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This study presents a single case study that assessed the effectiveness of a rational-emotive behaviour therapy
(REBT) intervention in reducing irrational beliefs, decreasing negative, unhealthy emotions, and improving
performance with a sports official. Following initial assessment, a 43-year-old male football referee participated

Lon_glmd]r_lal ) in a 5-week REBT intervention programme. Irrational beliefs and anxiety were measured using the Irrational
Social validation . .. N ; i K i
Performance Beliefs Scale for Sports Officials and the Sport Anxiety Scale respectively. Following the 5-week intervention,

measures of irrational beliefs and anxiety were collected at three follow-up points, taken every 6-weeks,
throughout the 2023/24 football season, and again eight weeks after the conclusion of the season. Perfor-
mance was assessed using observer marks from Football Association Referee Observers, and Club Marks,
collected from representatives of teams refereed by the participant. Results showed a medium (d = 2.34)
decrease (-43.28 %) in irrational beliefs between pre- and post-intervention stages, and a small (d = 0.67)
decrease (21.97 %) in irrational beliefs between the post-intervention and retention stages. A large (d = 5.36)
decrease (-31.12 %) in anxiety was reported between pre- and post-intervention stages, and a small (d = 0.18)
increase (2.19 %) in anxiety was also reported between the post-intervention and retention stage. Performance
enhancement was seen via a small (d = 0.26) increase (1.18 %) in Club Marks, and a medium (d = 2.09) increase
(1.05 %) in observer marks. Alongside social validation interviews held with the participant, referee coach and
observer, the study provides evidence to inform applied practice and supports the potential value of REBT with
sports officials.

1. Introduction

The potential impact that officials and their performance have on
sports competitions, and the financial implications of success and fail-
ure, has resulted in increased attention being paid to the study of this
population in recent years (Hancock et al., 2021, Webb, 2022). Re-
searchers have identified numerous challenges that sports officials face,
such as physiological demands that are comparable to athletes
(Elsworthy & Blair, 2024), time constraints regarding decision-making
and operating in a practice poor environment due, in part, to diffi-
culty replicating role demands (Helsen et al., 2024). Consequently, the
need for increased psychological skills training and support for officials
is frequently encouraged (see Mojtahedi et al., 2022; Webb, 2017; Webb
et al., 2021).

The justification for enhanced psychological support strategies
within officiating populations is two-fold. First, while decision-making
has been identified as the most important quality in officiating and is
reflected in the dominance of this topic in related research (Hancock
et al., 2021), traditional reductionist approaches to officiating devel-
opment (e.g., video training; Schweizer et al., 2011) fail to acknowledge
the multi-dimensional nature of officiating, such as contextual infor-
mation (e.g., pre-match sources of information such as player research)
and individual emotions, previously identified as mediating
decision-making accuracy (Adie et al., 2024; Kostrna & Tennenbaum,
2022). Support for this view is seen in research that found judgments
were influenced by previous decisions, attributing this conclusion to a
desire for impartiality rather than the isolated incident (Plessner &
Betsch, 2001), and evidence that emotion (e.g., anxiety) is correlated
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with inaccurate decision-making due to crowd bias (Sors et al., 2019).
Consequently, approaches that enhance individual qualities such as
emotional regulation and minimise the impact of real or perceived
criticism may develop officiating performance.

The second justification for psychological support for sports officials
is decreasing retention rates, an issue of urgent concern (Cleland et al.,
2018; Livingston et al., 2017; Webb et al., 2021). While several factors
contribute to withdrawal in officiating, such as lack of financial
renumeration and recognition, negative events such as abuse have been
identified as among the most pertinent amongst interactor officials (e.g.,
referees who have high levels of interaction with participants; Down-
ward et al., 2023; Plessner & MacMahon, 2013; Ridinger et al., 2017;
Warner et al., 2013). However, while officials from a variety of sports
worldwide experience abuse (Webb et al., 2018; 2019; 2020), not all
withdraw. Hence, it is the impact of the abuse, rather than the abuse in
isolation, that promotes withdrawal. This view is supported by Brick
et al. (2022), who concluded that, while abuse is positively associated
with intention to quit, abuse is also positively associated with anxiety
and depression. Therefore, it would be advantageous for any psycho-
logical support offered to officials to minimise negative, unhealthy
emotions such as anxiety, and promote helpful emotions, such as
concern and resilience, categorised as adaptive behaviours and growth
following adversity (Dryden & Branch, 2008; Youssef & Luthans, 2007).
Further, approaches that encourage approach-orientated coping (e.g.,
reducing stress by addressing its source; Nicholls & Polman, 2007) are
advised, as avoidance-based coping (e.g., physical and cognitive
distancing from an event, including the suppression of emotions; Roth &
Cohen, 1986) is not only detrimental to performance, but a common-
place strategy used by sports officials (Friesen et al., 2017; Nevill et al.,
2017).

