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The home advantage is one of the best-established and documented phenomenon in sports
settings. Conceptual frameworks do not involve, or little, sports official. Nevertheless, we
assume that this decision-maker play a determinant role. Thus, the main objective of this
paper was to propose a conceptual framework of home advantage including the sports
officials and to guide future research on the influence of sports officials on the home
advantage phenomenon. Situational, contextual, individual and ethical/economic dimensions
compose this new framework.

Keywords: sport officiating; home advantage; decision-making

Both the scientific literature and the lay knowledge concur in the fact that it is easier to win at
home than when playing away. A number of studies focused on the home advantage phenomenon
and several authors provided evidence for the home advantage in most of team sports, cultures
and countries (see Carron, Loughhead, & Bray, 2005; Nevill, Balmer, & Wolfson, 2005;
Pollard, 2008). A large diversity of dimensions seems to influence this intriguing phenomenon.
Among those dimensions, the influence of the sports officiating (i.e. referees, judges and
umpires) was rarely questioned in the home advantage literature. Nevertheless, sports officials
hold a particular position in the sport settings and could be involved in the home advantage.
The main objective of this paper was to propose a conceptual framework including the sports offi-
cials and to guide future research on the influence of sports officials on the home advantage
phenomenon.

Sports officials and home advantage

The emergence of scientific studies has emphasised the many facets of sports officials and the
complexity of this essential activity (Dosseville & Garncarzyk, 2007; Dosseville, Laborde, &
Garncarzyk, 2014; Guillén & Feltz, 2011; Plessner & Haar, 2006). The sports officials are
required to process a large amount of information under time pressure and during ambiguous situ-
ations, which make them susceptible to some bias. Thus, a lot of variables are involved in judging
actions. Some belong to the social domain and can sometimes lead to decision-making biases (see
Plessner & Haar, 2006). Are sports officials involved in the home advantage phenomenon?
Currently, two main frameworks try to explain the home advantage (Carron et al., 2005; Courneya
& Carron, 1992; Pollard, 2008) but integrate in an indirect way the sports officials.
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Courneya and Carron (1992) initially provided a first conceptual framework highlighting five
components explaining this phenomenon: game location (home vs. away), game location factors
(crowd, learning, travel and rules), critical psychological states (athletes, coaches and officials),
critical behavioural states (athletes, coaches and officials) and performance outcome (primary,
secondary and tertiary). The sports officials were included in this framework. However, Carron
et al. (2005) examined the extent to which this first framework could be viable to understand
and organise research on the home advantage. Consequently, they modified their framework
by the inclusion of physiological states relying on the results of Neave and Wolfson (2003).
These authors showed that testosterone levels were significantly higher before a home game in
player soccer. Moreover, another major difference was the absence of a sports official. Carron
et al. (2005) assumed that referees, judges and umpires do not have a home or a visitor status.
At the same time, Pollard and Pollard (2005) attempted to show the complex interrelationships
of causes of home advantage in soccer. These authors did not suggest five components including
sub-components, but rather they held seven main causes, which interact: crowd support, travel
fatigue, familiarity with local conditions, territoriality, special tactics, psychological factors and
referee bias. In their proposal, the sports officials were rehabilitated. Nevertheless, studies
focused on officials showed that officials’ bias might be a consequence of crowd support. In
fact, the crowd would be able to influence the sports officials in a subconscious way (Nevill,
Balmer, & Williams, 1999, 2002).

Towards a new framework: sports officials in home advantage

To show that sports officials may be an important contributor to the home advantage and to guide
future studies, an alternative framework can be proposed by focusing on sports officiating. This is
not to say that Carron et al. and Pollard’s frameworks are not appropriate to highlight the under-
standing of the home advantage, but the current objective is to place sports officials at the heart of
this new frame. The previous frameworks involve the sports officials only through the influence of
the crowd. We consider that they may be more directly involved through four dimensions, which
compose this alternative framework.

