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College football (CFB) officiating has been criticized for poor calls at the end of games that sway 
crucial games, particularly in the modern era of television replays (e.g., Clegg & Cohen, 2015; 
Tallent, 2016). When CFB stakeholders perceive poor calls, they often criticize the motivations, 
training, and rewards of officials (e.g. Bianchi, 2008; Dodd, 2014; Gruley, 2014). Concern for 
these criticisms may be well placed. One anonymous CFB veteran official recently summed up 
referees’ roles as monitors of high stakes CFB games. 

The accountability for officials is messed up…It’s really not handled well from league to 
league…Our evaluation process is all over the map. It’s really not that good. (Soloman, 
2016) 

The variation in accountability and performance of officials “from league to league” is especially 
notable in the CFB context. Major CFB has 120+ teams, divided most notably into many 
conferences, i.e. leagues. College football referees are managed by conferences themselves, who 
hire, train, and evaluate officials as low-paid part-time employees of the conferences (Soloman, 
2016). The conference-centric governing of CFB officiating has prompted many to recently 
observe differences in quality of officials, and more insidiously, the possibility of conference-
promoting biases by the referees for their employing conference constituents (Dodd, 2014; 
Fornelli, 2015; Gruley, 2014). For instance, Florida State University (FSU) beat the University of 
Florida (UF) in their annual 2003 rivalry game – it was dubbed “The Swindle in the Swamp” 
after a number of questionable calls favored FSU, an Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC) team. The 
officials were ACC officials for the game that was played at UF’s stadium, dubbed the Swamp. 
UF plays in a difference conference and has no affiliation with the ACC. The UF administration, 
so incensed with the calls that reeked of partiality for the ACC team (FSU) by ACC officials, 
mandated that the ACC would no longer be welcomed to officiate a game in their stadium again 
(Bianchi, 2008). This example underlines the strong perceptions of bias centering on conference 
run officials who may show partiality to their own conference members.  

Again, concern about these biases is logically well placed. For referees and their employers (the 
conferences), CFB game outcomes have significant, far-reaching consequences. From national 
title implications, to multi-billion dollar television contracts, to the tens of billions wagered each 
year (Heitner, 2015), the high stakes decisions of CFB officials can shape the financial fates of a 
variety of people. These weighty consequences of these split-second officiating decisions have 
the distinct potential for shaping biases. Officials certainly are cognizant of the teams playing in 
the game and the implications for each team winning and losing. Thus, impartiality is a serious 
question with CFB officials given their affiliations as conference employees. In stark contrast to 
CFB, the vast majority of other high profile sports’ officials are managed centrally, i.e. by one 
governing body overseeing all officials, eliminating parochialism across separate leagues, 
divisions, and conferences.  

College basketball has had a model similar to college football, though it is coalitions of 
conferences that manage their own officials. This similar problem in college basketball led Big 
10 Commissioner Jim Delaney to observe that “decentralization probably adds to the diversity 
and inconsistency” of officiating, so much so that the outgoing NCAA Basketball Director of 
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Officiating John Adams advocated to move college basketball to a centralized, nationally-based 
officiating governance model that “benefits everybody” (Auerbach, 2015). However, in the face 
of the games’ high stakes and the potential for partiality introduced by conference-by-
conference officiating, CFB has resisted calls to centralize (Dodd, 2014).  
 
Ostensibly, conference-centric officiating is driven by the logistics to train referees (Redding, 
2016), despite rules of the game being standardized throughout the sport. Some have speculated 
that the provincial management of officials is to allow the conferences to maintain significant 
influence over the outcomes of games (e.g. Bianchi, 2008). Specifically, conferences and their 
constituent members lose revenue and prestige when their top teams are not invited to the CFB 
playoff or other top bowls. A team can lose such an invitation with an untimely loss, especially 
late in the season. Thus, the conference officials have incentive to protect their constituent 
teams by calling games in favor of their top teams (Daniels, 2016; Gruley, 2014).  
 
The question our study addresses, then, is simple. Are there biases with major conference 
officials based on conference affiliations and the strengths of the teams playing? 
 