Rational-emotive behaviour therapy (REBT; Ellis, 1955) may provide
a suitable foundation from which to provide psychological support for
sports officials. The application and theory of REBT can be surmised by
the interdependent GABCDE framework (Turner, 2022). In brief, when
goals and values (G) are thwarted or met with adversity (A), it is deeply
held and tacit beliefs (B) that determine the extent to which emotional
and behavioural consequences (C) are unhealthy (maladaptive) or
healthy (adaptive). REBT holds that irrational beliefs beget unhealthy
consequences, whilst rational beliefs beget healthy outcomes. To pro-
mote healthy consequences, in REBT irrational beliefs can be disputed
(D) and rational beliefs can be promoted; i.e., effective new beliefs (E).
REBT has experienced recent growth in interest, application, and sup-
port for its use within performance environments (see Jordana et al.,
2020), associated with negating unhelpful emotions and behaviours,
and promotion of helpful alternatives. For instance, one-to-one REBT
interventions and group workshops have reduced emotional reactivity
in sales settings (Turner et al., 2024), increased self-determination,
well-being, and performance in sport and exercise environments
(Bailey & Turner, 2023; Davis & Turner, 2020; Turner et al., 2019), and
enhanced stress management and resilience in policing (Jones & Turner,
2023). Further to these benefits, REBT is a time efficient intervention,
with 2-11 sessions ranging between 30 and 90 min having been
demonstrated to be effective (Jordana et al., 2020; Turner & Barker,
2013), an appealing quality given the time constraints on personal
development reported by sports officials (MacMahon et al., 2015).
Consequently, REBT holds appeal for those wishing to enhance psy-
chological support for those operating in performance environments.

Enabling sports officials to respond to adversity in a more adaptive
fashion may also benefit performance. To demonstrate how emotional
regulation influences officiating performance, the threshold process
model of decision-making posits officials shift from robust application of
law to a flexible, ‘game management’ approach (Raab et al., 2020) once
individual thresholds of tolerance are breached. This change may be
explained by Lazarus (2000,1991) cognitive-motivational-relational
theory, suggesting that individuals reappraise goals in response to
emotions caused by perceiving a situation as harmful (e.g., negative
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evaluation of performance), threatening (e.g., loss of match control),
challenging (e.g., the opportunity to improve skills), or beneficial (e.g.,
perceived gains that have already occurred). As REBT promotes
high-frustration tolerance and goal-congruent action (e.g., approach
behaviours to meet extant goals; Chadha et al., 2019), REBT in-
terventions may assist sports officials in emotional regulation, a medi-
ating variable in decision-making (Kostrna & Tennenbaum, 2022). This
may be of particular benefit to lower-levels officials, who have attrib-
uted decision-making inaccuracy to the onset of negative emotions such
as anxiety (Neil et al., 2013).

REBT has been successfully implemented with two elite rugby union
referees reporting decreased irrational beliefs, anxiety and decision-
making reinvestment, and one showing improved performance,
following four REBT sessions (the performance of the other participant
was not evaluated due to promotion prior to reassessment; Maxwell--
Keys et al., 2022). However, there is need for further research investi-
gating applied practice with sports officials. For example, the research in
rugby union by Maxwell-Keys et al. focused on elite level referees which
reflects the sampling bias towards professional officials found in existing
research, whilst literature encourages the use of psychological support
with lower-level participants given the differences in roles and stressors
(e.g., less media scrutiny but increased potential for physical abuse;
Cunningham et al., 2022; Webb et al., 2021). Therefore, it is important
to investigate if REBT is effective in improving the well-being and per-
formance of non-elite officials. Furthermore, while Maxwell-Keys et al.
employed retention tests 12-weeks after the intervention, it would be
useful to monitor and assess the impact of such an intervention over the
course of an entire officiating season. This is due to the likelihood of
officials experiencing negative events which, owing to the interdepen-
dent nature of goals, events, beliefs, consequences, may influence levels
of irrational beliefs and related outcomes (Turner, 2022), and the lack of
longitudinal studies with sports officials and in REBT literature
(Cunningham et al., 2022; Jordana et al., 2020).

Due to the sampling bias in officiating research towards elite officials
and REBT’s potential benefit to a population in need of psychological
support, this study sought to examine the effect of an REBT intervention
on irrational beliefs, any relevant negative and unhealthy consequences,
and performance of a non-elite sports official. Given the evidence for the
positive effects of REBT across a range of participants in sport and ex-
ercise (Dixon & Turner, 2018; Jordana et al., 2020; Turner & Bennett,
2018), it was hypothesised that the REBT intervention would lead to a
decrease in irrational beliefs and any maladaptive emotion reported by
the participant, alongside improved performance. As REBT in-
terventions have varied in length and disputation methods used, this
exploratory study also sought to refine the delivery of REBT with sports
officials to enhance efficacy. The investigation also employed a
season-long longitudinal intervention and collected objective measures
to address concerns regarding the often overreliance on self-reported
data in REBT literature (Jordana et al., 2020).

2. Method
2.1. Participants

Gerard (pseudonym), a 43-year-old male, with 3 years’ experience as
a qualified official and who operated at Level 4 (men’s football) and
Level 3 (women'’s football) agreed to participate in this study. Deter-
mining skill level of officials is challenging given variable levels across
sports and countries, and the importance of experience (Webb, 2017).
However, Gerard’s ability level may best be described as ‘amateur with
high certification’ (see Kittel et al., 2019). Gerard was recruited after
attending a webinar on sport psychology, but not specifically about
REBT, that was led by the lead author who invited expressions of interest
to participate in a new research project. Gerard received no other formal
training or support beyond what his peers would have received
throughout the season in which the intervention took place.
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Post-intervention, two further participants, who were unaware of the
intervention, were recruited to provide social validation. The first was
Gerard’s referee coach, a 46-year-old male. The second, a 75-year-old
male, was one of the observers who evaluated Gerard’s performance
in the 2022/23 season and again in the 2023/24 season. Both were
recruited via Gerard’s invitation.

