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THE ROLE OF PARENTAL SUPPORT lN SPORTS SUCCESS OF 
TALENTED YOUNG DUTCH ATHLETES 
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Marije T. Elferink-Gemser 
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Institute af Humon Mavement Sciences. University af Groningen. THE NETHERLANDS 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Until the middle of the 20th century, it was possible to become an 
international athlete without belonging to a nation's group of most-talented 
individuais (Bouchard et 01. , 1997). The selection process was less stringent 
and the levei of competition was not as demanding as it is today. As a result of 
the growing importance of sports success in society, the continuous increase in 
the number of young athletes and the growing sophistication of training, 
psychological preparation, equipment and facilities, the levei of competition 
has increased to the point that only the extremely gifted are potentially able 
to reach elite status. T alented athletes often begin intensive and time
consuming training at increasingly younger ages (Alabin et 01., 1980; Hahn, 
1990). When a young athlete choses to develop his/her talent in order to 
reach elite status, this has major consequences for lifestyle. The process is long, 
averaging at least lOto 12 years, and during this interval, significant others, 
particularly parents, play an important role. 

Behavior of parents can have a positive effect on the sport behaviors of 
their children (Visscher et 01., I 996a). Family environment is an important 
factor in the development oftalented young athletes (Ericsson, 1996), parental 
modeling is an important infiuence on children's acquisition of positive values, 
attitudes and behaviors toward sports and physical activity (Côté, 1999). 
According to Giljam (1988), however, there is a distinction in parental support 
between serving as a role model and giving stimulation towards athletic 
involvement and success in sports. 

The present study attempts compares the parental support given by 
parents of more successful and less successful talented athletes. Ali athletes 
were originally designated as exceptionally talented, and the differentiation 
between them in terms of degrees of success occurred across time. The study 
addressed two questions: 

Do parents of more successful athletes provide a better role 
model for their child's achievements in sports than parents of less 
successful athletes? 
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Do parents of more successful athletes stimulate their chi ld more 
towards better achievements in sports than parents of less 
successful athletes? 

2. THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Bouchard et 01. ( 1997) described the elite athlete as an individual with a 
sports-specific profile in terms of morphological, physiological, metabol ic, 
motor, perceptual, psychological and biomechanical determinants. The el ite 
athlete is also highly responsive to regular train ing and practice. Bloom ( 1985) 
stressed the role of the fami ly by indicating that the development of 
exceptional talents requires family support, excellent teaching and appropriate 
motivational reinforcement at any stage of their development. Regardless of 
the quality of their initial talent, each of the individuais in Bloom's study went 
through many years of development and train ing under the care of attentive 
parents and the tutelage and supervision of several teachers and coaches. Al i 
of the talented individuais interviewed in the study invested a substantial 
amount of time on practice and training, which clearly competed with time 
devoted to school and other activities. They indicated that the t ime invested in 
athletic performance was far more rewarding than that allocated to other 
activities. Athletic involvement was seen as a career, i.e., as a process with a 
beginning, a developmental trajectory, and an end. 

Côté (1999) discussed the importance of parental influence on 
children's involvement and achievement in sports and other domains. Several 
authors (e.g., Bloom, 1985; Brustad, 1993; Hellstedt, 1987, 1995; Woolger and 
Power, 1993) have demonstrated that greater parental encouragement is 
associated with greater perceived physical competence in ch ildren. Parents of 
committed athletes are usually willing and happy to attend their children's 
competitions and tournaments, and are often present during practice sessions 
(Csikszentmihalyi et 01., 1993; Monsaas, 1985; Sloan, 1985) . There is a positive 
relationship between parental expectations and chi ldren's success and 
enjoyment of sports (McElroy and Kirkendall , 1980; Scanlan and Lewthwaite, 
1985). Other studies, however, have shown that parental expectations may be 

124 a source of pressure and stress that can interfere with their ch ildren's 
participation in sports (Brustad, 1988; Scanlan et 01., 199 1; Visscher et 01. , 2003; 
Weiss et 01., 1989), and that the relationship between parental expectations 
and chi ldren's enthusiasm may be curvilinear in some sports (Power and 
Woolger, 1994) . Excessively high or low parental expectations are associated 
with less enthusiasm, while an intermediate levei of expectation is associated 
with enthusiasm for swimming. 

