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Disclaimer 

The information contained within TheCompletePlayer web site, workbooks, online courses, workshops, 

webinar, seminars, and all other mental coaching materials is not a substitute for professional advice 

such as a Medical Doctor or Psychiatrist. The information provided by TheCompletePlayer and all of the 

associated Mental Game Coaching does not constitute legal or professional advice neither is it intended 

to do so. TheCompletePlayer coaching material is for educational purposes only and not for diagnosing 

psychological or medical conditions.  

While results are fully expected, they cannot be guaranteed due to the participatory nature of the 

coaching programs. If the player doesn’t actively participate and do the work, results cannot be 

guaranteed. TheCompletePlayer holds no responsibility for the actions, choices, or decisions taken or 

made by the user. There is no implied or expressed guarantee that services provided by 

TheCompletePlayer will result in improved performance or earnings. The results you obtain based upon 

your own efforts vary widely such as, but not limited to, motivation level, cooperation, and willingness to 

implement and make changes; or other aspects which TheCompletePlayer has no control over. 

TheCompletePlayer Coaching materials are appropriate for players 10 or older. Players under the age 

of 18 should consult with a parent or legal guardian before using TheCompletePlayer coaching materials. 

All personal information shared will be held in strict confidence. Your personally identifiable information 

is never sold, traded, or given away 

Any decisions you make, and the consequences thereof, are your own. Under no circumstances can you 

hold TheCompletePlayer liable for any actions that you take. You agree not to hold TheCompletePlayer, 

or any employees of TheCompletePlayer, liable for any loss or cost incurred by you, or any person 

related or associated with you, as a result of materials, techniques, or coaching, as offered by 

TheCompletePlayer. 

Any information shown on the website or expressed in workbooks or during sessions is intended to be 

educational information with respect to common Mental Game issues. Information is offered in good faith 

- you do not have to use this information. 

In using this educational material, you shall indemnify TheCompletePlayer and their associates, in the 

event of any such claim, including but not limited to any claims made against the CEO, President, or 

any of the Coaches, by any person related or associated with you. Nothing in the content shall be 

considered legal, financial, or actuarial advice. You shall agree to save, hold harmless, and indemnify 

TheCompletePlayer, Kevin Willis, PhD, MGCP, employees, affiliates, directors, successors, agents, and 

assigns from all liability, loss, cost, claim or damage whatsoever, which may be imposed upon 

TheCompletePlayer because of any defect in, or lack of such capacity to so act, or caused, or alleged 

to be caused, in whole or in part, by the negligence of TheCompletePlayer 
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TheCompletePlayer Coaching Program 
My mission for creating TheCompletePlayer Mental Toughness Program is to 

provide essential mental coaching that, I believe, every player should be 

required to have. That may sound boastful, but my confidence in this material is 

not so much about what is written specifically, but about the subject matter it 

represents.  Mental Toughness Training is often an over-looked and under-

appreciated aspect in the development of elite players.  

 

The goal in creating TheCompletePlayer is relatively simple; to compile the best 

information on mental toughness training and mental game development to 

help players take their game to the next level.  

 

Credit for the research used throughout this coaching program goes to the many 

psychologists and mental game experts who, for years, have conducted 

thousands of studies to provide a foundation of knowledge upon which TCP 

training program is built.  

 

As a coach, a sport psychologist, and a parent, I know that if players put the 

same amount of time, energy and effort into their mental game training as they 

do their physical training, they can become a Complete Player.   

 

Every player, coach, and parent I’ve spoken with understands the relationship 

between a player’s mental game and their overall performance, yet many still 

fail to devote sufficient time to this part of their game. I often hear comments like 

- “I don’t have the time”, or, ”I don’t know where to start”, or, ”I don’t know how 
to integrate it into my game”.  The problem I find isn’t a lack of interest or 

awareness, but rather a lack of a delivery system for making this information 

available. That’s why TheCompletePlayer Coaching Program was created. 

