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A B S T R A C T   

Sports officials (e.g., referees, umpires, judges) can experience distress from a multitude of sources, including 
episodes of verbal and physical abuse from spectators, coaches, and athletes. Little is known about the impact of 
this abuse on mental health (MH) outcomes and intentions to quit, however. As such, the primary aims of this 
study were to survey the prevalence and frequency of abuse in sports officials and to examine relationships 
between abuse, distress, and subsequent MH and intentions to quit outcomes. Survey data were collected from 
438 Gaelic Games match officials. Of these, 94.29% and 23.06% had experienced verbal and physical abuse 
respectively during their career. Verbal abuse was mostly experienced a couple of times a season (reported by 
43.83% of officials) or every couple of games (31.48%), whereas physical abuse was predominantly experienced 
once or twice in a career (85.15%). Structural equation modelling was used to assess three alternative models 
that proposed the relationship between experiences of abuse, and MH and intentions to quit outcomes to be 
either 1) direct, 2) indirect, fully mediated by distress, or 3) both direct and indirect, partially mediated by 
distress. For verbal abuse, only the direct and indirect effects model achieved acceptable fit and significantly 
explained variance in mental wellbeing (9.4%), anxiety (15.2%), depression (15.6%), and intentions to quit 
(19.1%). For physical abuse, though higher distress was associated with poorer MH and greater intentions to 
quit, none of the models fully explained the relationships between all variables. These findings demonstrate, for 
the first time, relationships between abuse, subsequent distress, and MH outcomes. We highlight the urgent need 
to develop evidence-based psychological interventions to tackle abuse, manage conflict, and support the MH 
needs of sports officials.   

1. Introduction 

Participating in sport has many protective factors for both physical 
and mental health (MH). Despite this, recent research has shown that 
athletes can experience lower mental wellbeing and increased mental ill- 
health when not supported appropriately (Breslin & Leavey, 2019). To 
address some of these challenges, a number of position stands and 
consensus statements on MH disorders and MH service provision have 
been developed for athletes ranging from elite (e.g., Henriksen et al., 
2020; Moesch et al., 2018; Reardon et al., 2019) to non-elite and rec-
reational populations (Breslin et al., 2019; Vella & Swann, 2021). 
Although such developments are promising and supportive for athletes, 
the MH of sports officials – the referees, umpires, and judges tasked with 
applying the rules of a given sport – has received scant attention in 

comparison (Gorczynski & Webb, 2020, 2021). 
The relative dearth of research on sports officials’ MH is highlighted 

by the limited number of studies published to date. Of these, the first, by 
El Bakry (2013), noted a 16.9% prevalence of mild-to-moderate anxiety 
and a 4.8% prevalence of mild depression symptomology amongst a 
small (n = 42) sample of male Egyptian professional football referees. 
Adding to the evidence base, Gouttebarge et al. (2017) noted a baseline 
prevalence of 11.8% for symptoms of anxiety/depression (undifferen-
tiated) within their sample of 391 European professional soccer referees. 
More recently, Carson et al. (2020) reported a 4.9% prevalence of 
anxiety, a 7.3% prevalence of depression, and mental wellbeing scores 
that were similar to population norms for a sample of 317 Australian 
sports officials from a range of sports including rugby union, field 
hockey, cricket, and netball. Finally, Lima et al. (2022) reported 
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proportions of mild (18.7%), moderate (4.4%), and severe (0.9%) anx-
iety and mild (24.5%), moderate (7.6%), and severe (2.5%) depression 
amongst a sample of 433 Turkish professional football referees. These 
authors also noted proportions of moderate (38.8%) and severe (1.8%) 
stress in the same sample. Although these studies provide important 
insights into the MH of sports officials, the overall dearth of research in 
this area limits our ability to identify who may be at greatest risk of 
mental ill-health within this population and, subsequently, to 
adequately support sport officials’ MH needs (Gorczynski & Webb, 
2020). 

The reported prevalence of anxiety and depression symptomology in 
sports officials is comparable with that reported amongst athletes. For 
depression, prevalence rates for mild or more severe symptoms have 
ranged from 3.7% to 36.5% (Gorczynski et al., 2017), suggesting that 
the prevalence of depression amongst sports officials is within the range 
of values reported for athletes. Prevalence rates for generalised anxiety 
disorder amongst athletes has ranged from 6% for clinically confirmed 
diagnoses to 14.6% using self-report measures (Du Preez et al., 2017; 
Reardon et al., 2019). This latter figure is also equivalent to the 
self-reported prevalence of anxiety amongst some sports officials (Car-
son et al., 2020; El Bakry, 2013; Gouttebarge et al., 2017) but is less than 
that reported amongst Turkish football referees by Lima et al. (2022). 
The relative paucity of research amongst sports officials weakens the 
robustness of these assertions, however. More so, there is also a need to 
broaden our knowledge on MH symptoms and disorders amongst sports 
officials in previously unexplored sports (Gorczynski & Webb, 2021). As 
such, to add to the existing evidence-base, an initial aim of this study 
was to survey the MH of officials from Gaelic Games (e.g., Gaelic foot-
ball, hurling, camogie). Gaelic Games represent the most widely 
participated sports in Ireland and the MH of officials in Gaelic Games has 
not been explored to date. 

Beyond prevalence statistics, the underlying contributing factors to 
poor MH in sporting populations are also of theoretical and practical 
significance (Breslin & Leavey, 2019). For athletes, the negative impact 
of sport-specific stressors, such as high training loads, performance de-
mands, criticism from spectators and the media, financial concerns, and 
problematic emotional reactions to injury are implicated in poorer MH 
(Breslin et al., 2022; Henriksen et al., 2020). Equally, sports officials 
experience distress from a multitude of non-performance (e.g., time 
pressures, family demands) and performance-related sources, including 
evaluations by an assessor, errors in decision-making, media scrutiny, 
and officiating when an athlete gets injured (e.g., García-Santos et al., 
2020; Voight, 2009). Specific to female referees, officiating in a 
male-dominated environment wherein female officials are viewed as a 
minority and experience gendered aggressions also contributes to poorer 
MH (Tingle et al., 2021; Webb et al., 2021). In addition, more recent 
evidence has suggested that being younger, less experienced, officiating 
at a lower level, and perceiving inadequate social support are all asso-
ciated poorer MH in sports officials (Carson et al., 2020; Lima et al., 
2022). Amongst the primary sport-specific sources of distress for offi-
cials, however, are experiences of abuse from athletes, coaches, and 
spectators (e.g., Webb, Rayner, et al., 2020; Webb et al., 2021). Spe-
cifically, this abuse refers to verbal emotional abuse (e.g., swearing, 
intimidation, threats of assault) and contact physical abuse (e.g., push-
ing, punching; Stirling et al., 2011; Webb, Rayner, et al., 2020). 
Collectively, these stressors may contribute to the 5.9%–40.6% preva-
lence for stress symptoms reported amongst sports officials in recent 
studies (Carson et al., 2020; Gouttebarge et al., 2017; Lima et al., 2022). 

