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Introduction 

 

As a coach, you want the best for your team and players. However, it is often dif-
ficult to determine exactly the best way to motivate them. All children are diffe-
rent and it would be short sided to believe that each is motivated by the same 
factors. 

Many things must be considered when attempting to motivate young athletes. 
Kids participating in individual sports will face a different set of circumstances 
than those in team sports, and motivating one player or participant will take a 
different set of skills than inspiring an entire team. The age of the participants 
and level of competition will each play a role as well. 

When searching for the right mix of motivation, it is important to understand 
what factors actually influence young athletes and how a coach can feed those 
factors in practices and games in order to achieve the best results. 

Furthermore, the coach must find the optimal level of arousal for the particular 
sport at hand. This includes both physical and mental aspects to increase per-
formance. For example, football players and golfers will rely on differing levels 
of stimulation in order to compete at a prime level. 

Also, coaches must be prepared and know how to react when certain sticky situa-
tions come about. This may include a player losing interest in a sport, not per-
forming well over several contests or motivating a team in the face of an intimi-
dating opponent, just to name a few. 

In this report, we will touch on these topics and more as we discuss several sim-
ple strategies to motivate kids in sports. 
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Chapter 1: 

Motivational Drivers for Kids: 
Internal and External Factors 

 

There is no exact science to motivating young athletes. What works for one child 
may turn out to be a complete disaster when coaching another. To properly 
coach and motivate children aged 5-18, a coach must understand what factors 
motivate each child individually. While this may sound difficult, particularly 
when attempting to engage a large team, such as a high school football program 
with well over 100 players, striving to do so will help ensure a better chance of 
overall success. 

There are two main ways kids are motivated while participating in sports, inter-
nal factors and external factors. At times these will overlap, but simply put, a 
child is motivated to play and succeed in a sport either through forces found 
within or through outward influences. 

Internal Factors 

Believe it or not, many children are self-motivated in their athletic pursuits and 
rely on their interest in the sport and the enjoyment they receive for participat-
ing. Many young athletes have a driving competitive spirit fueled by confidence 
gained by success. Also, there is a pride element for a young athlete that serves as 
motivation, both through pride in themselves and also striving to make others 
proud of them. 
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• Interest – One of the simplest forms of internal motivation for a child is 
their interest in the sport in which they play. This may come from many 
areas, including watching the sport on television or seeing others play it in 
person– perhaps an older sibling or a star athlete. Similarly, enjoyment in 
the sport plays a role in their interest. 

• Enjoyment – Having fun is a major motivating factor when it comes to 
young athletes. When children enjoy an activity, they are much more mo-
tivated to continue it. This is very important when coaching youth sports, 
particularly when dealing with children of a very young age. Enjoyment 
can come in many forms, including winning and liking time spent with 
teammates. The conditions for enjoyment vary from player to player, and 
can change over time. 

For example, a seven-year-old baseball player may enjoy playing the game 
because he can spend time with friends a few days per week at practice and 
games. He enjoys watching the game on television and dreams of one day 
playing in the Major Leagues, but may not care much at all about winning 
right now. As an 18-year-old, the baseball player may gain more enjoyment 
from winning games as well as the recognition he receives for his perfor-
mance. He may also find enjoyment in more developed factors, such as 
participating in a sport that is rich in history and statistics. 

• Competitive Spirit – Winning, and the desire to do so, is certainly a moti-
vating factor for athletes. Competitive spirit does not always have to in-
clude beating an opponent, however, many athletes are driven to be the 
best they can personally be. Competition includes a sub-set of factors as 
well: confidence, success and pride. 

o Confidence – Athletes like competing, particularly when they have 
confidence in themselves to perform well. 

o Success – Achieving positive past results will boost confidence, as well 
as the desire to succeed again in the future. Once an athlete tastes suc-
cess, they are often driven to again achieve the rush that comes with 
it. 

o Pride – When internally motivated, an athlete strives to feel proud of 
their performance and results. Of course, young athletes are also mo-
tivated to make others proud of them, such as family members and 
teammates. In some cases, fear will be a factor in pride. Players may 
be motivated to not disappoint loved ones as well as themselves. 
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External Factors 

Not all athletes are internally motivated – at least not all the time. There are 
many outside factors that have a result on a player’s motivation as well, but they 
will fit into two major categories: peer pressure and consequences. 