 

My mission is to help your kid become mentally tough. It is to help them develop 

the grit and toughness that it takes to move their game to the next level.  I KNOW 

this training works. I know that if they’ll dive into this training and USE WHAT 

THEY LEARN, they WILL become a better player.  
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ULTIMATE HOCKEY PARENT 

The purpose of this workbook is to generate discussion with parents and 

coaches who want to know more about the mental side of hockey and what 

they can do to improve this aspect of their kids’ play.   

I trust that the information will heighten your appreciation of what many young 

players go through while playing hockey. As you read the material, you may 

notice things that your kid does or that you do that could be done differently.  

Awareness is the first step to transformation. Let the information serve as a guide 

to reinforce the positive things you do to support your kids’ development and 

possibly help you discover patterns that may limit performance. As parents, 

undoubtedly your intention is for your kid to perform well and enjoy everything 

that playing hockey provides.  

I hope you find the information that follows useful. I’d love to hear about your 

experience and what you have to say about hockey parenting that may be of 

interest to others. Please feel free to share any thoughts comments with me after 

reading through this workbook. Your ideas may be beneficial to other hockey 

parents.  

 

Kevin L. Willis, PhD, MGCP 
Sport Psychology & Peak Performance Consultant 

Certified Mental Game Coaching Professional 

Level 5 USA Hockey Coach 

Co-Founder - HockeyTough.com   

Founder - TheCompletePlayer.com   
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Forward 

This is a discussion for parents and coaches who want to know more about 

the mental side of hockey and what they can do to improve this aspect of 

their child’s play.   

I trust that the information will heighten your appreciation of what many 

young players go through while playing hockey. As you read the material, 

you may notice things that your child does or that you do that could be 

done differently.  

Awareness is the first step to transformation. Let the information serve as 

a guide to reinforce the positive things you do to support your child’s 

development and possibly help you discover patterns that may limit 

performance. As parents, undoubtedly your intention is for your child to 

perform well and enjoy everything that playing hockey provides.  

I hope you find the information that follows useful. I’d love to hear about 

your experience and what you have to say about hockey parenting that 

may be of interest to others. Please feel free to share any thoughts 

comments with me after reading through this booklet. Your ideas may be 

beneficial to other hockey parents.  

Kevin L. Willis, PhD, MGCP  
Sport Psychology Consultant & Peak Performance Expert 
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Introduction 

Hockey parents want their children to be successful. They know that 
success builds confidence. They are also aware that when their child is 

having fun, they’ll play better and learn more and they are more likely to 

be successful on and off the ice.   A meaningful goal as a hockey parent is 

to help your child balance the emphasis of winning with that of developing 

skills and enjoying the game. By providing perspective, insight, and positive 

feedback, you may have a profound and positive influence on how your 

child sees and plays the game. 

However, not all children are enjoying their hockey experience. According 

to a popular Canadian study, more than 70% of all young hockey players 

will drop out of hockey by the time they are 13. If you consider the average 

starting age for a player is seven, we’re talking about 7 out of 10 players 

dropping out after only six seasons.   

Studies like these cite the number one reason kid’s stop-playing hockey is 

that the game isn’t fun anymore. The pressure to win, to be perfect, the 

fear of making a mistake or of getting yelled at and being humiliated can 

all combine to take this wonderful game of hockey and turn it into an 

anxious, stressful experience. 

These statistics are depressing. Unfortunately to date there are only a 

handful of books on the mental game of hockey and very little emphasis 

being offered to help players deal with the mental pressures of playing 

hockey. Therefore, I decided to create the website called 

TheCompletePlayer, a mental coaching website geared specifically for 

young hockey players. While developing these programs, I also realized 

that there were few available resources to help parents understand and 
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communicate about the mental pressures of the game, so I created this 

booklet “Ultimate Hockey Parent” to shed some light on the issues that 

some players face playing youth hockey.  

Whether your child is just starting out or is an elite player on a high caliber 

team playing all over the country, you have an opportunity to support your 

child as they experience the many physical and psychological challenges 

associated with playing hockey. 

As your child matures the stakes associated with playing competitive 

hockey increase dramatically. The pressure to win can be enormous. Time 

is spent away from the rest of the family, travel can cause stress and 

fatigue, and there is often considerable anxiety associated with tryouts 

and playoffs. All of this can be a lot of stress for a young player to manage.  