Emerging evidence has revealed the extent of abuse experienced by 
officials across a range of sports. In surveys of soccer match officials in 
England, for example, 93.8% reported experiencing verbal abuse and 
18.9% reported experiencing physical abuse during their career (Cleland 
et al., 2018). In the same sport, Webb, Dicks, et al. (2020) reported that 
verbal and physical abuse were respectively experienced by 68.1% and 
16.0% of French referees and by 51.0% and 14.6% of Dutch referees, 
with approximately two-thirds of both cohorts agreeing or strongly 

agreeing that they were more susceptible to abuse at lower levels of 
participation. A similar proportion of match officials in rugby union 
(53.7%) and cricket (56.5%) have also indicated that they received some 
form of abuse during their officiating career (Webb et al., 2019). Adding 
further clarity to these prevalence statistics, the frequency of abuse 
experienced by sports officials has also been highlighted. Cleland et al. 
(2018) reported that 22.1% of soccer referees in England received verbal 
abuse during every match, 37.6% every couple of matches, and 30.3% a 
couple of times a season. Similarly, 49% of rugby union and 45% of 
cricket officials have reported encountering abuse a couple of times a 
season (Webb et al., 2019). As with the MH of sports officials, little is 
known about the prevalence and frequency of abuse within other sports. 
Consequently, a second aim of this study was to investigate the preva-
lence and frequency of verbal and physical abuse within Gaelic Games 
officials. Investigating these issues is particularly pertinent given the 
growing concerns about abuse and attrition of referees within Gaelic 
Games (e.g., Cormican, 2022; Dillon, 2021). 

Associations between experiences of abuse, distress, MH outcomes, 
and intentions to quit are also of scientific and practical interest. To date, 
although there is emergent evidence on variables associated with poorer 
MH in sports officials (Carson et al., 2020; Lima et al., 2022), no studies 
have explored relationships between experiences of abuse, distress, and 
MH outcomes in this population. Some research has focused on abuse 
and subsequent intentions to quit, however. In a descriptive study, 
Ridinger et al. (2017), for example, noted that 42% of 2485 high school 
referees surveyed from a range of sports considered abuse as the most 
problematic issue for sports officials and 10% reported abuse as a reason 
for intending to quit their role in the future. In rugby union, Rainey and 
Hardy (1999) noted that intentions to quit refereeing were directly and 
positively predicted by older age, and that interpersonal conflict (e.g., 
abusive players, hostile coaches) indirectly predicted intentions to quit 
via increased burnout. More recently, Dell et al. (2016) reported that 
organisational factors (e.g., lack of governing body support, inadequate 
training to deal with abuse), match factors (e.g., abuse, intimidation), 
and personal factors (e.g., the psychological impact of abuse) all influ-
enced referee attrition from sport. Providing support for these asser-
tions, Dawson et al. (2021) noted that both verbal and physical abuse, 
coupled with intimidation, were positively associated with French and 
Dutch football referees’ intentions to quit. Similar causal relationships 
have also been noted in non-sport settings. Specifically, prolonged 
exposure to workplace bullying, including verbal hostility and persistent 
criticism, increases cognitive and physiological activation (i.e., distress) 
that subsequently manifests as impaired physical and MH, reduced 
wellbeing, greater intentions to leave one’s employment and, ulti-
mately, decreased performance and increased absenteeism (Birkeland 
Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012). 

Finally, years of officiating experience may also play an important 
role in abuse experiences amongst sports officials. Novice basketball 
referees have been shown to experience higher levels of distress in 
competitive games than more experienced officials, for example (Gar-
cía-Santos et al., 2020). To explain this finding, researchers have sug-
gested that novice referees have yet to develop an in-depth knowledge of 
the application of rules or may experience difficulty maintaining con-
centration in competitive situations that can, in turn, lead to a subpar 
performance and increased verbal abuse from athletes, coaches, or 
spectators (Anshel et al., 2014; Rainey & Hardy, 1999). As such, offi-
ciating experience may moderate the frequency of abuse experienced, 
with more experienced officials receiving less frequent abuse during 
competitive games over the course of a season. 

In an attempt to provide a framework to guide MH interventions and 
support, Webb, Rayner, et al. (2020) recently proposed a conceptual 
model of factors influencing sports officials’ welfare and future out-
comes. This model suggests that societal factors (e.g., coach, player, and 
spectator abuse, implications of decisions made), environmental factors 
(e.g., disciplinary processes, escalation of abuse beyond playing area) 
and personal factors (e.g., age, experience) can all impact on sports 
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officials’ MH and wellbeing, attrition from their sport, and subsequently 
lead to a disenfranchised workforce and fixture cancellations amongst 
other unwanted outcomes. Given how little we know about the MH of 
sports officials, however, and both academic (e.g., Cleland, 2021; Webb, 
Rayner, et al., 2020) and anecdotal (e.g., Cormican, 2022; Dillon, 2021) 
concerns about retention of sports officials because of abuse experi-
ences, an in-depth exploration of these relationships is warranted. 

Accordingly, the aims of this study were to survey the prevalence and 
frequency of verbal and physical abuse, and the prevalence rates for 
distress and MH outcomes amongst Gaelic Games match officials. We 
also aimed to examine relationships between experiences of abuse, 
distress, MH, and intentions to quit as an official. Specifically, we sought 
to analyse 1) the relationships between experiences of abuse and distress 
resulting from these experiences, 2) the relationships between distress 
and mental wellbeing, mental ill-health, and intentions to quit out-
comes, and 3) the unique contributions of experiences of abuse and 
distress to mental wellbeing, mental ill-health, and intentions to quit 
outcomes. To achieve this latter aim, we specified (see Data management 
and analyses section) and tested three alternative models that proposed 
the relationship between experiences of verbal and physical abuse and 
MH and intentions to quit outcomes to be either direct, mediated by 
distress, or both direct and mediated by distress. 

