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INTRODUCTION 

Motivation in football (and everything else) is the fundamental reasoning behind every action taken 

and every effort exerted; it is effectively ‘why we do what we do’ (Deci, 1995). In order to produce 

the world-class players of the future, as well as encouraging enjoyment and development in all 

players, we need to understand the dynamics of motivated behaviour. Whilst some percentage of a 

player’s motivation is determined by their own beliefs, cognitions and values, a significant influence 

can also be exerted by key social agents – such as parents and coaches. 

The motivational influence exerted by key social agents is often referred to as the ‘motivational 

climate’. 

 

The motivational climate is determined by the type of goals that are promoted by coaches and 

parents: 

 Outcome / Ego goals emphasise normative comparisons and outperforming others,  

 Mastery / Task goals emphasise effort, personal improvement and task mastery (irrelevant 

of others).  

 

Studies show a clear link between the types of goals promoted in sport and athlete performance and 

well-being. Mastery goals lead to: 

 positive affect/enjoyment 

 reduced pressure/tension 

 greater confidence  

 effective learning strategies 

 moral behaviour (sportspersonship)  

 greater motor learning/skill development 

 

Football is also an area where social networks can be built and players can begin to find out about 

themselves and learn to exercise their will and independence (Deci & Ryan, 2000): 

 Relatedness support - the fostering and facilitation of the feeling of belonging and being 

part of a group as well as the creation of a friendly atmosphere;  

 Autonomy support - whether athletes feel that their team-mates allow them input in 

decision making and the way they play.  

 

This article shows that parents (and coaches) can positively influence the motivation of players by 

supporting the player in feeling competent, related and autonomous. 
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RESULTS 

The results below come from a three year project to identify the motivationally relevant behaviours 

of coaches, parents and peers across three developmental stages: initiation (under 12s), specialising 

(12-15s) and investing (15+). In this article, the findings relating to parent behaviours are 

highlighted, but many of the points apply equally to good coaching.  

 

1. UNCONDITIONAL SUPPORT  

Relating to the idea that all the support offered by parents should not be contingent on results or 

performances, but simply offered unconditionally.  

 

For example:  

“It’s important for your parents to support you whether you win or lose” [Male 11-year-old] 

“She drove me there like every weekend, just for these trials, and I felt like quite proud, because I 

had a mum who cared about what I did.” [Female 12-year-old] 

 

2.  SPECTATORS / WATCHING 

 “If you’re in a match... ....they’ll come along and support you, which makes you want to 

do better and make us win” [Female 11-year-old], and  

 “Some kids, their parent can’t take them cos they don’t have the time and stuff, so they 

have to go with other people’s parents and it doesn’t really feel like they’re supporting 

you as much, but my parents come with me” [Female 14-year-old]. 

 

Parent pre-performance motivating behaviours:  

1. Support: “They say it doesn’t matter where you come as long as you do your personal best” 

[Male 11-year-old];  

2. Pressure: “They really just said you’ve got to win, you’ve got to win [banging table], those sort 

of things” [Male 8-year-old], this theme included such ideas: ‘pressure for selection’, ‘high 

expectations’ and ‘discussion of consequences’;  

“It's alright if they're there and being supportive, but if they're like shouting at you what to do or 

like being really over the top, then it gets really wrong” [Female 13-year-old] 

  

3.  PARENT EVALUATION BEHAVIOURS  

1. Criticism and negative feedback: “If you're really upset that you've done badly, and you 

really want to improve on it, and they just point it out and make it even worse, by shouting at 

you... when you know already!” [Male 13-year-old]  

2. Balanced feedback:  “Always give a good comment with a bad one. So if you like say 'yeah, 

that wasn't your best game, but I think you did really well on headers' or something, so you 

make don’t make it too pressurising” [Female 13-year-old]);  
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3. Praise and positive feedback: “You’ve gotta praise your child whenever. Whether he’s done 

below standard or above standard, you’ve gotta praise them” [Male 11-year-old]),  

4. Negative feedback: “[Mum]'s 'No you weren't good enough, you need to try again'. But then I 

feel 'well I've tried my hardest, and I can't do any better than that'. But then if my dad was 

there he'd be 'you did really well in them matches, concentrate on getting it right, getting your 

skills right’. It would make me feel a lot better that he was like trying to help me, rather than 

tell me what I'm doing wrong.” [Female 12-year-old] 

 

4. PARENT REWARD BEHAVIOURS 

1. ‘Effort-attitude contingent rewards’ (e.g., “If you do a performance or something and they 

say ‘oh you did really well there’ and they might buy you a little thing and you think like they 

actually saw that I did well… so it’s like very personal [Female 12-year-old]) 

2. ‘Unconditional praise’: If they’re there, and always kind of like cheering you on and, even 

when it’s obvious that you’re not gonna win they just say ‘Do your best, carry on. Don’t give 

up!” and then afterwards they’re like ‘well done you played really well’ or something, you 

feel like you haven’t done so bad [Female 12-year-old] 

3. ‘Outcome-dependent reinforcement’: “If he like failed they just grounded him and stuff like 

that.... Like once he tried to get into Midlands but he just missed out on getting in but his 

mum and dad just went mental” [Male 12-year-old].  

“If it's quite a big reward, like a new Playstation game, and you like miss, you're like really 

upset with yourself… it might have been your only chance to get it... And you've missed it” 

[Male 9-year-old]) 

 

5. PARENTS’ EMOTIONAL RESPONSES  

Emotional responses refer to the general tendency of parents to show negative, tolerant, or 

positive emotions, and so they determine what responses the child may anticipate and the 

consequences they expect when performing. This, in turn, determines their motivation and goals.  

