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Abstract: In creating a positive climate in sport for children and youth, the role of adults is of key
importance as their behavior and attitudes determine the experiences and multilateral development
of young players. Relatively recently, the importance of the referee in creating a supportive sporting
environment has begun to be emphasized. This concerns, in particular, team sports in which the
referees interact with players many times and influence the course of the game. The aim of the study
was to evaluate the quality of the referee–players’ interactions during youth floorball matches in
terms of building a positive climate and responsiveness to the players’ needs. Another aim of the
study was to examine whether the referee’s qualifications and players’ gender affect the quality of
their interactions with the players. The study was conducted among 21 referees officiating matches for
girls and boys aged 12–18. Naturalistic and structured observation methods were used in the study.
The observation was conducted using a wireless intercom that allows listening to verbal messages
directed to the players. Furthermore, the referee’s work was recorded using a camera. The results
of the statistical tests did not show any significant differences in the assessment of referees between
the groups distinguished in terms of the referees’ license and players’ gender in both examined
dimensions. The observations showed that the average rating of building a positive climate by
referees during a sporting event measured on a seven-point scale was ‘poor’ (2.81 pts). The referees
were assessed significantly higher on the second dimension (responsiveness to the players’ needs),
although an overall rating of 3.81 pts means a medium level of interaction quality. The results indicate
areas in which referees can improve. They lead to the following conclusions: (i) the contents of
training for floorball referees should include problems of pedagogy and developmental psychology;
(ii) referees should be equipped with appropriate competencies for building a positive climate during
matches and monitoring the players’ needs; (iii) referees appointed to officiate children and youth
games should be characterized by appropriate predispositions.

Keywords: educational practice; floorball; youth sport; referee; positive climate; situation monitoring

1. Introduction

In creating a positive climate in children and youth sports, the role of adults is of
key importance as their behavior and attitudes determine the experiences and multilateral
development of young players [1]. Previous research on building a positive climate in
youth sports has focused on coaches [2–6] and parents [7–9]. It was found that for young
players to engage in sport (and stay in this environment for a longer period of time), the
emotional support of the coach and parents is important as it allows them to express
their autonomy, enjoy the game, and have contact with peers [10–12]. Relatively recently,
the importance of the referee in creating a safe educational environment has begun to be
emphasized [13–15]. This especially concerns sports such as football, rugby, handball, and

Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 979. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19020979 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19020979
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19020979
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2828-4733
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7192-4102
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7676-1477
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19020979
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/ijerph
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/ijerph19020979?type=check_update&version=1


Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 979 2 of 12

floorball, where referees interact with players in numerous ways and can influence the
course of the game [16]. Researchers dealing with these problems claim that the referee is
an under-researched subject in youth sport [13,14], yet the referee’s behavior and attitudes
have a critical effect on the atmosphere and spirit of the game [13,17]. Hence the young
player’s question to the referee in the title of the present paper: “Ref! Could you help
me?” This question can be extended to ask whether the referee’s role is to emotionally and
organizationally support children and youth during sports games. If so, then, in addition
to the supervisory and control functions, the referee should also perform a pedagogical
function. It is assumed that the quality of the referee–players’ interactions in the dimension
of building a positive climate and responding to the players’ needs is one of the basic
mechanisms of the referee’s educational interactions [18]. The ability to apply specific
methods, techniques, and strategies conducive to building a positive climate during sports
competitions is becoming not just a postulate, but an obligation. It results from social
expectations [19] and contemporary formulated objectives of youth sport [2,3,10,13,20]. This
is particularly important in the face of children and adolescents leaving sports, resulting
from lack of enjoyment of the game, poor relationships with peers and coaches, or excessive
expectations of achievements [7,21–23]. The referee, as the only adult present with the
floorball players on the field, should consciously and intentionally engage in educational
activities. The educational function of a referee can be defined as follows: “it means an
intentional transfer of knowledge and skills as well as ideals and patterns of conduct
characteristic of sports culture, expressed primarily in the quality of interactions with the
players, aiming to build a positive climate of the sporting event and organize it in such a
way that it is a source of positive cognitive, emotional, social, and health experiences for
the child. The referee performs this function as part of common educational interventions,
whereas the other persons involved are coaches and parents” [13].

