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Abstract

Objective : The present study aimed to design a talent management model for Iranian football referees.
Methodology: This research is descriptive-survey in nature and follows a mixed-methods approach
(qualitative content analysis and the Delphi technique). Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 10 experts (including members of the Football Federation, the Referees Committee,
international referees, and university professors) and analyzed using qualitative content analysis. The
extracted components were then evaluated and consolidated through a two-round Delphi questionnaire
administered to the same experts.

Results : The final model of referee talent management was designed in three main stages:

1) Talent Discovery (including sub-stages of attraction, training/engagement, and final selection), 2) Talent
Development (emphasizing technical, psychological, and technological training), and 3) Talent Retention and
Support (focusing on fairness, material and spiritual support, and job security).

The model also incorporates the possibility of returning to previous stages to ensure quality preservation.
Conclusion: The proposed model provides a comprehensive and localized framework for systematizing the
processes of identifying, developing, and retaining elite football referees in Iran. Implementing this model can
help train competent referees for officiating at national and international levels and ultimately lead to an
overall improvement in the quality of refereeing in the country.
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Extended Abstract

Summary

This study designed a comprehensive talent management model for Iranian football referees using a mixed-
methods approach. Qualitative content analysis of semi-structured interviews with 10 experts identified 29
codes across three main stages. These components were validated through a two-round Delphi technique,
demonstrating strong expert consensus (Kendall's W = 0.831 and 0.811). The proposed three-stage model
encompasses Talent Discovery (attraction, training/engagement, final selection), Talent Development
(technical, psychological, and technological training), and Talent Retention and Support (fairness,
material/spiritual support, job security). The model includes a feedback mechanism for quality assurance and
offers practical implications for professionalizing referee management in Iran's football system, addressing the
critical challenges of high attrition rates. Short career spans [1-3].

Introduction

Referees play a critical and increasingly complex role in modern professional football, serving as key
decision-makers whose performance significantly impacts match outcomes, financial values, and overall
sporting integrity [1,4]. Despite their strategic importance, referees face unique challenges including high
attrition rates, insufficient systematic development pathways, and limited organizational support compared to
athletes [5,6]. In Iran, alarming statistics indicate a 42% attrition rate among young referees and an average
professional career span of only 2.7 years [2]. While talent management has been extensively studied in
athletic contexts [3,8], systematic research specifically focused on referees remains scarce [7]. Therefore, the
present study addresses this gap by designing a localized, evidence-based talent management model tailored
specifically to Iranian football referees [2,7].

Methodology and Approach

This descriptive survey study employed a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative content analysis
and the Delphi technique [2,8]. The research was conducted in two phases. In the first phase, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with 10 purposively selected experts, including members of the Football
Federation, the Referees Committee, international referees, and university professors knowledgeable about
talent management in refereeing [2,7]. Sampling continued until data saturation was achieved [2]. Interview
transcripts were analyzed using Graneheim and Lundman's qualitative content analysis method [2], involving
meaning unit identification, condensation, open coding, sub-category development, and final theme extraction.
To ensure trustworthiness, four criteria were applied: credibility (through prolonged engagement with
participants), dependability (through an audit trail and peer debriefing), transferability (through thick
description), and confirmability (through comprehensive documentation of the research process) [2]. In the
second phase, the extracted components were transformed into a Delphi questionnaire and administered to the
same 10 experts over two rounds [2,8]. Panel members rated each component's importance using a 5-point
Likert scale. Components with a mean score below 3.0 or a standard deviation above 1.0 were eliminated [2].
Consensus among experts was measured using Kendall's coefficient of concordance [2,8]. The first round
demonstrated strong agreement (W = 0.831, > = 240.99, p < 0.001), with one component removed. The
second round confirmed continued consensus (W = 0.811, y*> = 227.08, p < 0.001), with all remaining 29
components retained [2]. This rigorous two-stage process ensured both the identification and validation of
model components through systematic expert input [2,7,8].

Result and Conclusion

The final talent management model for Iranian football referees comprises three main stages with 29 validated
codes across nine sub-categories [2].

First, Talent Discovery: This stage encompasses three sequential sub-stages. Attraction involves recruiting
referees through schools, identifying retired young football players, offering refereeing courses in provinces,
attracting physical education students, and analyzing physical and anthropometric test results [2,5].
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Training/Engagement focuses on regular amateur refresher courses, refereeing at foundational levels,
officiating in district and provincial matches, and analyzing managerial and skill-based performance in
amateur games [2,7]. Final selection includes professional courses, theoretical examinations on refereeing
laws, video tests, practical and language assessments, national-level officiating, and evaluation of observer
ratings on personality and psychological indicators—such as stress management, composure, decisiveness,
fairness orientation, and concentration [2,4,7].

