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Obijective: This study aimed to compare early maladaptive schemas among sports
referees, coaches, and managers, with a focus on gender differences.

Methods: In this descriptive-correlational study, 355 sports professionals from Iran,
including nearly equal numbers of men and women, were recruited through
convenience sampling. Participants completed a demographic questionnaire and the
Young Schema Questionnaire-Short Form (YSQ-SF, 75 items). Data were analyzed
using SPSS, including MANOVA, ANOVA, and Scheffé post-hoc tests.

Results: Overall, professional role (referee, coach, manager) did not have a
significant effect on the overall severity of EMSs. However, at the subscale level,
coaches and managers scored significantly higher than referees on the
‘Hypervigilance/inhibition’ and ‘Unrelenting standards’ schemas. Gender emerged
as a significant determinant: women scored higher on ‘Defectiveness/shame’ and
‘Emotional  deprivation’ schemas, while scored
The
‘Defectiveness/shame’ schemas had the highest mean scores in the sample.
Conclusion: These findings from the comparison of early maladaptive schemas
among referees, coaches, managers, and athletes, with emphasis on gender
differences, suggest that in sports settings, early maladaptive schemas are
influenced more by gender and socio-cultural factors than by professional role.
Therefore, gender-specific psychological interventions are needed to improve the

mental health of sports professionals.
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I he professional sports environment is

characterized by high-pressure, competitive,
and publicly scrutinized settings that place
significant psychological demands on its
workforce. Beyond athletes, key
professionals such as referees, coaches, and
managers are subjected to unique and chronic
stressors, including performance evaluation,
public criticism, role conflict, and the burden
of strategic decision-making. These demands
can potentially exacerbate underlying
cognitive vulnerabilities, impacting mental
health, job satisfaction, and professional
efficacy. Within the framework of cognitive
psychology, Early Maladaptive Schemas
(EMSs) pervasive, self-defeating emotional
and cognitive patterns originating from
unmet core childhood needs offer a crucial
lens for understanding such vulnerabilities.
These deeply ingrained templates, such as
Defectiveness\Shame, Emotional
Deprivation, and Unrelenting Standards,
shape individuals' perceptions, emotional
responses, and interpersonal behaviors in
adulthood, often leading to maladaptive
coping strategies in stressful situations.
While a robust body of literature exists on
EMSs in clinical and general populations,
and growing attention is paid to athletes'
mental health, a significant research gap
persists concerning the psychological profiles
of other essential sporting roles. Referees,
coaches, and managers, despite their
divergent  responsibilities, share an
ecosystem defined by evaluation,
accountability, and intense interpersonal
dynamics. However, systematic comparisons
of their cognitive vulnerabilities remain
scarce. Furthermore, gender represents a
critical yet underexplored moderator in this
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context. Sociocultural expectations, gender
role socialization, and potentially differential
exposure to biases and pressures within
sports organizations may predispose men and
women to distinct patterns of maladaptive
schemas. This is particularly relevant in
cultural contexts like Iran, where gendered
norms can distinctly influence professional
experiences.

This study, therefore, sought to address these
gaps by conducting a comparative analysis of
EMSs across three pivotal professional roles
in lIranian sports — referees, coaches, and
managers — with a specific emphasis on
disentangling the effects of professional role
from those of gender. The primary objectives
were to: (1) determine whether the overall
intensity and profile of EMSs differ
significantly among referees, coaches, and
managers; (2) investigate the main and
interaction effects of gender on EMS
expression; and (3) identify which specific
schemas are most prevalent within this
professional cohort. By doing so, the research
aims to move beyond a generic understanding
of sports psychology towards a nuanced,
role-specific, and gender-informed
perspective, providing evidence crucial for
developing targeted mental health support
and resilience-building interventions for
sports professionals.

Methods

Research design

This investigation employed a descriptive-
correlational and comparative (ex-post facto)
design. The study was cross-sectional,
utilizing survey methodology to collect data
from a sample of sports professionals across
Iran. The independent variables were
Professional Role (with three levels: referee,
coach, manager) and Gender (male, female).
The dependent variables were the scores on
the 15 primary EMS subscales and the total
EMS score as measured by the Young
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Schema Questionnaire. The design allowed
for the examination of group differences and
associations  without  manipulation  of
variables.