While my focus is specifically on hockey, the tips provided apply equally 

well to all sports. The material may help you reflect on how your child deals 

with the emotional rigors of playing hockey. I hope that some of these 

suggestions may help you help your child realize a fuller and richer hockey 

experience. 

The parenting discussion will be broken out into three sections: 

I. Mental challenges of the hockey mind 

II. Common challenges hockey parents face 

III. Several tips to help your child develop a hockey mind 
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From the PLAYERS PERSPECTIVE we’ll talk about:   

1. Confidence - Why they lose it and how to get it back  
2. Expectations - The high and sometimes unrealistic rules placed on 

players by others and themselves 

3. Fear of Failure - How to handle anxiety, fear, and doubt  

4. Perfectionism - The need to be perfect 

5. Focus and Concentration – How to maintain positive focus and recover 

from distractions. 

6. Social Approval - How to handle the pressure from others 

7. Practice/Performance Mindset - How to translate practice success into 

game success 

 

From a PARENTS PERSPECTIVE we’ll discuss: 

1. What is your child’s motivation? 

2. Are you living vicariously through your child? 

3. Do you inadvertently focus on the negative rather than the positive? 

4. Do you sometimes act like a coach rather than a parent? 

And then in the “where do we go from here” section, I’ll give you 

several tips that you can use to make your journey in hockey both 

successful and enjoyable.  
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It’s a Pressure Cooker Out There 

 Examining the issues that confront young hockey players 

There is no doubt that kids are under tremendous pressure to excel in 

sports -- whether for themselves, their team, their coaches, or their 

parents. Self-confidence can shift like the tides, depending on 

performance and the the support and approval players get from parents, 

coaches and peers. 

Sometimes this pressure is very obvious and explicit. More often, however, 

the pressure is subtle and implicit.   It’s a fact that parents put a great deal 

of time, effort, and money into their child’s hockey.  Often, without 

meaning to or even knowing that they’re doing it, parents can 

inadvertently make a comment pointing out this investment and cause the 

child to feel a sense of obligation to play well to justify the effort their 

parents are putting into hockey.  Before long, the child may feel more and 

more pressure to perform or risk disappointing his or her parents. They can 

also begin to feel obligations towards coaches and teammates, who also 

have a great deal invested in the team’s performance. Many young players 

internalize these subtle stressors, causing them to lose confidence and fear 

making a mistake and embarrassing themselves and their parents.  

Erik, a coach in Philadelphia, said to me “I see a lot of burnout. It used to 
just be high school players, but now it is eleven, and twelve-year old kids. 
The kids get fried. They quit. They come to resent the game.”  

Erik says he worries that kids, who might otherwise have promising futures 

in hockey, quit when the pressures become too great. What was once fun 

becomes a source of stress, and the players’ motivation to play soon 

declines.   
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One 12-year-old player at the Nike/Bauer tournament last year said that if 

he has a bad game everyone gets really quiet around the dinner table. 

“Nobody says a word to me.  I know they’re disappointed in me.  Heck, I’m 
disappointed in MYSELF, but it really hurts when my mom and dad are 
disappointed in me.”   

Another player shared a similar story, but said the silence occurs on the 

ride home.  He went on to say, “I always know if I had a good game or a 
bad game by the amount of conversation in the car on the way home.  Good 
game, lots of talking, bad game, silence.”     

Kenny, a thirteen-year old forward, says his mom is too loud in the stands, 

causing him to lose concentration and embarrassing him in front of his 

teammates.  “She gets really excited when I play.  I can hear her screaming, 
‘Take the shot,’ or ‘Pass it, pass it.’  It makes it harder to think about what 
I’m doing, and it’s embarrassing because the entire rink can hear her 
yelling.”   

Terry, a youth sport and fitness coach in Michigan adds, “A lot of kids quit 
hockey because their parents embarrass them.” 

Derek, a sixteen-year old goalie from Maryland, feels like his coach focuses 

only on the negative parts of his game.  