2.2. Design

A single-case experimental design approach was adopted to enhance
consultant effectiveness, an integral feature of Vealey’s (2024) frame-
work for understanding mental training in sport. Further, by looking for
changes in identified variables following intervention rather than using
inferential statistics, a single-case study methodology is aligned to
Frank’s (1986) proposal that, regardless of the benefits of nomothetic
science, findings must always be applied to the individual.

Replicating the approach used by Maxwell-Keys et al. (2022), an A-B
design was adopted to assess pre-intervention (A) and post-intervention
(B) scores of outcome measures, and because cognitive-based in-
terventions cannot be removed and re-applied (i.e., making an ABA
design inapplicable). Measures were administered prior to intervention
and, to meet the longitudinal aim of the study, follow-up measures were
taken each week during the intervention stage, and once every 6-weeks
following completion of the intervention until the conclusion of the
2023/24 football season. This number of measurement points was more
frequent than that employed by Maxwell-Keys et al. (2022) to satisfy
recommendations of repeated measurement of dependent variables to
increase internal validity (Campbell et al., 1963; Parsonson & Baer,
1978). For instance, only having one follow-up assessment does not
necessarily provide an accurate representation of sport anxiety, as it
could be taken when no sources of anxiety (e.g., the presence of an
observer) are present. To assess retention of any psycho-behavioural
benefits, a final measurement point was administered two-months
after the conclusion of the football season. Upon completion of the
season (May 2024), a semi-structured interview based upon the frame-
work recommended by Rubin and Rubin (1995)) was conducted by the
lead author with the participant’s referee coach and observer simulta-
neously to provide social validation regarding intervention efficacy.
Social validation interviews are typical to single-case study experi-
mental designs (Page & Thelwell, 2013) and an interview was also held
with Gerard following completion of the retention test. This interview
was conducted by a researcher who, up to that point, was independent of
the study, to minimise any ‘conflict of power’ between participant and
interviewer (Buchbinder, 2010).

2.3. Measures

2.3.1. Irrational beliefs inventory for sports officials (IBSSO)

The IBSSO (Carrington et al., 2025) is a 16-item bespoke measure of
irrational beliefs in sports officials. The IBSSO assesses four irrational
beliefs (self-depreciation, peer rejection demands, emotional control
demands, and approval) using a 5-point Likert scale that participants use
to assess agreement with irrational statements. The IBSSO demonstrates
good criterion, construct, and concurrent reliability (Cronbach’s o =
0.89 for composite score), and good convergent reliability (r = 0.84,p <
.01; Carrington et al., 2025) with similar measures (e.g., the Irrational
Beliefs Performance Inventory; Turner et al., 2018). Additionally,
measures of irrational beliefs that are specific to populations are rec-
ommended (Terjesen et al., 2009), further justifying use of this
inventory.

2.3.2. Sport anxiety scale-2 (SAS-2)

The SAS-2 (Smith et al., 2006) assesses trait anxiety prior to per-
formance. Using a 4-point Likert scale across 21-items, the measure
assesses somatic anxiety, worry, and concentration disruption. These
factors, particularly anxiety and worry, were identified as negative,
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unhealthy and maladaptive emotional outcomes by the participant
following an initial consultation and review of objective observer
comments that identified avoidance of conflict over dissent as a key area
for development. The SAS-2 reports good internal consistency (a =
0.91), construct validity, test-retest reliability (Smith et al., 2006) and
has previously been administered to sports officials (Maxwell-Keys et al.,
2022), justifying its use.

2.3.3. Football association observer report & club marks

To address the limitation of an over-reliance on self-reporting in
REBT literature (Jordana et al., 2020), performance was measured via
Football Association (FA) observer reports and Club Marks. The FA
observer, who must be a qualified referee and have completed the FA’s
observer training, assesses the referee using several criteria. These
include the difficulty of the game, judgment of major decisions, match
control and player management, with a total score out of 100 being
awarded. To control for maturation (e.g., the natural improvement of a
performer over time; Barker et al., 2011), and to enhance internal val-
idity (e.g., to ascertain if any improvement was attributable to the
intervention or other variables such as natural development), average
changes in observer marks between the 2022/23 and 2023/24 seasons
were collated. Observer marks for 86 officials over the two seasons were
averaged to act as a control and thus determine the expected level of
maturation for Level 4 officials in Gerard’s pool.

In addition to observer marks, Club Marks were also collected from
Gerard throughout the 2023/24 season and compared to the previous
year. Club Marks are scores, out of 100, given to referees by the two
teams that the official oversees. Marks are awarded using several
criteria, including appearance, time management, match control, and
key match decisions. Again, Club Marks from the other 86 Level 4 of-
ficials in Gerard’s pool were also averaged for both the 2022/23 and
2023/24 seasons to determine expected levels of change.

2.3.4. Procedure and intervention

An initial screening interview was conducted over Zoom (Zoom
Video Communications, California, USA) to meet two objectives. First,
to outline to the participant what would be expected from him in terms
of participation (e.g., participation in 5 60-minute weekly REBT sessions
and completion of homework sheets after each session) and time com-
mitments. This was done to improve participant commitment, an iden-
tified antecedent to effective mental training development in sport
(Vealey, 2024). The second objective was to, if possible, establish the
participant’s ‘critical adversity’, an important feature of effective REBT
interventions and defined as the most relevant inference in the chain of
events (e.g., the underlying belief mediating unhealthy consequences;
Bowman & Turner, 2022; Ellis & Dryden, 1999).