Second, Talent Development: This stage emphasizes continuous improvement through internal classes aligned
with AFC referee academy philosophy, regular theoretical and scientific courses, training on modern
technologies (including VAR and performance analysis systems), personality development and psychological
capacity building, English language proficiency, technology integration, officiating in the Premier League and
Iran's First Division, international match preparation, and deliberate practice—defined as effortful, goal-
oriented training without immediate rewards and recognized as crucial for expertise acquisition [2,3,7].

Third, Talent Retention and Support: This critical stage addresses the high attrition rates by ensuring fairness
and justice in promotion processes, providing material and spiritual support commensurate with referees'
responsibilities, comprehensive federation support for talented referees, continuous human resource training
and development, resolving military service obligations, recruiting elite referees in related organizations,
offering stable monthly salaries, and creating opportunities for officiating at the highest international levels
[2,5,6].

The model also incorporates a feedback loop that allows for a return to previous stages to preserve quality,
recognizing that talent development is not always linear [2,3]. This study provides the first comprehensive,
empirically validated talent management model specifically designed for football referees in Iran [2]. The
model addresses the unique characteristics of refereeing—including the high-pressure decision-making
environment, distinct career entry pathways (often as a conscious choice rather than childhood progression),
and specific support needs, which differentiate referees from athletes in talent development systems [2,7].
Implementation of this model could systematically address the current challenges of high attrition (42%),
short career spans (2.7 years), and declining officiating quality across Iranian leagues [2,5]. By providing clear
pathways from attraction through development to retention, the model offers football federations and
policymakers a practical framework for professionalizing referee career management [2,3].

Future research should empirically test this model's effectiveness across different contexts and refine it based
on longitudinal implementation data [2,8]. Additionally, comparative studies between Iranian and international
referee development systems could yield valuable insights for further improvement [2,7]. Limitations of this
study include the relatively small expert sample size (n = 10) and the context-specific nature of the findings,
which may limit generalizability to other countries [2]. Ethical considerations, including informed consent and
confidentiality, were observed throughout the research process [2].

Ethical Considerations: The study was conducted in accordance with the ethical principles of research
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Table 3. Demographic Information of the Delphi Stage
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Table 5. Mean and Standard Deviation of the Components in the First Round of Delphi
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Table 7. Mean and Standard Deviation of the Components in the Second Round of Delphi

el Sk Loy @, abb pj  alb
/- AR oohae @b 5l sl Gde ) wpdr A4S
b £/%0 s S S5 1) JLsh oS by i Jgh LS i Y slagals plul 5 slasial
/00 £/t Sosags il s Sl Sloggeil Jelbw ¥ St Slewr
+/00 ¥ 09 Pk 9 (SN S p D) plgx Bl Qi F
NN f/f- oyl o g Layliwl o (g 9ld slooy90 1550 O
-/00 \AR oplel joel b glooye pliie )35V 1S 5 g S0l
/00 AZAMN al zobw ;0 gl A ool i
/00 AL Ol 5 iyt 5 Slisls zobw 3 syl 1 5 SR sl
/5 £/¥0 Sopbl sl o Fupse s Siles Sliliel Sl Y- e
5 £/Y0 @lad,m glooyss plie )55, VY latil ale S
-8 LAY 9l olsd 95 slapse;l phiie 5yl Y ool g2 i
T Y0 b 5 ot slogygeil e gy slapgail Y Srand slagasls
VL G 135S waw 5 sygls VF sy,
/5 Y Loy, 5 et ghoasls o ol Sl Jbs 10
i AR AFC (gl oolSTaids y sdaie S5 Gla S 55, VF sl (oy9,

Ot

Licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.



EYY Yo )led /0 L /AT 08 Bkl /3355 53 Sl polia S ke

Sbmedlyzl (ke Las @9, b aid
P ¥ty e 5 688 S et )l VY
% AN 9 S sl b plsl Gl S et )35 A
/7. A\ s oy, slaullB 5 conased axwg slooygo 5,155, VA
7. AN O3 S sld b )l g (eSSl (L) Ay Y
s . &lp Sl 5 Glnl Jgl s 5 5 S Slislns yo glis o,
Mol o Sl )3 52>
i /Y0 GoesS (i VY
Vi £/Y0 ot S a5 (55900 Sl polie (ilat 5 (Bj50]  YY oloxinl Coles § oo
IF. /Y0 obgls ols o obe 5 yre cule> VY
5 /Y0 e gl 5l Oysaml 8 Al 4ok Cylex YO
150 Y- sl el o Blail s cdloe Lol cole, Y8
/90 /Y- Olysls dislis ol Conns JSie a3, YV
/80 AR Lo slaolojle jo ass oyl plaseinl g Ld> YA
5 /Y- olygls 4 ol 5 ailial Goi> cbla, YA
<100 Y- s Jligh lislas ok 0y Wl o coglid ¥

oylods Joaz ;0 Wigd oo A Gl LW g azia V55 Lo GBloul o VYL Sk iolie slls asliion o ba Lo 4 S

2,5 )] pgs als e IS Sinlen s A
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Figure 1. Applied Model of the Talent Identification Management Process for Referees
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