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ABSTRACT

Objective: This study aimed to analyze the attitudes of fans and referees toward the
implementation of the Video Assistant Referee (VAR) in the Iranian Football Pro League.
Methodology: This study was applied in terms of its purpose and employed a descriptive-
survey design for data collection. The statistical population comprised two groups: the fan group
included all supporters of Iranian Pro League teams during the 2023-2024 season, aged 11 to 58
years; the referee group comprised all referees certified by the Football Federation, aged 18 to
63 years. Using random sampling, 224 fans and 121 referees were selected to complete the
questionnaire. The research questionnaire was developed based on the findings of previous
studies and, following the confirmation of face and content validity by experts and reliability
through Cronbach’s alpha test (0=0.738), was distributed electronically among the research
population. After examining the data distribution using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test,
descriptive statistics and inferential statistics were applied for data analysis, using SPSS
software.

Results: The overall mean attitude of fans toward the use of VAR was significantly more
favorable than that of referees (P<0.05). This difference in attitude was more pronounced in two
factors: match quality and attractiveness, and the future prospects of the VAR system.
Conclusion: In general, it can be stated that although both groups hold a positive attitude
toward the use of VAR, fans possess a more favorable perspective on this technology. One
possible reason for the referees’ lower level of enthusiasm may be the loss of control and
decisiveness in decision-making, as they are sometimes compelled to reverse their initial on-
field call. Factors contributing to the greater interest among fans include the inherent suspense
in the review process and its unpredictability, which can instantly alter the outcome of a match.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem
eferees are an integral part of sport, contributing both to the quality of the
game and to the safety of the match and its participants (Cuskelly & Hoye,
2013). Professional football has evolved into a form of entertainment in which
television audiences, stadium spectators, and merchandise sales all play a
significant role in the game's development. Consequently, when considering
the implementation of technologies such as the Video Assistant Referee
(VAR), the satisfaction of fans and players should be treated as a priority. The relationship
between football and technology has provoked mixed reactions among supporters worldwide:
some regard it as a necessary burden the sport must bear, while others argue that it removes the
excitement from the game (Navaneeth & Nimkar, 2020).

Multiple factors may account for why, contrary to popular belief, certain members of the
football community hold a negative view of VAR technology. These factors include
neutralizing the excitement of the game and creating uncertainty about the joy of scoring a goal.
Additionally, VAR may normalize refereeing errors, cause confusion among stadium spectators
when no footage is shown on scoreboards, diminish the perceived importance of referees’
decisions, and lower referees’ self-confidence. The benefits of employing this technology are,
however, equally evident. These include preventing the influence of the stadium atmosphere,
such as home-team advantage, on refereeing decisions or avoiding unconscious bias related to
teams' league standings; reducing mistakes caused by lapses in concentration or poor
positioning; lessening on-field protests from players and post-match criticism from fans and
refereeing experts; and contributing to fairer decision-making, alongside other positive
contributions this technology can bring to football (Spitz et al., 2021).

A review of the literature reveals that very little research has been conducted on football
refereeing in Iran, particularly concerning officiating-related technologies. Therefore, taking
into account the issues outlined above and the ongoing challenges posed by refereeing errors
and the pressure exerted by fans, coaches, and players before, during, and after matches, the
present study addresses the topic of VAR implementation. The researcher seeks to answer the
following question: What are the attitudes of referees and football fans toward the use of the
Video Assistant Referee?

Methodology

This research employed a descriptive-survey design and was applied in terms of its purpose,
utilizing a quantitative approach. Data were collected through a questionnaire. The statistical
population comprised two distinct groups: the fan population included all supporters of Iranian
Pro League teams during the 2024-2025 season, and the referee population consisted of all
referees holding a valid officiating certificate issued by the Football Federation. Sampling was
conducted randomly within each group. An electronic questionnaire was designed using the
Google Forms platform, and its link was distributed via Telegram fan channels and groups, as
well as national refereeing information groups on WhatsApp. In total, 224 fans and 121 referees
completed the questionnaire, yielding a final sample of 345 respondents.
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Given the absence of a standardized instrument suitable for this study, the questionnaire
items were developed based on the findings of previous related research. The instrument
consists of two main sections: the first section comprises three items capturing demographic
information, specifically age, history as a fan or referee, and level of education. The second
section contains 25 items addressing key factors influencing football refereeing, encompassing
all identified variables. Based on an aggregation of participant responses, five overarching
categories were identified as factors affecting football match officiating: factors related to the
quality and attractiveness of football matches (5 items), spectating experience (4 items), justice
and fairness in refereeing (2 items), refereeing position and performance (6 items), and the
future prospects of the Video Assistant Referee system (8 items). Responses were recorded on a
five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very little) to 5 (very much). The validity of the
questionnaire was confirmed through expert review by subject matter specialists, and its
reliability was established by calculating Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (o0 = 0.738). Data
analysis was performed using SPSS software version 23. Descriptive statistics (percentage,
frequency, mean, and standard deviation) and parametric inferential tests (one-sample t-test and
independent samples t-test) were employed for data analysis.

