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Parents play a critical role in youth sport. In fact, without parental support and involvement, it is likely that youth 

sport would cease to exist (at least in its current form). Parents are responsible for introducing children to sport, 

transporting children to training and competitions, paying for equipment, coaching, and travel, and providing 

emotional support following loses or poor performances. Further, parents act as role models for their children 

regarding things such as gamespersonship, teamwork, and effort, as well as helping children to make sense of 

their sporting experiences. In fulfilling these various roles and completing the tasks required to enable their 

children to participate in sport, parents have the potential to be a positive or detrimental influence.  

 

Fortunately, despite the way parents are often represented in the media, the majority of parents “get it right,” and 

display positive and appropriate involvement in their children’s sport. When parents are positively and 

appropriately involved in youth sport, it can result in a range of positive outcomes for children. For example, as a 

result of positive parental involvement, children have indicated that they gain greater enjoyment from their sport 

participation and they develop good quality relationships with their parents. Additionally, children are more likely 

to continue participating in sport for longer and have greater opportunities to reach their sporting potential when 

their parents are positively involved.  

 

Unfortunately, there are some parents who are not able to get it quite right and consequently their involvement is 

less than optimal. When parents are less optimally involved in youth sport it can negatively influence the 

experiences of their own children, their children’s teammates and opponents, other parents, coaches, and 

officials. For example, when parents are less optimally involved in youth sport, it can result in children 

experiencing higher levels of pre-competitive anxiety, lowered self-esteem, and self-confidence, and it has been 

associated with coaches and officials leaving their jobs.  

 

Given the negative consequences associated with inappropriate parental involvement, taking steps to help 

enhance all parents’ involvement is important. Coaches can play an important role in this endeavour in (at least) 

three ways: (1) By understanding parents’ experiences, (2) By supporting parents, and (3) By educating parents. 

By working with (rather than avoiding) parents, coaches can make their own job easier while also helping 

children have successful and enjoyable sporting experiences.  

 

1: Understanding Parents 

To enhance parental involvement in sport it is critical that coaches take the time to understand parents’ 

perspectives and appreciate the experience of parenting children in sport. Unfortunately, it is all too common to 

hear parents being blamed for their inappropriate behaviours with little thought being given to what the parent is 

or was experiencing. Many people are quick to jump to the usual conclusion that parents must be overly 
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invested in their children’s sport, that they are living their unfulfilled sporting dreams through their children or are 

pushing them to become the stars of the future. However, rather than simply blaming parents, taking the time to 

understand what parents are experiencing and appreciating how difficult it can be to support children in sport 

might be more beneficial.  

 

When children participate in competitive sport it places huge demands on parents. For example, youth sport can 

require large financial and time commitments from parents and consequently parents might find themselves 

rescheduling their work, shifting their family schedule, and abandoning their own social life so they can drive 

their children to training and competitions.  

 

Weekends can be extremely demanding, as parents often spend hour after hour in less than comfortable 

environments watching their children experience the highs and lows of competitive sport. As parents witness 

their children’s disappointment as they struggle to execute skills they have spent weeks practiticing, or spend the 

game watching their teammates play while they “warm the bench”, it is unsurprising that even the best 

intentioned parent could struggle with their own emotions. By committing time to learning about parents’ 

experiences, coaches many be able to develop a better understanding of why parents might display 

inappropriate behaviours and, most importantly, work with parents to help to change these.   

 

There are a number of ways coaches can learn about parents’ experiences. The most direct route is to engage 

parents in formal or informal conversations and ask parents about their experiences. Hosting social evenings or 

parents meetings could also provide a forum for parents to share their experiences with other parents and 

coaches. This would not only help coaches to understand what parents are experiencing, but also allow parents 

to learn from other parents and provide an opportunity for coaches to share their experiences with parents.  

 

There is also an increasing body of literature exploring parents’ experiences of youth sport, which coaches could 

use to guide their interactions with parents. For example, three studies exploring parent stressors were 

conducted with the parents of youth tennis players and footballers in the United Kingdom. These studies 

illustrated the numerous stressors parents encountered as a result of supporting their children’s sport 

involvement.  

 

Stressors were varied, but included among others, uncertainty regarding appropriate behaviours at competitions, 

difficulties watching their children underperform, struggling to finance their children’s sport, encountering issues 

at work due to the time commitment required to take their children to training, and general concerns regarding 

their children’s develoment. By reading about and understanding these experiences coaches can help prepare 

parents for the potential challenges or demands that might arise as they support their children’s sporting 

involvement. Such preparation could, in turn, help to reduce the negative behaviours parents display as a result 

of the stress they experience. 
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2: Supporting Parents 

Working with parents has been identified as one of the main sources of stress for youth sport coaches and 

recognised as a contributing factor to coaches leaving the profession. This is an understandable finding given 

that many coaches find some parents to be difficult, challenging, overly involved, or negative. However, despite 

the difficulties coaches might encounter with some parents, most parent-coach relationships are success and 

working with parents is an important and necessary component of the coaching job. In fact, working with parents 

is critical because parents often rely heavily on the support and guidance of coaches as they seek to provide 

their children with the best possible sporting experiences.  

