specifically for its potentially moder
ating effect on the motivation dimension-ITC 
relationships. H3b was partially supported, but 
H1b, H2b and H4b were not supported. This 
leads to the conclusion that POS plays a 
nuanced role in referees’ intention to continue. 
Importantly, this study also introduced an expli
cit focus on both onset and continuing motiv
ation for those four dimensions, as well as 
contrasting ECRs and SR. These analyses pro
vided new insights.

Perception of organisational support

ECR-SR differences emerged on the direct 
relationship between perceived organisational 
support and ITC. Although the relationship 
was significant for the ECR sample, it was not 
for SRs. This was an interesting finding as 
most of the refereeing literature reports that 
perceived organisational support influences 
ITC for referees (Choi & Chiu, 2017; Giel & 
Breuer, 2020; Kim, 2017; Livingston et al.,  
2017; Livingston & Forbes, 2016). However, 
the only study which focused on ECRs as a sub
group also reported that perceived organis
ational support was not related to ITC 

Table 6. POS interaction effects on ITC based on 
binary logistic regression.

Composite variables

Early career- 
referees

Seasoned 
referees

Odds ratio Odds atio

Intrinsic Motivation*POS 0.68 0.87
Continuing Intrinsic 

Motivation*POS
0.72 0.97

Extrinsic Motivation*POS 0.94 0.82
Continuing Extrinsic 

Motivation*POS
1.12 0.88

Sport Related 
Motivation*POS

0.80 0.72*

Social Motivation*POS 1.00 0.92
Continuing Social 

Motivation*POS
1.00 0.90

Note: *p < .05; df  = 1.
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(Cuskelly & Hoye, 2013), contrary to the findings 
of this study. The perceived organisational 
support mean scores and ITC direct effects 
reported here suggest that ECRs feel supported, 
which is positively associated with their 
ongoing involvement. This finding is consistent 
with OST (Eisenberger & Huntington, 1986; 
Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002; Shanock et al.,  
2019). This highlights that referees were not a 
homogenous group, and that tenure is an 
important factor. We argue that there is much 
more to unpack as it relates to tenure-based 
differences in the referee experience. Sub
sequent analyses of perceived organisational 
support interaction effects alongside motiv
ation dimensions, consideration of tenure and 
the continuing motivation subscale will reveal 
further insights about this.

Referee tenure

Contrasting subgroups by tenure has gener
ated insights that contribute to our evolving 
understanding of organisational aspects of the 
referee experience. ECRs reported slightly 
higher mean scores for extrinsic motivation 
and continuing extrinsic motivation compared 
to SRs, suggesting that when starting, ECRs 
were more externally motivated than they 
might be later in their career. This may relate 
to thoughts early on about career advancement 
(Bernal et al., 2012). For ECRs, continuing extrin
sic motivation was a significant predictor of ITC, 
while for SRs, they were not. A lack of recog
nition has been related to discontinuation has 
been reported elsewhere (Auger et al., 2010; 
Dosseville et al., 2013; Hancock et al., 2015; 
Livingston et al., 2017), but the new insight 
here is that the phenomenon is more pro
nounced for those new to refereeing. On the 
important relationships between motivation 
dimensions and ITC, three of four hypotheses 
were supported. Specifically, there were more 
significant relationships between motivation 
dimensions (including onset and continuing 
subsets) for ECRs than SRs, which highlight 

important tenure-based motivation distinc
tions. This finding provides further evidence of 
tenure-based distinction amongst referees.

Moderating effect of perceived 
organisational support

Another objective of the current research was 
to advance our knowledge of the role of per
ceived organisational support within the 
referee experience. There is a growing body of 
literature in the context of refereeing reporting 
that perceived organisational support directly 
affects ITC (e.g. Choi & Chiu, 2017; Livingston 
& Forbes, 2017), which was confirmed here. In 
addition, it has been argued that motivation 
alone is a weak predictor of ITC (Giel & Breuer,  
2020; Hoye et al., 2008). Therefore, moving 
past perceived organisational support and 
motivational dimension direct effects on ITC, 
the focus moves to the potentially moderating 
role of perceived organisational support. 
Based on what is reported elsewhere and intui
tive appeal, we hypothesised that perceived 
organisational support (i.e. a perception of an 
external aspect of the experience) would inter
act with dimensions of motivation together, 
shaping a referee’s stated likelihood to stay 
engaged. Underpinned by OST, which captures 
fairness, supervisor support and job conditions 
(Eisenberger & Huntington, 1986; Kurtessis 
et al., 2017; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002), it 
was argued that perceived organisational 
support would accentuate a referee’s motiv
ation and subsequent ITC. The results from 
this study are in line with OST to the extent 
that perceptions of care, concern, support, 
and other elements of perceived organisational 
support were relevant in and of themselves, but 
also interact with motivation dimensions.