“He never has anything good to say, it’s always what I did wrong.” Derek 

admits that this is crushing his confidence. “I can have a really good first 
period, but when I get to the bench between periods the coach jumps on 
me about the one or two mistakes I made and he doesn’t say anything 
about my good saves. When I go back out on the ice I feel like crap and I 
end up having a horrible game.” 
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Comments like these represent of the kinds of pressure that young hockey 

players place on themselves – or have placed on them, perhaps 

unknowingly by coaches, parents, or friends. The pressure to succeed, to 

make parents proud, to gain the admiration of teammates, and to justify 

the time and expense of playing hockey can be overwhelming. What others 

think, what they say, or how a player thinks he or she looks when they play 

are all common sources of pressure that players experience.  
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PART I 

Mental Challenges Facing the Young Hockey Mind 
The challenges facing young hockey players are varied, however we are 

going to highlight some problems that are widely experienced. A parent 

identifying these issues early can help their child deal with them. 

1. Loss of confidence  

It is not uncommon for players to feel confident during practice, only to 

find themselves doubting their abilities before or during a game.  As game 

time approaches they may start to question their ability: Am I good enough 
to play against this team? They’re big; they’re going to crush me! Can I beat 
this goalie?  Will I even get a shot on net today?  

Doubts like these usually come in the form of negative self-talk, but 

sometimes an inadvertent comment from a parent or coach will cause 

doubts to surface and confidence to plummet.  Players will usually stay 

pretty quiet about their doubts. Unfortunately, these doubts and fears can 

build one upon another decreasing confidence.  Indeed, lack of confidence 

and a poor self-image are one of the biggest challenges hockey players 

face. 

2. Unrealistic expectations  

Unrealistic expectations are beliefs that can limit performance. These 

expectations are typically focused on outcomes or results. Examples are; I 
must score, We have to win this game, or I have to have a shutout against 
this team.   
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Expectations are supposed to stretch you, not break you. The problem with 

poorly managed expectations is that they tend to be a winless proposition.  

If players meet their expectations, some think, “No big deal, I was 
supposed to.”  However, if they don’t meet them they feel inadequate and 

get down on themselves.  

Consider this, Is it possible to have a great game and not score a goal or 
get a shutout?  Of course it is! Unrealistic expectations focused on 

outcomes can create unnecessary pressure and stress and reduce a players 

confidence and enjoyment of the game. 

3. Fear of failure 

Doubts prior to a game can certainly lead to anxiety and fear during the 

game, but it’s not uncommon to see your child relaxed and worry-free up 

until the moment the game starts. Then, during the game, their anxiety 

and fears surface causing them to freeze up and squeeze the stick.  This 

type of pressure often stems from a fear of making a mistake or being seen 

as a failure by people they care about.  They are afraid of disappointing 

parents and coaches, and terrified of embarrassing themselves in front of 

friends, family, and teammates.  The pressure is so great that their natural 

skills and abilities become muted. They tense up and are no longer playing 

to their ability.  They are so worried about failing or being humiliated that 

they never find the focus and relaxed, confident rhythm they need to play 

well. 
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4. Perfectionist mindset 

Hockey is not a game of perfect. A perfectionist player striving to be 

perfect may play tense and tight, leading to sub-par performance. This, in 

turn often leads to them trying even harder in practice creating a negative 

cycle of effort and stress hindering performance and frustrating them as 

to why their hard work isn’t translating into improved performance.  

Perfectionist players may be easy to recognize, but not so easy to help. 

They are convinced that their hard-work approach will eventually 

overcome their current lack of results. They are susceptible to over-

training injuries and mental setbacks when the expectations they hold for 

their improvement are slow in coming. Many coaches and parents 

unknowingly encourage perfectionism in players without understanding 

the downside of a perfectionist mindset.   

5. Loss of focus during a game 

It is not uncommon for players to lose focus during a game.  Thoughts may 

get jumbled with emotions, expectations, and game strategies. When 

players lose the ability to think clearly, they may make mistakes, and then 

struggle to get back on a positive track. Even players who don’t normally 

succumb to pressure can make uncharacteristic mistakes when they lose 

focus. Being able to let go of the past and focus on the present are key 

traits of the best players in the world.  
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6. Social approval – anxiety when important people are watching. 

