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Abstract 

In the ever-accelerating world of sports, decisions are playing a more critical role. The coaches' 

decisions determine the outcome of the match. The study aimed to review what factors determine 

the decisions of sports officials in different sports. Today, many former players choose to stay in the 

sport and continue their activities as coaches. Nonetheless, there is no unified system for 

determining the experience of coaches. Various factors influence sports officials in their decisions. 

These can be both external and internal factors. Take the First heuristic leads to more consistent 

and better decisions. In terms of coaches and referees, the most studied and examined sport is 

football. Research in other sports appears in minimal numbers. 
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

According to Schoemaker (2016), "Decision-making is the process whereby an individual, 
group, or organization reaches conclusions about what future actions to pursue given a 
set of objectives and limits on available resources. This process will be often iterative, 
involving issue-framing, intelligence-gathering, coming to conclusions and learning from, 
experience” (SCHOEMAKER – RUSSO, 2016). 

The decision comprises different elements: perception, attention, thinking, learning, 
motor skills, technical, tactical readiness, and stress. These psycho-physiological-motor 
factors can influence decision-making (BALOGH-DONKA, 2020, PUCSOK et al., 2018). 

 In the world of ever-accelerating sports, the decisions of both players and officials 
(coaches, referees) have become vital factors (PARADIS et al., 2016). These decisions 
directly affect the results of matches and competitions (MCCLUNEY et al., 2020). The 
coaching performance of sports games is based on the quality of the decisions made in 
matches and competitions (ELSWORTHY et al., 2014). Based on this, it has become 
essential for professionals dealing with this topic to examine the players and both the 
referees and the coaches. As a result, the development profile of successful coaches at 
different levels of sports was examined (GILBERT et al., 2006), as it has recently become 
common in many sports for senior coaching positions to be filled by former players 
(SCHINKE et al., 1995). Analyzing their data, it turned out that these coaches had 
previously spent approximately 1000 hours in various open skill sports as athletes in 
more than 11 years. This has been called “prior experience” (GILBERT et al., 2006).  
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Nevertheless, the grouping of coaching experience to date has not been clearly defined. 
For years (MESQUITA et al. 2011), based on a license obtained in previous studies, 
determine coaching experience. In the case of licenses, the given categories are separated, 
but in terms of years, the different authors define the categories; differently, there is no 
general value from which the given trainer can be called experienced (LEITE et al., 2011). 
Two or three groups are distinguished in the literature so far. For the two group 
classifications, a maximum of 10 years of experience is considered (SERRANO et al., 2013). 
However, in most cases, three groups are distinguished, where beginners have a 
professional background of up to 5 years, those with average experience have 5-10 years, 
and those with experience have at least ten years of experience (VERGEER-LYLE, 2009). 

Coaching and player experience influences the decision style. Coaches rarely follow the 
avoidant style; in general, they tend to be intuitive or rational during decision-making. 
Coaches with elite experience use intuition more often and better in their decision making 
than non-experts. The same is true for coaches with elite player experience (GISKE et al., 
2013). 

In terms of decision style, it is essential to mention Taking the First (TTF) heuristic. 
Methods that create fewer options induce much better and more consistent decisions 
(JOHNSON-RAAB, 2003). Adults with high decision-making performance choose the first 
generated option in the decision-making test (MUSCULUS, 2018). Influencing factors such 
as mental and physical stress did not change TTF's frequency or the opportunities created 
first. However, due to mental stress, the first operation was established more slowly; that 
is, the decision's speed deteriorates (HEPLER, 2015). 

The decision-maker (positive, neutral, and negative) can also influence the decision's 

quality, which supports the importance of the neurovisceral integration model 

(LABORDE-RAAB, 2013).  

For coaches, the match's location, physical well-being, or the expectations of others did 
not influence decision-making. However, there was a tremendous mental burden on self-
expectation, the quality of preparation, the significance of the result, the coach's gender, 
the gender of athletes' coaching, the coach's position, and the years of experience 
(MCCLUNEY, 2020). 

In addition to internal factors, several external factors may also play a role in sports 

officials' current decision-making performance. There is a factor for outdoor athletes that 

can put obstacles in the way of performance. This is nothing but the weather. During the 

comfort zone match, the referee's exercise generated a moderate 2.0% drying up the 

scene. This dehydration was responsible for decreased somatogenetic, psychomotor, and 

cognitive performances (HOUSSEIN, 2016).  

Additionally, due to the larger audience, there has also been a change in the decision-
making process, with an increased judgment against the team playing on the away field 
(BURNETT, 2017). 