Results

Based on the collected data, the mean age of the fans was 31.41+)8.A) years, while the mean
age of the referees was 32.59 years (SD = 15.16), indicating that the fans in the study sample
were slightly younger than the referees. With regard to experience, the mean duration of fandom
was 18.23 years (SD = 15.68), whereas referees reported a mean officiating experience of 10.11
years (SD = 8.42). This difference appropriately reflects the age constraints associated with
active refereeing.

The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was employed to assess the normality of the data distribution.
As the obtained significance level for the attitude toward VAR variable exceeded 0.05 (Sig =
0.200), the data were considered normally distributed; accordingly, parametric tests were
applied to examine the research hypotheses.

The results of the one-sample t-test for the fan group indicated a significant difference
between the mean scores for individual attitude items toward VAR usage and the test value of 3
for all items except items 2, 3, 6, and 15 (p<0.05). The mean scores for all items, with the
exception of item 2 (M = 2.982), exceeded the test value of 3, demonstrating an overall positive
attitude among fans toward VAR implementation.

At the factor level, the one-sample t-test yielded a significance level below 0.05 for all
factors as well as for fans' overall attitude toward VAR usage, indicating a statistically
significant difference from the test value of 3 (Sig = 0.001). Among the identified
factors, justice and fairness in refereeing recorded the highest mean score (M = 4.506),
whereas match quality and attractiveness obtained the lowest mean score (M = 3.433). As all
factor means and the overall attitude score were significantly greater than the midpoint of 3, the
fans' attitude toward these factors can be characterized as significantly favorable.

A parallel analysis of the referee group revealed a significant difference between the mean
scores for individual items and the test value of 3 for all items except items 1, 15, 19, and 22
(p<0.05). The mean scores for all items, with the exception of items 2, 3, 6, 15, 21, and 22,
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exceeded the test value of 3, suggesting a moderately favorable attitude among referees toward
VAR usage.

Similarly, at the factor level, the one-sample t-test confirmed a significant difference
between the mean scores for all attitude factors and the referees' overall attitude toward VAR
and the test value of 3 (p<0.05). Consistent with the fan group, justice and fairness in
refereeing achieved the highest mean score (M = 4.648), while match quality and
attractiveness recorded the lowest mean score (M = 3.196). Given that all factor means and the
overall attitude score were significantly greater than 3, the referees' attitude can likewise be
considered significantly favorable.

An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare the two groups across the five
attitude factors. The results revealed a significant difference between fans and referees for only
two factors: match quality and attractiveness (t = 2.264, Sig = 0.035) and the future prospects of
the VAR system (t = 3.263, Sig = 0.001). Furthermore, a significant difference was found
between the two groups in terms of their overall attitude toward VAR usage (t = 2.205, Sig =
0.028), with fans reporting a higher overall mean score (M = 91.84) compared to referees (M =
89.14).