A climate conducive to educational practice in youth sport is defined similarly yet
termed differently in the literature as a “motivational climate” [10,24–26], which is con-
ducive to the completion of specific tasks [27]; “caring climate” [28,29] providing a sense
of security and being appreciated and respected [28], being the basis for prosocial behav-
ior [30]; “emotionally safe environment” enhancing the joy and enthusiasm of competi-
tion [31], or more generally as “positive climate” determining the positive sporting experi-
ence of the athlete [13,32]. Most of these studies have focused on the climate conducive
to the child’s undertaking certain activities (tasks) and their outcomes (goals achieved)
and the impact of relationship quality on the child’s motivation, behavior, and attitudes
towards the coach and peers [10,28,33]. The quality of the interactions between players,
coaches, and referees contributing to the intended educational outcomes has been verified
to a lesser extent.

The present study supports the presumption that the game climate determines the pos-
itive sporting experience of children and young people and therefore promotes better cog-
nitive, emotional, moral, health, and social development [13,29,30]. Researchers are looking
for ways to make the sports environment more friendly to young athletes [3,5,20,32,34–36].
We posit that a referee is an important link in sports education and he or she can influence
the atmosphere of the game by creating a conducive playing environment for the child.
Therefore, the research presented here concerns the referee’s interactions with players.
These interactions determine the climate of the match to a significant extent [13].

The aim of the study was to evaluate the quality of the referee–players’ interactions
during youth floorball games in terms of building a positive climate and responsiveness
to the players’ needs during the game. The referees were assessed with reference to the
referee-educator model [13], so the aim was to identify areas of the referees’ work that
could be improved or enhanced to make a sports match a more effective educational
event. It was assumed that a positive climate means the emotional bond between the
referee and the players, expressing mutual interest, enthusiastic attitudes, and enjoyment
of the interactions, whereas responsiveness means the referee’s reactions to the emotional,
cognitive, social, and health needs of the players [18]. For methodological reasons, we also
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checked whether the referee’s qualifications and players ’gender affect the quality of his
or her interactions with the players. The lack of significant statistical differences in this
respect would allow the presentation of the results for referees in general. The research was
exploratory in nature, which means that the postulated referee’s tasks (performed within
the dimensions studied here and considered part of the educational function) are a relatively
new subject of research that has been little explored so far [37]. Quantitative research is
particularly needed. The disadvantage of exploratory research is that it does not always
provide satisfactory answers to research questions and that the answers are inconclusive.
So far, sports referees have been studied in terms of performing their educational function
in soccer [38], handball [18], and rugby [39]. Our research will allow for the characterization
of referees’ activities aimed at using the educational potential of another sport, i.e., floorball.
The results of the study can be used to modify the content of referee training by individual
sports associations, especially the sports in which the referee is an interactor [16]. High-
quality interactions between referees and players can (i) increase the satisfaction of young
athletes participating in sports and prevent them from giving up sporting activity; (ii)
increase the job satisfaction of referees and respect among children and young people,
fans/parents, and coaches; (iii) raise the awareness of adults entering the role of a referee
(e.g., former players, coaches) about building positive sporting experiences for young
players; and (iv) help organizations working in the field of children and youth sport to
develop programs to support building a positive climate in the sporting environment.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

In the 2020/2021 season, there were 47 floorball referees in Poland with a referee
license. Of the population of referees, those with a “candidate referee” license were
excluded from the study. There were 25 referees officiating youth matches in the age
categories studied in the 2020/2021 season. Thus, with a confidence level of alpha = 0.05
and a margin of error of 5%, the sample size was calculated to be 19 referees (sample
size calculator, Raosoft, Inc., Seattle, WA, US, 2004). In total, 21 referees were examined.
Prior to the study, cooperation was established with the Polish Floorball Federation and
its Referee Department. Immediately prior to observation, each referee was informed
about the purpose of and procedures used in the study. Referees gave voluntary informed
consent to participate in the study by signing a consent form. They were also informed
that they could withdraw their consent at any time. The observations were conducted
in May and June 2021 among referees officiating matches for girls and boys aged 12–18
in Poland. There were 20 male and 1 female referee. This proportion reflects the ratio of
men and women in the population of floorball referees in Poland. The mean age of the
subjects was 24.44 years (SD = 4.082; min = 19 years; max = 32 years), while the mean
refereeing experience was 6 years (SD = 4.761; min = 1; max = 17). Furthermore, 38%
(n = 8) referees had a R-B license (persons who completed a refereeing course of the Polish
Floorball Federation and practical experience of performing the role of a referee, confirmed
by the observer’s opinion) [40]. The remaining referees (62%, n = 13) held a R-A license
(individuals with refereeing experience who had officiated matches for at least several
seasons across all age categories) [40].

