
The Shortage of Officials Has Plagued 
High School Sports For Many Years 
and the Problems Have Intensified.
Insights From High School Athletic Directors, Assigners 
and Coaches



Overview
For more than 37 years, Arbiter has been at the forefront of high school and collegiate sports through 
products that manage and coordinate sporting and scholastic events, their tracking, record-keeping, 
and payment processing that leads the industry. In the last year, for instance, Arbiter has impacted 
over 65 million Americans, one in every five of us, through SaaS solutions for online Registration, 
Scheduling and digital Payment systems. 

With over $500 million in payments processed, 35 million events coordinated each year, impacting 
15 million high school students in more than 25,000 high schools, and 60 million official assignments 
each year, Arbiter possesses data and develops insights that can shed further light on the shortages 
of officials. This concern is not limited to high schools; the shortage of refs also affects middle schools 
and colleges and universities that typically draw their referees from experienced and talented high 
school officials. 

In this report, Arbiter highlights some of the findings, attitudes and perceptions from research and 
discussions with Athletic Directors, Assigners and Coaches.



Findings From Assigners
In a survey conducted by Arbiter in January of 2022 among 400 top 
Assigners who have operated in the business for over two years 
and have more than 25 officials and referees on their roster that 
they assign with frequency, the respondents provided the following 
answers to an online survey:

1.	 How long have you been an assigner?

	 •	 Less than 3 years: 6.23%

	 •	 3-5 years: 9.73%

	 •	 5-7 years: 10.72%

	 •	 More than 7 years: 73.32%

2.	 How many officials do you currently assign?

	 •	 Less than 50: 6.48%

	 •	 Between 50 – 100: 18.20%

	 •	 101 – 150: 24.94%

	 •	 More than 150: 50.37%

3.	 Are you currently experiencing a shortage of officials?

	 •	 Yes: 97.26%

	 •	 No: 2.74%

4.	 If you are experiencing a shortage of officials, please select 	
	 the primary reason for this (choose one).

	 •	 Issues of Sportsmanship From Parents: 23.94%

	 •	 Pay/Compensation: 16.71%

	 •	 Retirement: 16.46%

	 •	 COVID-19: 14.71%

	 •	 Issues of Sportsmanship From Coaches: 7.98%

	 •	 Other: 20.20%



Findings From Assigners (Continued)

5.	 If you are experiencing a shortage of officials, please select the secondary reason for this 	
		  (choose one more).

	 •	 Issues of Sportsmanship From Parents: 21.20%

	 •	 Retirement: 18.45%

	 •	 Pay/Compensation: 17.71%

	 •	 Issues of Sportsmanship From Coaches: 17.46%

	 •	 COVID-19: 10.22%

	 •	 Other: 14.96%

6.	 If you are experiencing an official shortage, what percentage of officials would you say  	
	 you are down in the last 12 months?

	 •	 Less than 10%: 14.46%

	 •	 10 – 20%: 51.87%

	 •	 21 – 30%: 23.69%

	 •	 31 – 40%: 6.48%

	 •	 Over 40%: 3.49%

7.	 What would be the primary solution to solving the shortage of officials? 

	 Weighted Averages:
	 •	 Resolve issues of sportsmanship: 3.45
	 •	 Get younger people involved: 3.41
	 •	 Better pay: 3.14
	 •	 Better training that promotes the benefits of  long term benefits of officiating: 3.04
	 •	 Have a formal recruitment process I can use: 2.93

8.	 What is the primary reason your officials get into the business?

	 •	 For the money: 38.90%

	 •	 To get closer to sports: 29.93%

	 •	 Referrals from others: 15.71%

	 •	 Your recruiting efforts: 5.74%

	 •	 To referee your kids: 2.49%

	 •	 Other: 7.23%



Survey Insights
As we can see from this survey, the verification among 
Assigners, who are customarily not surveyed on a regular 
basis, validates the concern among Athletic Directors and 
Administrators that the shortage of officials has not subsided 
over the last 12 months. The concern is real and requires 
decisive actions. 

These actions and solutions appear to be the resolution of 
issues of sportsmanship that is driving officials away from 
participation, and the need to recruit younger referees to begin 
replacing a high degree of retiring officials who are leaving the 
industry due to sportsmanship and other negative drivers. 

Arbiter will continue to work in these two categories to address 
the shortages by developing and publishing recommendations 
by experts on how to best alleviate the concerns of 
sportsmanship in schools today as well as offer insights into 
programs and services that can assist in the recruitment of 
younger officials. 