• Peer Pressure – As a young athlete, players are certainly motivated by peer 
pressure. Particularly when teammates are friends or classmates, a player 
will strive to perform well enough to be accepted and celebrated among the 
group. 

• Consequences – There are many forms of consequences that come into 
play for young athletes. This may include positive consequences like re-
wards and recognition, or negative consequences such as punishment. 

o Positive Consequences – Recognition of a job well done is a driving 
force for many youths in sports. This comes in many shapes, such as a 
high-five, a trophy, 

o Negative Consequences – While not preferable, some children are 
motivated by the threat of punishment. Many “old-school” coaches 
have attempted to motivate young athletes with things such as extra 
conditioning or by taking away playing time. While it may seem ef-
fective in the short-term or in very small doses, in general negative 
consequences are not suitable for long-term success. 
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Chapter 2: 

Motivating Kids in Practice 

 

For most players, the most fun they have when participating in a sport is the 
game itself. But of course, to perform well in the game, and to develop skills as 
they age, kids must practice. After all, there is that saying… 

Unfortunately for coaches, however, most kids dread going to practice. This in-
cludes everyone from youth soccer to gymnastics and tennis and high school 
football. Young people are impatient and would rather play a game instead. They 
think practice is boring and unproductive and would rather do something fun. In 
many cases, they are absolutely right to think that way. 

In many traditional practice models, coaches do not set up a schedule that is in-
teresting or engaging to players. Sure, they may be going over important infor-
mation and training the body and mind for success later. Yet more often that 
not, particularly in team sports, coaches spend too much time with one or two 
kids at a time and the rest of the team stands around bored. For a practice to be 
effective – and motivating for kids –, it must be well organized, well run and 
challenging, but also fun. Coaches will get the most out of their players if the kids 
actually want to practice and enjoy it while they are there. 

Here are some ways you can motivate kids in practice by tying in their internal 
and external motivating factors. 
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Practice Organization: Interest and Enjoyment 

All too often, coaches enter practice without much of a plan. Other times, they 
will abandon a practice plan in the middle of practice. Both situations are bad for 
players because a practice that is not well organized is likely to lead to wasted 
time, bored players, and overall unproductivity. 

The best way to stay organized for practice is to plan everything ahead of time. 
While many coaches are volunteers that are strapped for time during the work-
day, the time it takes to plan a practice will be well worth it later. 

All drills, exercises, and segments of practice should be written down well in ad-
vance, with the anticipated time it will take to complete each task. A coach 
should not step on the practice field without a plan in hand to refer to. It also 
should not be a secret to the players. When the players know what to look for, 
they can mentally prepare for it, which will lead to better results. 

A well run practice will keep players interested in what is going on because there 
will be very little down time. This will also lead to a greater sense of enjoyment 
for the players. 

Additionally, there are time benefits as well because coaches will not have to 
spend practice time explaining what drills will be run or what the next part of 
practice will entail. Therefore, the coaches can spend practice time encouraging 
players and training them to develop their skills and techniques. 

Stopping practice to explain the next drill or objective will cause the players (and 
coaches) to lose momentum. The transition from one activity to another will be 
smoother, quicker and player energy will remain higher if they know the prac-
tice plan ahead of time. Players will also be able to get more actual repetitions 
because they will not be standing around listening to instructions because the 
schedule is expected. 

Here is an example of a well-organized and well-run practice, and why it is suc-
cessful. 
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Preparing a Practice Plan for High School Football 

• A successful high school football practice schedule should last around two 
hours. A good rule of thumb is to break the schedule into ten-minute peri-
ods and keep time using the field scoreboard or a stopwatch. Sound an 
alarm when time is up, and then the team should move to the next period. 

• The head coach and coaching staff should have the plan in place well be-
fore practice begins. This will ensure that the coach has planned for the 
team to meet certain objectives during practice and there is an appropriate 
amount of time applied to each objective. Coaches should also show the 
practice plan to players (and other coaches) ahead of time. 

• The practice plan should be outlined and written with appropriate guide-
lines for each period. For example, period one may be stretching, while pe-
riods two and three will be individual position periods with position-
specific coaches (linebackers, quarterbacks, etc.). Period four may be 7-on-7 
passing drills – and so on. 