 

Parents have indicated that they turn to coaches for informational, emotional, and tangible support to cope with 

the stressors they encounter and to be able to provide the best experiences for their children. Specifically, 

parents look to coaches to provide them with appropriate information to allow their children to progress. For 

example, parents seek coaches who will share information regarding their child’s development, goals, and 

potential progression. Further, parents benefit from coaches advising them and their children on more than just 

technical aspects of the game. In providing such information, coaches can help parents understand all aspects 

of their child’s sport, which can help parents to provide the appropriate support and information to their children.  

 

Given the extent of the demands parents encounter, parents also look to coaches for emotional support, 

particularly following difficult matches. Such support can be in a variety of forms, such as a shoulder for parents 

to cry on, taking time to listen to parents’ problems, or providing parents with advice on how to deal with different 

situations. By providing such emotional support, coaches might reduce the emotional strain parents’ encounter; 

hopefully reducing any negative reactions parents might have towards their children. Providing this support from 

the outset, while likely to be time consuming, can help to reduce numerous problems in the future both for 

coaches and children.  

 

3: Educating Parents  

One of the main difficulties for parents is knowing how to behave at competitions, particularly knowing how to 

respond to their children following losses or poor performances. Coaches, children, and parents have identified 

the behaviors that are more and less appropriate at youth sport competitions and coaches can play a vital role in 

educating parents, based on this information, regarding the types of behaviours to engage in. This information is 

summarised below, but it is important to remember that all children are different and might have different needs: 

 

 Do’s Don’t’s 

Before 
Competition  

Provide practice information regarding 
nutrition and warming up. But, do not 
become repetitive. 

Make any comments that focus on the child’s 
performance. E.g., “You will play so and so 
next.” 

Ensure athletes are physically prepared for 
competition. For example, they arrive on 
time, well fed, and with the equipment they 
need. 

Communicate any expectations about winning 
to the child. Such as, talking about who they 
will play in the next round.  

If parents have appropriate knowledge, Limit techincal and tactical advice (especially, 
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provide some technical or tactical advice. if they don’t have knowledge). 

Cater to child’s needs for mental preparation. 
E.g. Identify if children like talking or quiet 
before competitions and adhere to this. 

 

During 
Competition 

Behave in accordance with the rules and 
etiquette of the sport. 

Don’t intimidate opponents. E.g., criticizing or 
threatening children. 

Support (through clapping) both 
teams/players. 

Display any overt interest in the game 
outcome. 

Match all non-verbal behaviors (e.g., 
gestures, facial expressions) with verbal 
support. 

Draw attention to yourself either through 
overinvolvement, overexcitement, or criticisms.  

Maintain a positive tone and body language. Get involved in the match. 

Attend matches and pay attention to games. 
But, stay relaxed. 

Single out your own child for support or 
encouragement. 

Keep support focused on effort rather than 
performances/outcomes. 

Criticize your child or their team.  

Maintain control over positive and negative 
emotions, do not get too involved in games. 

Display negative responses during games. For 
example, using a negative tone to give 
feedback. 

Help make the whole team feel comfortable 
by supporting all player. 

Coach in any form, whether it is “coaching-like” 
comments from the bench or during breaks in 
play. 

Shout to officials only if children are in 
danger. 

Argue with officials, coaches, or other parents. 

Praise officials for good calls. Contradict coach instructions. 

Praise good performances and provide 
encouragement after poor skill execution.  

Repeat instructions that have been provided 
during the game. 

Be empathetic and consider the feelings of 
all children before providing encouragement. 

Engage in derogatory behavior such as booing 
opponents.  

 If advice is requested, give it when children 
are not on the field/court. 

Disrupt children so they lose concentration 
during games. For example, waving when 
children are competing.  

 Invade playing spaces or attempting to make 
physical contact with coaches, referees, or 
children.  

Post 
Competition 

Provide feedback regarding effort and 
attitude. 

Criticize players for performance-related 
issues.  

Keep feedback positive but realistic. That is, 
identify the good parts of the performance 
but do not exaggerate or be overly positive 
when the performance was not good. 

Blame outcomes on others. For example, if a 
child had a bad game do not try and blame it 
on the referee or other external factors.  

Wait until children are ready to received 
feedback. 

Focus on the negative aspects of a 
performance. 

 Provide constructive criticism when teammates 
or opponents are present. 

Taken from: Holt, N. L., & Knight, C. J. (2014). Parenting in Youth Sport: From Research to Practice. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. 

 

Using this information as a starting point, coaches could encourage parents to communicate with their children 

and discuss the types of behaviours they like and dislike at competitions. By having such a conversation parents 

might be able to alter their involvement to meet the needs of their child. 

 

Conclusion 

Parenting children in sport is an important but potentially challenging endeavour. The support and guidance 

parents received from coaches can greatly influence the extent to which parents are positively involved in their 
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child’s sport. If coaches can commit time to understanding, supporting, and educating parents, the potential for 

parents to be appropriately involved in their child’s sport will likely be enhanced. 

 

Further Information 

Please note much of the information presented in this article is drawn from: 

 C. J., & Holt, N. L. (2012). Recommendations for coaches on enhancing parental involvement in tennis. ITF 

Coaching and Sport Science Review, 57, 3-5.  
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