To address the question, our study empirically explores how officials call games differentially. 
We examine the evidence of officiating biases that are commonly speculated: conference officials 
protecting constituent teams that have a viable chance to make the CFB playoff (or other top 
bowl game), officials favoring flagship teams with high prestige, officials favoring home teams, 
officials calling in-conference games differently than out-of-conference games, and officials 
changing their tendencies from year to year. 
 
Using data from every major college football game from 2012-2015, we find evidence of 
conference officials protecting top teams, particularly when those teams are flagship programs. 
These flagships are historically the best programs from each conference that, not coincidentally, 
are also the conferences’ top revenue generators. We also find variance in officiating due to 
conference affiliation, type of game called (i.e. in-conference vs. out-of-conference game), year, 
home team favoritism, and the game’s betting line. 
 
Our research follows the Brymer, Rodenberg, & Holcomb (2015) study that also found 
substantive differences between officials from the major college conferences. That study found 
no evidence of conference officials protecting their top teams. However, as NCAA National 
Coordinator of Football Officials Rogers Redding (2015), points out, the 2015 study examined 
the total penalty yards in each game but not the fouls called themselves. This study dives into far 
greater nuance of the officials’ behaviors, examining types of fouls called, the game situations, 
and definitive conference affiliation of all officials. 
 
Data and Methods 
 
Using detailed data from SportsSource Analytics on all fouls called in Football Bowl Subdivision 
(FBS) CFB over the most recently completed four years (n=38,871), we test the possibility of 
these officiating biases. Mirroring the methodology used by Snyder & Lopez (2015), we examine 
individual fouls called to model probabilities that a call will be more highly discretionary – 
specifically, whether the foul is a holding, personal foul, unsportsmanlike conduct, or pass 
interference call versus more objectively based fouls (all others). Discretionary foul calls are 
more subjective in nature, and thus, more prone to biases (Snyder & Lopez, 2015). Examining 
the incidence of these calls makes for an effective test of when officiating biases manifest given 
particular game situations. It also accounts for the alternative explanation that some teams are 
penalized more simply because they are less disciplined. Using the probability that any call is 
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discretionary as a dependent variable, the model inherently accounts for variance in discipline 
between teams. We test this in Stata 12 using the LOGIT logistic regression command in 
predicting the probability that a foul call will be discretionary (1) or not (0).  
 
To model this probability, we employ the following variables that are used to either test the 
common speculations of bias or to control for alternative explanations of why a discretionary 
foul may be called. All measures below refer to the team receiving the foul call. 
 

 Protected is a dummy variable coded 1 if the team is ranked in the top 25 AP poll in 
week 1, top 24 in week 2, top 23 in week 3, and so forth until the final week of conference 
championship games (week 15) where the AP ranked top 11 are considered protected. 
These top 11 in the final week all have legitimate shots at the college football playoff, BCS 
bowls, or New Year’s Six bowls, and represent the highest post-season revenue 
generating teams for their respective conferences. 

 Flagship is a dummy variable coded 1 if the team has an all-time winning percentage 
above 60%. Flagship programs represent the most historically powerful teams in CFB. Of 
the 120+ teams in major college football, only 19 teams from the Power 5 conferences 
have this distinction. These include teams such as Clemson, Florida State, Ohio State, 
Michigan, Oklahoma, Texas, Southern California, Alabama, and Louisiana State. 

 Protected Flagship is an interaction variable of the two above component variables. It 
has a value of 1 if the focal team is both protected and a flagship, 0 in all other 
circumstances. 

 Game outcome uncertainty is a control variable that captures many aspects of a 
game’s particular situation when the foul is called. It is calculated on a 0-50 scale, with 
50 reflecting a circumstance where either team has historically equal probability of 
winning the game. A score of zero reflects a circumstance where one team is the clear 
winner during the game (e.g., a team winning 56-0 with 3 minutes left in the game). The 
probability of winning is calculated using a combination of the time left in the game, the 
current score, the field position, and who has possession of the ball at the beginning of 
the drive in which the foul is called. The probabilities are calculated using historical data 
for each set of game contexts. This variable is calculated and provided by SportSource 
Analytics. This measure controls for various game situations, such as “garbage time” at 
the end of games when the outcome is well determined. 