• The coach should share the practice plan with players. Several football pro-
grams will have team meetings before the school day to review the previ-
ous day’s practice film and discuss the upcoming opponent. This is a great 
time to show the team the upcoming day’s practice schedule. If the team 
does not have a morning meeting, the practice schedule can be posted in a 
community area, outside a coaching office or classroom, in the locker room 
or weight room – anywhere players are likely to see it and can review it be-
fore practice. 

• In practice, coaches must stick with the plan. If the practice consists of ten-
minute periods, the coaching staff should not insist on going past the time 
limit, even if the results are less than desired (running a play “until we get it 
right”). Not deviating from the plan will reinforce that the practice is orga-
nized and efficient. Players will learn that they must work quickly and effi-
ciently in each timed period or they will lose their opportunity to get bet-
ter. Remember, players are internally motivated and want to succeed. 

• Keeping a practice on time will also benefit the parents of players that are 
picking them up after practice, or for those that wait at home for them to 
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arrive for dinner that evening. While many coaches, particularly “old 
school” coaches, feel they should not cater to parents, in today’s day and 
age, it is important to keep parents on your good side if possible. Running 
late, especially if it happens often, will only lead to problems for the coach. 

Players enjoy playing sports, and most of the time will only play a sport if there 
are at least somewhat interested in it. However, sometimes they lose interest due 
to disorganized, boring practices or practices that go too long. To keep players 
interested and engaged, it is important to run a well-planned practice. Also, to 
increase a young athlete’s enjoyment – as well as build upon other internal moti-
vational factors, practices should be competitive. 

Practice Organization: Competitive Spirit 

“Competition is my central thing. Competition gives us the mentality we 
can live in. We want to make it fun, but put it in a competitive mode.” Car-
roll points out that he doesn’t agree with the old Vince Lombardi theory 
that winning is everything. “For me winning is being the best you can be. 
The better the other team plays, the harder they make you play, and that 
makes you better. We use the phrase here that practice is everything. We 
try to make practice as much fun as possible and get players to work against 
the best players we can find. We feel if we can do that we can instill and or-
chestrate confidence.” (Always Compete) 

This quote comes from Pete Carroll during his time as the head football coach at 
the University of Southern California. Carroll is currently the head coach of the 
Seattle Seahawks, a team he led to a Super Bowl victory following the 2013-2014 
football season. Prior to joining the Seahawks, he led USC to two national cham-
pionships. There are only two others that have won a Super Bowl and collegiate 
national championship as a head coach. Therefore, it seems Carroll’s philosophy 
on competition works pretty well. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, a competitive spirit internally motivates 
young athletes. This includes his or her desire to be better than others on the 
field, court or course (the traditional “winning”) while also improving their per-
formance compared to previous attempts and being the best they can be (Car-
roll’s “winning”). 
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Coaches can use a player’s competitive spirit to their advantage by setting up 
competitive situations in practices. One-on-one drills, team scrimmages, and set-
ting a personal best are a few examples. 

• One-on-one: When two players compete against one another in a drill, one 
will “win” and one will “lose.” The winner will gain confidence as a result of 
their success. The lose, if the competitive situation is handled correctly, 
should be motivated to improve their performance and aim to make them-
selves proud in their next one-on-one opportunity. Consequences may be 
added to the one-on-one competition, but a losing player should not be 
punished or embarrassed in any way. Doing so will only tear a player down 
and cause them to lose confidence instead of motivating them to do better. 

Almost anything can be a competition. Basketball players play one-on-one 
all the time on playgrounds or in gyms. On occasion, it would also make 
sense to include such a set-up in a team practice as well. 

• Team scrimmages: Very similar to one-on-one drills, team scrimmages 
could also be called team-on-team. Team competitions are a great way to 
start practices because they create a high-energy atmosphere that can pro-
pel a team to have a quality practice. Similarly, they are good to end prac-
tice in order to do so on a high note. Many coaches will reward winning 
sides in a team scrimmage competition. But again, any reward a winning 
team receives should not be seen as a punishment for the losing squad. A 
common strategy is to exclude a winning side from post-practice condi-
tioning. A reward like this only works if conditioning or running after prac-
tice is always part of the practice plan. 