Although coaches have the most direct contact with chi ldren within the 
sports environment, parents are instrumental in determining children's sport 



involvement (Lewko and Greendorfer, 1988; McPherson and Brown, 1988). 
The "athletic triangle", i.e., coach, athlete and parent, is a natural feature of 
youth sports, and the role of the coach in relation to the parents is crucial for 
the success of a training programo Through their cooperative efforts, many 
parents contribute productively. Unfortunately, the negative impact of some 
parents is ali too obvious. Some parents can undermine the basic goals of 
youth sport programs and deny youngsters of benefits that can be derived 
from participation. Most of the negative consequences in youth sports occur 
when adults erroneously impose a professional model on what should be a 
recreational and educational experience for chi ldren. 

When excessive emphasis is placed on winning, it is easy to lose sight of 
the needs and interests of the young athlete. Hellstedt (1987) described 
parents' involvement in their children's sports career on a continuum from 
under-involved to moderately involved to over-involved. The moderate levei 
of involvement describes parents who promote the best interests of their 
children, even if it means sacrificing personal interests. Bloom ( 1985) 
underscores the major influence of the family at different stages of talent 
development in science, art and sport, reporting that in the early years of 
children's involvement in one of these activities, parents tend to be supportive, 
al lowing them freedom to decide whether to practice or not. This is followed 
by a period of dedication for both performers and parents. The later years are 
characterized by the individuais' full-time commitment to improving 
performance and the parents' role is more restricted, consisting mainly of 
financial support. Blooms' study thus provides a developmental perspective for 
the influence of family on talent development. 

The early stages of the careers of internat ional athletes have been 
considered from an interactionistic perspective by Stevenson ( 1990). 
Socialization has been explained as a process of "identity formation" (Lauer 
and Handel, 1983). The person is seen as an active and self-reflective 
participant in this processo The process is concerned with the ongoing 
development and support of specific role identities that the athlete perceives 
to be desirable and valued (McCall and Simmons, 1978). 

The influence of parents on the achievement of talented young athletes 
is thus obvious. There is a distinction, however, in parental support as a role 
model and as a stimulant for athletic involvement. Butcher (1985) suggests 
that a combination of the two has t he best effect on involvement and success 
in sports. Giljam ( 1988) adds that parents should create t hose opportunities 
for their children that are necessary in order for them to have a successful 
athletic career. 
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3. RESEARCH lN T A LENTED DUTCH CHILDREN 

3.1. Definitions 

Parents serve as positive role models if they t hemselves are presently 
active in sports and/or have been in , the past. Stimulation of athletic 
involvement can be divided into three components: financial support, 
emotional support, and success in sports. Financial support relates to the costs 
incurred for the sake of a child's sport career. Parents also play an important 
role in providing emotional support. Emotional support is viewed as consisting 
of t hree parts: presence at training, competitions and tournaments; contact 
w ith the coach; and whether or not parents atlach importance to t here being 
a pleasant atmosphere in their child's sport team (Visscher et 01., I 996b) . The 
importance of success in sports is measured in two parts: the amount of 
pressure exerted on achievement and the value given to the social status 
parents can atlain by way of their child's achievements in sports (Hahn, 1988). 

3.2. Participants 

ln the Netherlands, talented young athletes are chosen to be part of a 
district selection team to develop their sport qualities w ith goal of competing 
at the national leveI. There are specific selections for individual and team 
sports. ln the 14-16 year age group, there were 360 talented athletes who 
were members of the selection for the Northern part of The Netherlands in 
one of several sports: soccer, vo lleyball, field hockey, tennis, speed skating and 
judo. A li athletes were asked to participate in the study. A total of 254 (7 1 %) 
did and completed a questionnaire. This group consisted of 136 males (54%) 
and I I 8 females (46%), and had an average age of 15 years and I month. The 
sample included 176 team athletes (69%) and 78 athletes in indivi dual sports 
(3 1%). 

T bl I N b f b a e um er o partlclpants )y en d er and type o f sport. 
Sports Male Female Total 
T eam athletes: 93 83 176 

Soccer 52 38 90 
Volleyball 17 21 38 

Field hockey 24 24 48 
Individual athletes: 43 35 78 

Tennis 12 7 19 
Speed Skating 12 18 30 

Judo 19 10 29 
TOTAL 136 118 254 

T wo years later, when the athletes reached the age group of 16-18 
years, the trainers of the district selection teams determined whether or not 
the initial sample of 254 athletes could sti ll be considered as talented, i.e., as 



successful in their respective sports. Athletes were viewed as more successful 
when they stil l performed at the highest national levei for their age. For team 
sport athletes, this was competition at the highest national levei for their age, 
and for athletes in individual sports, success was viewed as qualification for the 
national championship. Information o n performance was avail able for 228 
athletes (90%), 141 (62%) performing at a high levei (more successfu l) and 87 
(38%) no longer performing at a high levei (Iess successful). 