Some players feel pressure or anxiety when important people are present. 

For young players it’s usually their coaches, and parents they most want to 

impress. For older players its coaches, parents and scouts. With significant 

others watching, mistakes that would otherwise be taken in stride become 

magnified. If the player tenses and worries what others are thinking 

performance often suffers.  Evaluation by those watching is inherent in the 

way players are selected for elite teams whether it’s at the bantam or 

professional level and it’s something players have to learn to deal with. The 

good news is that as players mature and develop more confidence and a 

stronger sense of self they become less vulnerable to and less distracted 

in trying to impress others.  

7. Practice performance doesn’t translate into game performance 	

The mindset of a player in practice may be very different from the mindset 

of a player during a game. In practice the focus is more on working to 

improve and integrate skills into a team’s game plan.  In a game, players 

must trust what they’ve been working hard on in practices throughout the 

season has prepared them to perform when the puck drops.   

During practice when there are no fans, no parents (usually), and no 

expectations to win, players typically play in a more relaxed and more 

confident manner. Once the action moves from practice to the game, 

however, things can change dramatically. The pressure intensifies and 

players may doubt themselves or worry about playing poorly when it really 

counts. 
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PART II 

Common Challenges Faced by Hockey Parents 
Being a hockey parent isn’t always easy. Sometimes the line between 

support and over-encouragement is difficult to identify. You love them and 

want them to be all they can be. When your being supportive and telling 

them “go get a goal” or “win that game today”, you may unwittingly be 

adding to the pressure and anxiety they feel. What you see as 

encouragement, they may experience as expectation. Further, the 

emotional bond you have with your child means you’re inclined to 

experience some of their emotional highs and lows right along with them. 

It is important to keep a healthy perspective and recognize if and when 

you are placing too much emotional energy and emphasis on results more 

so than effort. Your child may be sensitive to this which may add to the 

pressure they feel. 

Randy, a hockey dad, remembers his son losing the championship game of 

a tournament in Boston. “I was always a good athlete as a kid, and I 
remember winning that same tournament when I was his age.  All of those 
feelings I had when I was a kid came flooding back when Eric’s team made 
it to the finals. When they lost, I was crushed and I took it pretty hard.   

Later that day while moping around the hotel trying to get over the loss, I 
found a bunch of the boys playing knee hockey in the hotel lobby. They were 
laughing and having a great time.  Here I was still carrying around the 
frustration of the loss and they were fine.  I realized right then that while 
the loss was certainly disappointing to my son, it didn’t ruin his day like it 
did me. I was so caught up in my own emotions that I didn’t even recognize 
I was still carrying the baggage of the loss while he had moved on.  At first, 
even that frustrated me, my first thought was, ’what’s wrong with him, 
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doesn’t he even care?’ But then it hit me – it’s just a game. He understands 
that, I didn’t.  Sure he wanted to win, it was the tournament championship 
after all, but he played hard and did his best, and when his team didn’t win 
it wasn’t the end of the world. I was so impressed by that. It really opened 
my eyes. Since that day, I’ve always wondered how many times I became 
more emotionally invested in his hockey then he was.” 

Randy is not alone.  Parents sometimes have more of a personal emotional 

stake in their child’s hockey performance than they want to admit. Below 

are some common issues facing hockey parents who care about their 

children, and are deeply involved in their lives. 

Question 1 - Are you your child’s motivation? 

Are you the driving force behind your child’s participation in hockey? Do 

you push them to get ready for practice and games? Do you get upset, 

when they don’t possess the enthusiasm you feel they should express? 

When they are experiencing some success, do you inadvertently push even 

harder in an effort to get better and better?  

Question 2 - Is winning or an exceptional performance your 
barometer for success? 

As a parent, do you feel a rush of joy and excitement when your child 

scores a goal?  Do you feel a sense of achievement when the team wins 

and your child has a strong game?  Do you relish the compliments from 

others on how well your child played? Of course you do. We all do. It’s 

natural to feel joy when your child has a great game and the team wins. 