Using the football practice plan guidelines as an example, assume Period 12 
of each practice includes ten wind sprints. If the offense beats the defense 
in a team competition, they may be allowed to do only two sprints instead 
of the full 12. This avoids sending a statement to the tune of “you lost, so 
you have to run” to the defense. Everyone will still run sprints; the offense 
will just be rewarded with fewer. In most cases, the reward itself won’t even 
matter. Most young athletes will be happy simply with good-natured 
“bragging rights.” 

Furthermore, large teams can be divided into smaller teams that compete 
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in a wide range of activities. Coaches can pit these teams against one anoth-
er in a series of events in a somewhat Olympic style to make practices more 
interesting. This is particularly useful in the off-season when players 
workout together. Additionally, players can be made to compete in things 
that are not specifically related to their sport such as grade point average, 
class or practice attendance, or many other activities. 

• Personal best: Athletes are motivated by competing against themselves. 
They may even be as motivated nearly as much as when they are compet-
ing against an opponent. This is especially common in sports where ath-
letes largely by themselves, even in a team format, like golf, tennis and 
track and field. A good plan is to set up a competitive practice at a common 
interval (once per month, twice per season, etc.) in which athletes can com-
pete to be the best they can be. This will even work for team sports. 

An example of this is in weight training. For athletes that are old enough to 
lift weights, “maxing out” is a great tool for motivating him or her to reach 
a personal best. Maxes are also valuable tools for coaches and players when 
it comes to determining what percentages and weights an athlete should lift 
in his or her daily workouts, so maxing serves multiple purposes. 

For example, if players on a team max out in bench press, squat, and power 
clean quarterly, they will have twelve opportunities to compete against 
their personal best in those lifts each year. Also, maxing out with team-
mates present breeds confidence, pride and creates positive peer pressure. 
Teammates should cheer for one another and root everyone for everyone 
to succeed and celebrate together when athletes set personal bests. Of 
course, maxing can work double-duty as a team competition as well if you 
record how many members of a squad set personal bests. 

Practice Organization: External Factors 

While players are often internally, outside influences are certainly motivating 
factors, particularly for young athletes. For this reason, as a coach it is imperative 
to create a practice environment that is positive. 

For young athletes, especially those of middle school and high school age, peer 
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pressure is a major external factor. Players are motivated by the perception of 
their peers, including teammates and friends. This may even include peers that 
are not connected to the sport itself in any way, such as classmates and neigh-
borhood pals. 

In sports, peer pressure can be a positive motivational factor, especially when 
emphasizing competition. When teammates band together in a team-on-team 
scrimmage or pull for one another they become closer as a group. Performance 
is also likely to be better since each individual player does not want to let the 
others down. 

Additionally, players are impacted by coaching. This is where consequences 
come in. A coach often determines a large portion of positive and negative con-
sequences during practice, including but not limited to: 

• Tangible rewards - In youth sports today, generally everyone that partici-
pates gets some sort of trophy or award for participation. However, in some 
cases coaches may choose to recognize others above and beyond his or her 
participation. This could include being named player of the game or player 
of the year. Also, teams are rewarded with opportunities to go to a playoff 
or end-season tournament with a chance to win a championship. Players 
are motivated to achieve such results, both individually and as a team. 

• Punishment – The risk of punishment is certainly a motivator for children, 
however it is not a healthy one. Young athletes should not be penalized for 
a lack of talent or results. Threatening a player is not acceptable. Not only is 
it unprofessional, failing to follow through with a threatened punishment 
will weaken the perception of the coach by the members of the team. Plus, 
actually following through may result in other problems with players, par-
ents and administration. Even for a coach that views themselves as hard-
nosed or a disciplinarian should avoid punishment as a motivating factor. 

Of course, if team or school rules are broken, certain punishments may be 
acceptable or necessary. However, clear expectations for behavior should 
be presented to teams and individuals as a priority at the first team or indi-
vidual meeting before practice even begins. 

• Verbal Recognition – A very common consequence that motivates children 
is verbal recognition. This may be public recognition in front of the rest of 
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the team, or private recognition if a coach pulls a child aside for a quick re-
sponse or for an athlete in an individual sport. Of course, players will re-
ceive recognition from peers, parents and other spectators as well during 
the course of play. 

In practice, coaches should always keep verbal recognition positive, espe-
cially when recognizing a child publicly among his or her peers. A good 
rule of thumb is to avoid the term “you” when correcting mistakes and in-
stead say “we” as much as possible. Similarly, it is also best to avoid terms 
like “don’t do…” Also, avoid singling out one player and making an example 
of them. 