To the right is a recently published article by Kyle Ford, 
President and Chief Executive Officer of Arbiter that speaks to 
our efforts. Click to view the article.

arbitersports.com   |   sales@arbitersports.com  |  1-800-576-2799

©2022 ArbiterSports. All Rights Reserved. 
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Voice-of-Customer Research From High School Athletic 
Directors and Administrators
In October of 2021, Arbiter asked high school Athletic Directors and School Administrators their 
thoughts on referee shortages and aligned issues within high school athletics. The questions and 
their responses are as follows:

When we asked interviewees if they could only change one thing in high school sports, what 
would they change; their top responses ranked in mentions were as follows:

	 1.	 Sportsmanship and parental behavior
	 2.	 Getting all of us on the same software platform
	 3.	 Finding officials and the problem is getting worse
	 4.	 Entitlement, everyone believes they should receive a scholarship
	 5.	 Sports specialization
	 6.	 Club sports are a problem

When we asked the same audience what subject matter should Arbiter research and write about, 
their top answers were:

	 1.	 The shortage of officials
	 2.	 Sportsmanship and bad parental behavior
	 3.	 Athletic Director trends particularly the differences between transformational and  
		  transactional coaches
	 4.	 The need for software and technology consolidation 

And when we asked them the concerns they had relating to ref shortages their top responses 
were:

	 1.	 If we don’t have referees, we won’t have sports, without sports, there won’t be athletics, and 	
		  without athletics, student athletes would miss out on scholarships and the life lessons we learn 	
		  for teamwork, friendships and leadership. 
	 2.	 Because we’re constantly addressing the shortage of referees, that’s time away from other 		
		  important work attributes we should be addressing like spending more time with student 		
		  athletes, working on professional development with our coaches, and trying to work with 		
		  parents regarding issues of sportsmanship and behavior.



Voice-of-Customer Insights
This serves as continued validation of not just the official shortages in the high school and middle 
school environment, but also how extensive the distraction can be to Athletic Directors and 
Administrators whose time is spent addressing shortages of officials when they feel better served 
addressing issues more important to them including spending time with students. 

As we mentioned previously, Arbiter will continue to research and publish articles that can benefit 
all stakeholders who are impacted by the shortage of refs, and as time goes on, we will develop 
programs and services that will help alleviate the shortage. 



State Association Research Project
In one final research project, Arbiter staff reviewed state association statistics as they related to 
shortages of officials in an effort to determine if the combined software solutions of Arbiter Pay and 
Arbiter Scheduling might help alleviate the referee shortage. Those states where the two platforms 
are used heavily included Colorado, North Carolina, Vermont, Oklahoma, Indiana, Florida and New 
Hampshire.

Based on research conducted by the New Mexico Activities Association which saw a shortfall of 
officials of 29% according to Zac Stevenson, the NMAA Commissioner of Officials, who defined the 
national average at a 30% shortfall, Arbiter reviewed the shortages in the states listed above and 
found the following results: 

	 •	 Colorado: down 6%

	 •	 North Carolina: down 1.5%

	 •	 Vermont: up 8%

	 •	 Oklahoma: down 7.5%

	 •	 Indiana: down 1%

	 •	 Florida: down 5.3%

	 •	 New Hampshire: up 9%

Now, we are not suggesting that Arbiter’s products can alleviate referee shortages, however, there is 
evidence that the Pay and Scheduling products, when utilized together, have had a positive impact 
in some states, where the products are used heavily, in either diminishing the shortage of officials or 
increasing the roster of officials to positive levels. 

This research is real-time and we will continue to monitor findings in these states and others 
throughout 2022. During the next year, we will continue to publish our findings and notify you of any 
results that are foretelling.



Key Takeaways From Our Efforts
To a great extent, the shortage of officials and the undercurrent of reasons that drive that 
shortage, have an impact on nearly every school, school district, student, parent, Athletic Director, 
Administrator and Assigner across the country. With no evidence of relief from the situation, and a 
lingering persistence that has lasted for years, actions are required that, at the very least, address the 
situational causes of the shortage: solutions to sportsmanship and retiring referees who no longer 
desire to be part of the industry.

Arbiter will continue to address these concerns with additional research, strategic partnerships, 
syndication of meaningful and solution-based content, and actions on our own part to assist with 
reconciling the problem. Today, we know that:

	 •	 The problem is real, ongoing and threatening to the livelihood of high school and middle  
		  school athletics

	 •	 The issue is driven by poor sportsmanship and retiring referees who no longer want to be part 	
		  of the business

	 •	 Efforts to reverse the trend need to be focused on the recruitment of younger officials and the 	
		  correction to the problems of sportsmanship

	 •	 Athletic Directors want to be part of the solution, but probably need more time in their 		
		  day to adequately address the problems

	 •	 By limiting the number of technology providers and trying to reduce the management time 		
		  required to interact with various technology platforms, ADs believe they could save time and 	
		  use that resource to better address these issues

	 •	 It’s obvious that ADs and Administrators are looking for solutions to these issues and that 		
		  these problems are top-of-mind with them as they have requested Arbiter to conduct research 	
		  and produce content regarding these problems 

	 •	 To address these concerns and satisfy the request for more research and articles, Arbiter will 	
		  move forward with efforts to offer solutions and assistance whenever possible
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