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Parenting Active Kids, by Tim Cox, Education Road Ltd. 

Competition or Participation, Win First or Play First?

Have you heard a parent tell the coach, “Hey, I heard about a kid who’s a great goalkeeper, and Juan’s not doing the job lately?  Do you want me to see if we can get that kid to play in the tournament”?  

The coach replies, “Juan’s being doing a good job all season and it doesn’t seem fair to replace him now”. 

Then the parent makes a good point, “Juan will understand. He’s a team player.  He knows the tournament’s a different level and you’ll be doing everything you can to win”. 

Does your coach stand his ground or give in to the competitive logic?  The answer is predictable if you know the coach. What would you say? Is your answer the same depending on your young athletes standing on the team?  Maybe you want your child recognized as a winner and the team can only advance to the championship if the goalkeeper is replaced. A high school career may be riding on the coaches’ decision.

Whether competition or participation should be the dominating factor in a youth sport is seldom considered by parents when evaluating programs.  In many circumstances, it is unlikely an expressed ideal when the program is put together in the first place. On the other hand, even if it was expressed by the program in some sort of mission statement, it does not necessarily mean the mission will be applied.  

Huh? So what can a parent do?  First, accept that competition and participation are opposite poles. Second, realize your child will eventually be on the losing end of a competitive replacement. Third, be flexible.  Now that you have faced the facts, it is not as bad as it seemed, and there are variations within the theme. A kid’s sports coach inevitably must make player decisions. Who starts, who sits, and sometimes who goes home.  Stick to your motivation when signing your son or daughter up for the team.  If it was to provide an energy outlet or build team spirit and fair play then be sure the program is trying to go in that direction.  Do not let your motivation slide into the competition mode as the season progresses, simply because your child is one of the better ones on the team.  Otherwise, you find yourself in the role of the parent who wants the new goalkeeper.

You may be the parent who does want their child challenging the best to be the best. There is nothing wrong with that. Go for it! Try out for the best teams, make the best teams, win your position, and charge toward your goal. Keep your motivation in line though.  If the reward is that a new player comes along who happens to be a little better, you may be surprised to see yourself switch sides.  Suddenly participation is what we are here for and the coach should let everyone play.  You forgot there was a kid sitting while yours was playing.

This question increasingly comes up as players get further along in their career. If you have promoted an aggressive track of “put the best” in the game because your young player is the best, then it will be a tough shock when the benched player is your kid. The road to a college or even professional career is littered with kids who were relentlessly pushed to overachieve.  That is not all bad, unless the overachiever’s success was measured by who was on the field rather than personal accomplishment.  If you have enthusiastically endorsed participation as your goal, even if the coach’s waiver, you and your kid may be the ones who comes out of their youth athletic career with a positive view on the experience.  
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