2.2. Measure

Naturalistic and structured observation methods were used in the study. For the
naturalistic observation method, the researcher makes observations of the subjects’ behavior
in natural situations. In this case, this occurs while refereeing youth matches. Structured
observation is similar to the naturalistic observation in that naturally occurring behavior is
observed. However, the emphasis here is on collecting quantitative rather than qualitative
data. The researcher is interested in a limited group of behaviors that are closely described
on the observation sheet rather than in all behaviors. This allows for the quantification
of the behaviors that are observed [37,41,42]. This study used a direct observation tool
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to assess the quality of referee–players’ interactions in children and youth sport R-PIASS
(referee–players’ interaction assessment scoring system) [18]. Due to the aims of the
study, the referee’s interactions with the players in terms of building a positive climate
and responding to the players’ needs were observed. Both dimensions can be called
the emotional support given to the players by the referee. A detailed description of the
evaluated indicators in terms of the referee building a positive climate is presented in
Table 1, whereas the description in terms of responding to the player’s needs is shown
in Table 2.

Table 1. Descriptions of indicators of building a positive climate [18].

Indicators
Quality of Referee–Players’ Interaction

Poor Average Good

Emotional connection

- physical proximity
- social conversation
- the players seek

support from the
referee

Clear physical and emotional
distance between the referee
and players is observed. In

addition to the messages related
to the game, the referee does not

talk to the players.

It can be observed that the
referee and the players show
mutual interest, but this only

applies to one team or
individual players. A physical

and emotional distance between
the referee and the players is

sometimes observed.

The referee shows great
interest in all players. Physical

contact and emotional
closeness are observed. Their

relationship is warm and
supportive. The referee

sometimes talks to the players
about problems unrelated to

the game.

Enthusiasm

- smiling
- engagement
- positive affective

reaction

The referee does not show an
enthusiastic attitude towards

the players and his or her duties.
They do not smile at all and do

not reciprocate the positive
emotions of the players.

The referee is enthusiastic and
smiles, but there are moments

when he or she does not do this
or not to all players. The referee

sometimes reciprocates the
positive emotions of the players.

The referee shows an
enthusiastic attitude and often

smiles. He or she always
reciprocates the positive
emotions of the players.

Positive comments
(verbal and non-verbal)

The referee does not give
positive comments to the

players at all.

The referee sometimes gives
positive comments to the

players or does it often, but they
are apparently insincere. The

referee gives positive comments
to only one team or selected

players.

The referee often gives
positive comments to all

players and they are
apparently sincere and

unforced.

Mutual respect

- respectful and
inclusive language

- using players first
names

- calm voice
- listening to players

The referee and players rarely, if
ever, demonstrate respect for
one another. Competitors do
not recognize the authority of
the referee, often questioning

his or her decision.

The referee and players
sometimes demonstrate respect
for one another; however, these
interactions are not consistently
observed across time or players
and it happens that the players
question the referee’s authority.

The referee and players
consistently demonstrate

respect for one another. The
referee has the authority and

his/her decisions are not
called into question.

2.3. Procedure

Observations were conducted using a wireless intercom (EJEAS Fbim, EJEAS Tech-
nology Co., Ltd., Shenzhen, China) that allows listening to verbal messages directed to
the players. Furthermore, the referee’s work was recorded using a GoPro HERO8 Black
camera (GoPro, Inc., San Mateo, CA, USA). All observations were made by a single observer.
The referee’s behavior immediately before the match, during the match, and immediately
after the match was observed. The observer observed the referee–players’ interactions
as determined by the R-PIASS tool in the dimensions of building a positive climate and
responsiveness to players’ needs by taking notes. After each observation, the observer
replayed the match again from the video recording to check whether he had not missed
any significant behavior of the referee. Then, the observer coded the results in the obser-
vation sheet. Each indicator from the dimensions shown in Tables 1 and 2 was scored on
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a three-point poor-average-good scale. Based on the scores for each indicator, the scores
for the positive climate and responsiveness dimensions were determined according to the
instructions contained in Table 3.

Table 2. Descriptions of indicators of responsiveness to the players’ needs [18].