2. Method 

2.1. Recruitment and procedure 

Ethical approval for the study was granted by the School of Psy-
chology research ethics committee at Ulster University in January 2021. 
All survey responses were collected between 02 February 2021 and 06 
May 2, 021.1 To purposively sample Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) 
match officials, an anonymous online survey using Qualtrics software 
was emailed to approximately 1500 officials via the GAA national match 
officials’ co-ordinator. After providing informed consent, participants 
answered questions on three main areas: 1) demographic characteristics 
including age, years of officiating experience, sex, main sport officiated 
(e.g., Gaelic football, Ladies Gaelic football, hurling, camogie), match 
official role (e.g., referee, umpire), officiating level (i.e., national-level/ 
intercounty adult or youth, club-level adult or youth), and geographical 
location in Ireland, identified as their “home” province, 2) experiences 
of verbal and physical abuse when officiating, and 3) distress following 
episodes of abuse, their current MH, and intentions to quit as a match 
official. The items and scales are detailed within the survey items and 
variables subsection. 

2.2. Power analysis and participants 

No previous studies have investigated relationships between epi-
sodes of verbal and physical abuse, subsequent distress, MH outcomes, 
and intentions to quit amongst sports officials. However, in non-sporting 
contexts, meta-analyses suggest that workplace bullying has a small-to- 
medium positive association with outcomes such as stress (r = 0.37), 
depression (r = 0.29 to 0.34), anxiety (r = 0.27 to 0.34), and intention to 
leave one’s job (r = 0.28) (Birkeland Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012; Verkuil 
et al., 2015). Based on these associations, we estimated a 
small-to-medium relationship between the frequency of abuse experi-
enced by sports officials and subsequent outcomes. Consequently, a 
two-tailed a priori power analysis for bivariate correlations with a 

small-to-medium effect (ρ = .20), alpha = .05, and power = .80, sug-
gested a minimum sample size of 193 individuals. For structural equa-
tion modelling (SEM), suggestions for an adequate sample size range 
from 10 to 20 times the number of parameters specified in the analysis 
(e.g., Kline, 1998), equating to between 100 and 200 participants to 
satisfy the requirements of the most complex models estimated in this 
study. 

A total of 556 survey responses were gathered. After removal of 
incomplete responses (see Data management and analysis), the final 
dataset consisted of 438 responses (99.09% male) representing 
approximately 29.2% of registered GAA match officials (see Table 1 for 
demographic characteristics of participants). On average, the match 
officials were aged 45.23 (SD = 11.11) years and had accumulated 11.68 
(SD = 9.23) years of experience in their role. Many officiated in more 
than one sport (see Table 1), and most (97.72%) were referees. The 
majority identified their current highest level as club-level adult 
(59.36%), followed by national-level (intercounty-level) adult 
(20.55%). It should be noted, however, that national-level GAA match 
officials simultaneously officiate club-level games. 

2.3. Survey items and variables 

Experiences of abuse when officiating: Survey questions on experiences 
of abuse were adapted from previous research with rugby union officials 
(Webb et al., 2019) with permission from the first author. After 
providing demographic data, participants responded to questions on 
experiences of both verbal and physical abuse. Examples of abuse were 
provided in the context of match officiating (added to the original sur-
vey) based on examples of abuse in sport (Stirling et al., 2011). Officials 
were asked to consider verbal abuse as including, “intimidation, threats 
of harm, swearing, coercion, harassment, or humiliation” and physical 
abuse as including, “assault, hitting, punching, slapping, kicking, 
pushing, head-butting, hair-pulling, or biting”. Importantly, participants 
were asked to respond based on what they considered to be verbal or 
physical abuse directed toward them. As such, participants answered 
whether they had experienced these forms of abuse (Yes = 1, No = 2), 
how frequently they had experienced each form (Every Game = 1, Every 
Couple of Games = 2, A Couple of Times a Season = 3, Every Few Years 
= 4, Once or Twice in My Officiating Career = 5), and who they expe-
rienced abuse from (selecting any from players, team management or 
coaches, support staff, club officials, spectators, and others). 

Participants were also asked if episodes of abuse made them question 
whether to continue officiating (i.e., form intentions to quit). Partici-
pants rated their agreement with this item on a 5-point Likert scale 
ranging from “Strongly Agree” = 1 to “Strongly Disagree” = 5. A “not 
applicable” response could also be selected and for subsequent analysis 

Table 1 
Demographic characteristics of participants (n = 438).  

Variable  

Age (years) 45.23 ± 11.11 
Sex m = 434 (99.09%); f = 4 (0.91%) 
Experience (years) 11.68 ± 9.23 
Experience categories ≤2 years (n = 37; 8.45%); 3-5 years (n = 100; 22.83%); 6- 

10 years (n = 123; 28.08%); 11-15 years (n = 77; 17.58%); 
16-20 years (n = 34; 7.76%); 21 years (n = 67; 15.30%) 

Main Sport Gaelic football (n = 368; 84.02%); hurling (n = 248; 
56.62%); Ladies Gaelic football (n = 134; 30.59%); 
camogie (n = 105; 23.97%); rounders (n = 2; 0.46%); 
handball (n = 1; 0.23%). 

Primary role Referee (n = 428; 97.72%); Umpire (n = 8; 1.83%); Other 
(n = 2; 0.46%). 

Current highest level Club-level adult (n = 260; 59.36%); Intercounty-level 
adult (n = 90; 20.55%); Intercounty-level underage (n =
53; 12.10%); Club-level underage (n = 35; 7.99%). 

Geographic location in 
Ireland 

Leinster (n = 136; 31.05%); Connacht (n = 110; 25.11%); 
Munster (n = 106; 24.20%); Ulster (n = 86; 19.63%).  

1 Data collection coincided with a period of national lockdown in Ireland 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The last Gaelic game played before this lock-
down was the 2020 All-Ireland Gaelic Football final on 19 December 2020. 
However, the retrospective nature of our survey items, in line with similar 
studies (e.g., Webb et al., 2019, 2020) did not require match officials to be 
actively participating in their sport at the time of completion. 
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was treated as missing data for these items. Participants were also asked 
whether they were planning to leave their role in the next 12 months 
(Yes = 1, No = 2) and, if yes, why they were thinking of leaving 
(selecting all relevant from time pressure, increased abuse, not enough 
support, family responsibilities, I do not enjoy it anymore, transport 
issues, or other). Finally, participants were asked if they felt they 
received adequate training to help deal with episodes of abuse (Yes = 1, 
No = 2, Not Sure = 3). For analysis, both “no” and “not sure” responses 
were coded as “no” for this item. We also added items to the original 
survey to determine respondents’ distress following abuse, mental 
wellbeing, and symptoms of mental ill-health. 