Discussion and Conclusion
An analysis of the results pertaining to the quality and attractiveness of the match factor
revealed a significant difference in the attitudes of fans and referees toward the impact of VAR
on the excitement and spectacle of Iranian football. Fans, who recorded a higher mean score,
regarded the review of contentious incidents as an opportunity to heighten match excitement—a
perspective also documented by Dadi & Yildiz (2022), who reported in interviews with Turkish
league referees that fans enjoy the review of controversial images, even though referees
themselves occasionally complain about the disruption to the game's flow. This contrast reflects
the referees' direct experience of technical interruptions on one hand, and the fans' broader
perception of the thrilling dimensions of the match on the other. Similarly, Winand et al, (2021)
have emphasized the necessity of striking a balance between accuracy and excitement, noting
that prolonged stoppages may diminish the immediate joy of scoring a goal. This paradox,
concerning both the time-consuming nature of VAR reviews and the feeling of elation following
a goal, is also reflected in the present findings. Domestically, the findings of Hajipour et al,
(2024) regarding the need to increase the quantity and quality of cameras and to standardize
stadium infrastructure can inform efforts to improve this process. The accumulation of this
evidence suggests that, to simultaneously promote fairness in officiating and preserve the
attractiveness of the match, technical review mechanisms should be strengthened through
measures such as deploying multiple cameras with diverse angles, utilizing short instant replays,
and providing real-time information tools for spectators, such as large screens and audio
announcements. Collectively, the findings of this study indicate that while both fans and
referees support the use of VAR, the divergence in their attitudes regarding match quality and
attractiveness warrants particular attention.

Regarding the spectating experience factor, the difference in attitudes between fans and
referees concerning the impact of the VAR system on the viewing experience is noteworthy.
The higher mean score among fans on this factor reflects their greater sensitivity to the
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enjoyment derived from watching a football match. These findings align with the study by Dadi
& Yildiz (2022), in which referees acknowledged that interruptions caused by VAR reviews can
diminish the pleasure of live viewing, whereas fans perceive the review of contentious scenes as
an opportunity to re-experience the game's excitement. This attitudinal gap captures the
distinction between the technical experience of referees and the emotional expectations fans
bring to a live match. The work of Scanlon et al, (2022) similarly underscores the emotional
dimensions of match viewing; while endorsing the improved accuracy VAR affords, English
fans expressed dissatisfaction with the elimination of the instant joy that follows a goal, a joy
sometimes nullified by the suspense of the review process. This phenomenon was likewise
observed in the present study within items related to “interruption of viewing pleasure” and
“ambiguity in decision-making.” In this context, the recommendations of Hajipour et al, (2024)
to modernize stadiums technologically and to enhance the quality of video review systems are
pertinent, as these improvements would minimize interruptions and preserve the spectator
experience.

In examining the factor of justice and fairness in football refereeing, both fans and referees
strongly affirmed the role of VAR in promoting competitive fairness. This consensus
demonstrates that the key stakeholders of Iranian football, spectators and match officials alike,
view VAR as an effective instrument for reducing bias and safeguarding impartiality. A study
by Akylz & Ekizoglu (2022) in Turkish football yielded similar findings; using a four-
dimensional attitude scale toward VAR, they reported that the “establishing justice” dimension
received the highest scores among spectators, particularly among women and more educated
individuals, who perceived VAR as playing the most prominent role in ensuring fairness. This
alignment with the present results substantiates the acceptance of the justice factor as a core
value within football communities. Furthermore, Dadi & Yildiz (2022), in their examination of
Turkish top-tier referees' perspectives, underscored the importance of “certainty in decision-
making” and “objectivity,” concepts directly linked to justice and fairness. Although the
referees interviewed raised concerns about procedural delays, they acknowledged that VAR has
furnished the football community with more consistent and defensible decisions. This
professional perspective among referees also explains the statistically non-significant yet
slightly higher mean score observed for referees compared to fans.

Analysis of the factor refereeing position and performance reveals that both fans and referees
firmly believe that the introduction of VAR has improved decision-making capacity and enhanced
the professional standing of referees, with no significant difference between the two groups. This
convergence suggests that, within Iranian football, VAR has been embraced as a mechanism that
not only reduces gross refereeing errors but also strengthens the refereeing profession itself. In
their study, Dadi & Yildiz (2022) reported that Turkish league referees affirmed the positive
impact of this technology on their professional prestige and command, emphasizing “certainty in
making final decisions” and “mental comfort.” They regarded VAR as a tool that alleviates the
psychological burden associated with difficult decisions and helps consolidate the position of
referees both on and off the field. This external finding aligns fully with the results of the current
investigation, indicating that both fans and referees consider VAR to be a factor that enhances
public trust in the officiating process. Moreover, research by Schwab et al, (2023) in the German
Bundesliga similarly concluded that the high acceptance of VAR among the football community
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has reinforced the professional credibility of referees. Notably, providing appropriate technical
infrastructure, such as increasing the number of camera angles and standardizing review durations,
can further elevate the standing of refereeing while simultaneously raising spectator satisfaction
with the accuracy and speed of decisions.