Participants

A sample of 355 sports professionals was
recruited from various provinces across lran
using convenience sampling. Participants
were required to have a minimum of one year
of experience in their professional role
(refereeing, coaching, or management), be at
least 17 years old, and be actively working
within Iran's sports ecosystem. The sample
demonstrated a  near-equal  gender
distribution (48.5% male, 48.5% female, with
3.1% not specifying). The mean age was 33.3
years (£12.3), with a wide range indicating
diverse experience levels. A majority were
married (55.5%) and highly educated, with
78% holding university degrees (31%
Masters, 29.9% Bachelors). Approximately
30% had academic backgrounds in physical
education or sports sciences. In terms of
roles, 32.7% identified as coaches, 33.2% as
managers, and the remainder included
referees and combined roles. Participants
were active in both team (66.2%) and
individual sports, with a mean professional
tenure of 16.1 years (+10.96).

Materials

Data were collected using two primary
instruments:

1. Demographic ~ Questionnaire: A
researcher-constructed  form  gathered
information on age, gender, education level,
marital status, professional role, sports
discipline, work experience, and competitive
level.

2. Young Schema Questionnaire-Short
Form (YSQ-SF3): The 75-item Persian
version of the YSQ-SF was used to assess 15
early maladaptive schemas grouped into five
domains: Disconnection & Rejection (e.g.,

Abandonment, Mistrust/Abuse,
Defectiveness/Shame), Impaired Autonomy
& Performance (e.g., Dependence /
Incompetence, Failure), Impaired Limits
(e.g.,  Entitlement/Grandiosity),  Other-
Directedness (e.g., Subjugation,  Self-
Sacrifice), and Overvigilance & Inhibition
(e.g., Emotional Inhibition, Unrelating
Standards). Items are rated on a 6-point
Likert scale (1=Completely Untrue to
6=Describes Me Perfectly). Higher scores
indicate stronger endorsement of a schema.
The Persian version has demonstrated good
psychometric properties, with reported
Cronbach's alpha for the total scale at 0.96
and subscale alphas ranging from 0.67 to 0.86
in previous validation studies, confirming its
reliability and construct validity for use in
this population.

Procedure

Following ethical approval from the relevant
institutional review  board (Code:
IR.SSRI.REC.1401.1868), data collection
was conducted online. Potential participants
from sports clubs and associations across Iran
were invited via professional networks. The
study's purpose, confidentiality assurances,
and voluntary nature were explained in a
digital informed consent form. Participants
who provided consent were directed to the
online survey platform hosting the
demographic questionnaire and the YSQ-SF.
They were reminded of their right to
withdraw at any time without consequence.
Researchers were available to clarify any
questions regarding the survey items.

Data analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS software
(Version 25). Descriptive statistics (means,
standard deviations, frequencies) were
calculated for all demographic variables and
EMS scores. The normality of distribution for
scale variables was assessed using skewness
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and Kkurtosis indices. To test the main
hypotheses, Multivariate  Analysis  of
Variance (MANOVA) was conducted with
Professional Role and Gender as independent
factors and the 15 EMS subscales as
dependent variables. This was followed by a
series of one-way Analyses of Variance
(ANOVA) to examine role differences on
each individual schema and the total score.
Where significant main effects were found in
ANOVA, Scheffé post-hoc tests were applied
to identify specific pairwise differences
between  professional role  groups.
Independent samples t-tests were used to
examine gender differences on specific
schemas highlighted by the MANOVA. The
significance level was set at p < .05 for all
tests.

Results

Descriptive statistics revealed that the
schemas of  Dependence/Incompetence
(M=5.24) and Defectiveness/Shame
(M=5.18) had the highest mean scores across
the entire sample, indicating these were the
most prominent vulnerabilities among
Iranian sports professionals. In contrast,
schemas related to Other-Directedness, such
as Subjugation and Self-Sacrifice, had
relatively lower mean scores.

The central finding from the MANOVA was
that Professional Role did not have a
statistically significant overall effect on the
combined dependent variables of the 15
EMSs (Pillai's Trace = .034, p = .101).
However, Gender produced a highly
significant and strong main effect (Pillai's
Trace = .069, p < .001), indicating that men
and women differed substantially in their
overall EMS profiles.

Subsequent univariate ANOVAs and post-
hoc analyses provided granular insights.
While the overall multivariate effect of role
was non-significant, significant differences
emerged on specific schemas:

. Overvigilance/Inhibition and
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Unrelenting  Standards: Coaches and
managers scored significantly higher than
referees on these two schemas (p < .001 for
both). Post-hoc Scheffé tests confirmed that
referees had the lowest scores, with no
significant difference between coaches and
managers.

. Other Schemas: No significant
differences based on professional role were
found for schemas such as Mistrust/Abuse,
Emotional  Deprivation,  Failure, or
Entitlement.

The analysis of gender differences revealed a
clear and consistent pattern:

. Women reported significantly higher
scores than men on the Defectiveness/Shame
and Emotional Deprivation schemas.

. Men reported significantly higher
scores than women on the
Entitlement/Grandiosity schema.