Distress: The impact of abuse on feelings of distress was retrospec-
tively assessed using the 3-item Distress Screener (Braam et al., 2009), a 
scale previously used to measure distress in professional football ref-
erees (Gouttebarge et al., 2017). The instructions were adapted to ask 
participants if, during the week after they experienced either verbal or 
physical abuse, they suffered from i) worry, ii) listlessness, or iii) felt 
tense. Responses ranged on a 3-point Likert scale from: “no” = 0, to 
“sometimes” = 1, to “regularly or more often” = 2. Possible scores range 
from 0 to 6, and a cut-off point of 4 or higher identified distress. Cron-
bach’s alpha values (α = 0.74 for verbal abuse and α = 0.78 for physical 
abuse) indicated acceptable reliability for the Distress Screener in the 
present study. 

Mental Wellbeing: We conceptualised MH based on Keyes’ (2002) 
two-continua model comprising a positive mental wellbeing dimension 
alongside a distinct, but correlated, mental ill-being dimension. Match 
officials’ mental wellbeing was determined using the Short 
Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale (SWEMWBS; Stewart--
Brown et al., 2009). The SWEMWBS consists of 7-items with examples 
including, “I’ve been feeling optimistic about the future” and “I’ve been 
dealing with problems well”. Participants responded to each item on a 
5-point Likert scale ranging from “None of the time” = 1 to “All of the 
time” = 5 to describe their experiences over the previous two weeks. 
Possible scale scores range from 7 to 35, and higher scores indicate 
greater mental wellbeing. Cronbach’s alpha (α = 0.89) indicated good 
reliability for the SWEMWBS in the present study. 

Mental Ill-health: Mental ill-health was screened using the short, 2- 
item versions of the Patient Health Questionnaire for depression 
(PHQ-2; Kroenke et al., 2003) and the Generalised Anxiety Disorder 
scale (GAD-2; Kroenke et al., 2007). Example items from each scale 
included “Little interest or pleasure in doing things” (PHQ-2) and 
“Feeling nervous, anxious or on edge” (GAD-2). For each item, partici-
pants indicated how often they had experienced these feelings during 
the previous two weeks on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from “Not at 
all” = 0 to “Nearly every day” = 3. Possible scale scores range from 0 to 6 
for each scale, and a score of 3 or higher indicates possible cases of 
depression or anxiety. Cronbach’s alpha indicated acceptable reliability 
for the PHQ-2 (α = 0.77) and good reliability for the GAD-2 (α = 0.81) in 
this study. 

2.4. Data management and analyses 

Raw data from 556 respondents were exported from Qualtrics into 
the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, Version 26; IBM 
Corp, NY). These data were screened and all cases with less than 90% 
survey completion (i.e., entire scales incomplete) were deleted as it was 
assumed that incomplete responses represented withdrawal from the 
study (average progress of deleted cases = 18.69%). Within the 
remaining responses (n = 438), missing data was found to be missing 
completely at random (MCAR) based on Little’s MCAR analysis (p >
.05). Consequently, these missing data were imputed using the Expec-
tation Maximisation (EM) algorithm before further analyses (Hawthorne 
& Elliott, 2005). Assumptions of normality were assessed for all scale 
data and equivalent non-parametric tests were used where these as-
sumptions were violated. To determine relationships between variables, 
Pearson’s correlation coefficients (or Spearman’s rho) were calculated 

and interpreted using Cohen’s conventions of small (r = 0.1), moderate 
(r = 0.3) and large (r = 0.5). Where relevant, we reverse coded some 
scale responses for ease of interpretation. 

Path analysis was used to determine the pathways by which the 
frequency of abuse impacted distress, mental wellbeing, mental ill- 
health, and intentions to quit. Three models were estimated using 
MPlus (Version 8.6; Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017) for both verbal 
abuse and physical abuse experiences. Maximum likelihood estimation, 
bootstrapped to 1000 samples, was used to improve the accuracy of 
parameter estimates and fit indices (Shrout & Bolger, 2002). 
Goodness-of-fit indices recommended by Hu and Bentler (1999) were 
used to assess the adequacy of each model specified. These were the 
Chi-Square (χ2) test of overall model fit, but this statistic was interpreted 
with caution based on limitations associated with non-normal data and 
larger sample sizes (Tanaka, 1987). The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and 
the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) were reported with values of > 0.90 
deemed acceptable model fit. The Root Mean Square Error of Approxi-
mation (RMSEA), with 90% confidence intervals (90% CI), were re-
ported with <.08 considered fair model fit. We also included the 
Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) with values < 0.08 
considered acceptable fit. The comparative fit of the models was 
assessed using Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC; Schwarz, 1978) 
with the smallest value indicating the best model fit. To determine the 
explanatory power of each model, and to further evaluate each model, 
R2 values reporting the proportion of variance explained in each of the 
dependent variables were also reported. 

The three models differed only in terms of how experiences of abuse, 
distress resulting from abuse, and mental wellbeing, mental ill-health, 
and intentions to quit were modelled. Based on previous research with 
sports officials (e.g., Anshel et al., 2014) and studies on predictors of 
workplace bullying (e.g., Fang et al., 2016) we proposed sports officials’ 
years of officiating experience as a predictor of abuse. This path was 
estimated in each model. Model 1 posited that ‘frequency of abuse’ has a 
direct effect on the dependent variables (Wellbeing, Anxiety, Depres-
sion, Intention to quit) and was the ‘Direct Effects Only’ model. In this 
model, indirect paths between frequency of abuse and the dependent 
variables, via distress, were fixed at zero. Model 2 proposed that there 
are no direct effects between ‘frequency of abuse’ and the dependent 
variables, rather that the associations are entirely mediated through 
‘Distress’. This was the ‘Indirect Effects Only’ model, and direct paths 
between frequency of abuse and the dependent variables were fixed at 
zero. Model 3 proposed that the effects may be both direct and indirect 
and was the ‘Direct and Indirect Effects Model’. In this model, all paths 
were estimated. Each model is illustrated in Figure 1. 