For example, when coaching youth softball, instead of saying “Becky, don’t 
throw the ball like that,” when correcting a throwing error, try “we should 
throw the ball like this,” and demonstrate proper form. 

• Amount of playing time – A motivating factor for players in team sports is 
the amount of playing time they receive. Those players that perform best 
in practice are likely to receive the most playing time. Practices should give 
everyone an opportunity to prove their skill and ability to help the team. At 
times, it may be necessary to divide a team into smaller units and place 
them in different locations to get everyone moving, to keep players en-
gaged as well as help them to get the maximum about of repetitions. 

For coaches in high schools or advanced leagues, keeping data on results in 
practice is important. In general, when participating in youth sports every-
one will have an opportunity to play – as they should. However, as players 
advance into higher competitive levels of play there will be a time when 
playing time is not guaranteed. Playing time is a popular topic among par-
ents and many are very aware of how much (or how little) playing time 
their son or daughter receives. When issues arise, it is very helpful to have 
practice performance data to back up playing time decisions – if you 
choose to talk about it at all. 

Please note, a coach should never threaten a player with cutting playing 
time for poor performance in front of a team. If a player is playing poorly, 
the topic should be discussed quietly and privately. There will be more dis-
cussion on this topic in the final chapter of this report. 
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• Learning new skills and techniques – As previously discussed, practices 
should be structured so that players can receive as many repetitions as pos-
sible in order to get the most out of each practice. However, stopping prac-
tice proceedings to teach a skill or technique is rarely a valuable use of time, 
especially for those coaching in advanced leagues. When possible, teach 
technique before practice and follow up with players individually later. 

• Fear – Simply put, many kids are motivated by fear. They are afraid of dis-
appointing themselves, their loved ones, their coaches, and their peers. 
This is one of the most vital reasons coaches should be as positive as possi-
ble in practices as well as games and build kids up instead of tearing them 
down. 

In conclusion, practice is extremely important. Many coaches fail to structure 
practices in such a way that enhances the internal and external factors that moti-
vate their players. A well-organized and well-run practice will keep athletes in-
terested. Increasing the level of fun and competition in practice will make prac-
ticing more enjoyable and tap in to players’ competitive spirits. Understanding 
that players are motivated by peer pressure and consequences, both positively 
and negatively, is important for coaches to keep in mind when structuring and 
conducting practices as well. 
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Chapter 3: 

Motivating Kids in Games 

 

For many coaches, one of the most exciting aspects of coaching is performing in 
a game. Most coaches are former athletes themselves, and are driven by a com-
petitive spirit to propel a team to victory. You may be familiar with rousing pre-
game pep talks and halftime speeches that are depicted in Hollywood sports 
movies. But, are you familiar with the phrase “the hay is already in the barn?” 

We spent a great deal of time in previous chapters discussing motivational fac-
tors for kids, and how to draw on those internal and external factors in practices. 
Simply put, if a coach has not properly prepared a team with well-organized and 
optimally structured practices, the team will not be moved miraculously to vic-
tory by a coach’s pregame speech. 

Games and competitions are an opportunity for players to show what they can 
do, and are a reward for all the hard work and dedication it takes to prepare. 
Here are a few guidelines that coaches may rely on before, during and after 
games. 

• Before a game – Prior to game time, many coaches will gather a team 
around or bring an individual aside and give a pep talk or pre-game speech. 
While it is good for coaches to reiterate important themes and strategies 
discussed in practice, it is unlikely that a passionate speech will have a ma-
jor impact. The effects of arousal that a speech creates will only last a short 
time; it is better to instead reinforce the work that has already been done to 
prepare for competition. 

Speak positively to players and explain that they are properly prepared and 
you and all other coaches on staff are proud of the team or individual has 
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prepared. 

Let them know that the hard work is behind them and they will soon have 
an opportunity to have fun competing. 

• During a game – At this point, it is too late to stress techniques. Players 
should already be well versed in the proper techniques taught in practice 
and should only need to rely on muscle memory during competition. 
Thinking too much can cause players to be unsure, lose confidence and 
make mental mistakes. 

The best approach for a coach to take during a game is to be calm and con-
fident. As with properly preparing in practice, coaches should anticipate is-
sues and any decisions that should be made in competition well in advance. 