3.3. Data collection and data analyses 

A questionnaire, 'Parental Support in Sports,' was designed for the study 
(see appendix). Most questions were in closed format using 4 or 5 point Li kert 
scales, but open questions were structured to obtain more in-depth 
information. Responses were compressed into three categories: "great 
parental support", "some parental support" and "no parental support". Data 
were reported as percentages. 

T wo years after the initial survey, trainers identified the athletes who 
were more and less successful in their respective sports. The trainers used a 
list with the names of ali t he athletes t hat participated in the study. The 
questionnaire responses of the more and less successful ath letes were then 
compared: 

Ali analyses have been done using SPSS/PC +. The variables measured 
with the questionnaire a~e on ordinal levei and to make comparisons between 
both groups, we chose a non-parametric test (Huizingh, 1993; Stevens, 1996). 
This study deals with two independent groups - more successful and less 
successful athletes - and the test used to investigate significant differences is 
the Mann-Whitney test (also called Wilcoxon test) . The levei of significance 
(D) has been set at the 0.05 leveI. 

4. RESULTS 

4. I. On role models 

Over 90% of the parents served as a role model at least in some way, 127 

and there was a sign ifi cant difference between the more and less successful 
athletes (p<0.05). Parents of more successful athletes were presently or in the 
past more active in sports than parents of the less successful ath letes. This 
implies that parents of more successful athletes served as better role models. 
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More successful athletes 

3% 

47% 

• No role model O Great role model O Some role model 

Figure I a. Parental role modeling of youth athletes w ith high degree of success. 

Less successful athletes 

48% 9% 

.No role model DGreat role model DSome role model 

Figure I b. Parental role modeling of youth ath letes with low degree of success. 

4.2. On stimulation 

There was no difference between the two groups of ath letes for 
financial support from parents. Parents of both the more successful and less 
successful athletes did not often discuss the costs t hat they incurred for their 
child's at hletic career. 

Over 75% of parents gave at least some emotional support, and the 
. difference between more and less successful athletes was significant (p<O.05). 
The more successful ath letes received more emotional support from their 
parents. Parental emotional support consisted of presence at training sessions, 
competitions and tournaments; contact between parents and coaches; and 



whether parents attached importance to there being a pleasant atmosphere 
for their child's sport training. 

100% 

80% 

60% 

40% 

20% 

0% 
2 

D Little emotional 
support 

o Some emotional 
support 

• Great emotional 

1 = More successful athletes 
2 = Less successful athletes 

Figure 2. Parental emotional support of youth athletes with varying degrees of success. 

There was no significant difference between the more and less 
successful athletes in the third component of stimulation, the"importance of 
success." At least 90% of ali parents in both groups believed that their child's 
achievements in sports were important to very important. 

5. DISCUSSION 

Ali athletes were considered to be talented for their sport at the time 
the questionnaire was completed. After two years, some of the athletes were 
still viewed as talented, i.e. were still successful, while others were viewed as 
less successful. The more successful athletes still competed at the highest 
national levei, while the less successful athletes no longer did soo Comparison 
of the two groups with regard to parental support for sport provides insights 
into family patterns that may be important for a successful athletic career. 

It is c1ear that over 90% of ali parents served as a role model for sport 
participation in some form and that ove r 75% of ali parents gave at least some 
emotional support regarding the sports involvement of their child. The results 
indicate, in general, that families of talented athletes provide a very positive 129 

sports c1imate. The present study also showed differences in parental 
involvement between more and less successful athletes. Parents of more 
successful athletes provided better role models for their children's athletic 
achievements and more stimulation toward better sports achievements. 

Only emotional support showed a significant difference between the 
two groups. As a trainer or coach, it is important to realize that parents of 
talented athletes play an important role during the development of a sport 



130 

career. Without parental support, it is hardly possible for a child to reach elite 
status. 

Sloom (1985) distinguished among the Early, Middle and Later years in 
the careers of talented individuais. The influence of the parents was greatest 
during the Early Years as they urged their child towards athletic activities. It 
was during the Middle Years that a young athlete was ordinarily identifled as ' 
talented, and the nature of parental support was largely emotional and 
financiai. Parental support became less important in the Later Years. although 
financiai support did continue to play some role. Athletes in the present study 
can be placed in the Middle Years, so that it is not surprising that emotional 
support is of particularly great importance. ln general, these athletes do not 
yet have a partner to turn to for emotional support, as is often the case in the 
Later Years, and this makes it a serious task for the parents. 

As a trainer or coach, it is important to have regular contact with 
parents. Sy keeping parents updated about the training process and progress, 
parents are better informed and can provi de appropriate support. It is also 
important to realize that parents attendance at training sessions, competitions 
or tournaments is generally a positive signo Of course, negative concerns for 
over-involved parents should not be ignored. 