 Home field is a dummy variable scored 1 if the focal team is playing in their home 
stadium, 0 if they are visiting or at a neutral site. 

 Betting Line is measured by the Vegas point spread on the game for the team receiving 
the foul call. It is provided by SportsSource Analytics. The variable both indicates the 
relative strength of the focal team to its competitor and controls for the competitive 
parity in the game. When graphed in the following pages, we compare the condition of 
one standard deviation of the Vegas betting line as a team being favored (-14.77) versus a 
team being an underdog (+14.77). 
 

Results 
 
We modeled these six predictive variables across all iterations of Power 5 (ACC, Big 10, Big 12, 
Pac 12, and SEC) officiating crews, years, and in- vs. out-of-conference games (90 models total). 
In a post hoc robustness check, we clustered standard errors on the college football teams to 
account for any stylistic variation between programs. The results remained substantively the 
same. 
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To report on our models, we use the significance threshold of p<0.05. Additionally, we calculate 
the probabilities of discretionary calls for protected, flagship, and protected-flagship teams 
versus all other teams, while simultaneously accounting for the relative strength of the team, 
home field status, and game situation.  

The full results can be viewed at [INSERT TABLEAU SITE HERE]. 

Variations across conference crew affiliation, year, and Power 5 in-conference game versus all 
others can manipulated by the user across our sample.  

The blue bars above and below the “No effect” line represent a variable’s marginal effect on the 
probability of a discretionary call, ranging from three times more likely (“Extremely more 
likely”) to three times less likely (“Extremely less likely”). The mid-range lines are two times 
more and less likely, respectively. 

We capture snapshots of this dynamic display below to highlight particularly interesting 
findings. Statistically significant effects are circled in red beneath the charts that graphically 
show the marginal effects of each of the variables. Across all games (see Figure 1), the 
probability of a discretionary call is 46.12%. The probability moves higher or lower as affected by 
the predictive variables in the model along the horizontal axis. 

Two figures are reported for particular effects. First, absolute differences are calculated using 
the raw differences between the predicted percentages of discretionary fouls between two types 
of teams. Secondly, the relative likelihoods of garnering a discretionary foul on any play are 
calculated. For example, if team type X and team type Y have a 55% and 50% probability of a 
discretionary foul call, respectively, then their absolute difference is 5%. The relative likelihood 
of team type X getting a discretionary call is 10% higher than team type Y, the calculation as 
follows: ((55-50)/50) x 100% = 10% 

We first examined general trends for all FBS games, across all years, across all FBS conferences, 

and for both in-conference and out-of-conference games. In the 38,871 fouls observed, we find 

that favored teams have a slightly higher probability of receiving a discretionary foul call, 

whereas flagships and protected flagships have lower probabilities. See Figure 1.  

Figure 1: Predicting the Probabilities of Discretionary Calls in All FBS Games 
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Across all FBS games, the baseline for a non-flagship program is 46.37% probability of any call 

being discretionary. Being a protected flagship team lowers this probability to 41.40%. 

When the game is a Power 5 in-conference game (n=13,858), a situation guaranteed to have 

affiliated officials with both competing teams, the predictors change. Here, average teams can 

expect 45.14% probability, whereas protected non-flagship teams are actually called for more 

discretionary fouls (48.8% probability), consistent with Brymer et al.’s (2015) prior findings. 

However, protected flagship teams fare better than either other group, garnering 43.14% 

probability of a discretionary call. See Figure 2 below. 

Figure 2: Predicting the Probabilities of Discretionary Calls in Power 5 In-Conference Games 

Protected effects become insignificant when the game is not an in-conference Power 5 game 

(n=25,013). But, flagship status is significant (p<0.05) and being a protected flagship is 

marginally significant (p<0.10) – a condition that affords protected flagships 15.51% lower 

relative likelihood of a discretionary call every play compared to an average team’s. See Figure 3. 

Figure 3: Predicting the Probabilities of Discretionary Calls in Games not Power 5 In-Conference 
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To examine the roots of these findings for protected and flagship teams, we modeled each Power 

5 conference separately and further decomposed the analysis annually. One Power 5 conference 

stood out among them – the Big 10. When isolated for in-conference game fouls (n=4,229), the 

Big 10 had similar and even more noticeable effects for these dimensions. Average Big 10 teams 

are predicted to have 44.58% probability of a discretionary call. For non-flagship protected 

teams, this percentage increases to 53.45%. Protected flagships, though, had significantly less 

probability of a discretionary foul called – only 38.18% – compared to a protected non-flagship.  