However, how do you feel when your child has a bad game or your team 
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loses?  Do you find yourself disappointed or frustrated with your child if 

they didn’t play well?  Do you find your child has to score in order for you 

to enjoy the game?  Is winning the game or having your kid be one of the 

best players on the ice the only way you’ll think a game was a success?  

Question 3 - Do you live vicariously through your child?  

Do you sometimes feel you have as much or more at stake in your child’s 

success than they do?  When your child wins or performs exceptionally 

well, do you feel great, but when they lose or play poorly, you are very 

disappointed. 

Question 4 - Do you focus too much on the negative aspects of 
your child’s performance? 

Do you focus disproportionately on the mistakes and forget to reinforce 

the positive?  Do you sometimes forget to give credit for a job well done 

and jump right in with tips on how they can do even better next time? After 

a bad game, do you immediately start trying to help your child improve on 

the things they did wrong? While you intend for this advice to be 

constructive feedback to help them improve their play, continually 

prodding them to be better often comes across as criticism or 

disappointment, and feeds a sense that they can never quite be good 

enough to satisfy you. 
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Question 5 - Are you a coach or a parent? 

During the game, do you ever find yourself trying to get your child’s 

attention so you can tell them something they need to do in the game to 

be more effective?  Do you ever run over to the bench between periods or 

try and coach them from behind the glass? Do you believe giving them 

advice during the game will improve their performance?  The reality is that 

this can be a huge distraction for your child. One that often leads to 

anxiety, frustration and embarrassment. 

In Part III, we will discuss these and other common challenges for parents 

and suggest how you can improve your hockey parenting.  But before we 

get to that, I wanted to share with you the some of the advantages of 

developing mental toughness in hockey and the role a mental coach can 

have on your child's overall hockey development. 

So what is a mental coach anyway? 
A mental game coach can serve several roles in assisting players, coaches 

and parents. In general, they are a resource working to ensure that hockey 

is a rewarding and enjoyable experience for everyone involved. The 

ultimate goal of a mental game coach is; to help players perform at the top 
of their game, and to maximize the enjoyment they get from playing 
hockey. 

While a head coach focuses primarily on a player’s physical skill 

development and integrating those abilities into the team’s game strategy 

and culture, a mental coach focuses on helping the player develop mental 

skills necessary for maximum success. These include strengthening a 

player’s ability to: maintain a positive, productive focus - exercise 
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emotional control under pressure - prepare effectively for competition - 

and develop a positive, confident, winning attitude.  

By understanding the types of pressures and emotional issues players face, 

(e.g. lack of confidence, fear of failure, doubts and anxiety, pressures to 

perform and meet expectations), players, parents, and coaches are better 

able to deal with these issues before they become problems. 

We’ve already identified some key issues that commonly face young 

hockey players. Now here are some ways you can help your child cope with 

these problems. A parent’s role is paramount. What follows are some 

guidelines that may help your hockey parenting. 
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PART III 

1. Help your child gain the confidence they need 

It is impossible to overstate the importance of self-confidence in 

determining how a child will perform on the ice. When a child is confident, 

he or she will look, act, and feel successful. They are able to relax and 

eliminate doubts and fears, so they can reach a peak performance state. 

A parent can have a significant impact on a child’s level of self-confidence. 

Feeling confident about facing hockey’s challenges will also help them 

build confidence in other areas of life. Success in hockey can provide self-

esteem that they will experience in everything they do. 

The ultimate confidence builder is successful performance. Preparation 

also builds confidence. By acknowledging their child’s strengths and 

successes, and encouraging them to work at improving in those areas that 

they need to improve a parent can strengthen their child’s confidence. 

Preparation (by that we mean anything that improves skills and 

conditioning on and off the ice… including mental training) builds 

confidence.   

