
  

 

 

 
 
 

Psychology – Liked vs Respect 
– Jon Hart 
 
 
WANTING TO BE LIKED….. 

 

As an official, it is important to remember our place in the hierarchy of the sport we officiate in. We 

also need to be conscious of our role with respect to the multiple personalities that form the athlete 

and coaching cohort. For these reasons, officiating can be a lonely pursuit. We can find ourselves in 

situations where we rub shoulders with our heroes, interact with sporting celebrities, meet inspirational 

people, and get a unique perspective into the lives of people we have often watched and admired from 
a distance – but still must make the calls and decisions that could affect the result of the performance 

on that day. What pressure! 

 

It is natural as a human that we want to be liked. We have a biological desire to fit in, be accepted and 

feel a part of the community that we identify with. Our ancestors used this feature for their survival – 

safety in numbers, sharing of roles and tasks within a tribe or clan – all to increase their chances of 

survival as well as making life easier by conserving vital energy. Modern humans are not exempt from 

these built-in desires. We just go about experiencing it in different ways and often for different reasons. 

In my work involving officials, I often come across developing as well as elite officials who fall into this 

trap. The trap to be liked by the players and/or coaches we often admire. 

 

What is the big issue? 

 

- You can run the risk of compromising your values, your beliefs, or your integrity in order to 

appease or please the people you look up to. 

- Typically, the desire or want to be liked stems from a place of anxiety (or fear) of not being 

accepted. This anxiety causes us to attempt to impress upon people by making subtle changes 

in our behaviour to suit the other person’s needs rather than our own. 

- Although this may have some initial benefits such as people want to spend more time with you, 

or it feels nice to be popular. But it can unfortunately have longer term negative effects 

because it may not lead to people respecting your needs or your opinions.  

What can you do to intervene? 
 

- Be honest and direct with players, performers, and coaches rather than be overly friendly or try 

to win people over.  

- Understand that making a difficult or challenging decision may be risky as people may 

disagree, but the same people will grow to respect your courage over time and respect how you 

hold yourself during your officiating. 

- Accept that decisions in sport are subjective in nature (in most situations without technological 

aids). This means that multiple people can see the identical situation but perceive it very 

differently.  

- Back your call and/or decision and demonstrate accountability by owning it. This is especially 

important if it later proves to be incorrect. Know that he players and performers will move on. 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

AIM FOR RESPECT….. 
 

The pathway to gaining the respect of players, performers and coaches in your sport may initially 

seem like a daunting quest. Alternatively, once it is achieved, it has multiple benefits in terms of the 

relationships that develop between you and the stakeholders within the sport. In my work with elite 

officials, I have seen certain individuals achieve the respect of the players, performers and coaches 

and it appears to be something that enhances the experiences they take away from each 

performance. It also seems to be highly desired by other officials.  

 

Consistency is the key. No single or standalone decision you make will gain the respect of the 

stakeholders in your sport. By making decisions that are consistent, vary naturally in moments, but 

centre around your interpretation of the laws on that day, are more likely to add to the level of 

respect offered to you throughout your officiating career.  

 

As players progress through higher levels of competition, they quickly learn that being able to move 

on from a decision made by an official, even if they perceived it to be incorrect at the time, is a vital 

skill. The consequence to their own performance tends to compound if they remain stuck in the past 

and become overly fixated on rectifying the call. This is equally applicable to the official. Letting go of 

the need to make correct decisions, the right call, and experience the perfect performance all 

contribute to you officiating at a more consistent level. When you can display this, you remain more 

in the present, focused on the task and this facilitates enhanced decision making because of a 

feeling of clarity in your decisions rather than doubt or apprehension. In sport psychology, we 

describe how this doubt and apprehension can be linked back to the desire to be liked (rather than 

respected) because you fear how the stakeholders in the sport may perceive or judge your decisions. 

The additional risk of this fear is that it will likely negatively impact your future calls. 

 

What can you do to intervene? 

 

- Have confidence in your decisions. Accept that you made a judgement call in that moment 

and the performance must move on. 

- Players and coaches are more likely to respect you for the consistency of your decisions and 

judgement calls rather than your capacity to make the right or correct call in each decision. 

- If you make a mistake or an incorrect decision, do you best to own it. Be accountable rather 

than deflective and attempt to see it as a learning experience.  

- Be humble, be human, and open in how you receive feedback about your performance. Your 

performance is going to be judged and subjective differences will happen. You will never be 

able to please all the stakeholders in your sport. 

 


