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SIDELINE DEVELOPMENT – HOW PARENTS 
CAN IMPROVE THE GAME

• Watching a child compete in organized youth sports can be a stressful 
experience for parents.

• The emotional bond between parent and child, along with the stress of 
competition, may partially explain why some parent spectators act in 
inappropriate ways during youth sport events, including conflicts with 
coaches, officials, and other parents.

• This behavior affects the children who participate in the sport physically 
and emotionally, and their development in the sport is also affected as 
well.

• All spectators, coaches, and parents have a responsibility to help build up 
players during games and practices.

• Understanding the behavior and involvement of parents helps us to 
identify the impact on the kids and their development. Working with 
parents to reinforce positive behavior creates a WIN-WIN for both parents 
and players.  



PARENT BEHAVIOR/INVOLVEMENT

The Citizenship Through Sports Alliance (2005)—comprised of a panel 
of youth sport experts—assessed, among other areas, parent behavior 
in youth sport. An overall grade of “D” was given to parents, with 
specific elements such as understanding of roles and overall 
appropriate behavior receiving an “unacceptable” rating and parental 
expectations of their children receiving a “needs improvement” rating.



REFEREE ABUSE
• Who wants to play in an environment where officials are abused?

• We lose about 1/3 of our referees each year – this puts a huge strain on our 
development

• The more-experienced referees are leaving the game because of the abuse 
they receive. Then parents complain as to why there are so many 
inexperienced and young referees officiating games

• Referees do not get paid enough money to put up with the abuse they 
receive while officiating (from coaches and parents)

• The problem is not only that we lose referees, but in the long-term we also 
lose players who can relate to the abuse of the officials. The problem with 
sideline behavior is something that we need to address and solve collectively

• When players, coaches and parents address the officials with respect, there 
is always a positive outcome to the game

• As parents, we can provide support and positive behavior and this in turn 
helps with player development – it also shows the Culture of our Club and 
who we are and how we behave



THE CALLS MADE BY THE REFEREEES
• Referees are human, and they will make mistakes – we need to let them 

correct their mistakes 

• Once a call is made, the referee will not change the call (only on rare 
occasions will they change it)

• Young referees are intimidated sometimes by coaches, by adults on 
sidelines, and sometimes even by older players in the game

• Referees tend to make more calls AGAINST the team with complaining 
parents and coaches

• 99.9% of games are not won or lost by one or two bad calls. However, 
games ARE won or lost due to reactions from perceived bad calls by the 
referee

• The following video, created by the FA, helps illustrate the need for parents 
to take a step back in those heated moments and realize that the game is 
there for the kids

• https://youtu.be/ezZ2ZRfSsLY



SIDELINE COACHING
• Parents giving information on the sideline sometimes go against what the 

coaches are trying to get out of the game. It might be opposing viewpoints. 
Parents are well-intentioned, but the instructions coming in from the coaches 
get changed by the parents on the sidelines and the children get confused, as 
they try to follow parental instructions which often run counter to coach 
instructions or team goals. 

• In a study of youth soccer (Kidman, McKenzie, & McKenzie, 1999) the ratio of 
parent comments shouted in from the sidelines reflects a 4:3 ratio … far 
below what is recommended

• 47% of comments were positive

• 35% of comments were negative

• 12% of all parental comments were directed towards one’s own child

• The most frequent form of negative comments were those from parents 
correcting their child (coaching from the sidelines). This undercuts the quality 
of choice for children and undermines the role of the coach.

• During the game, the instructions to the players should come from the 
coaches, and not from the parents.



ANGER AND STRESS FOR PARENTS ON 
YOUTH SPORT SIDELINES

• Parents on youth sport sidelines report a variety of 
behaviors displayed by athletes, officials, coaches, or 
other parents that elicit emotional responses, 
including stress and anger. (Omli & LaVoi, 2012)

• These responses may lead to background anger, 
which can create an environment where athletes 
experience chronic stress, burnout, or even drop out 
of sport completely.

• Parents reported three categories of behaviors that 
made them angry while on the sidelines of youth 
sport events: uncaring, unjust, and incompetent 
behaviors.

• Of these behaviors, the following four were reported 
as making parents angry most often: 

• referee incompetence (18.5%)

• athlete unsportsmanlike conduct (12.7%)

• coach incompetence (11.9%)

• parent unsportsmanlike conduct (11.0%) 



PARENTAL ADDED EXCUSES
• These are some excuses that are heard after games (and unfortunately 

children hear them also):

• The field was too small, too big, or was bumpy
• The referee did not make any calls against the other team – all the calls 

were against us
• The referee was the reason we lost the game
• Our coach doesn’t know what he/she is doing (or coach does not care)
• The game was too early – we never play well early
• The game was too late – our kids were tired

• Avoid making excuses or placing blame externally (referee, coach, opponent) 
for poor play or a loss.