Indicators
Quality of Referee–Players’ Interaction

Poor Average Good

Active monitoring of players’
emotional, cognitive, social
and health needs

The referee does not monitor
the players to meet their

needs and does not know
when the players need

additional support or help.

The referee sometimes
monitors the players to meet
their needs and notices when

they need extra support or
help, but there are moments
when this does not happen.

The referee constantly
monitors the players to meet

their needs and always notices
when they need additional

support or help.

Responding to the players’
needs

- fast meeting of the
players’ needs

The referee does not respond
to or neglects the players’

needs.

The referee sometimes
responds to the players’ needs,
or this reaction does not apply

to everyone.

The referee always responds
to the social, emotional, and
health needs of the players.

Solving problems The referee cannot solve a
problem that goes on and on.

The referee attempts to solve
the problem, but he or she

does not always do it
effectively.

The referee manages to solve
the problems that arise and

they do not last long.

Table 3. The way to determine the assessment of each dimension [18].

Three Indicators Four Indicators Score

P, P, P P, P, P, P 1
POOR

P, P, A P, P, P, A 2

P, A, A P, P, A, A
P, A, A, A 3

AVERAGEA, A, A
P, A, G

P, A, A, G
A, A, A, A 4

A, A, G A, A, A, G
A, A, G, G 5

A, G, G A, G, G, G 6
GOOD

G, G, G G, G, G, G 7
Abbreviations: P = poor; A = average; G = good.

2.4. Analytic Strategy

Data were analyzed using basic descriptive statistics such as percentages, means,
medians, skewness, and kurtosis. The normality of the distribution of variables was
verified using the Shapiro–Wilk test. The significance of the differences between indicators
was tested using the Chi-squared test. The non-parametric Mann–Whitney U test for two
independent samples was used to assess differences in ratings of the quality of referee–
players’ interactions in groups distinguished by the referee license held and children’s
gender. Furthermore, Wilcoxon’s signed-rank test was employed to assess the quality of
the interactions between the two dependent variables studied (building a positive climate
and responsiveness). The sample size was determined using the sample size calculator
(Raosoft, Inc., Seattle, WA, US, 2004). The level of statistical significance was set at 0.05.
The reliability of the R-PIASS tool was tested by Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. Calculations
were performed using the PASW Statistic 18 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA).
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3. Results

More than half (62%) of the referees studied held an R-A license, but the percentage of
R-A and R-B licensed referees was comparable (Chi = 1.000; p = 0.134). Approximately 68%
of the observations analyzed concerned boys matches, with the difference compared to the
number of refereed girls matches being insignificant (Chi = 2.250; p = 0.134).

First, it was examined whether the assessment of the quality of the referee–players’
interactions is affected by the referee’s license and players’ gender. The results of the tests
demonstrated no significant differences in the referees’ ratings between the distinguished
groups. Neither the referee license held (Table 4) nor the players’ gender (Table 5) were
determinants of the referees’ ratings in the two dimensions studied. These results allowed
for the analysis of the ratings of all referees without dividing them into groups according
to the independent variables.

Table 4. Differences in the assessment of the quality of referee–players’ interactions in two dimensions
depending on the referee license held (n = 21).

Referee License

Dimensions

R-B License [40]
Referees Who Completed the Refereeing
Course of the Polish Floorball Federation

and Practical Experience of Performing the
Role of a Referee, Confirmed by the

Observer’s Opinion.
(n = 8)

R-A License [40]
Referees with Refereeing

Experience Who Had Officiated
Matches for at Least Several

Seasons Across all Age
Categories.

(n = 13)

Mann–Whitney U Test

Median x Rang. Median x Rang. Z p

Building
a positive

climate
2.50 8.58 2.50 8.48 −0.057 0.958

Responsiveness
to the players’

needs
4.00 8.17 4.40 8.70 −0.222 0.825

Table 5. Differences in the assessment of the quality of referee–players’ interactions in two dimensions
depending on the refereed girls’ or boys’ matches (n = 21).