The first dimension is situational and includes factors influencing the current decision-making.
These situational factors impact the sports officials throughout social information processing (i.e.
perception, categorisation and integration; Plessner & Haar, 2006). In fact, officiating-specific
demands are extreme since sports officials need to assess situations as rapidly and accurately as
possible, to manage the game, to preserve the order and to solve hostile interactions. Moreover,
sports officials experience negative feedback during a sport event from athletes, coaches and spec-
tators. In this way, Nevill et al. (1999, 2002) assumed that soccer referees might use crowd reac-
tions as a decision cue (i.e. indicator of seriousness of the foul). The sports officials might be
biased by crowd reaction, favouring the home team in an unconscious way, and thereby contribut-
ing to the home advantage. In addition, sports officiating can be a stressful occupation in which
sports officials have to manage and regulate their own feelings and emotions (Guillén & Feltz,
2011). It is surprising that research on emotional states of the sports officials are so little developed
since sports research stimulate interest in building a bridge between these two topics: emotion and
decision-making (Laborde, Dosseville, & Raab, 2013; Laborde, Raab, & Dosseville, 2013).

The second dimension is contextual. The sports officials can develop expectations towards
teams (e.g. perceived importance of the competition or match by teams, teams’ rank and prior
officiating of one of the teams), towards crowd reaction (e.g. derbies, match stakes and
opening match) or towards stadium (e.g. synthetic playing field, sound system, meteorological
conditions and architectural characteristics of the stadium). Thus, the sports officials have to
process a large amount of information and link it to the knowledge stored in the memory. This
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knowledge is organised in complex structures known as categories, schemas or action scripts
(Bless, Fiedler, & Strack, 2004) and can engender expectations in officials. Thus, the reputation
of an athlete or a team, that is, knowing the athletes judged or being informed about a higher level
of aggression in a team, influences the official’s judgement and, therefore, their decision (Findlay
& Ste-Marie, 2004; Jones, Paull, and Erskine, 2002). Other studies focused on the influence of
stereotypes, particularly gender stereotypes, and have shown that the gender of the athletes
judged can affect the decision-making (Souchon et al., 2009).

Individual factors are the third dimension and correspond with individual characteristics such
as psychological traits or individual differences. Officiating task itself (i.e. judging, deciding,
ruling, measuring, assessing, grading, penalising and regulating), possible mistakes, social inter-
actions with athletes, coaches and spectators, fear of the aggression or to injure itself may increase
stress level in the sports official. Stress may influence decision-making in a various way. Conse-
quently, personality (Balch & Scott, 2007; Kaissidis-Rodafinos, Anshel, & Porter, 1997; Quain &
Purdy, 1988), coping strategies (Page & Page, 2010; Voight, 2009) or emotional intelligence (see
Laborde, Brüll, Weber, & Anders, 2011; Laborde, Raab, et al., 2013) might influence decision-
making processes. Nevertheless, few studies focused on this individual dimension (see Balch
& Scott, 2007; Poolton, Siu, & Masters, 2011).

Finally, ethical and economical dimensions would be taken into account in the home advan-
tage phenomenon. This last dimension is maybe the least studied but also the most complex and
controversial topic. Firstly, some sports economists included economical and political variables in
their determinants of team performances (Andreff, Andreff, & Poupaux, 2008; Leeds & Leeds,
2009; Tcha & Pershin, 2003), but only one study included the referee in its model (Torgler,
2004). Suggesting the cultural closeness between the soccer referee and a team, Torgler (2004)
analysed the impact of the referee’s region and language on the team performance and found a
positive influence of the same but not speaking the same language. Secondly, the sports officials
may be assessed, judged and marked by supervisors or medias. If most of sports officials are still
amateurs, officiating is also a function for which the official can be paid. Numerous elements are
so combined to place the sports officials in a situation potentially complicated to manage since
judgement and social comparison are inevitably important elements. Moreover, Torgler (2004)
suggested to professionalise sports officials and to open their market. However, to study the
weight of this constant external assessment on the decision-making and impact on the home
advantage phenomenon may be a real challenge for sports sciences researchers.

Home advantage is due to many dimensions, which may interact with each other. This paper
assumes that the sports officials play a determinant role in the phenomenon. States provoked by
the game situation, expectations, individual differences and external pressures could orientate
original research to understand better the role of the sports officials in a so complex phenomenon.
Thus, future research could examine the impact on team performance of interactive terms between
home advantage and sports officials’ characteristics such as personality (Laborde, Raab, et al.,
2013; Poolton et al., 2011), experience or nationality (Torgler, 2004), or between home advantage
and some political variables such as nations’ political regime or geopolitics (Andreff et al., 2008;
Leeds & Leeds, 2009).
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