
2019 Sport Marketing Association Conference (SMA XVII) 

Chicago, IL November 6-8, 2019 

  

 

An Exploration of Marketing Approaches to Recruit and Retain Referees 
  
Lynn Ridinger, Old Dominion University 
 
Wednesday, November 11, 2019 50-minute poster presentation 
5:45-6:35 PM, Chicago River Ballroom Salon D,E,F,G 
 

 
  

The success of any organization is dependent upon its ability to attract, retain, and engage high-value 

employees (Schweitzer & Lyons, 2008).  In the sport industry, referees - also known as officials, umpires, or judges - 

play a key role in the workforce. There is a growing concern as the number qualified sports officials continues to 

decline (Leighton, 2017).  The shortage of officials is a global phenomenon that affects many sports from the 

grassroots level to high caliber competition (Cuskelly & Hoye, 2004). A shortage of referees can lead to a number of 

issues that can negatively impact all involved in sports including athletes, coaches, fans, and sport 

administrators.  These issues include games being cancelled or rescheduled, and in some cases, dropping sports 

altogether because of a lack of officials (“Infographic,” 2016). Additionally, the quality of officiating may decline as 

veteran referees are overworked and novice officials are forced into situations beyond their current skill level (Cuskelly 

& Hoye, 2004).  Other concerns are the advanced age of many experienced referees and the short tenure of those new 

to the role. The median age of high school sports officials is 54 (Ridinger, Warner, Tingle, & Kim, 2017), and only 

20% of new officials continue in the role for more than two years (Leighton, 2017). According to Barry Mano, 

president of the National Association of Sports Officials, there is a need to find ways to attract younger men and 

women into officiating, but it is difficult given the challenges of the job (Stevens, 2016).    

The necessity to recruit and retain more referees is apparent, but little is known about what is being done by 

sport administrators to attract and develop individuals capable of being successful officials. Managers in the corporate 

world are increasingly compelled to think like marketers, using the tools developed to attract and retain customers in 

the recruitment, retention, and management of high-value employees (Maurer & Liu, 2007). Taking a marketing 

perspective to address human resource issues provides a basis for integrative and strategic consideration of such issues. 

Due to the strong personal and emotional identification people have with sport products and services (Mullin, Hardy, 

& Sutton, 2014), this approach may resonate well with those working in the sport industry. Marketing concepts and 

tools can be applied in the development and management of human resource relationships that create and offer a 

mutual exchange of value, leading to greater satisfaction and commitment (Schweitzer & Lyons, 2008).    
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   Early research related to the satisfaction and commitment of referees focused on psychological aspects 

related to stress, burnout and coping responses (Anshel & Weinberg, 1999; Rainey, 1995; Rainey & Hardy, 

1999).  More recent research has investigated sociological and organizational factors associated with referee retention 

and attrition (Forbes & Livingston, 2013; Kellett & Warner, 2011; Ridinger, 2015; Warner, Tingle, & Kellett, 2013).  In 

most of these studies, data were collected from current or former referees and the investigations focused on their 

perceptions of various issues. There are no studies that analyzed the perceptions of sport administrators or examined 

marketing efforts being used to recruit and retain referees.   

The purpose of this study was to explore marketing approaches being implemented by sport administrators 

to recruit and retain referees. Additionally, this study examined the relationship between understanding of consumer 

needs and perceptions of effectiveness and satisfaction with efforts to recruit and retain referees. Specifically, this 

study focused on the marketing practices and perceptions of sport leaders associated with the administration of high 

school sports.  A survey was developed and data is currently being collected from commissioners of officials’ 

associations registered with the Virginia High School League. The referee retention scale (Ridinger, Kim, Warner, & 

Tingle, 2017) and a model of the marketing approach to management (Schweitzer & Lyons, 2008) formed the basis 

for survey items, while content and face validity were established by a panel of experts. Qualtrics software was used 

to create an online survey that was sent to 131 officials’ association commissioners representing 14 sports in 18 regions 

of the state of Virginia.  This study was designed to assess a variety of marketing concepts and tools including 

understanding consumer needs, brand image, identifying target markets, and utilizing marketing mix elements to 

facilitate exchange relationships. Results and implications will be presented. This study with its unique focus on 

marketing approaches to recruit and retain referees will advance the literature on sports officials and provide useful 

information for sport administrators.   
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