One of the most important things a coach can do during a game is to help 
manage the energy of the team and individual players. Arousal is a term 
used in sports psychology to refer to the ways energy impacts an athlete’s 
mind and body before and during competition. Similar to the well-known 
fight-or-flight phenomenon, each individual athlete will respond different-
ly to different stressors. We will discuss arousal further in the following 
chapter. 

• After a game – Celebrate successes, win or lose. Give praise for effort, 
sportsmanship, attitude, and other aspects in addition to on-field perfor-
mance. As a coach, you will probably have extreme emotions based on the 
outcome of the event or game depending on whether it was a thrilling vic-
tory, stunning defeat, or complete domination by one team or the other, or 
one individual in an individual competition. However, coaches should real-
ize that things are never as good as they immediately seem, or as bad. 

A coaching staff should address a team immediately after a game to em-
phasize what was done well, and what must be improved upon. For coaches 
in youth and school sports, address teams and individuals as positively as 
possible. When addressing disappointments, coaches should avoid singling 
out individuals and instead use “we” or address units. For example, instead 
of “Timmy missed too many blocks at offensive guard,” try something like 
“our offensive line will have to improve its blocking for us to be successful 
next week. We will emphasize blocking this week in practice.” 
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A common theme among coaches is that if a team is successful in games, it 
is a result of the players’ ability and execution. Furthermore, if a team is 
unsuccessful, it is the fault of the coach and coaching staff. Keep this in 
mind as you address players, and perhaps the media, following games. 

There are certainly times when players will need extra motivation just before or 
during games and competitions. There will also be times that a team must need 
to be reassured after a loss, or brought back to Earth following an impressive 
win. A good rule of thumb for those that coach young athletes is to never get too 
high or too low before, during or as the result of a game. 
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Chapter 4: 

Arousal in Sports 

 

There is a sports psychology field of study that focuses on arousal. Simply put, 
arousal is how the body and mind prepares itself when facing intense action. For 
most of us, this refers to games and individual competitions. 

Arousal is a normal part of an athlete’s preparation, but if caught unaware play-
ers can be alarmed by the way they feel before or during a game. Therefore, it is 
important for players to understand that the way they feel is completely natural. 
The effects of arousal can also be very beneficial when a player understands how 
to handle it. 

Experts represent arousal on a graph with an inverted-U, with the level of per-
formance increasing as it reaches the top of the curve and falling once an opti-
mal level is reached. The top of the inverted-U is the fabled “zone,” a familiar 
place that we hear players often refer to in post-game television interviews with 
statements like as “I was in the zone tonight.” 

As a coach, it is very important to find the right level of arousal your players 
need to perform at an optimal level. Too little could lead to lack of focus and 
mental errors, while too much can cause similar problems as a result of anxiety. 

Some sports require more arousal than others. It is certainly not necessary for 
golfers to work themselves up into a frenzy before teeing off. However, because 
of the physical nature of football, such an action would be more appropriate. 
Here is a brief description of arousal in sports and how coaches can best use it. 
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How Arousal Affects an Athlete’s Mind and Body 

The phrase “get your mind right” is used a lot by coaches, and there is a perfectly 
good reason. Athletes are impacted mentally by stress before competing, and it is 
important for players to achieve an optimal level of energy in order to perform 
well. However, there are also physical reactions as well. 

In anticipation of a game or competition, an athlete’s brain will stimulate the 
body’s autonomic nervous system, which regulates most of the body’s automatic 
functions. An athlete’s heart rate and blood pressure will rise and breathing will 
become more rapid. Muscles will tense and receive more blood, drawn from the 
digestive system and into large muscles like legs and arms. 

The loss of blood from the digestive system is actually what triggers “butterflies” 
or uneasiness in the stomach before a competition or physical confrontation. It 
also explains why hands and feet may be colder and athletes will me more likely 
to need to visit a restroom. This is all part of what many know to be the fight-or-
flight response, which by definition has two very different outcomes. For ath-
letes, this could not be truer. 

Individual Athletes Have Different Optimal Arousal Levels 

In response to stress, the body prepares to do one of two things as part of the 
fight-or-flight phenomenon. This is why some athletes seem to thrive in pres-
sure-packed situations and earn a reputation for being “clutch.” They are able to 
harness their stressors and manage that energy into positive, or even optimal, 
performance physically and mentally. Players may either think more clearly or 
even perform brilliantly seemingly without thinking at all. 