Using the GABCDE framework, the intervention involved 5 one-to-
one sessions conducted online, each lasting approximately 60 min,
and led by the lead researcher who holds the Primary Certificate in
REBT. The number, and duration, of meetings was selected due to the
number of sessions identified within studies that demonstrated rigorous
inclusion criteria for a systematic review of REBT interventions being
between 2-11 (Jordana et al., 2020), with the majority lasting longer
than 30 min each. As social validation data from a referee exposed to 4
REBT-based interventions (Maxwell-Keys et al., 2022) indicated that
they would have liked to have discussed REBT on more occasions, 5
meetings was justified. Turner (2019) identified six stages for the
application of REBT with athletes ((i) recognise: education about the
GABCDE framework and understanding of the effects of irrational be-
liefs; (ii) evidence: assistance in disputation of beliefs using evidence;
(iii) logic: assistance in disputation of beliefs using logic; (iv) prag-
matics: assistance in disputing beliefs based on functionalism; (v)
replace: work with participant to develop new, rational beliefs; (vi)
commit: assistance with how the participant can apply their effective,
new beliefs independently). Therefore, each session progressed
sequentially through each stage, with replacement of beliefs and



S.C. Carrington et al.

commitment to new beliefs combined as seen in recent literature (e.g.,
Maxwell-Keys et al., 2022; Turner, 2019). In addition to themes of each
session, strategies to dispute irrational beliefs (e.g., imagery, credos,
paradoxical arguments; Ellis, 1995; Turner, 2022) were discussed when
appropriate. Based on examples given by Ellis and Dryden (1999),
strategies used to dispute irrational beliefs and other parts of session
content were reinforced with worksheets completed independently by
Gerard between sessions. The use of worksheets is identified as funda-
mental to the practice of REBT and applied in the majority of REBT
interventions (Dryden & Branch, 2008; Jordana et al., 2020). Table 1
provides an overview of the indicative content for each session and
worksheet tasks.

Measures were distributed each week following an REBT session, and
thereafter every six weeks until the end of the football season, totalling
three ‘follow up’ points. This time frame was chosen to allow for a
suitable amount of time to elapse following the intervention and for
naturally occurring events that may promote irrational beliefs and un-
healthy, negative emotions (e.g., referee observations, mistakes) to
occur. Additionally, taking multiple measurement points increases the
internal validity of results (Barlow et al., 2009; Campbell & Stanley,
1963). Eight weeks later, measures were completed again to assess
retention.

To enhance social validation of the findings, one interview with
Gerard and one with Gerard’s coach and one of his observers from the
previous two seasons took place. The interview with Gerard’s coach and
observer lasted approximately 45 min and was conducted to ascertain
whether the coach and observer, both experienced stakeholders in
referee development, noticed any changes in Gerard over the 2023/24
season and, if so, whether this was, or was not, consistent with what
would be expected because of maturation. To accomplish this aim, the
researcher did not disclose any details of the intervention, including its
findings, and asked the coach and observer for their views on Gerard’s

Table 1
Overview of REBT session titles, indicative content and homework themes.

Session Title of Indicative content Worksheet themes
number session
1 Recognise The GABCDE framework; A-C/ABC thinking;
the mediating effect of questioning how helpful
beliefs; the role of our goals are; identifying
emotions in Stoicism demands we have
regarding our goals and
the emotions they produce
2 Evidence Questioning critical Disputation exercises;
adversity using truth; checking understanding of
self-acceptance universal self-acceptance;
the ‘I’ task
(acknowledging we, as
humans, do good and bad
things, but neither define
us); questioning the truth
of their demands
3 Logic Defining and using logic Disputation of critical
to challenge beliefs; why  adversity; cue card
we do not have to, evenif  exercise (writing
we want to; benefits of irrational beliefs on one
rational thinking side, and their rational
alternative on the other);
understanding the
benefits of rational beliefs
4 Pragmatics Contemplation around Review of the GABCDE
the utility of our beliefs; model; the writing of their
‘double-think’ of beliefs own refereeing ‘credo’
(e.g., when they might be (see Deen et al., 2017);
useful); paradoxical paradoxical arguments
arguments
5 Replace and  Establishing new, Review of the referee’s
commit rational alternatives and credo; ‘what if’ situations

a review of activities to
reinforce them; imagery

and rational responses;
rational imagery
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performance over the 2023/24 season. When improvements were
identified, participants were asked what they attributed such de-
velopments to. Following transcription of the interview, quotes were
triangulated with graphical and statistical data to increase internal
validity, by identifying no other possible causes for any behavioural
change, and ecological validity. The social validation interview with
Gerard lasted approximately 60 minutes and took place after the
retention test (July 2024), with the independent researcher and lead
author identifying themes independently before discussing results and
establishing a consensus of findings.

2.3.5. Analytic strategy

Consistent with traditional methods of data analysis in single-case
research, quantitative data (e.g., IBSSO and SAS scores) were primar-
ily analysed visually (Barker et al., 2011). Graphical analysis of data (e.
g., observing graphs) is recommended to identify clear effects of an
intervention (Kinusaga et al., 2004). Additionally, the single-case study
design and less than five data-points in some stages discouraged stra-
tegies such as autocorrelation (Crosbie, 1993; Ottenbacher, 1986; de
Winter, 2013). Furthermore, graphical analysis is best placed to meet
Hrycaiko and Martin’s (1996) suggestion that significant effect of an
intervention is determined by observing immediacy of effects, minimal
number of overlapping data points, and the magnitude of effect size
between pre-and post-intervention stages.