3. Results 

3.1. Descriptive statistics 

Of the 438 GAA match officials, 94.29% (n = 413) indicated that 
they had experienced verbal abuse during their career. Of those, 9.93% 
reported experiencing verbal abuse every game, 31.48% every couple of 
games, and 43.83% a couple of times a season. Verbal abuse was pre-
dominantly experienced from team management and coaches (indicated 
by 84.99% of officials), spectators (70.46%), players (66.23%), and club 
officials (34.14%). Physical abuse was experienced by 23.06% (n = 101) 
of respondents and the majority of those (85.15%) experienced physical 
abuse once or twice in their career. Physical abuse was predominantly 
experienced from players (54.46%), spectators (48.51%), and team 
management and coaches (33.66%). The majority of match officials felt 
they had not received adequate training to deal with episodes of abuse 
(49.32%) or felt unsure (13.01%). A similarly high proportion (48.63%) 
either strongly agreed or agreed that episodes of abuse made them 
intend to quit their role. Despite this, 76.94% were not thinking of 
quitting within the next 12 months, whereas 14.16% (n = 62) indicated 
that they were. Of those who were thinking of leaving, the most common 
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reasons provided were increased abuse (54.84%, n = 34), not enough 
support (50.00%, n = 31), or not enjoying their role anymore (48.39%, 
n = 30). 

Of those who experienced abuse, 5.08% and 12.87% screened posi-
tive for distress during the week after receiving verbal and physical 
abuse respectively. In terms of mental ill-health outcomes, 5.25% and 
5.48% of GAA match officials screened positive for anxiety and 
depression respectively. The mean score on the SWEMWBS was 26.24 
(SD = 4.93) points. 

3.2. Relationships between variables 

Descriptive statistics and associations between variables are pre-
sented in Table 2. Match officials’ age was positively correlated with 
years officiating experience, rs = 0.566, p < .001 as might be expected. 
Older match officials reported less frequent verbal abuse, rs = -.198, p <
.001, were more likely to feel that they received adequate training to 
deal with episodes of abuse, rs = 0.249, p < .001, and reported higher 

mental wellbeing, rs = 0.158, p = .001, lower anxiety, rs = -.114, p =
.017, and lower depression, rs = -.121, p = .011. Similarly, more expe-
rienced match officials reported experiencing less frequent verbal abuse, 
rs = -.138, p = .005, and were more likely to feel that they had received 
adequate training to deal with abuse, rs = 0.127, p = .008. In contrast, 
less experienced match officials were more likely to agree that the 
experience of abuse made them consider quitting their role, rs = -.120, p 
= .012. 

More frequent verbal abuse was associated with higher distress after 
verbal abuse, rs = 0.109, p = .027, lower mental wellbeing, rs = -.166, p 
= .001, higher anxiety, rs = 0.116, p = .018, higher depression, rs =

0.132, p = .007, and greater intentions to quit, rs = 0.229, p < .001. 
Greater feelings of distress resulting from verbal abuse was also asso-
ciated with lower mental wellbeing, rs = -.294, p < .001, higher anxiety, 
rs = 0.385, p < .001, higher depression, rs = 0.318, p < .001, and greater 
intentions to quit, rs = 0.428, p < .001. Frequency of physical abuse did 
not correlate with any other variable. However, greater feelings of 
distress resulting from physical abuse had moderate associations with 

Fig. 1. Alternative models of experiences of abuse, distress resulting from abuse, and mental wellbeing, mental ill-health, and intentions to quit outcomes. Years of 
officiating experience included as a predictor of frequency of abuse in all models. 

Table 2 
Means, standard deviations and correlations between demographics, abuse experiences and outcomes.  

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. Age (Yr) 45.23 11.11 –           
2. Experience (Yr) 11.68 9.23 .566** –          
3. Freq Verbal Abuse 2.71 1.01 − .198** − .138** –         
4. Distress Verbal 1.18 1.33 − .027 − .025 .109* –        
5. Freq Phys Abuse 4.75 0.64 .120 .080 .054 − .045 –       
6. Distress Phys 1.43 1.63 − .028 − .036 .209* .671** .000 –      
7. Training 1.66 0.55 .249** .127** − .088 − .146** − .159 − .009 –     
8. Wellbeing 26.24 4.93 .158** .022 − .166** − .294** − .005 − .273** .148** –    
9. Anxiety 0.47 0.99 − .114* .004 .116* .385** .060 .389** − .153** − .374** –   
10. Depression 0.51 1.03 − .121* .018 .132** .318** − .091 .362** − .126** − .432** .568** –  
11. Intentions to quit 2.84 1.30 − .069 − .120* .229** .428** .091 .334** − .163** − .137** .127** .098* – 

Note. M and SD represent mean and standard deviation, respectively. Correlation coefficients represent Spearman’s rho (rs). * indicates p < .05 (two-tailed), ** in-
dicates p < .01 (two-tailed). 
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lower mental wellbeing, rs = -.273, p = .006, higher anxiety, rs = 0.389, 
p < .001, higher depression, rs = 0.362, p < .001, and greater intentions 
to quit, rs = 0.334, p = .001. Finally, feeling one had not received 
adequate training, or unsure one had, was associated with higher 
distress after verbal abuse, rs = -.146, p = .003, lower mental wellbeing, 
rs = 0.148, p = .002, higher anxiety, rs = -.153, p = .001, higher 
depression, rs = -.126, p = .008, and greater intentions to quit, rs = -.163, 
p = .001. 

3.3. Model fit and comparison: verbal abuse 

The fit indices for the three models for experiences of verbal abuse 
are reported in Table 3. Based on all fit indices, only model 3 (direct and 
indirect effects model) achieved an acceptable fit on all indices, 
including the χ2 statistic. Model 3 also had greater explanatory power 
than models 1 and 2, explaining 9.4% of the variance in wellbeing, 
15.2% of the variance in anxiety, 15.6% of the variance in depression, 
and 19.1% of the variance in intentions to quit (all p < .01). Model 3 
showed a significant direct effect of years officiating experience on 
frequency of verbal abuse (β = -.122, p = .014) and significant direct 
effects of frequency of verbal abuse on mental wellbeing (β = -.135, p =
.003) and on intentions to quit (β = 0.174, p < .001). Model three also 
showed a significant indirect effect of frequency of verbal abuse on 
distress (β = 0.122, p = .018), and of distress on mental wellbeing (β =
-.260, p < .001), anxiety (β = 0.384, p < .001), depression (β = 0.387, p 
< .001) and intentions to quit (β = 0.380, p < .001). As such, we propose 
that model 3, incorporating both direct and indirect effects, was the best 
fitting model with greater explanatory power for experiences of verbal 
abuse. The standardised estimates for model 3 for verbal abuse are 
presented in Figure 2. 