Dimensions

Girls Matches
(n = 7)

Boys Matches
(n = 14)

Mann–Whitney U
Test

Median x Rang. Median x Rang. Z p

Building a positive
climate 2.00 11.60 4.00 7.09 −0.1.851 0.090

Responsiveness to the
players’ needs 4.00 8.80 4.00 8.36 −0.174 0.913

The quality of the referee–players’ interactions was measured in two dimensions:
building a positive climate and responsiveness to the players’ needs. The first dimension
was assessed based on the following indicators: (i) emotional connection; (ii) enthusiasm;
(iii) positive comments; (iv) mutual respect. The indicators were measured on a three-point
scale indicating poor, average, and good quality of referee–players’ interactions. The results
of the observation are presented in Table 6. The majority of referees were rated low on
emotional connection (61.9%) and positive comments (76.2%). The quality of other referees’
interactions in these aspects was at an average level. None of the referees studied were
rated high on emotional connection, i.e., they were not in physical proximity with the
players, did not talk to the players about topics unrelated to the match, and were also not
the people the players sought support from. Similarly, no referee received a high score
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on positive comments, that is, providing verbal and non-verbal support to the players.
Referees’ enthusiasm was rated higher than emotional connection and positive comments.
Although none of the referees studied was rated high, more than half of the referees
received average ratings as they sometimes smiled on the field and reciprocated positive
emotions. Others did not do it at all. In terms of building a positive climate, the referees
manifested the highest level of quality of interactions in terms of mutual respect. Two-
thirds of the observed referees sometimes, but not always, used inclusive and respectful
language. Other referees (except for one) displayed this behavior at all times and/or for
all players. Individual scores within the indicators of building a positive climate were
statistically significant for positive comments (Chi = 4.00; p < 0.05) and mutual respect
(Chi = 9.875; p < 0.05).

Table 6. Assessment the quality of referee–players’ interactions in the dimension of building a positive
climate and responsiveness to players’ needs during children’s floorball competitions (n = 21).

Quality
of Referee–Players’ Interactions

Chi-Squared
Test p

Dimension Indicators Poor Average Good

Building
a positive

climate

Emotional connection (physical
proximity, social conversation, the

players seek support from the referee)
61.9% 38.1% 0.0% 0.317

Enthusiasm (smiling, engagement,
positive affective reaction) 42.9% 57.1% 0.0% 0.617

Positive comments (verbal and
non-verbal) 76.2% 23.8% 0.0% 0.046 *

Mutual respect (respectful and inclusive
language, using players first names,

calm voice listening to players)
4.8% 66.7% 28.6% 0.007 *

Responsiveness
to the players’

needs

Active monitoring of players’ emotional, cognitive, social,
and health needs 61.9% 33.3% 4.8% 0.022 *

Responding to the players’ needs (fast meeting of the
players’ needs) 19.0% 23.8% 57.1% 0.144

Solving problems 23.8% 23.8% 52.4% 0.368

* p < 0.05.

The second dimension studied consisted of three indicators: (i) active monitoring of
players’ emotional, cognitive, social, and health needs, (ii) responding to the players’ needs,
and (iii) solving problems. The majority of the referees received a good rating for indicators
2 and 3. This means that more than half of the referees provided adequate support to
the players so that observed problems did not escalate and were not postponed. These
referees were always responsive to the players’ needs and efficient at solving problems,
so the players felt comfortable and could always count on their support. Other referees
either did not always do it or did not do it at all and the problems continued over time
with the player’s needs not being met. Nevertheless, in the case of the indicator ‘active
monitoring of players’ needs’, which is the most important from the pedagogical point of
view, the referees rated ‘poor’, so did not actively monitor the players. The referee does not
move between players to look for signs indicating the need for additional support. They
were unresponsive when players were trying to get attention. A third of the respondents
did this at times, thus earning an average rating. Differences in referees’ ratings on these
indicators were significant for the active monitoring of players’ emotional, cognitive, social,
and health needs (Chi = 7.625; p < 0.05).

Based on the scores for each indicator, ratings for two dimensions were determined.
The method of determining these ratings is presented in Table 7. The quality of the referee–
players’ interactions was measured on a 7-point scale (1–2 points meant poor; 3–5 points,
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average; and 6–7 points, good quality of interactions with the players). The observations
showed that the average assessment of building a positive climate by referees during a
sporting event was ‘poor’ (2.81 pts). The referees were rated significantly higher on the
second dimension of responsiveness to the players’ needs (Z = −2.460; p = 0.014), although
the mean score of 3.81 points indicates an average level of quality of interactions with the
players. The result of the Cronbach’s alpha reliability analysis was 0.771.

Table 7. Descriptive statistics and normality assessment for the ratings of quality of referee–players’
interactions in building a positive climate and responsiveness.