. No significant gender differences
were found for the total EMS score,
suggesting that while the profile of
vulnerabilities differs by gender, the overall
intensity may be comparable.

Discussion:

The results of this study yield two paramount
conclusions. First, the professional role
within sports whether one is a referee, coach,
or manager is not a primary determinant of
one’s overall configuration of early
maladaptive schemas. The shared existential
landscape of high-stakes performance, public
accountability, and organizational pressure
appears to create a common psychological
milieu that transcends specific job functions.
The non-significant multivariate finding
challenges the assumption that distinct role-
based stressors invariably translate into
distinct global schema profiles. However, the
significant ~ univariate  findings  for
Overvigilance and Unrelenting Standards
suggest that certain role-specific pressures do
"filter through" to exacerbate specific



cognitive patterns. The elevated scores
among coaches and managers likely reflect
the chronic performance-monitoring,
responsibility for outcomes, and need for
strategic control inherent in their positions,
fostering hypervigilance and perfectionistic
self-standards. Referees, while facing acute
decision-making stress, may operate within a
more  rule-bound, = moment-to-moment
framework that is less conducive to the
pervasive, chronic worry and self-critical
standards seen in the other roles.

Second, and more strikingly, gender emerged
as a far more potent differentiator of schema
endorsement than professional role. This
finding powerfully underscores the profound
influence of socio-cultural and gendered
socialization ~ processes on  cognitive
vulnerability structures, even within a
specialized professional domain like sports.
The pattern observed—women scoring
higher on internalizing schemas related to
shame and emotional neglect
(Defectiveness/Shame, Emotional
Deprivation), and men scoring higher on an
externalizing schema related to superiority
and privilege (Entitlement/Grandiosity)
resonates with broader gender psychology
literature and reflects stereotypical gender
role expectations. In the context of Iranian
sports, this may be amplified by cultural
norms where women in authority positions
may face heightened scrutiny, doubt, or lack
of emotional support, potentially activating
feelings of inadequacy and isolation.
Conversely, traditional masculine norms that
value dominance and entitlement may be
reinforced in competitive sports
environments for men. The high prevalence
of Dependence/Incompetence and
Defectiveness/Shame across the sample is a
critical finding for sports psychology. It
points to a widespread undercurrent of
insecurity and a need for external validation
among professionals who are ostensibly in
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positions of authority and expertise. This
paradox highlights the intense pressure and
implicit vulnerability within these roles,
where confidence is perpetually tested by
public and organizational evaluation.

Conclusion
This  study  demonstrates that in
understanding the psychological

vulnerabilities of sports professionals, gender
is a more salient lens than professional title.
While the specific stressors of coaching and
management may heighten tendencies toward
perfectionism and hypervigilance compared
to refereeing, the core patterns of early
maladaptive schemas are more strongly
shaped by gendered life experiences and
socio-cultural conditioning. The findings
strongly advocate for a shift towards gender-
sensitive approaches in sports psychology
support services. Mental skills training,
psychological interventions, and
organizational support programs should be
tailored to address these distinct vulnerability
profiles: for instance, interventions for
women might focus on building self-
compassion,  challenging  shame-based
cognitions, and fostering  supportive
networks, while interventions for men might
address empathy, realistic self-appraisal, and
healthy entitlement. Future research should
employ longitudinal designs to explore
causality and examine how these schemas
interact with specific stressors to impact
burnout, leadership effectiveness, and career
longevity. By integrating schema theory with
role and gender analysis, this research
provides a nuanced foundation for enhancing
the mental well-being and professional
sustainability of the essential human capital
powering the world of sports.

Keywords:
Early Maladaptive  Schemas,  Gender
Differences, Sports Referees,  Sports
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Coaches, Sports Managers, Psychological
Well-being.

Article message

This research reveals that among sports
professionals, gender is a more powerful
predictor of cognitive vulnerability patterns
than one's specific job as a referee, coach, or
manager. Women in Iranian sports show
stronger tendencies towards schemas of
defectiveness and emotional deprivation,
whereas men score higher on entitlement.
Although coaches and managers exhibit
greater perfectionism and hypervigilance
than referees, overall mental health
interventions must prioritize gender-specific
strategies to effectively support the
psychological well-being of individuals in
these high-pressure roles, moving beyond a
one-size-fits-all approach.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of demographic variables and early maladaptive schemas in the study sample
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Table 2. Results of multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) comparing the intensity of early maladaptive
schemas based on occupational role and gender
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Table 3. Results of one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) comparing early maladaptive schemas based on
occupational characteristics
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Table 4. Results of Scheffé multiple comparisons based on occupational role and gender (significant differences
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