• Example: “That team played really cheap and the ref was not calling anything. 
You guys really should have won that game. The officiating was really bad and 
biased.”

• Help your child to learn to take responsibility for winning and losing, rather 
than placing blame on others. Making excuses for losses helps “save face” in 
the short-term but hinders long-term development. This also helps your child 
enjoy soccer, stay positive, and stay motivated.



HOLISTIC APPROACH

Nutrition

Hydration

Emotional 
Support

Recovery 
– Time Off

Sleep

Parental 
Support



MOTIVATION

• The pathways to enhancing physical activity motivation, activity 
behaviors, and positive health outcomes include 4 common elements: 
feelings of competence, perceptions of choice or autonomy, supportive 
relationships, and enjoyment of activity participation

• Adults should encourage youth to participate in activities they find 
enjoyable, feel competent doing, have chosen to do, and that include 
positive social support—these conditions optimize their motivation for 
sustaining physical activity and thus the physical, social, and 
psychological health benefits afforded from such participation

• Parental encouragement is significantly related to a child’s interest and 
competence in playing the sport. Parents who provide positive 
encouragement instill a greater sense of enjoyment, competence, and 
motivation in their child



MOTIVATING 
YOUR PLAYER

A quote from Carol Dweck: “Effort is one of the things 
that gives meaning to life. Effort means you care about 
something, that something is important to you and you 
are willing to work for it. It would be an impoverished 
existence if you were not willing to value things and 

commit yourself to working toward them.” 

Children who are motivated will have a strong drive, 
and this increased drive will produce a great effort. The 
effort will then lead to a process and the execution of 

the process will lead to success

Motivation is very important for player development. 
Parents can play an important role in motivating their 

children with their behavior 



MOTIVATIONAL DRIVERS

• There are three important motivators that need to be in place for athletes 
to succeed

• They are: autonomy, mastery and purpose 

• When more autonomy is allowed, the level of engagement in a particular 
task or function is increased

• The mastery challenges that athletes face with new skills to be learned are 
more appealing than routine tasks

• Whenever people set goals for themselves and try to achieve mastery at a  
task, these goals (purpose) are usually productive and healthy. However, 
when goals are imposed by others, they can have dangerous side effects



EXTRINSIC VS INTRINSIC MOTIVATION –
WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?



EXTRINSIC MOTIVATION

• Extrinsic motivation comes from sources outside of one’s self and 
develops when an athlete chooses to engage in soccer based on the 
expectation of receiving an outside reward or feedback, such as money, 
trophies, threats, treats or contingent praise from coaches and parents

• It is not as effective as intrinsic motivation because:

• Extrinsic rewards can reduce or undermine intrinsic motivation

• Extrinsic rewards can be perceived as controlling



INTRINSIC MOTIVATION

• Intrinsic motivation comes from within and develops when an athlete 
chooses to freely engage in something because it is interesting, 
satisfying, challenging, fun, and inherently rewarding

• Intrinsic motivation develops and is maintained when athletes:

• Have fun

• Enjoy the activity

• Feel known, needed and cared about

• Feel heard

• Feel competent

• Feel a sense of control

• Are given choices

• Feel self-directed



WHAT CAN AND CANNOT BE CONTROLLED 
IN SOCCER

Athletes need to know and understand that there are some things they can 
control, and some they cannot control. By learning which aspects of the 
game they can control, or learn to control, athletes can:

• Focus energy and attention

• Feel competent

• Develop character

• Direct soccer effort

• Feel self-directed



ATHLETES CAN CONTROL …

• Effort in practice and competition

• Staying focused 

• Expression of emotions

• Cheering on teammates and being a positive 
teammate

• Sportsmanship

• Preparation (nutrition, sleep, hydration, have 
equipment ready)

• Participation

• Reactions to the situation (it could be a bad ref 
call in the game or a foul by an opponent)

• Off-season training



ATHLETES 
CANNOT 
CONTROL 

…

Winning

Facilities (field size, grass height, irregularities)

Weather

Referees

Opponents

Fans

Unexpected events

Decisions by others (coach, teammates, parents, 
referees, fans)