3.4. Model fit and comparison: physical abuse 

The fit indices for the three models for experiences of physical abuse 
are also reported in Table 3. Model 1 did not satisfy all fit criteria. Both 
model 2 (indirect effects only model) and model 3 (direct and indirect 
effects model) satisfied all fit criteria. Model 3 also predicted a larger 
variance in depression (14.5%, p = .021) than model 2 (13.4%, p = .036) 
and showed a significant direct effect of frequency of physical abuse on 
depression (β = 0.100, p = .039). Both model 2 and model 3 also showed 
significant indirect effects of distress on mental wellbeing, anxiety, 
depression, and intentions to quit (all β ≥ 0.254, all p < .05). However, 
neither model 2 nor model 3 significantly predicted variance in mental 
wellbeing, anxiety, or intentions to quit (all p > .05). Furthermore, the 
standardised estimates for model 3 (see Figure 3) showed no direct effect 
between years of officiating experience and frequency of physical abuse 
(β = -.038, p = .796) and no indirect effect between frequency of 
physical abuse and distress (β = 0.017, p = .883). This latter path was 
also non-significant in model 2 (β = 0.002, p = .983). As such, for ex-
periences of physical abuse, both model 2 and model 3 were rejected 
because of these non-significant paths. The standardised estimates for 
model 3 for experiences of physical abuse are presented in Figure 3. 

4. Discussion 

The aims of this study were to survey the prevalence and frequency 
of verbal and physical abuse, and prevalence rates for mental ill-health 
symptomology, alongside mental wellbeing, amongst Gaelic Games 
match officials. We also aimed to examine relationships between expe-
riences of abuse, distress resulting from that abuse, and the dependent 
variables of mental wellbeing, anxiety, depression, and intentions to 
quit as a GAA match official. This latter aim was tested by specifying 
three models that proposed alternative relationships between experi-
ences of verbal and physical abuse, distress, and each of the outcomes 
listed. 

Our findings indicated that 94.29% of the match officials surveyed 
experienced verbal abuse in their careers and 23.06% experienced at 
least one episode of physical abuse. These figures are equivalent to the 
93.8% and 18.9% of English soccer officials who reported experiencing 
verbal and physical abuse respectively in their careers (Cleland et al., 
2018), but are higher than figures reported for Dutch soccer referees 

Table 3 
Fit indices for the alternative models for experiences of verbal and physical 
abuse, distress, mental health, and intentions to quit.  

Item Model 1 
(Direct) 

Model 2 
(Indirect) 

Model 3 (Direct & 
Indirect) 

Verbal Abuse 
χ2 161.83 28.33 6.09 
df 10 9 5 
p .00 .00 .30 
BIC 9022 8894 8896 
CFI .66 .96 .998 
TLI .29 .90 .99 
RMSEA .19 .07 .02 
90% CI .16–.21 .04–.10 .00–.07 
SRMR .13 .05 .02 
R2 Wellbeing .028 .076* .094* 
R2 Anxiety .007 .151* .152* 
R2 Depression .009 .154* .156* 
R2 Intentions to 

quit 
.048* .161* .191*  

Physical Abuse 
χ2 38.25 11.40 8.69 
df 10 9 5 
p .00 .25 .12 
BIC 7047 7027 7048 
CFI .90 .99 .99 
TLI .80 .98 .95 
RMSEA .08 .03 .04 
90% CI .05–.11 .00–.06 .00–.09 
SRMR .11 .04 .03 
R2 Wellbeing .000 .070 .070 
R2 Anxiety .000 .064 .065 
R2 Depression .009 .134* .145* 
R2 Intentions to 

quit 
.006 .083 .088 

Note. Criteria for acceptable fit are p > .05 for χ2, CFI and TLI > .90, RMSEA and 
SRMSR < .08, with a lower value for the BIC indicating a better fitting model. 

Fig. 2. Standardised estimates from the direct and indirect model (model 3) for 
experiences of verbal abuse. Significant path estimates (p < .05) are indicated 
with an *. 

Fig. 3. Standardised estimates from the direct and indirect effects model 
(model 3) for experiences of physical abuse. Significant path estimates (p < .05) 
are indicated with an *. 
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(51.0% and 14.6% respectively; Webb, Dicks, et al., 2020). In terms of 
the frequency of abuse, our findings that verbal abuse was most 
frequently experienced a couple of times a season (43.83%) or every 
couple of games (31.48%), were also similar to the 49% of rugby union 
officials who encountered abuse a couple of times a season (Webb et al., 
2019) and the 37.6% of English soccer referees who reported experi-
encing verbal abuse every couple of matches (Cleland et al., 2018). 
These data suggest that the experience of abuse amongst Gaelic Games 
match officials is at least as prevalent and as frequent as that reported by 
officials in other team sports, although physical abuse may be more 
prevalent in Gaelic Games, as least from the present sample. 

The mental wellbeing of the match officials was within a normative 
range for participants’ age (Ng Fat et al., 2017), similar to Carson et al.’s 
(2020) finding amongst Australian sports officials. Equally, prevalence 
rates for anxiety (5.25%) and depression (5.48%) symptomology in our 
study were equivalent to those reported by El Bakry (2013; 4.8% mild 
depression), Carson et al. (2020; 4.9% anxiety and 7.3% depression), 
and the 11.8% prevalence of anxiety/depression noted by Gouttebarge 
et al. (2017). The prevalence rates for anxiety and depression in our 
study were lower, however, than the cumulative prevalence of mild or 
more severe anxiety (24.0%) and depression (34.6%) reported by Lima 
et al. (2022) amongst Turkish football referees using the GAD-7 and 
PHQ-9 scales. An explanation for these differences may be that, while 
Lima et al. (2022) applied recommended thresholds to identify mild (≥5 
points), moderate (≥10), and moderately severe/severe (≥15) anxiety 
and depression, the recommended thresholds on the GAD-2 and PHQ-2 
of ≥3 points that we applied are equivalent, in terms of sensitivity and 
specificity, to thresholds of ≥8 on the GAD-7 (Kroenke et al., 2007) and 
≥10 points on the PHQ-9 (Kroenke et al., 2001; 2007; Levis et al., 2019). 
Consequently, a more accurate comparison may be to compare our 
findings to the prevalence of moderate or more severe anxiety (5.3%) 
and depression (10.1%) reported by Lima et al. (2022). In doing so, we 
suggest that these data collectively report similar prevalence rates of 
mental ill-health symptomology amongst sports officials surveyed to 
date. 