The relative likelihood in discretionary fouls between flagship and non-flagship protected teams 

is a hefty 40% advantage on every single foul called. See Figure 4. 

Figure 4: Predicting the Probabilities of Discretionary Calls in Big 10 In-Conference Games 

 

Breaking this down by year, the favorable treatment of protected flagship teams was the most 

extreme in 2014 when protected flagships had a 62.4% relative likelihood advantage to not 

receive a discretionary foul versus a protected non-flagship team. It is notable that this is the 

year that Ohio State won the national title. See Figure 5. 

Figure 5: Predicting the Probabilities of Discretionary Calls in 2014 Big 10 In-Conference Games 
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While exploring the nature of officiating tendencies in the other Power 5 conferences, the Pac 12 

stood out as a very erratic. Decomposing the games officiated by Pac 12 referees shows 

extremely different patterns year to year. For instance, the absolute probabilities of 

discretionary calls range from 41.53% to 59.73% for non-protected flagships, a substantial 

variation of 43.8% relative likelihood difference from year to year. The relative likelihood swing 

for protected flagships is as high as 35.2% between years. Though there was not detected 

partiality in 2013 for the Pac 12, 2012, 2014, and 2015 all showed significant and erratic variance 

in predictive variables’ effects. See Figures 6, 7, and 8 below. 

 Figure 6: Predicting the Probabilities of Discretionary Calls in 2012 PAC Officiated Games 

 

Figure 7: Predicting the Probabilities of Discretionary Calls in 2014 PAC Officiated Games 
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Figure 8: Predicting the Probabilities of Discretionary Calls in 2015 PAC Officiated Games 

 

Though there were other discrete findings in our analysis, one more specific year stood out – 

2012 in the ACC. During that year, the probability an ACC official would call a discretionary foul 

on protected flagship team was 55.84%, one of the highest values in our analysis. In effect, this 

demonstrates bias against top ACC teams by their own conference referees – a 38.9% relatively 

likelihood disadvantage on every call for getting a discretionary penalty. The finding 

corroborates Brymer et al.’s (2015) results for the ACC during 2005-2012. Also supporting 

Brymer and colleague’s findings, this effect disappeared in 2013-2015 (Gruley, 2015). It is 

notable that in this 2013-2015 timeframe, the two ACC champion teams were flagship status 

(Clemson and Florida State) and they went undefeated through the ACC Championship game in 

this three year span. This feat had not been accomplished in the ACC since 1999.  

Figure 9: Predicting the Probabilities of Discretionary Calls in 2012 ACC Officiated Games 

 

Conclusions 

Our study shows ample evidence of biases among conference officials. These biases include the 
often speculated but to date unsubstantiated notion of conference officials showing partiality 
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towards teams with the highest potential to generate revenue for their conference. We believe 
our study tests only one of many potential ways officials can affect the outcome of the games – 
officials can influence games with ball spots, possession calls, objective calls, and a host of other 
decisions they make on the field. These behaviors likely stem from subconscious partiality for 
particular teams in specific situations given the pressures officials face from a variety of CFB 
stakeholders (Cohen & Clegg, 2015; Soloman, 2015).  

 
Given these findings and complementary findings from Brymer, Rodenberg, & Holcomb (2015), 
conference-based CFB officiating faces an existential question. Would it help major CFB to 
eliminate conference-based officiating for a centrally governed model?  
 
When travel was more challenging and conferences had severely limited budgets, conference-
based referees were a practical solution. Today’s CFB landscape has multi-billion dollar 
television contracts, a new successful national playoff, and coaches earning multi-million dollar 
salaries. CFB officials, by contrast, have been self-described as “vulnerable” to these powerful 
affiliated forces (Clegg & Cohen, 2015; cf. Soloman, 2015). Our results suggest that conference 
affiliation has significant influence on how games are officiated, as it creates an additional and 
avoidable layer of biases in their employee officials. 
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