Dimension Mean (SD) Median Shapiro–Wilk p

Building a positive climate 2.81 (1.2) 2.5 0.031

Responsiveness to the players’ needs 3.81 (1.6) * 4.0 0.567
* significantly (p < 0.05) higher than in the building a positive climate (Wilcoxon’s signed ranks test).

4. Discussion

It was assumed in the research that building a positive climate by the referee and
responding appropriately to the needs of young players are important dimensions of the
educational function performed by the referee [13]. The main aim of the study was to
evaluate the quality of referee–players’ interactions in both the above-mentioned dimen-
sions. Another aim of the study was to examine whether the referee’s qualifications and
players’ gender affect the quality of their interactions with the players. The results indicated
that neither the referee’s license nor the players’ gender were determinants of the referees’
ratings in any of the dimensions studied.

Many studies have shown that as experience increases, referee competence improves [43–45].
The lack of differences in the ratings for the dimensions studied depending on the license
held by the referee may be due to the contents of the referee training, which do not include
problems related to pedagogy and developmental psychology of children and youth. The
lack of effect of experience on higher ratings of the quality of referee–players’ interactions
in terms of building a positive climate and responsiveness to players’ needs has also been
observed in studies of soccer, handball, and rugby referees [18,38,39].

Looking at the content of training in Poland, one can see that it is similar across
different team sports. This is due to international regulations; currently, most guidelines
are created at the level of the relevant international sports federations whereas national
federations adapt their guidelines accordingly. To put it in a nutshell, the topics of referee
training concern: (1) the rules of the game and their interpretation; (2) physical preparation
(training, warm-up, development of general fitness); (3) moving on the field and the
techniques of refereeing. Furthermore, courses are increasingly supplemented by meetings
with a psychologist who teaches referees how to deal with stress, practice assertiveness,
and strengthen mental toughness and self-control. Sometimes, at higher levels, the training
topics include body language, managing behavior, building relationships with players and
coaches, presenting the coach’s perspective and players’ expectations of referees [46–48].
Child protection issues in sport are also discussed during the training of football referees
in England. Referees are taught to build a safe, welcoming, and inclusive educational
environment [49]. It is found that they play a particular role in this process. In Poland,
the training of floorball referees does not include such contents at any stage of their
career development. The lack of differences in the ratings of referees between the groups
distinguished by their license may also be due to the fact that the young referees are still
full of enthusiasm and enthusiastic about his or her duties, which is positively perceived
by the young players. Experienced referees who officiate matches at the highest level can
transfer the habits developed and established there to children and youth sport. In adult
sports, referees are not expected to build a positive climate and respond to the player’s
needs nor are they expected to do so to a lesser degree. Another explanation for the lack of
differences in these assessments may simply be an innate teaching talent.
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It is commonly believed that the referees perform control, organization, supervision,
and order functions [50]. It is not assumed that the referee also has additional goals
related to sports education, although the rules of the game themselves have educational
values: they usually prohibit unsportsmanlike behavior and instill respect for the opponent.
Enforcing them by a referee is already considered an educational activity [13]. However,
being aware of the fact that referees are an important element of sports education, they
should be required to use a wider range of educational influence, not directly contained in
the rules of the game.

A sports field will be more conducive to the multifaceted development of children
and youth if there is a caring climate created by all adults [10,14,26,28,31,39]. The results of
the study show that referees contributed insignificantly to building such a climate during
floorball matches. The quality of the referee–players’ interactions was rated “poor” in this
aspect (2.81/7.00 pts.). This means that the referees showed no interest in the players, there
was no relationship between each other, no shared joyful moments were observed, and
they tended to be at a considerable distance from each other. The referees did not engage in
social conversations and clearly lacked enthusiasm and enjoyment related to their work
and interactions with players. They rarely gave positive comments to the players and
did not display respectful attitudes towards them (calm voice, use of words like “please”,
“thank you”, etc.). Comparing these results to findings of studies conducted using the same
tool in other sports [13,18,39], it can be concluded that they are similar to those obtained
when observing handball referees, whose quality of interactions with players was also rated
“poor” on this dimension. Furthermore, in a study of football and rugby, referees were rated
at an average level in the dimension of building a positive climate. These differences are
probably due to the nature of the sport discussed. With its dynamics, floorball resembles
handball more than football or rugby. Football and rugby are slower games, with longer
actions, a slower pace, and greater distances between players. In contrast, in handball and
floorball, the transition time from defensive to offensive actions is shorter. The game takes
place in a relatively small area and with closer distances between players. The referee’s
decisions must be made faster, as the stoppage of play can be maximally shortened by the
team awarded possession of the ball. The ratings obtained by the referees should not be
interpreted as a low level of their competence. They perform their work in accordance
with the requirements of the individual organizations managing training and evaluation
of referees. The results of the present study indicate areas in which referees can improve.
This is because they refer to the postulated referee-educator model proposed by researchers
dealing with these problems [13].