 

For players with a high level of natural ability, self-confidence may come 

more easily; however, it can become fragile as they advance to higher 

levels of play.  For most children, however, practicing the skills they need 

for the game, getting positive feedback, and having support and approval 

of coaches, parents, family, and friends are all positive confidence building 

experiences.  
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Are there any beliefs that may affect your child’s confidence? For example, 

does your child feel too small compared to other players? (especially as 

they move up in divisions and skill), or do they worry that several missed 

practice due to illness or injury is going to hurt their game? Do they feel 

too slow or less skilled to compete at an elite level? They may believe that 

they must win or play great for you to be proud of them. All of these things 

can impact on confidence and performance. My advice is fundamental, be 

supportive, be honest, be positive, and always focus on effort rather than 
results. In other words, instead of comments like,” great win,” or “great 
goal”, or “great shutout”, try saying, “you played really hard today”, “great 
effort out there”, or “you looked like you were having fun out there”. Make 

it about the effort they put in instead of what the result was. Players won't 

always score but they can always work hard, they may not always win, but 

they can always have fun. 

2. Help your child deal with fear and anxiety 

Are really high or unrealistic expectations are making your child nervous? 

Do they focus too much on what others think and not enough on simply 

playing the game and having fun? Talk with your child. Explore with them 

what their expectations are, and what they think others expectations are 

for them. Help your child focus on their goals and less on what others are 

thinking.  

3. Help your child when things do not go as planned 

Young hockey players often get upset when they make a mistake or things 

are not going well. Explain to them that hockey is not a game of perfect. 

Let them know that mistakes are not only acceptable, but they are 
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unavoidable. Everyone makes mistakes, even at the highest levels. Go to a 

professional hockey game, or watch one on TV and show them along with 

the great plays, even pro players make mistakes. It’s part of sport, and 

being afraid to make mistakes will only hold them back from getting better.  

A key to dealing with mistakes is teaching your child how to let them go 

and not to dwell on them. One of the easiest and most effective ways is 

using what I call the “release reflex.” Whenever someone makes a mistake, 

or whenever they have a negative or anxious thought, I encourage them 

instead to take a breath, release the negative, and focus on the positive.  

Learning from mistakes can make a player better. Hanging on to them and 

being excessively self-critical can render a strong player weak. Again, 

mistakes are part of the game. The key is to release them quickly and focus 

on the next shift. 

4. Help your child avoid mental distractions 

Levels of focus and concentration vary from player to player.  Better 

players stay and play in the now. And focus is best when players are 

confident and engaged in the task at hand.  

Sport psychologists say that it is more important to focus on process than 

end results. Remind your child to work at and focus on those things that 

they can control and not on things outside of their control. Remind them 

to focus on moving their feet, winning puck battles, making good passes, 

and shooting the puck (what I call the ABC’s)… rather evaluating their game 

by the number of goals they scored. By focusing on the specific tasks they 

need to perform and not the end result they will be most effective.  
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5. Help your child deal with limiting mental factors 

Help your child identify negative self-talk, irrational thinking or over-

generalizing, and understand how it affects their performance on the ice. 

Talk to your child about things like over-generalizing a situation (we can 
never beat this team), irrational thinking (I have to score/ get a shutout 
today) or negative self-labels (I’m too slow, too small, can’t score). Help 

them identify and eliminate expectations that are unrealistic and 

undermine their enjoyment and performance.  

6. Realize your motivations may not be the same as those of your 
child   

Separate your motivations from the motivations of your child. Children 

can sense a parent’s drive, joy, and disappointment. They pick up on your 

wants and desires and try to meet them. It is important that your child is 

playing hockey for their own motives, and not to satisfy you. 

There are many reasons why kids play hockey. A love of the game, the 

desire to be with friends, the feeling of belonging to a team, a competitive 

drive to be the best, the desire to master physical skills, or to achieve pre-

defined goals. Find out why your child is playing hockey.  Ask them what 

they get out of playing? What do they enjoy most? What do they dislike 

about the experience? Once you know this, be sensitive to supporting your 

child’s needs and motivations around the game … rather than imposing 

your own. 
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7. Encourage your child’s enjoyment of the game 

Children typically play hockey to have fun and be with their friends. They 

like to win, of course, and for some kids, winning is more important than 

for others. However, there are many reasons children play the game 

besides winning. 

Creating a positive, enjoyable environment around hockey will motivate 

your child to want to continue playing despite the inevitable ups and 

downs that come with the game. Helping your child focus on fun will also 

reduce performance-hindering stress and anxiety. 