On the other hand, an athlete may become nervous and make silly mistakes in 
competition related to technique or performance. In extreme cases, he or she 
may even get sick or pass out. 

Because no two athletes are the same, there is no one-size-fits-all approach when 
it comes to finding the appropriate level of arousal for each player. Young ath-
letes are motivated by many different factors and each at different levels. There-
fore, it is important for coaches to understand that they may have to treat one 
player somewhat differently than another. 
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This may be a shock to those that believe the fairest way to coach is to treat eve-
ryone the same. However, by failing to recognize what motivates each individual 
athlete, or in other words, what pushes his or her buttons, a coach is less likely to 
push a player to his or her optimal performance. 

Even for two players in the same sport on the same team, it may take different 
levels of arousal for one than another to reach the optimum level of energy, or 
be “in the zone.” If a player is not properly motivated, he or she may appear le-
thargic or “out of it.” If he or she is over stimulated, the results will also be less 
than desirable and the athlete may appear fidgety, overly nervous, or too excited. 

The amount of energy needed in each sport is unique, which means athletes par-
ticipating in baseball or softball will need a different level of arousal than those 
in swimming or track and field in order to perform at their best. 

Each athlete must be self-aware and understand what they need to do to proper-
ly prepare to compete. This is where many athletes develop particular pre-game 
rituals, which on the surface may appear to be simple superstition could actually 
put an athlete’s mind and body in the right state. 

For younger athletes, this process may be difficult to understand. Therefore, 
coaches should consider the nature of the sport and help the athlete to either 
calm down if they are too excited or boost their energy if they appear sluggish. 

A good rule of thumb is for coaches to show the proper mental and physical state 
in their own behavior. If a team is too “amped up,” a coach with a calm demean-
or can bring players back to the optimal level of energy. 

On the other hand, a team that is too calm may need to be pick up a bit – this is 
often where a pep talk comes in. However, coaches should note that players only 
maintain high energy for a short period of time as the result of a speech or pep 
talk. 

Like we discussed in Chapter 2, practice is very important. A coach that prepares 
his or her team for the feelings that come before a game or event ahead of time 
will have a better chance for success. 
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Chapter 5: 

Sticky Situations 

 

As a coach, there are many situations that will arise over the course of a season or 
career that can be difficult to deal with. While every sport, player, coach and 
overall situation is different, here are some general suggestions on how to handle 
specific sticky situations. 

• A player is in a slump and has not played well for several games. First, as a 
coach, understand that a player is most likely to be his or her own harshest 
critic and is self-motivated to succeed. They understand when they are in a 
slump and are probably very self-conscious about it. Therefore, it is best 
not to discuss a slump in front of other members of the team. Talk to a 
player privately and discuss technical flaws in performance that can be cor-
rected before, during or after practice. Do not force a player to do extra 
work, as this could lead to overtraining and fatigue and may be seen as a 
punishment. Instead, offer to help if they would like extra practice. 

• A player is new to the game and is having trouble mastering the fundamen-
tals. There is certainly a learning curve with many sports, especially that 
require specific technical skills like baseball, golf and tennis. Players that are 
learning a sport may become frustrated when they do not succeed. This can 
lead to a lack of interest and overall enjoyment. As a coach, it is important 
to emphasize having fun and praise a player for other positive traits they 
show, such as good effort and work ethic. 

• An experienced player finds the game too easy, not challenging enough, or 
are among the oldest competitors. In this case, a player may be more phys-
ically mature than the other members of the team or league, particularly if 
participating in a youth league. Attempt to not single more talented or gift-
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ed players from the rest of the group in an attempt to challenge them. This 
may be received as an unnecessary punishment, or may lead to burn out in 
the player, particularly at a young age. Often, others in the league or team 
will eventually catch up physically to the advanced player, so it is best to 
guard against overconfidence that may lead to a player developing poor 
sportsmanship or work ethic. 

If they are truly a gifted athlete or physical specimen that is at a level be-
yond the competition, speak with his or her parent about the issue. A move 
to a more competitive league may good, though if the child is having fun 
playing with their friends in the current situation, it may be unnecessary. 