To complement the visual analysis of data, the percentage of non-
overlapping data (PND) statistic (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2001) was
calculated to further meet Hrycaiko and Martin’s (1996) recommenda-
tions, as well as the use of Cohen’s d between each stage to calculate the
strength of the intervention. Interpretation of Cohen’s d was based upon
previously identified criteria for small (< 0.87), medium (0.87 - 2.67),
and large (> 2.67) effect sizes (Parker & Vennest, 2009). Qualitative
data collected from the observer and coach interview was assessed to
complement data analysis and support internal validity, reflecting the
pragmatic position of the lead researcher. Pragmatism posits that
practical problems require practical solutions (Giacobbi et al., 2005).
Therefore, to avoid misattributing benefits, an independent researcher
conducted and analysed the interviews with the observer and coach.

3. Results

Initial consultation with Gerard indicated he would like to achieve
promotion to Level 3 and identified that not dealing with dissent was a
significant area of feedback that had been previously provided by his
coach and observers. Gerard stated that concern about confronting
dissenting individuals would potentially highlight real or perceived er-
rors, resulting in the unhealthy behaviour of avoidance, came from his
belief that he should be seen as competent. The emotion promoted by
this demand was identified as anxiety in the initial consultation, with
Gerard disclosing that he often feels very nervous both immediately
prior to matches and days before.

3.1. Irrational beliefs

A medium (d = 2.34) decrease (61 to 34.60; —43.28 %) in compound
irrational beliefs was reported between pre- and post-intervention stages
(Table 2). There were also medium reductions across peer-rejection
demands (8 to 4.80; —40 %), emotional control demands (8 to 5.40;
—32.50 %), and self-depreciation (27 to 15.60; 42.23 %; d = 1.56; 1.94;
2.09 respectively), and a large (d = 3.32) decrease (18 to 8.80; —51.12
%) in approval. Between the post-intervention and follow-up stage
(average of three scores taken at six-week intervals), a medium (d =
1.11) decrease (34.60 to 24.33; —29.68 %) in irrational beliefs was re-
ported, with small to medium (d = 0.77 to 2.19) decreases (—20.45 % to
—44.44 %) across the four factors measured by the IBSSO. A small (d =
0.67) decrease (34.60 to 27; —21.97 %) in irrational beliefs was seen
between the post-intervention and retention stages (taken 26-weeks
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Table 2
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Mean values, standard deviations, percentage change and effect size scores for the core and compound irrational belief scores between pre-intervention phase (A),
intervention phase (B), follow-up stage average (A-FU), and retention stage (R). Mean, percentage change scores, and effect size scores have also been presented for the
core and compound anxiety scores for the pre- and post-intervention time-point, post-intervention and follow-up time-point (mean average), and the post-intervention

and retention time-point.

Pre- Post- A-B(% A-B Follow- Fu2 FU3 A-FU ( B-FU ( B-FU Retention A-R(% BR (% B-R
Intervention Intervention change) (Effect up 1 % % (Effect R change change) (Effect
A B) size) (FUD) change)  change)  size) size)
Self- 27 15.60 —42.23  2.09 11 11 12 —53.84 -27.37 0.83 13 -51.85 -16.67  0.48
depreciation (5.46)
Peer-rejection 8 4.80 (2.05) —40 1.56 3 3 3 —62.50 -37.5 1.10 3 —62.50 —37.50 0.88
demands
Emotional 8 5.40 (1.34) —-32.50 1.94 3 3 3 —62.50 —44.44 2.19 3 —62.50 —44.44 1.79
control
demands
Approval 18 8.80 (2.77) —51.12 3.32 7 6 8 —-61.11 —20.45 0.77 8 —55.56 -9.09 0.29
IBSSO score 61 34.60 —43.28  0.2.34 24 23 26 —60.11 -29.68 1.11 27 -55.74 -21.97 0.67
(11.30)
Worry 21 10.20 —51.43 12.91 13 12 13 —39.67 +24.22 3.26 10 —52.38 -1.96 0.24
(0.84)
Concentration 6 5 (0.00) -16.70 N/A 6 5 7 0 +20.00 1.73 6 0 +20.00 N/A
disruption
Somatic trait 18 12.20 —-32.23 1.97 9 9 10 —48.17 —23.52 1.18 12 —-33.33 -1.64 0.07
anxiety (2.95)
Sport Anxiety 45 27.40 -31.12 5.36 28 26 30 —37.78 +2.19 0.21 28 -37.78  +2.19 0.18
Scale score (3.29)
Observer score 72.18 (= 72.94 (& +1.05 2.09 N/A N/ N/ N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
(average) 0.48) 0.19) A A
Club Marks 78.50 (+ 79.43 +1.18 0.26 N/A N/ N/ N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
(average) 2.99) (£3.97) A A

after the intervention), as well as a medium (d = 1.79) decrease (5.40 to
3; —44.44 %) in emotional control demands, and small (d = 0.29 to
0.88) decreases (—9.09 % to —37.5 %) in the remaining factors.

Visual analysis specified that the PND between pre- and post-
intervention stages was 100 % for irrational beliefs, as well as an im-
mediate effect reported by the introduction of the intervention (Fig. 1).
While there was a slight increase in irrational beliefs reported in week 3,
this increase was lower than the pre-intervention score, with lower
levels of irrational beliefs reported during intervention, post-
intervention, and retention stages in comparison to the pre-
intervention score.

