THE BETTER
H ATHLETE

FOR SPORTS PARENTS - YOUTH ATHLETE WELLBEING

PRESSURE
WITHOUT
THE PUSH

Helping your athlete compete hard without feeling crushed. A
practical guide to being the calm in the car, not another
scoreboard.

THE BETTER ATHLETE

THEBETTERATHLETE.IO

PRESSURE WITHOUT THE PUSH - FOR SPORTS PARENTS THEBETTERATHLETE.IO




YOUTH ATHLETE WELLBEING SERIES

PRESSURE WITHOUT THE PUSH

Helping your athlete compete without feeling crushed.

Competitive sports can be exciting, meaningful, and full of growth. They can also create a
difficult question for parents: how do | encourage my child to work hard without
becoming another source of pressure?

Most parents are not trying to push too hard. They are trying to help. You may be investing time, money,
travel, and emotional energy into your athlete's experience. When you see missed opportunities,
inconsistent effort, or disappointment, it is natural to want to step in.

But children and teens often experience parental involvement differently than parents intend. A reminder
may feel like criticism. A detailed postgame analysis may feel like a performance review. Even praise can
create pressure when it focuses mainly on winning, statistics, rankings, or playing time.

Healthy support does not mean lowering expectations or avoiding difficult conversations. It means creating

an environment where your athlete can pursue excellence while knowing one thing for certain:

MY PERFORMANCE MATTERS, BUT IT DOES NOT DETERMINE MY WORTH OR MY RELATIONSHIP
WITH MY PARENT.
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SEPARATE YOUR ATHLETE'S GOALS FROM YOUR OWN ANXIETY

Before giving advice, ask yourself one question:

ASK YOURSELF FIRST

Am | responding to what my child needs, or am | trying to relieve my own discomfort?

Parents often feel anxious when an athlete is underperforming, losing confidence, sitting on the bench, or
falling behind peers. That anxiety can lead to more reminders, more coaching, and more questions, exactly
when the athlete may need less.

TRY THIS THREE-STEP PAUSE

STEP WHAT IT LOOKS LIKE

Notice your reaction Are you tense, frustrated, embarrassed, or worried about the future? Name it to yourself before you speak.
Wait before responding Avoid correcting effort, technique, or attitude while emotions are still high, yours or theirs.

Ask what support is Your athlete may want encouragement, practical help, honest feedback, or simply space. Let them tell you
wanted which.

THE ONE RULE WORTH REMEMBERING

Do not make the car ride home the automatic location for performance analysis. Unless there is an
immediate safety or behavior issue, allow time for everyone's nervous system to settle. For younger

athletes, that may mean waiting until later that evening. For teens, it may mean talking the next day.

This pause is not avoidance. It is emotional leadership.
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PRAISE THE PROCESS, BUT MAKE IT SPECIFIC

"Good job" is kind, but vague. "You need to work harder" is direct, but often unhelpful. Instead, identify
specific behaviors your athlete can actually control.

BEHAVIORS WORTH NOTICING

These are the things that build a real athlete, and they have nothing to do with the scoreboard: recovering
after a mistake, commmunicating with teammates, staying engaged while on the bench, attempting a
difficult skill, preparing equipment independently, responding respectfully to coaching, and continuing to
compete when the outcome looks unfavorable.

For example, instead of saying "you played great," try naming what you saw:

| NOTICED THAT AFTER YOU MADE THAT MISTAKE, YOU TOOK A BREATH AND GOT BACK INTO
POSITION. THAT SHOWED COMPOSURE.

Specific feedback teaches athletes what resilience, focus, and effort actually look like. It turns a vague

compliment into a lesson they can repeat on purpose.

BUT DO NOT TURN EVERYTHING INTO A LESSON

Athletes also need to enjoy being seen without being constantly evaluated. Sometimes the healthiest
response is simply, "l loved watching you play." That sentence communicates interest without attaching
love or approval to the result.
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TIP 03

GIVE YOUR ATHLETE SOME OWNERSHIP

Pressure increases when athletes feel that sports are being done to them rather than with them. The fix is to
create small, age-appropriate areas of control.

AGES 8 T0 12 AGES 13T0 19
Ownership at thisage issmall and concrete: Ownership should expand as they grow:
* Packing part of their sports bag ¢ Communicating directly with coaches when
e Choosing a pregame snack from two appropriate
appropriate options e Tracking schedules and recovery needs
* |dentifying one personal goal for practice e Participating in decisions about teams, camps,
« Deciding when they are ready to discuss a game and extra training

¢ Naming personal goals, and whether those
goals have changed

e Speaking honestly about stress, motivation,
injuries, or burnout

Parents still provide boundaries, perspective, and guidance. Ownership does not mean allowing a child to

make every decision. It means giving them a meaningful voice in an activity that requires their body, their
time, and their emotional energy.

TRY A BRIEF MONTHLY CHECK-IN

Hold it separate from practices and competitions, and keep it short. Ask what they are enjoying right
now, what has been stressful, what kind of support from you is helpful, and whether there is anything
you do that adds pressure. Then do the hard part: do not defend yourself immediately. Listen for useful
information, even if the delivery is imperfect.
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THE CHEAT SHEET

WHAT PARENTS CAN ACTUALLY SAY

Principles are easy to agree with and hard to say out loud in the moment. Here are the
actual words, sorted by age and by situation. Borrow them, adapt them, and keep the
ones that sound like you.

FOR ATHLETES AGES 8 T0 12

BEFORE COMPETITION

“

Have fun, be a good teammate, and keep trying when things get hard.

“ You do not have to be perfect. Just stay ready for the next play.

“

Is there anything you need from me before we go?

AFTER COMPETITION

“ | loved watching you play.
“ Do you want to talk about the game, or take a break from sports talk?
“ What was your favorite part?

“ That looked frustrating. | am here if you want to tell me about it.

WHEN EFFORT IS A CONCERN

“ | noticed your energy seemed lower today. Were you tired, worried, distracted, or something
else?

“

What would help you feel more prepared next time?
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FOR ATHLETES AGES 13 T0 19

BEFORE COMPETITION

“

| trust you to handle your preparation. Let me know how | can support you.

“ Your result today will not change how | see you.

“ What kind of energy do you want from me today: encouragement, quiet, or space?

AFTER COMPETITION

“ Do you want me to listen, help you problem-solve, or leave it alone for now?
“ You do not have to give me a game report. We can talk when you are ready.

“ | saw how you stayed engaged after things went wrong. That mattered.

WHEN DISCUSSING GOALS

“ Are these still your goals, or do you feel like you are chasing someone else's expectations?

“ | care about your development, but | care more about your health and our relationship.

FINAL THOUGHT

The goal is not to remove every form of pressure. Learning to perform under stress is part of competitive
sports, and part of growing up.

The goal is to make sure that home is not another scoreboard.

THE WHOLE IDEA IN ONE LINE

When parents offer calm support, specific encouragement, and appropriate ownership, athletes are

more likely to take healthy risks, recover from mistakes, and stay connected to the sport, and to

themselves.
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