• A player loses interest in a specific sport. Simply, sometimes kids lose in-
terest in a sport. The best route for a coach or parent to take in this situa-
tion is to try to make the experience as enjoyable as possible, but not force 
the athlete to play. Coaches want to win and parents want their kids to earn 
college scholarships and professional contracts, but everyone should act in 
the child’s best interests. Children can burn out on a sport and need time 
away from it. Pushing them too hard may cause them to completely resent 
the sport, or the person pushing them. 

• The team is having a losing season. In generally all sports, there are winners 
and losers and some teams are just better than others – while some per-
form worse than others. Also, in individual sports, there may be large 
stretches of time with little or no overall success. In these cases, coaches 
should rely on their players’ interest and enjoyment in the sport itself. 

Everyone wants to win, but coaches should instead concentrate on funda-
mentals to develop the skills and techniques of their players while creating 
a positive and enjoyable environment. Teach players to focus on the pro-
cess itself of becoming the best they can be and the score will take care of 
itself. Reinforce qualities like teamwork, work ethic and sportsmanship 
with positive consequences. 

• Effort in practice is poor. If there is one thing coaches hate more than los-
ing, it is likely poor effort. However, handling such situations can be tricky. 
There is likely temptation to punish players that do not show good effort in 
practice, but a coach should be sure to understand if that poor effort is a 
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symptom of a larger problem. Talk to a player privately and explain that 
you expect players to hustle and that work ethic is important in all areas of 
life. 

Also, be honest with yourself and evaluate whether or not the lack of effort 
could come from a lack of preparation or understanding on the part of the 
coach. Players that enjoy themselves will give good effort, so make it fun 
without sacrificing the need to work hard and pay attention to detail. You 
can do both. 

• Outside factors are impacting how an athlete is playing. As discussed in the 
previous point, there could be outside factors, such as pressure from par-
ents or peers, or bad influences in his or her life that can impact perfor-
mance. Having a good relationship with a player and knowing what trou-
bles he or she may face at home or school is important. 

Every situation is different, and there will be appropriate actions needed to 
handle each specific one. But in general, many kids see sports as a distrac-
tion or escape from the real world problems they face. As a coach, you can’t 
control the world around one of your players, but you should do your best 
to make them feel safe and have fun while playing. 

• Athletes are physically or mentally tired. As previously mentioned, kids 
face many demands outside of sports that may cause them to be physically 
or mentally tired, and playing can make things even more difficult. De-
pending on the level of competition, drawing on a players’ competitive 
spirit may motivate them to overcome their fatigue, as well as the possible 
positive consequences that come with great performance. Knowing what 
motivates each player specifically, whether it is a scholarship, champion-
ship, or some other factor will help. 

• The team is facing an intimidating opponent. Sometimes, there is someone 
you will play that is just better than you and everyone knows it. But just be-
cause everyone knows does not mean a coach has to harp on it. In situa-
tions like this, it is often helpful to take a simplistic approach and concen-
trate on the process of each player being the best individual they can be. 

By concentrating on the things a player can control, such as giving great ef-
fort and maintaining the techniques they have been coached to use, a team 
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will have an opportunity to be successful. Try to avoid talk of winning and 
losing, or in other words, don’t look at the scoreboard. 

• Motivating the “bottom 20%” of players. Some players are less talented than 
others. That is a fact. However, when attempting to motivate on players 
that are less skilled, concentrate on their interest and enjoyment that comes 
with playing, and appropriate positive consequences. Everyone can help 
the team in some way, whether they are a scout team member in football 
or a pinch runner in baseball, chances are you can find a role for a player 
that will make the most of their skills and provide value to them and the 
team. 

Make an effort to reward less talented players for other positive traits, such 
as hustle, sportsmanship and dedication. However, be careful not to over-
compensate and embarrass them and avoid saying things that could be 
seen as backhanded compliments. Taking the time to verbally recognize 
them privately and sincerely during or after each practice or game for their 
positive qualities will often work wonders. 

Every kid is different, as is every sport and every specific situation. Therefore, it 
is difficult to understand exactly what to do in a situation before it occurs. The 
best thing coaches can do when dealing with young athletes is to be well orga-
nized and prepared. This includes having a good relationship with players, par-
ents and others that have an impact on the team or player. Coaches that under-
stand their players and his or her individual circumstances will have the best 
chance of success when it comes to motivating them. 
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