1. Parent anger: “She shouts at me, my mum shouts at me if I can’t get it right” [Female 7-year-

old]),  

2. Tolerance of failures’ (e.g., “Well my dad he would just…he would never shout, he would 

just say ‘you need to improve…you didn’t do this as well today or something like that…he 

would never shout at me” [Male 9-year-old]) and ‘positive affective style’ (e.g., “They're just 

like 'I'm so proud of you', and you know you've done something right. They always make you 

feel glad” [Male 9-year-old]).  

 

6. PARENT LEADERSHIP STYLE 

During the early stages of their career children are heavily dependent on their parents’ support and 

even to some extent, subordinate to the parents’ decision making: this places the parents in a 
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position of leadership. Hence, the theme of parent leadership relates to the manner in which this 

leadership is undertaken and contains categories such as  

1. ‘Controlling style’ (e.g. ‘not letting me express myself’, ‘trying to influence coach to select 

me’ and ‘using rewards as a mechanism of control’. In contrast,  

2. ‘Autonomy supportive style’: included showing an interest, listening wherever possible, 

supporting the child’s decisions and also participating in decisions, for example: “Sometimes 

I just try and make up an excuse for like not going to my training. But then my mum or dad 

will say 'right, if you don't want to go, you don't want to go. But if you want to become better, 

you have to... you'll go'. And so, I wouldn't call that really persuading me, I'd just call that a 

little nudge.” [Male 12-year-old] 

3. ‘Different parenting styles’ was notable because it hinted at the possibility of each parent 

having different effects on motivation, depending on their relationship with the child, 

experience of the sport or affective style. The effects could be doubly negative, doubly positive, 

or in some cases children expressed a preference for who would take them to play sport. For 

example: “If you had a choice, you could score a goal, and also get really bad tackle, my mum 

would say 'Leave it Jake', she wouldn't say risk the really bad tackle to score… but my dad, he 

would just say 'go for it Jake, you know what you're doing'. Because my dad's been through it 

before. [Male 9-year-old].  

 

4. ‘Parent’s expertise’ reflected the playing experience and/or technical knowledge possessed by 

parents concerning the child’s sport. An experienced parent could be viewed as ‘something to 

aim for’, and likewise experience could often facilitate the parent in coaching the child. 

However, in some cases athletes felt that their parents’ expertise led to increased criticism, and a 

preference for ‘naivety’ in parents was often expressed. 

5. ‘Collaboration with player’ (e.g., “We kind of like work as a pair to be honest like… they 

[opposition] like taking cheap shots and if someone gives me one he’s the first person to say 

‘Number 6’ [so I know who did it]” [Male 17-year-old]) and  

6. ‘Empathy-understanding’ (e.g., “I think they could be like a bit more understanding, to like 

your needs… Like some parents might push you too far… but sometimes you just need a little 

bit of rest or something like that” [Male 15-year-old]). Although this category was discussed 

relatively infrequently, it’s emergence in the ‘specialising’ (11-15) age-group may signify the 

beginning of a change in the parent-player dynamics such that a ‘relationship-of-equals’ begins 

to grow, replacing the ‘parent-in-charge’ dynamic seen in younger athletes.  

 

7.  PARENT PLAY-AND-TEACH BEHAVIOURS  

This theme described the activities and behaviours undertaken by parents, away from training and 

matches, aimed at developing or improving the child’s skill. It seemed that while coaches actively 

plan sessions and teach skills, the role of parents was to facilitate practice and play, and occasionally 

join in with play activities in order to help the child develop.  
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‘Encouraging practice’ and ‘Garden play’ were two particularly strong themes that seemed to be 

highly representative of the parenting role at this level of sporting development:  

1. Encouraging practice: “They're always like ‘Practice your gymnastics now, practice your 

tennis now’, and then you get better in your next lesson, because they told you to 

practice…they tell you to practice, and you do, and then when you go to your next lesson, you 

can do something that you couldn't do before’ [Female 9-year-old].  

2. ‘Garden play’: “And then you bring them in, um, bring them in the back garden and show them 

and they’ll say ‘Yeah brilliant that’s really good’ and you get more motivated and you use it in 

the game as well.” [Male 11-year-old] 

“They just say ‘you can do it’, and then, if you do it once or twice, and then you realise that 

you can do it really easily. And, like, they keep doing that and you keep getting better at 

different things.” [Male 8-year-old] 

 

CONCULSION 

Two key conclusions are evident from the research. The first is that parents have a significant and 

sizeable influence on the motivation of their children. Interestingly, this influence appears to drop 

off once players reach the ‘investment’ stage, where players tended to refer back to when their 

parents used to drive them round and buy them equipment, citing this as a continuing source of 

motivation.  

 

The second main conclusion is that the ‘parental motivational climate’ is extremely rich and multi-

faceted, meaning there are a number of ways in which parents can directly and indirectly influence 

their child’s motivation, for better or for worse. It is hoped that by providing quotes from research 

that the above article has offered an interesting and helpful insight into the world of youth 

athletes for parents and coaches.  

 

APPLICATION 

When fulfilling your role as the parent or guardian of a footballer, you need to consider the extent to 

which your actions support the player’s drives to feel competent, autonomous, and related.  

 

If you can adapt your advice/feedback to help the player feel competent (or offer them options to 

increase their competence) then do it. 

 

If you can change your decision making process to involve the player by offering him/her options 

and ownership, then do it. 

 

If you can adapt your style or decisions to help the player feel more connected or understood (by 

yourself or by team-mates), then do it. 
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This advice is necessarily vague as every child and every situation will be different and it is down 

to you (as a well-informed and newly empowered parent/coach) to interpret and apply this 

information. 
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