T raining methods and facilities are obviously important to provide 
athletes with the best opportunities to develop their talent. The atmosphere 
within the group is also equally important. Parents of more successful athletes 
in the Netherlands realize that a pleasant atmosphere is important for their 
child, and attach more value to this dimension of sport than parents of less 
successful athletes. 

To develop a successful career in one of the sports included in this 
study (soccer, volleyball, fleld hockey, tennis, speed skating or judo), young 
athletes invest at least 8 to 10 years of training before reaching the topo This is 
only possible if the athletes enjoy the activities, since feelings of enjoyment are 
related to high intrinsic motivation (Siddle and Chatzisarantis, 1999). It is also 
suggested that acquisition of expert performance involves operating within 
three types of constraints, including a motivational constraint (Ericsson et 01., 
1993). Trainers and coaches . can contribute to the development of a 
successful sports career by, among other things, creating a pleasant 
atmosphere. 

The differences observed between more and less successful athletes 
were already apparent when the total sam pie was still considered to be 
successful since they ali competed at the highest national levei for their age 
group and it was not yet apparent who woLJld ultimately become more 
successful. Of course, there are many different variables that play important 



roles in the development of a successful sport career, including physical and 
mental qualities. It is also clear that parental support is important, since in most 
cases it is the parents who are part of the child's life during the course of the 
entire athletic career. Parents can serve as role models and can stimulate their 
child towards better achievements in sport and in school. 

6. CONCLUSION 

It can be concluded that both serving as a role model and providing 
emotional support are important to success in sport. There are differences 
between parents of athletes who are more and less successful ove r the long 
run, although it is not possible to affirm that parental support is the decisive 
factor. 

The role of the parents in the sport involvement of talented youngsters 
is complex and the diversity of family contexts needs consideration 
(Côté, 1999). The complete family environment needs consideration at each 
stage of a young athlete's development in order to understand the infiuence 
of parents and family dynamics on talent development. 
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APPENDIX 

Dimensions of the Questionnaire 'Parental Support in Sports', with questions, scales 
and gu idelines for data analysis. 

Parental Support in Sports 

A. Role model 

Was your father or your mother participating in sports in the past? 
Yes, they both were I 
Yes, my father 2 
Yes, my mother 3 
No, they were not 4 

Is your father or your mother currently participating in sports? 
Yes, they both are I 
Yes, my father 2 
Yes, my mother 3 
No, they are not 4 

B. Stimulation of ath letic involvement 

B. I . Financial support 

Do your parents talk about the costs they have to make with regard to your 
involvement in sports? 

Very often 
Often 2 
Sometimes 
Hardlyever 
Never 

B.2. Emotional support 

3 
4 
5 

Do your parents (or one of your parents) attend your training? 
No, never 5 
No, hard ly ever 4 
Sometimes 3 
Yes,often 2 
Yes, very often 
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Do your parents (or one ofyour parents) attend your games/mathes/races? 
No, never 5 
No, hardly ever 4 
Sometimes 3 
Yes,often 2 
Yes, very often 

Do your parents talk with your trainer/coach about your sports involvement? 
Yes, very often I 
Yes,often 2 
Sometimes 3 
No, hardly ever 4 
No, never 5 

Do your parents think it is important there being a pleasant atmosphere in your 
sport team? 

No, not important at ali 5 
No, not 50 important 4 
I don't know 3 
Yes, important 2 
Yes, very important 

8.3, The importance of success in sports 
Do your parents think it is important that you are performing at a high levei ln 
sports? 

Yes, very important I 
Yes, important 2 
I don't know 3 
No, not 50 important 4 
No, not important at ali 5 

Do your parents think it is important that you win a game/match/race? 
Yes, very important I 
Yes, important 2 
I don't know 3 
No, not 50 important 4 
No, not important at ali 5 

Do your parents think it is important that other people think highly ofyou because 
of your achievements in sports? 

134 Yes, very important 
Yes, important 2 
I don't know 3 
No, not 50 important 
No, not important at ali 

4 
5 



Categories for role model: 
Great role model = 
Some role model = 
No role model = 

Categories for financial support: 
T alk about the costs (very) often = 
T alk about the costs sometimes = 
T alk about the costs hardly ever ar never = 

Categories for emotional support: 
Great emotional support = 
Some emotional support = 
Little emotional support = 

Categories for importance of success in sports: 
Great value = 
Some value = 
Little value = 

2-3 
4-6 
7-8 

1-2 
3 
4-5 

4-8 
9-12 
13-20 

3-8 
9- 12 
13- 15 
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