Concerning another external but decision-making factor - height - several studies have 

already confirmed the existence of the Napoleonic complex phenomenon, according to 

which lower people are much punitive than their higher counterparts in order to 

compensate for their height (KNAPEN et al., 2018). However, this behavior was not an 
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observable phenomenon among English referees when judging irregularities. Lower 

referees award more punishment than higher ones in non-first division leagues 

(MCCARRICK, 2020).   

The relationship between physical fatigue and decision performance was examined in 

referees both under laboratory conditions (PARADIS, 2016) and within the playing game. 

During the match, fatigue is characterized by six factors: match period, referee speed, 

distance traveled, running time, heart rate, blood lactate level, and the decisions made 

(BLOß, 2020). Further studies showed that referees and assistants worked a mean of 77 

+/- 7% or 85 +/- 5% of their pulse rate throughout the matches (HELSEN, 2003). The 

referee made a mistake when his maximum heart rate was above 85-95% or 95%. The 

first situation was in 67.7% of cases and the second in 26.7% of cases. Besides, it turned 

out that due to the increase in the referee's speed, the number of bad judgments 

decreased. Furthermore, he made most of the mistakes at speeds of 0-3.6 km/h (GOMEZ, 

2016). 

The most commonly used proper measurement tool for officials' decision-making in 

recent times is video-based testing, which takes place off-site in a laboratory 

environment (Kittel et al., 2019). It aims to improve decision-making skills without 

special instructions (Larkin et al., 2018). Those who made more successful decisions 

preferred more targeted search strategies (Vaeyens et al., 2007).  

 

 

METHODS 

The PRISMA guide informed the process for this systematic review-lines (MOHER et al., 

2009), summarised in Figure 1. 

SEARCH STRATEGIES 

Electronic databases (Pubmed, ScienceDirect, Human Kinetics Journals, PsycNet, Google 

Scholar) were searched for with the keyword combinations included “decision making” 

in conjunction with “coach” and “trainer." The search was restricted to English and 

Spanish peer-reviewed articles. In the initial search, 193 articles were detected. The 

keywords of the articles were analyzed for further search combinations. Two new search 

terms were determined and united with the current terms, including "sport" and "sports 

officials," and subsequently searched within the databases. A further 81 articles were 

determined with the new search terms in the five databases, resulting in 274. 

Inclusion and exclusion of studies 

Studies incorporated in this systematic review corresponded to the following criteria: (a) 

participant groups contained coaches and referees, (b) only officials of open skill sports 

were taken, (c) participants were head coaches (i.e., second coaches were excluded as 

decision-making is realized by head coaches during the matches/competitions). 
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Screening articles 

Each article was screened by investigating the title, keywords, and abstract based 

on the inclusion criteria. If there was any indeterminacy over an 

article's suitability, this was debated by the first and second authors.    
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Figure. 1: Diagram of PRISMA flow. 
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RESULTS 

 

To get the answer to what decision factors play a role in international coaches' decision-

making and referees full-text review of 193 articles was investigated after being 

determined as potentially relevant from investigating titles, abstracts, and keywords. To 

ascertain the full-text articles' suitability, these were reexamined and evaluated against 

the inclusion criteria. We excluded most of the studies because they examined the player’s 

decision-making, not coaches (n=58). Overall, were incorporated 26 studies in the final 

analysis. 

 

In the studies examined, the most predominant sport investigated was soccer (n = 23), 

followed by handball (n = 3) and water polo (n = 1). 

 

 

 
 

Figure. 2: Decision-making factors of international sports officials, percentage based on 

the 100 systematic reviews examined 
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This review's primary purpose was to contribute a summary of decision-making factors 

and analyze the numerous methods utilized to investigate sports officials' decision-

making processes. The results highlight different vital findings in the search. (a) 
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Predominantly cognitive skills of sports officials are investigated. The most predominant 

sport investigated was soccer (n = 23), followed by handball (n = 3) and water polo (n = 

1). According to these findings, we cannot correctly see coaches' decision-making process 

in open sports, only the case of football sports officials. It would be necessary to extend 

the research to other sports (i.e., handball, basketball, volleyball, rugby, American 

football) to see and compare sports officials' decision-making process in all sports.  

Also, We would consider it essential to compare the coaches of different nations' decision-

making mechanisms in each sport.  to give the topic greater prominence during coaching 

training and to adopt the practices of coaches of prosperous nations. 

For ease of judgment, it may be necessary to standardize the crediting of experience in 

years. 

 

This study was supported by the Economic Development and Innovation Operational 

Programme, 2014-2020 - GINOP 2.3.2.-15-2016-00062. 
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