Furthermore, the 5.08% prevalence rate for distress following ex-
periences of verbal abuse amongst GAA match officials was equivalent 
to the 5.9% prevalence rate for distress noted by Gouttebarge et al. 
(2017) amongst European professional soccer referees using the same 
measurement tool (i.e., Distress Screener; Braam et al., 2009). However, 
we noted that 12.87% of officials in our study screened positive for 
distress during the week after experiencing physical abuse, higher than 
previously reported. These data should be interpreted with caution, 
however, given the retrospective nature of our survey. Despite this, 
these findings add to the limited extant literature on the mental well-
being and mental ill-health symptomology amongst sports officials and 
highlight the need for appropriate support and intervention. More so, 
our findings lend support to suggestions that abuse experiences are 
important sport-specific sources of distress for sports officials (e.g., 
Cleland, 2021; Webb, Rayner, et al., 2020). Abuse experiences were also 
cited as a reason for intending to quit by officials in the present study. 
Specifically, a high proportion (48.63%) agreed or strongly agreed that 
episodes of abuse made them consider quitting their role. Furthermore, 
14.16% indicated they were thinking of quitting within the next 12 
months, a figure within the 12% and 22% of Dutch and French referees 
respectively who were thinking of leaving their sport within the same 
timeframe according to Dawson et al. (2021). More pertinently, abuse 
was cited as the primary reason for intending to quit by 7.76% of the 
officials in our sample, a figure that is equivalent to the 10% of referees 
reported by Ridinger et al. (2017) who mentioned abuse as the main 
reason for choosing to discontinue officiating in the future. 

To examine relationships between officiating experience, episodes of 
abuse, distress, MH, and intentions to quit, we tested three novel, 
alternative multivariate models specifying these relationships for both 
verbal abuse and physical abuse experiences. Our analyses demon-
strated, for the first time, associations between officiating experience, 

episodes of abuse, distress resulting from that abuse, and MH outcomes. 
For experiences of verbal abuse, only the direct and indirect effects 
model (see Figure 2) achieved acceptable model fit. This model was also 
superior in explanatory power for mental wellbeing, anxiety, depres-
sion, and intentions to quit outcomes. Specifically, the direct and indi-
rect effects model demonstrated that officiating experience impacted 
verbal abuse experiences such that less experienced match officials 
experienced more frequent verbal abuse. An explanation for this rela-
tionship may be that more experienced officials are better equipped to 
apply the rules of the game and sustain their concentration in compet-
itive situations (Anshel et al., 2014; Rainey & Hardy, 1999). Conse-
quently, they may maintain a higher level of performance and 
experience less verbal abuse from coaches, spectators, and athletes as a 
result. This should be interpreted in the context of the relatively small (β 
= − .122) impact of years officiating experience on verbal abuse within 
this model, however (see Figure 2). The model also showed direct effects 
between verbal abuse and both mental wellbeing and intentions to quit 
such that more frequent verbal abuse was associated with lower mental 
wellbeing and greater intentions to quit. This latter finding that verbal 
abuse was directly and positively associated with greater intentions to 
quit mirrors a similar finding amongst French and Dutch football ref-
erees (Dawson et al., 2021). In addition, the effects of verbal abuse on 
mental wellbeing, mental ill-health, and intentions to quit were partially 
mediated by distress. 

For physical abuse, both the indirect effects only model, and the 
direct and indirect effects model achieved acceptable fit. The direct and 
indirect effects model accounted for a greater proportion of variance in 
depression (14.5%) and greater feelings of distress led to lower mental 
wellbeing, increased anxiety and depression, and greater intentions to 
quit in both models. Despite this, there were no relationships between 
officiating experience and the frequency of physical abuse, nor between 
the frequency of physical abuse and distress (see Figure 3). One inter-
pretation for these findings may be that the frequency of physical abuse is 
a less important variable, and that any physical abuse may be distress-
ing. Our findings that physical abuse was experienced relatively infre-
quently yet, proportionally, led to greater distress than verbal abuse 
supports this contention. Equally, physical abuse often results from the 
escalation of verbal abuse (Webb, Rayner, et al., 2020). As such, other 
factors such as athletes’, coaches’, or spectators’ responsibility for their 
own behaviour may be more important influences on this escalation 
than sports officials’ experience. However, little is known about abuse 
escalation processes in this context. In other settings, such as in-
vestigations of domestic violence, the escalation of abuse has been 
defined in terms of both frequency and severity (Boxall & Lawler, 2021). 
Although frequency escalations are relatively easy to measure, assigning 
a hierarchy to determine the severity of abuse is more challenging. One 
approach, for physical abuse, is to differentiate between moderate (e.g., 
push, shove), or more severe (e.g., punch, kick) forms of physical 
violence based on the likelihood of harm or injury that results (e.g., 
Sherman et al., 2016). A similar approach might be adopted to differ-
entiate less severe (e.g., swearing) and more severe (e.g., threats of 
harm, death threats) forms of verbal abuse. As such, it may be that 
distress resulting from abuse experiences is better predicted by consid-
ering the severity of the act and not just the frequency. Consequently, we 
suggest that future researchers should incorporate measures of both 
frequency and severity of physical and verbal abuse experiences 
amongst sports officials. 

Despite these issues when modelling physical abuse experiences, our 
findings for both verbal and physical abuse outcomes provide empirical 
support for Webb et al.’s (2020b) conceptual model of factors that in-
fluence sports officials’ welfare. Specifically, we show that personal 
factors (e.g., years of officiating experience) and societal factors (e.g., 
abuse from coaches, athletes, and spectators) can impact on feelings of 
distress, mental wellbeing, mental ill-health, and intentions to quit. Our 
results are comparable to those of Carson et al. (2020) and Lima et al. 
(2022) who noted that being younger was associated with poorer MH in 
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sports officials, whereas our models add further insight into why less 
experienced sports officials may also experience poorer MH outcomes. 
Our findings also support Dell et al.’s (2016) contention that match 
factors (e.g., abuse, intimidation) and distress resulting from abuse can 
impact on referee attrition from sport. More so, our modelling of re-
lationships between verbal abuse and subsequent outcomes suggest that 
the abuse experienced by sports officials may be no different to exposure 
to workplace bullying, in so far as verbal hostility and persistent criti-
cism in the workplace has been associated with increased distress, lower 
mental wellbeing, impaired MH, and stronger intentions to leave one’s 
employment (e.g., Birkeland Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012; Verkuil et al., 
2015; Webb, Rayner, et al., 2020). 