3.2. Sport anxiety

A large (d = 5.36) decrease (45 to 27.40; —31.12 %) in anxiety was
reported between pre- and post-intervention stages, with a large (d =
12.91) decrease (21 to 10.20; —51.43 %) in the worry dimension of the
SAS, and a medium (d = 1.97) decrease (18 to 12.20; —16.70 %) in

somatic trait anxiety. There was a decrease (6 to 5; —16.70 %) in con-
centration disruption, however no effect size could be calculated as the
standard deviation (needed to calculate effect size) for both scores was
0. A small (d = 0.21) increase (27.40 to 28; 2.19 %) in anxiety was re-
ported between the post-intervention and 18-week follow-up stage. A
small (d = 0.18) increase (27.40 to 28; 2.19 %) in anxiety was reported
between the post-intervention and retention stage, taken 26-weeks after
the intervention.

Visual analysis specified that the PND between pre- and post-
intervention stages was 100 % for anxiety, as well as an immediate ef-
fect reported by the introduction of the intervention (Fig. 1). Addi-
tionally, while there was a slight increase in anxiety reported
throughout the follow-up stages, this was lower than levels reported pre-
intervention.

3.3. Club marks

Gerard’s average Club Mark results increased from an average of
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Fig. 1. Pre-intervention, intervention stage, follow-up stage, and retention scores for the Irrational Beliefs Scale for Sports Officials (IBSSO) and Sport Anxiety Scale-

2 (SAS).
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78.50 (SD = 2.99) pre-intervention to 79.43 (SD = 3.97) in his post-
intervention year, representing a small (d = 0.26) increase (1.18 %) in
performance from the perspective of club representatives (Table 2). The
PND between Gerard’s pre-intervention season (2022/23) and post-
intervention season (2023/24) was 12 %. By way of comparison, ref-
erees in the same officiating pool (e.g., location and level) as Gerard
reported an increase between season 2022/23 and season 23/24, from
an average of 77.70 (SD = 1.86) to 78.11 (SD = 2.55), representing a
small (d = 0.18) improvement (0.53 %).

3.4. Observer scores

Gerard’s scores from observers increased between season 2022/23
and season 2023/24, from an average of 72.18 (SD = 0.48) to 72.94 (SD
= 0.19), representing a medium (d = 2.09) increase (1.05 %) in per-
formance from the perspective of qualified observers (Table 2).
Reflecting results reported from club representatives, visual analysis of
data (Fig. 2) shows increased pre- and post-intervention performance
and consistency in performance. The PND between Gerard’s pre-
intervention season (2022/23) and post-intervention season (2023/
24) was 100 %. The scores obtained by the referees in the same pool as
Gerard between season 2022/23 and season 23/24 decreased from an
average of 72.42 (SD = 0.06) to 72.11 (SD = 0.07), representing a large
(d = 4.79) regression (—1.05 %) in performance.

3.5. Social validation data

A consensus between Gerard, his referee coach, and the observer was
found to support the self-reported decrease in irrational beliefs and
anxiety, as well as the benefits of reduced irrational beliefs on behav-
iour. For example, Gerard stated:

I just really started to enjoy being on the pitch and I was relaxed a lot
more. You could argue that if I'm doing an intervention to help me
deal with dissent you’d expect my card count to go up. But actually, I
don’t think it changed that much because I was dealing with it on the
pitch better, more proactively, and with more confidence...I know I
can deal with it...I used to walk out onto a game with a, you know,
big heartbeat and a bit of nervousness. But now I walk out thinking ‘I
know I can deal with it, so I might as well go out and enjoy it and
crack on with it.”

Gerard’s assertion that he was feeling calmer and more confident
was echoed by his referee coach:
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We had this whole ‘oh the assistant is late, what’s our back-up plan?’
And he managed the whole situation very well. He was very calm,
very cool. He just managed this whole event. So, the biggest thing for
me is that his management of the event has improved immensely. I'd
also say his man-management improved, his management of people.
He’s now become a very good man-manager of people. Where
possibly he was a little bit more ‘straight down the line’ with law last
year, he now uses that grey area a bit more when he can...He’s gone
from a reactive referee to a proactive referee.

Proactive behaviour was also identified as an area of improvement
by Gerard’s observer, who commented:

His management of players has improved. Everyone could see he was
warning the player, ‘be careful with the challenge’, and even though
there was only two minutes to go, he was there, and he was quick to
respond to it.

In addition to the reduction of anxiety reported, an increase of
enjoyment even when faced with real or perceived adversity was iden-
tified. For example, he stated: “I just really enjoyed it! Whereas before I
definitely would have had that trepidation of ‘oh this is a big observa-
tion.”” Gerard continued, “These interventions have made me enjoy my
football a lot more...I feel really confident. I feel real pragmatic.”
Although not measured, self-efficacy was also identified by Gerard’s
observer as an area of improvement, “I would say he’s more confident
this year than he was last year. I think that’s because he knows he’s a
better referee.” Enhanced confidence was also seen off the pitch, with
Gerard’s coach stating:

I would say away from refereeing he has become more competent in
his support of others as well. I think that’s a real strong point. He’s
become more competent at that. His overall confidence in his offi-
ciating, not just his own games but generally in the game has
improved. And he’s become a well-respected member of the team.