Concerning the factor future prospects of the VAR system, it is evident that both fans and
referees hold a positive and optimistic view of VAR’s future development, although fans appear
marginally more optimistic. This favorable outlook likely reflects the expectations football
stakeholders harbor regarding the continuous evolution of officiating technology. In interviews
conducted by Dadi & Yildiz (2022), several Turkish Super Lig referees emphasized that VAR is
not merely a decision-correction tool but can also serve as the foundation for football’s future
development. They predicted that as technology evolves, VAR’s role in improving the quality
of officiating and the transparency of the game would become increasingly prominent. This
professional perspective suggests that referees envision a bright future for VAR, wherein novel
technologies such as artificial intelligence and automated scene review will simultaneously
enhance review speed and decision-making accuracy. Concurrently, Winand et al, (2021) found
that German and English fans are not only satisfied with VAR but also desire its more efficient
and widespread implementation. Despite criticisms regarding brief stoppages for review, fans
believe that infrastructure improvements, such as dedicated VAR rooms equipped with
additional cameras and large stadium screens, can reduce waiting times while increasing the
transparency and fairness of decisions. Longitudinal research by Buyukcelebi et al, (2022) has
also demonstrated that, over time and with protocol refinements, the initial negative effects of
VAR on match rhythm diminish, resulting in less disruption to the game's dynamics.

Finally, examining the data on the overall attitude toward VAR usage, a significant
difference is observed between fans and referees. Fans, with a markedly higher mean score,
generally welcome the use of VAR and regard it as an effective tool for advancing officiating
fairness, a view corroborated by Winand et al, (2021) in their study of fan satisfaction in
Germany and England. These researchers reported that football fans are not only satisfied with
the increased accuracy of decisions but also advocate for the enhancement and expansion of
VAR infrastructure, including a greater number of cameras and better-equipped review rooms,
to reduce waiting times and increase decision transparency. In contrast, while referees endorse
the corrective function of VAR, they have expressed concerns regarding excessive dependence
on the technology and its effect on their autonomous decision-making. Dadi & Yildiz (2022)
similarly documented this finding in their interviews with Turkish league referees, who
identified diminished self-confidence and a perceived sense of excessive technological
interference as the principal criticisms. In summary, although football fans regard VAR with
greater enthusiasm and perceive it as a guarantor of fairness, referees retain professional
reservations, including concerns about the potential undermining of their authority and the
disruption of the game's natural flow. To bridge this attitudinal gap and optimize VAR’s
effectiveness, it is necessary to pursue a dual approach: simultaneously developing the technical
infrastructure (multiple cameras, large screens, and properly equipped review rooms) and
supporting the psychological and educational empowerment of referees (strengthening
autonomous decision-making skills and fostering coordinated collaboration with the VAR
team). Such a strategy can satisfy fans while preserving the professional trust of referees.
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Originality/Value

The aim of this study was to compare the attitudes of fans and referees in the Iranian Pro League toward
the implementation of the Video Assistant Referee system. The findings indicate that, while fans hold a
resoundingly positive attitude toward VAR usage, referees express reservations regarding specific
aspects, such as the slowing of the game's tempo and the potential for decisions to be challenged. Overall,
it can be concluded that although both groups maintain a positive stance toward VAR, fans embrace this
technology with a significantly more favorable outlook.

Research Limitations/Implications

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, a lack of access to international
referees constrained the ability to extend and generalize the findings beyond the domestic context.
Second, the data were collected from a combined sample of referees currently officiating in grassroots
leagues and veteran referees with prior experience in the national Pro League. This heterogeneity in the
refereeing sample, while offering a broad perspective, may have introduced variability that should be
considered when interpreting the results.

Ethical Considerations

Compliance with ethical guidelines

The guidelines and ethical principles, including informed consent of the participants, confidentiality of
information, and responsible use of data, were fully observed in this study.
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Table 1. Resources used in designing questionnaire questions
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Table 2. Frequency distribution of individuals according to level of education
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Table 3. Results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test to examine data distribution
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Table 4. one-sample t-test results for each of the items of fans' attitudes towards the use of VAR
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Table 5. Results of one-sample t-test for each factor and fans' overall attitude towards the use of VAR
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Table 6. Results of one-sample t-test for each of the referees' attitude items towards the use of VAR
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Table 8. Independent t-test to compare factors and attitudes of fans and referees towards the use of VAR
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