Collectively, our findings highlight several avenues to help sports 
officials’ deal with abuse, to support their MH, and to reduce attrition. 
At organisational and societal levels, campaigns that aim to reduce 
abuse and improve behaviour toward sports officials from athletes, 
coaches, and spectators are clearly warranted. Within Gaelic Games, the 
need for such change has been highlighted by a recent call to, “build and 
reinforce a culture of respect for match officials” (GAA, 2022, p. 21). 
Similar top-down, organisational approaches such as the English Foot-
ball Association’s Respect programme may help to achieve this aim, 
though there is mixed evidence to support the effectiveness of this 
campaign to change cultural norms and reduce abuse directed toward 
sports officials (e.g., Cleland et al., 2018; Webb et al., 2017). Other 
organisational support might include appropriate disciplinary sanctions 
for reported episodes of abuse by athletes, coaches, or supporters (e.g., 
Cleland et al., 2018; Webb, Dicks, et al., 2020). More proactive support, 
particularly for less experienced officials, might include training in 
conflict management and resolution to handle challenging behaviour 
from coaches, athletes, and spectators, and to de-escalate confronta-
tional situations (e.g., Cleland, 2021; Dell et al., 2016). Support might 
also include formal or informal mentorship from more experienced of-
ficials (e.g., Cleland et al., 2018; Warner et al., 2013), or training to 
develop other problem-focused coping strategies (e.g., techniques to 
maintain concentration) to optimise officials’ performance in competi-
tion (e.g., Anshel et al., 2014; Voight, 2009). Taken together, this 
organisational support is considered a vital resource to help promote 
and maintain good MH in sports officials and to retain them in their role 
(Warner et al., 2013; Webb et al., 2021). Furthermore, the relatively low 
proportion (7.76%) of officials in our sample that intended to quit 
because of abuse within the next 12 months suggests that many officials 
choose to continue in their role regardless of abuse experiences. Reasons 
to continue include enjoyment, a strong affiliation with their sport, 
camaraderie with fellow officials, and the health-related benefits of 
officiating as a form of physical activity (e.g., Cuskelly & Hoye, 2013; 
Ridinger et al., 2017). In addition, although officiating can be a source of 
stress, the role can also have a cathartic effect, distracting officials from 
external stressors and day-to-day concerns (Tingle et al., 2021). As such, 
reinforcing these positive aspects may also be important to recruit and 
retain sports officials within their role (Kellett & Shilbury, 2007). 

Finally, strategies that help sports officials deal with distress may 
alter the trajectory of the abuse-distress relationship and subsequent 
outcomes noted in this study. This includes psychological support 
focused on MH literacy and strategies to maintain mental wellbeing 
(Breslin et al., 2022; Tingle et al., 2021; Webb et al., 2021). Support 
should incorporate training in stress management techniques, such as 
applied relaxation, self-compassion interventions, or emotional disclo-
sure to help individuals deal with distress and improve MH outcomes 
(Mansell et al., 2020). As with other organisational support, this training 
may be especially important for less experienced officials who, in the 
present study, were less likely to feel that they had received adequate 
training to deal with episodes of abuse. In turn, being less likely to feel 
one had received this training was associated with higher distress 
following verbal abuse, lower mental wellbeing, higher anxiety and 
depression, and greater intentions to quit (see Table 2). Despite these 
proposals, officials often perceive inadequate support to deal with the 

negative impact of abuse (Warner et al., 2013; Webb et al., 2019). This, 
coupled with the lack of an evidence-base for MH awareness in-
terventions amongst sports officials (Breslin et al., 2022), highlights an 
urgent need for sporting organisations to prioritise the development and 
implementation of MH and wellbeing support for sports officials. 

A number of limitations should be noted in the present study. First, 
the cross-sectional design of our survey does not exclude the possibility 
of reverse causality. As such, a longitudinal design with measurement of 
abuse experiences and distress at one time point, and MH and attrition 
outcomes at another would strengthen our assertions of a causal re-
lationships between episodes of abuse and subsequent outcomes. Sec-
ond, we also asked participants to retrospectively recount their feelings 
of distress, etc. following incidents of verbal or physical abuse. However, 
it is not known how distant these episodes may have been. Future studies 
may wish to consider alternative approaches, such as event-focused in-
terviews that ask participants to recall their experience soon after an 
event to fully recount episodic details (e.g., behaviours, thoughts, feel-
ings) in a chronological sequence (Jackman et al., 2021). Finally, it 
should be noted that survey data for this study were collected during a 
period of national restrictions in Ireland due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
with no competitive Gaelic Games permitted during this time. Conse-
quently, the individuals surveyed were not actively officiating at this 
time, potentially accounting, in part, for their responses on the MH 
scales, all of which asked participants to respond to how they felt during 
the previous two weeks. As such, the prevalence statistics for mental 
wellbeing, anxiety, and depression symptomology should be interpreted 
in this context. Finally, we also did not control for other sources of 
distress in our analysis, such as work pressures or family demands. These 
sources may contribute to the unexplained variance in outcomes noted 
in our analysis. As such, future studies may wish to include measures of 
other sources of stress (see Voight, 2009) to enhance internal validity 
and to more accurately account for the impact of verbal and physical 
abuse on MH and intentions to quit outcomes in sports officials. 
Furthermore, the recent growth in female participation in Gaelic Games 
and the number of female officials (e.g., Fogarty, 2022) highlights the 
need to conduct future studies that reflect the views of females in 
officiating. 

These limitations aside, the present study highlights the prevalence 
and frequency of abuse experiences amongst Gaelic Games officials. 
More so, our analyses demonstrate, for the first time, relationships be-
tween abuse experiences, distress, and MH outcomes. The results sug-
gest that episodes of abuse can directly impact officials’ MH and 
intentions to quit their role. Distress resulting from abuse can also lead 
to lower mental wellbeing, higher anxiety and depression, and greater 
intentions to quit. These findings reinforce an urgent need for sporting 
organisations to review behaviours of the perpetrators of abuse and how 
best to support officials to manage episodes of abuse. More so, we 
highlight a pressing need to develop evidence-based and theory- 
informed psychological interventions that aim to increase MH aware-
ness and support MH self-management amongst officials, a provision 
that does not exist at this time (Breslin et al., 2022; Gorczynski & Webb, 
2021; Hancock et al., 2021). 
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