The long-term reduction in irrational beliefs and anxiety seen in the
change in scores between the pre-intervention and retention stages are
also validated in the interview with Gerard. For example, when asked if
the intervention has helped his chances of promotion, Gerard said, “I
think the key thing is how these changes have affected me positively on
the football pitch...I think REBT is kind of like the ‘oil in the engine.””

While a consensus was demonstrated considering the effectiveness of
an REBT intervention in decreasing irrational beliefs and maladaptive
outcomes (emotional and behavioural), there was less of an agreement
regarding the most effective disputation method and whether REBT
could be applied to all officials. Use of the Athlete Rational Resilience

6 7 8 9 10

Observation number (1-5 pre-intervention; 6-10 post-intervention)

Fig. 2. Participant’s referee observer scores for the 2022/23 season (pre-intervention) and the 2023/24 season (post-intervention), mean values for each stage (solid

line), and average observer scores (dashed line) for Level 4 referee pool (N = 86).
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Credo and cue cards to dispute irrational beliefs and promote rational
alternatives was supported, as Gerard stated, “Putting the [personalised
referee resilience] credo and cue cards into effect, and understanding
the REBT framework, it was an effective intervention.” Gerard also
validated the use of the paradoxical argument: “That for me was really
useful.” However, when discussing the use of rational imagery as a
method of both disputation and to establish effective new beliefs, Gerard
claimed, “I didn’t really engage [with] the imagery script...I read
through it and I did it. But I didn’t go back to it.” The length of the
intervention stage was also questioned, as while Gerard said, “I didn’t
feel the speed [of the intervention] was problematic”, he also stated, “it
[the intervention stage] definitely felt quite rushed.” Regarding the
content of the intervention stage, Gerard emphasised that, “Although
the interventions were great, a lot of the good things came from the
discussion.”

4. Discussion

This study sought to evaluate the effectiveness of an REBT inter-
vention on irrational beliefs, anxiety, and performance with a non-elite
sports official over the course of a playing season. As hypothesised, an
REBT intervention reduced irrational beliefs, with this reduction main-
tained throughout the officiating season and retained in the off-season
(measured 26-weeks after the intervention was completed). Further,
reduced sport related anxiety was reported following the intervention
stage, and while there was a small increase in anxiety during the 18-
week follow-up period, this (and the score reported at the retention
point 26-weeks after the conclusion of the intervention) was lower than
the pre-intervention score.

A decrease in anxiety following an REBT intervention is consistent
with the predictions of REBT theory, which proposes that irrational
beliefs promotes unhealthy negative emotions, and rational beliefs
promoting healthy alternatives (Dryden & Branch, 2008; Ellis, 1998). It
is also in-line with contemporary research findings that have reported
reductions in anxiety amongst sporting populations following REBT
interventions (e.g., see Bowman & Turner, 2022; Kara et al., 2023). The
study reported here has extended the current literature base by assessing
sport anxiety over the course of a football season, with longitudinal
studies lacking in previous research concerning both REBT interventions
and sports officials (Cunningham et al., 2022; Jordana et al., 2020).
Although there was a small increase in sport related anxiety reported
throughout the season, this was still lower than levels reported
pre-intervention and likely attributable to perceived stressors (e.g., ob-
servations and negative social interactions). This finding is consistent
with the assertion that REBT does not eliminate unhealthy negative
emotions but reduces their frequency and intensity by replacing irra-
tional beliefs with rational alternatives (Turner, 2022).

The increase in observer marks following the intervention is also
consistent with recent research findings reporting an increase in sports
performance following REBT interventions (e.g., Maxwell-Keys et al.,
2022; Turner et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2017). While a methodological
limitation in much REBT research is that emotional and behavioural
consequences are self-reported (Jordana et al., 2020), the increase in
officiating performance in this study was taken from scores by inde-
pendent and qualified assessors. Additionally, the large decrease in
performance seen in the participant’s referee pool suggests that Gerard’s
improvement can be attributed to the intervention with qualitative data
from the social validation interviews supporting this inference. While
Gerard’s Club Marks did not improve to a significant level above his
peers, this may reflect the limitations of this metric (e.g., some teams
may score higher or lower than others, or judge performance on whether
decisions went in their favour). As Gerard’s Club Marks improved in line
with his peers, it suggests that approach behaviours do not harm
perceived competence.

A specific, maladaptive behaviour that was identified as an area of
improvement for Gerard by observers in the 2022/2023 season was not
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dealing with dissent effectively, with the cause for this identified as
Gerard’s irrational belief that he must be seen as competent, and
therefore approved of, by others. Avoidance-based strategies have been
previously identified in qualitative and quantitative research as an
approach adopted by referees at all levels, and one that contributes to
inaccurate decision-making and negative, unhealthy emotions (Neil
et al., 2013; Nevill et al., 2017). The improvement in observer scores,
which Gerard’s coach and observer attributed to him being more pro-
active, represents the promotion of adaptative, goal-congruent behav-
iours. Thus, REBT may be an effective method when working with sports
officials who, given the frequency of verbal abuse, criticism, and scru-
tiny they are subject to, may otherwise adopt avoidance-focussed stra-
tegies for coping (Brick et al., 2022; Lishman et al., 2024; Webb et al.,
2021).

