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Objective: Refereeing in football requires rapid decision-making under high
psychological pressure. Emotional intelligence may influence referees' decision-
making by shaping their coping strategies. This study examined the mediating role
of problem-focused and emotion-focused coping in the relationship between
emotional intelligence and decision-making among male referees of the Iranian
Football Premier League.

Methods: This cross-sectional study included all male referees of the Iranian
Football Premier League (N = 107), selected via census sampling. Of these, 96
referees (Mage = 36.08 + 4.55 years) completed the Emotional Intelligence Scale,
the Coping with Stress Scale, and the Referee Decision-Making Scale. A parallel
mediation model was tested using the PROCESS macro (Model 4, 5,000 bootstrap
samples).

Results: Emotional intelligence had a significant positive direct and total effect on
decision-making (B = 0.25 and 0.30, p <.01). Emotional intelligence was positively
associated with problem-focused coping (B = 0.21, p = .04) but not with emotion-
focused coping. Problem-focused coping had a significant positive effect ( = 0.40),
and emotion-focused coping had a significant negative effect (B = —0.30), on
decision-making (both p <.001). Only the indirect effect through problem-focused
coping was significant (B = 0.07, 95% CI [0.01, 0.15]); the indirect effect through
emotion-focused coping and the total indirect effect were not significant. The model
explained 37% of the variance in decision-making.

Conclusion: Emaotional intelligence partly improves referee decision-making by
strengthening problem-focused coping, a partial underlying mechanism of this
relationship; emotion-focused coping did not mediate significantly. The persistent
direct effect suggests other pathways are also involved. Training programs
strengthening emotional intelligence and problem-focused strategies are
recommended for referee development courses.
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Football officiating depends heavily on

decision-making, which is fundamentally a
perceptual-cognitive process (1). Elite
referees must make correct decisions in short
time frames under physical and
psychological pressure from players,
coaches, and spectators, while their accuracy
is constantly scrutinized (2). Decision-error
rates among referees are nevertheless
reported to be relatively high (3). Emotional
intelligence, the ability to perceive, evaluate,
and regulate one's own and others' emotions
(4), helps referees manage pressure and
maintain cognitive clarity (5, 6), yet it
remains understudied among sports officials
(7).

One mechanism through which emotional
intelligence may work is the choice of coping
strategy.  Problem-focused coping s
generally linked to control, concentration,
and effective performance, whereas emotion-
focused coping has been linked to rumination
and reduced cognitive performance (8).
Drawing on Lazarus and Folkman's
transactional model (9) and Mayer and
Salovey's ability model (4, 10), emotional
intelligence should promote problem-focused
coping, which in turn should improve
decision-making. No study has directly tested
the separate mediating roles of these two
coping types. This study therefore examined
the  relationship  between  emotional
intelligence and decision-making in Premier
League referees and tested the mediating
roles of problem-focused and emotion-
focused coping.

Method:
Research design
The study was applied in purpose and

descriptive-correlational in design, testing a
mediation model.

Participants

All Iranian Football Premier League referees
(N = 107) were selected by census, and 96
(89.7%) completed the questionnaires (mean
age = 36.08, SD = 4.55, range 26-49). Most
held a master's degree (63.5%), had 2-5 years
of refereeing experience (49%), and held
national referee status (83.3%).

Materials

Emotional intelligence was measured with
the 33-item scale of Schutte et al. (11) (o =
0.85), coping with the 35-item Coping
Inventory for Competitive Sport (CICS)(12),
which has task-oriented and emotion-
oriented categories (o = 0.82), and decision-
making with the nine-item Decision-Making
under Pressure questionnaire (13), covering
noise and disturbance, concern about
judgment errors, and confronting aggression.
The first two used five-point and the last a
seven-point Likert format. Persian versions
of the first two instruments were validated
previously (14).

Procedure

After permission from the Referees
Committee of the Iran Football Federation,
questionnaire links were sent to referees.
Anonymity and confidentiality were assured,
informed consent was obtained, and
completion took at most 15 minutes. These
assurances also served as remedies against
social desirability bias and common method
variance.

Data analysis

Descriptive  statistics and Pearson
correlations were computed. Mediation was
tested with PROCESS macro Model 4 (15) in
SPSS (5,000 bootstrap resamples, 95%
confidence intervals); an indirect effect was
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significant when zero fell outside the interval.
Results

Emotional intelligence correlated positively
with decision-making (r = 0.30, p = 0.003)
and problem-focused coping (r = 0.21, p =
0.04), but not with emotion-focused coping (r
=0.09, p=0.37). Decision-making correlated
positively with problem-focused coping (r =
0.48, p<0.001) and negatively with emotion-
focused coping (r = -0.33, p = 0.001).
Experience and referee grade were unrelated
to the main variables and were not entered as
controls.

The indirect effect of emotional intelligence
on decision-making through problem-
focused coping was significant (B = 0.07;
95% CI [0.01, 0.15]), whereas the indirect
effect through emotion-focused coping (B = -
0.03; 95% CI [-0.09, 0.03]) and the total
indirect effect (B = 0.05; 95% CI [-0.06,
0.15]) were not. The direct effect of
emotional intelligence remained significant,
indicating partial mediation. The model
explained 37% of the variance in decision-
making (R? = 0.37, F(3, 92) = 17.65, p <
0.001).

Discussion

Emotional intelligence positively predicted
referees' decision-making, in line with earlier
findings (5, 16). Higher emotional
intelligence was associated with more
problem-focused coping, consistent with
Louvet and Campo (6), but not with emotion-
focused coping. The two coping types related
to decision-making in opposite directions, in
line with Vargas et al. (8). By favoring
problem-focused  strategies,  emotional
intelligence may protect the attention and
cognitive resources needed for decisions
under stress (2). The significant direct effect
suggests that other pathways also operate, so
the model is not an exclusive mechanism.
Limitations include the cross-sectional,
correlational design, self-reported decision-
making, and a sample limited to male Iranian

Premier League referees; future studies
should use longitudinal or experimental
designs, behavioral indicators of decision-
making, and more diverse samples.
Conclusion

Emotional intelligence contributes to
referees’  decision-making mainly by
facilitating problem-focused coping, a role
not confirmed for emotion-focused coping.
Referee  preparation programs  should
combine emotional intelligence development
with deliberate training in problem-focused
coping.

Keywords:

Emotion  Regulation;  Decision-Making;
Problem-Focused Coping; Emotion-Focused
Coping; Football Referees.

Article message

Referees with higher emotional intelligence
tend to use more problem-focused coping,
which is associated with better decisions
under pressure. Training both skills together
may improve refereeing performance.
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Table 3. Indirect Effects, Bootstrap
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Figure 1. Parallel mediation model of emotional intelligence, coping, and decision-making
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