8. Don’t try to be another coach 

A great deal of satisfaction can come from coaching your own child. Their 

achievement becomes partially yours as a parent. It is not unusual for this 

desire to coach to come out during a game. Remember that your child 

already has a coach, and it is their job to provide the knowledge and skills 

they need to succeed in the game. Furthermore, as mentioned pulling your 

child aside for an impromptu coaching session during a game or practice, 

or yelling instructions from the stands, can be embarrassing and distracting 

for them. Even worse, the instructions of a parent may conflict with what 

a coach has already said, causing confusion for the child. If you contradict 

the coach, or make other comments that undermine the coach’s role, your 

child may lose confidence in the coach.   

Watch and cheer rather than coach. Be positive, be supportive. If you 

absolutely need to be a parent coach then learn what you can about the 

coach’s approach to hockey so that later, away from the game, you can 

work with your child in a way that reinforces what the coach is teaching. 



                                                         Ultimate Hockey Parent    
 

 
 
    Copyright © Kevin Willis, PhD – TheCompletePlayer Workbook Series                            26 

This will reduce any confusion your child may have as a result of conflicting 

instructions. 

9. Teach your child the importance of being self-motivated 

Self-motivation is a key asset for success in hockey and in life. When a 

child’s motivation in hockey comes from the parent rather than them self, 

they can sometimes grow to resent the game. They start to resent being 

pushed but feel torn because they can see how much it means to you that 

they excel and have success. 

What is your child’s primary motivation to play hockey? Ask them:  What 

are their dreams and goals?  What do they want to accomplish in life?  Is 

hockey helping them move towards their dreams? Knowing what 

motivates them in life, you can better support them in realizing their goals 

and dreams. 

Self-motivation is important. Whether your child plays hockey to be with 

friends, to be part of a team, or to be the best, it is their desire to 

accomplish something from the sport that is paramount.  Help your child 

identify their goals in hockey and make sure your child is playing hockey to 

achieve their goals, not yours. 

10.  Be positive! 

There are two simple words that have a tremendous impact on how your 

child feels about hockey and how your child performs. When you talk 

about your child’s performance, BE POSITIVE. For the first few hours after 

the game, focus on the positive. Pointing out their mistakes right after a 
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game rarely improves performance. Constructive criticism immediately 

after the game still feels like criticism.   

Most players know what they did poorly and how they can improve, but 

no child wants to hear about it right after the game.  Spend this time 

focusing on what they did well. Emphasize the areas where they played 

with confidence and trust. Recognize how they were able to maintain their 

focus and concentration and recover from distractions.  If you focus on the 

positive, you’ll get more positive back.  

If you do offer feedback about a mistake or bad play, do so in a positive 

and constructive manner.   Consider using a feedback sandwich.  Start with 

a slice of positive, add a thin layer of a constructive observation, and then 

top it off with another slice of positive.   

Example: “I thought you worked real hard all game and had great 
coverage in front of the net when they were pressuring in your end.  
Remember to be careful not to go behind the net if your defense partner 
is already back there, one of you must always be in front. I think you guys 
did a really good job winning battles and getting pucks out.” 

When you provide constructive feedback, be clear, concise and brief. Don’t 

beat it into the ground. As you acknowledge positive performance you 

increase their confidence and self-esteem about the game and life in 

general.   

The most important message to convey when you talk with your child after 

a game is to let them know that you’re proud of them for competing and 

that you support them whether they win or lose, and whether they have a 

great game or not.  Let them know that you love them and that you will 

always be their biggest fan. 
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Final Thoughts  

The goal of this booklet is to provide parents with some strategies for 

dealing with the many issues faced by young hockey players.  Confidence 

is the name of the game in hockey. Stress, frustration, anxiety and fear of 

failure ultimately stem from a lack of confidence. Your child’s confidence 

will likely be the determining factor in their enjoyment and achievement 

in hockey.  

For most young players, confidence will improve naturally over time, as 

they learn more about the game and more fully develop the skills 

necessary to be successful. As a parent, you can have a powerful impact 

on your child’s level of confidence and happiness.  
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