Results showed four other benefits following the REBT intervention.
The first was an increase in enjoyment, identified by both Gerard and his
coach in the social validation interviews. Enjoyment is a characteristic of
intrinsic motivation, attributed in this intervention to enhanced self-
determination (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Given the
growing concern regarding retention levels of sports officials worldwide
(see Cleland et al., 2018; Hancock et al., 2022), the benefits of increased
self-determination, such as decreasing withdrawal (Ryan & Deci, 2002)
provide further evidence of REBT effectiveness with this population. The
second benefit was the increase in self-efficacy reported by Gerard, his
coach, and observer, a finding consistent with previous research
reporting increased self-efficacy following REBT intervention (Wood
et al., 2017). A third advantage of REBT’s use is the sustained inter-
vention effects, evidenced in the retention test. This is likely to be
attributable to the efficacy of the disputation methods, as well as inte-
gral features of REBT. For example, the use of cue cards encourages
individuals to continually add irrational beliefs when they experience
events that trigger them. Hence, this strategy responds to suggestions
that interventions should prepare participants to identify and dispute
unhelpful beliefs when they are experienced (Maxwell-Keys et al.,
2022). This lack of dependency on the consultant is an advantage of
REBT over other therapeutic approaches (e.g., psychoanalysis), pro-
moting participant autonomy (Ellis and Blau, 1998) and is consistent
with REBTs aim of promoting long-range fulfilment rather than imme-
diate and external gratification (Ellis, 1998; Turner, 2022). The final
benefit can be seen following visual analysis of Gerard’s observer marks,
and IBSSO and SAS scores, with greater consistency in marks reported
post-intervention for all measures. A possible explanation can be found
in the Expanded Sport Official’s Decision-Making Model (Kostrna &
Tenenbaum, 2022), whose framework posits individual emotions
mediate decision-making and subsequent behaviours. Consequently,
increased emotional regulation promotes enhanced consistency in
decision-making, a valued quality in sports officials.

Acknowledging the limitations of the study can further refine de-
livery of REBT to sports officials. From a methodological perspective,
while there is no ‘rule of thumb’ regarding how many baseline mea-
surements are necessary, several are recommended to establish stability
(Barker et al., 2020). A pragmatic approach to baseline measures was
taken due to time constraints enforced by the participant’s desire to
complete the intervention stage as close to the start of the season as
possible, and to maximise the number of follow-up measurements
recorded as well as ensure all observer marks were obtained
post-intervention. However, this meant only one baseline measurement
was recorded. While eight baseline assessments have been recom-
mended (Barker et al., 2020), multiple baselines are not necessary
should data still provide an appropriate (e.g., stable) evaluation (Barker
et al., 2011). As the IBSSO has reported a test-retest reliability coeffi-
cient of 0.89 (Carrington et al., 2025), stability of IBSSO scores over time
is likely, hence comparison between post-intervention score, follow-up
scores, retention score and pre-intervention results is still meaningful.
Furthermore, this study applied three follow-up assessment points, with
previous research only employing one (e.g., Maxwell-Keys et al., 2022),
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increasing reliability of data by promoting stability in this stage (Barker
et al., 2011), and the Hawthorne effect was controlled for by demon-
strating that, upon introduction of the intervention, the data reports a
clear change in direction. Additionally, qualitative data gathered from
social validation interviews enhanced the internal validity of the study,
as well as providing opportunities for continual consultant reflections to
shape future interventions. For example, an increased number of ses-
sions may be beneficial to provide more opportunity for discussion, an
aspect of REBT Gerard claimed to be valuable.

A further limitation may be the lack of specificity regarding selection
of disputation methods. In the case of this study, all disputation methods
were selected a priori, ergo it may be beneficial for future research to
assess suitability of intervention methods. For example, while Gerard
did not find the imagery intervention particularly helpful, it is uncertain
as to whether this approach is ill-advised, contrary to commendations
found in relevant literature (e.g., Aspin et al., 2023; Ellis & Dryden,
1999), or whether this approach was not suitable for him. To address
this issue, administering measures to assess appropriateness of in-
terventions, such as the Vividness of Visual Imagery Questionnaire
(Marks, 1973), may be prudent. This is also a limitation of case study
designs, in that wider application cannot be assumed. Therefore, further
investigation with officials from a variety of ages, genders and levels
(especially officials in their first two years of practice; see Webb et al.,
2021) is advised to ascertain if a universal approach is recommended, or
whether consultants are advised to recognise preferred strategies for
individuals to enhance professional practice. Additionally, further
investigation of REBT interventions with multiple participants and
control groups may strengthen support for REBT as a suitable model of
psychological support for sport officials. Consequently, results should be
seen as preliminary with future research recommended. Finally, to
better understand the effectiveness of each intervention and finesse
delivery, assessing frequency and strength of irrational beliefs, along
with their rational alternative, is advised in future studies (FEllis and
Dryden, 1999; Turner, 2022).

The present study has reported a single case-study which has pro-
vided evidence that REBT offers suitable psychological support to ref-
erees that enhances performance. In doing so, it has also addressed two
significant limitations of previous research identified by Cunningham
et al. (2022), namely the need for non-expert samples and longitudinal
studies when researching sports officials. The study has also addressed
other limitations in REBT literature, in particular the lack of ecologically
valid studies and the over-reliance on self-reported data (Jordana et al.,
2020; Maxwell-Keys et al., 2022), and strengthens the efficacy of online
interventions, an approach seemingly only used once to date in pub-
lished research (Cunningham & Turner, 2016) which, considering the
limited time officials have for development (MacMahon et al., 2015), is
practically appealing. Given the urgency regarding referee retention, the
need for effective and efficient psychological support, and increased
scrutiny on sports officials’ performance, this study provides a frame-
work and offers support for the applied use of REBT with this
population.
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