Overall, some support was found for the 
hypotheses explored in this study. For some 
of the sport-related motivation relationships 
with ITC, perceived organisational support was 
a significant moderator, indicating that a refer
ee’s perception of organisational support plays 
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a role. For SRs, the most noteworthy perceived 
organisational support interaction effect on ITC 
was with sport-related motivation. This finding 
suggests that sport-related motivation, such 
as a desire to give back, is important (Baldwin 
& Vallance, 2016; Ridinger, 2015) but that the 
driver does not exist in a vacuum. Rather, a 
referee’s perception of the supportiveness of 
the organisation to which they are connected 
facilitates a pathway for sport-related motiv
ation to be realised. So, for example, while a 
referee may be driven by staying connected 
to a sport they have been involved with for a 
lifetime, they feel as though they need a sup
portive organisation in order to make it 
happen. No significant perceived organisational 
support interactions with motivation dimen
sions were found for the ECR subgroup. This 
finding was unexpected because it has been 
reported elsewhere that perceived organis
ational support declines over the tenure of a 
referee (Livingston & Forbes, 2016).

Theoretical and managerial implications

The aim of this research was to better under
stand how perceived organisational support 
relates to a referee’s motivation and ITC. This 
extension of OST as a theoretical frame into a 
sport context featuring a voluntary refereeing 
workforce is an important contribution to the 
sport management literature. In this study, the 
utility of OST has been established for voluntary 
refereeing within sport and paves the way for 
future researchers to embrace this theoretical 
framing. More specifically, results suggest that 
a perception of organisational support is quite 
nuanced in how it affects ECRs and SRs. Specifi
cally, perceived organisational support has a 
moderating effect for SRs and a direct effect 
for ECRs. This nuance has both theoretical and 
managerial implications. One of Shanock 
et al.’s (2019) OST principles is to enlist repre
sentatives of the organisation to convey organ
isational support and the perception of it, 
which is particularly important for a referee 

workforce deployed across a geographical 
area. Referee organisations should make every 
effort to get out and support referees in the 
field. This support could take the form of enga
ging with referees in a supportive manner 
before, during and after matches. While many 
sport managers attempt to do this and might 
claim that resources limit more focus on this, 
the results here suggest this would make a 
difference, particularly for those who have 
been refereeing for more than five years.

The results of this study translate to impli
cations for sport managers who recruit and 
seek to retain referees. Building on a related 
body of literature (e.g. Choi & Chiu, 2017), this 
study provided evidence that perceived organ
isational support has a direct effect on ITC for 
new referees. This highlights how important it 
is for organisations to not only be supportive 
but also make sure that they are perceived 
that way. In the context of refereeing, the pro
vision of education programmes, referee coach
ing, and recognition are all ways to show 
organisational support. However, being respon
sive to questions, available when things go 
wrong and supportive when referees face 
difficult situations are other things that can 
foster the perceived organisational support 
sentiment. That refereeing organisations 
should be supportive of referees is probably 
self-evident to most, but how organisations 
prioritise, and resource support should be 
reflected upon regularly. Furthermore, it 
would be beneficial for sport organisations to 
highlight the ways they are being supportive 
such that the referee community will be 
aware of that supportiveness, regardless of 
whether they are personally receiving it.

This study has provided new insights about 
referee tenure that those managing referees 
should consider. ECRs should be prioritised 
and require resources to ensure competence 
and confidence. However, SRs require support 
as well. The results here show that the organisa
tion’s role is also important for SRs as it 
influences the sport-related motivation-ITC 
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relationship. In many instances, “refereeing is 
highly dependent at the grassroots level on 
attracting and recruiting volunteers to become 
accredited and qualified and to maintain this 
involvement in the game over a number of 
years” (Baldwin & Vallance, 2016, p. 49). This 
mindset needs to shift, whereby support is also 
offered to SRs rather than focused solely on 
ECRs. Sometimes, it is assumed that based on 
experience and knowledge, SRs can look after 
themselves. The findings suggest that referee 
managers should uniquely tailor support for 
the longest-tenured referees in their commu
nity, as their motivation alone is unlikely to 
drive continued participation.

Limitations and future research

Like most of the body of refereeing literature, 
the primary limitation of this study is its cross- 
sectional design. Cross-sectional studies can 
be affected by social desirability and demand 
effect bias (Herrmann et al., 2016). While ITC is 
widely used as an outcome variable in the 
wider sport management literature (Cuskelly & 
Hoye, 2013; Kim, 2017; Orviz-Martínez et al.,  
2021), it is only a proxy for actual behaviour. 
Data were collected towards the end of the 
rugby union season, which was deemed most 
appropriate, but it is possible that heightened 
emotions led to inaccurate ITC responses.

A further limitation of this study was that as a 
result of our focus on relationships amongst 
constructs including ITC as the outcome, less 
focus was on generating insights related to 
gender and level of refereeing. Subsequent 
research exploring this model should explore 
whether demographic elements such as age, 
gender and levels refereed influence 
continuation.

It is also important to consider the context in 
which this study was undertaken, with rugby 
union referees from New Zealand. Due to the 
various ways sporting organisations support 
and resource referees, it is important to con
sider that these findings are not generalisable 

to other sports or countries. Furthermore, due 
to the small number of female referees in this 
study, caution should be taken to related 
generalisation.
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