WHAT CHILDREN DO NOT WANT FROM 
PARENTS AT THE GAME

BEFORE THE GAME

• Comments focused on child’s performance

• Communicating expectations about winning

• Tactical advice with no knowledge

DURING THE GAME

• Intimidation towards opponents

• Drawing attention towards themselves

• Criticizing/coaching child or team

• Disputes with officials, coaches, and/or parents

• Contradicting coach’s instructions

• Repeating instructions

• Booing opposing team

AFTER THE GAME 

• Criticism of performance

• Blaming outcomes on referee or others

• Focusing on the negatives of performance



WHAT CHILDREN DO WANT FROM PARENTS 
AT THE GAME

BEFORE THE GAME

• Help athlete be physically prepared

• Attend to child’s needs for mental preparation

DURING THE GAME

• Etiquette and compliance with guidelines

• Positive tone and body language

• Control over emotions

• Praising good performance

• Encouragement after poor execution

AFTER THE GAME

• Positive feedback on effort and attitude

• Realistic feedback

• Give feedback when child is ready for it



MOTIVATING YOUR CHILD –
HOW TO HELP AND COMMUNICATE

BEFORE THE GAME

• Encourage your child to have fun and play hard – give it 
his/her best effort

• Ask them if they need anything from you, but let them get 
ready for the game in their own way

• Maintain calm and be positive – if you are nervous, it rubs 
off on them!

• Help your child to focus on the things he/she can control 

• Do not talk bad about opponent

• Do not make comments focusing only on winning

• Remind and encourage your child to play fair and within the 
spirit of the game



MOTIVATING YOUR CHILD –
HOW TO HELP AND COMMUNICATE

DURING THE GAME

• Be your child’s best fan and be unconditionally 
supportive

• Cheer for good play (on both sides)

• Create a positive (nurturing) sideline climate – other 
parents will join in

• Support referee calls

• Minimize or eliminate yelling from the sidelines

• Eliminate “sideline” coaching

• Encourage fair play and good sportsmanship

• Try to act on the sidelines in a way that would make 
your child proud to have you as a parent



MOTIVATING YOUR CHILD –
HOW TO HELP AND COMMUNICATE

IMMEDIATELY AFTER THE GAME

• Thank the coaches, officials, opponents

• Congratulate child and his/her team on the effort

• Compliment individual athletes on good play, effort and 
sportsmanship



MOTIVATING YOUR CHILD –
HOW TO HELP AND COMMUNICATE

THE CAR RIDE HOME

• Be their parent and support them
• Put yourself in their shoes. See the game from their 

perspective
• Do not doubt his/her efforts
• Reinforce examples of character and sportsmanship that 

happened in the game (determination, hard-work, being a 
team player, commitment, respect, humbleness, etc.)

• Do not ask many questions
• Respect a “cool down” period if needed
• Leave coaching to the coach – tell your child what you saw 

that they did well
• Avoid making excuses or placing blame externally (referee, 

coach, opponents) for poor play or a loss
• After a tough loss or a poor outing, your child needs you to 

be positive, compassionate and loving
• Avoid criticizing mistakes or correcting errors. Be positive !!!



FINAL OBSERVATIONS

• STYSA believes that parent behavior overall is largely supportive at our Club 
and acknowledges this with the parents in our organization.

• There are four areas where parents could improve support behavior: 

• Parents should be encouraged to stop coaching from the sidelines. Not only is this 
distracting to athletes, but it can also be counterproductive to what a coach is 
trying to teach the athletes. 

• While physically ‘getting into it’ is very rare, it should never happen. In these 
types of situations, it is possible that poor behavior moves from being a league 
problem to being a legal issue which can ultimately end the youth sport 
experience for some children if their parents are acting in this manner. 

• Sitting or standing quietly will reduce the amount of yelling or coaching from the 
sidelines. This in turn will reduce the background anger that young athletes, and 
everyone else, are potentially exposed to on youth sport sidelines.

• Good behaviors, like cheering for athlete effort, should not be contingent on the 
specific play or situation. The parents’ role in youth sports is primarily one of 
player support, not outcome.



A FINAL NOTE … REMEMBER THAT THE 
GAME IS FOR THE PLAYERS  

• STYSA will continue to promote education for parents of best parental 
support behavior practices for successful player development

• It is noted that enacted policies and guidelines for parent behavior are not 
creating adequate changes in parent behavior, and policies need to be 
combined with education. The information presented here can be part of the 
education to help parents demonstrate supportive behaviors on youth sport 
sidelines

• There is also a need to raise awareness that parent anger and negative 
behavior regarding perceived coach and referee incompetence tends to elicit 
more poor behavior and have a negative impact on the athletes 

• The most important thing to always remember is that the game is for the 
players. When coaches, parents or others put themselves or their concerns 
before the players, it ruins the game for the players

• Remember, soccer is a wonderful vehicle to help your children learn valuable 
life lessons. Do your part to ensure that the lessons that they learn are 
constructive and positive
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