Andersson [14] emphasized that referees should equally focus on competition and
the spirit of the game in order to support players’ positive experiences of participating in
sport. The approach focused on winning at all costs should be replaced in youth sport by
the postulate of the joy of the game, the best possible performance of the young player,
and their satisfaction with the relationships with those participating and involved in the
competitions. A study by Fry and Gano-Overway [28] demonstrated that players who
experienced care and support in the sporting environment were willing to reciprocate
such behavior towards their teammates, coaches, and referees, derived more enjoyment
from sport, and were more committed to the task. Pennington [31] called this building a
task-oriented atmosphere.

Researchers emphasize that the building of a positive climate by adults may contribute
to the less frequent withdrawal of children from sport [10,11,21,51–53]. The role of the
referee in creating good relationships with the players during the match is increasingly
emphasized. His or her knowledge and skills in this area are crucial for the quality of
communication, leadership, and game management [20,44,54,55].

Emotional support of young players also requires the ability to observe and diagnose
their emotional states [45]. According to the referees, a good referee is one who can
interpret the emotions and behavior of the players, that is, monitor the situation and read
the game [54]. In the present research, the responsiveness of floorball referees to the players’
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needs was rated as “average” (3.81/7 pts.). This result implies that the referees did not
always monitor the players for the need for additional support, especially with regard to
their health. They usually tried to meet the perceived players’ needs but did not check
the effects of the help given afterwards. The ratings obtained for floorball referees on the
responsiveness dimension are similar to those of handball referees [18]. Football and rugby
referees were rated higher [38,39] than floorball referees on this dimension. The above
results may be due to the nature of the sport being refereed (similar to building a positive
climate). Nevertheless, the space for referee improvement was also identified. Situation
monitoring, meaning the ability to read players’ intentions and recognize their emotional
state, is one of the key competencies of a good referee [43,54,56,57]. In children’s sport, this
is particularly important because of the educational goals.

Research on referees in various sports in Poland allows for the creation of an in-
creasingly clear picture of the quality of their educational function. The results of the
observations indicate how the contents of referee training can be modified in order for
referees to become partners with parents and coaches in creating a positive sporting experi-
ence for young players. The ratings obtained by floorball referees represent a diagnosis
of the state of their knowledge and pedagogical/psychological skills. The picture of these
competencies will be more complete when it is supplemented by examinations of referees
in other sports where they interact with athletes in numerous ways (interactor referees). It
is still worthwhile to carry out observations of referees, e.g., in combat sports, and to make
a more detailed description of their educational function taking into account the specificity
of various sports. The study on floorball referees should also be continued due to the small
size of the study group. The research discussed in this paper has some limitations related
to the direct observation method used. The presence of the observer during the matches
may have influenced the referees’ behavior (the Hawthorne effect), but even if the referees
tried harder than usual during the observed matches, the ratings are still valuable as they
indicate the maximum of their abilities.

5. Conclusions

The climate of a sporting event is critical to the players’ experiences, and the behavior
of the fans. The referee, who is the only adult on the field during children’s matches, can
play an important role here. Building a positive climate and responding to players’ needs
are considered important dimensions of the educational function of a referee. The referee’s
enthusiastic attitude towards players, use of verbal and non-verbal positive reinforcement,
emotional closeness to the players, responding to their health, cognitive, and social needs,
respect for the players, coaches, and spectators are crucial for the referee to utilize the
educational potential of sport. The results of the present study lead to the following conclu-
sions: (i) the contents of training for floorball referees should include problems of pedagogy
and developmental psychology; (ii) referees should be equipped with appropriate compe-
tencies for building a positive climate during matches and monitoring the players’ needs;
(iii) referees appointed to officiate children and youth games should be characterized by
appropriate predispositions.
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