Well-Meaning Parents Often Provoke Youngster Burnout!
Participation in an organized sports program can certainly have multiple benefits for the young athlete, including boosting self-esteem and motivation. Indeed, several research studies have shown that happy young athletes earn better grades, have fewer problems outside the classroom than their non-athlete classmates, drop out significantly less and have fewer absences. In addition, they tend to learn life skills, such as how to communicate, develop commitment and collaborate with coaches and peers.

What has become a distressing phenomenon among young athletes is burnout, which leads to psychologically, physically and emotionally dropping out of their sport due to stress. Essentially, burnout develops the moment that "the costs" of participating in the sport outweighs the perceived rewards. "Costs" include perfectionist needs, travel and practice pressures, feeling cut off from classmates because of the time demands of the sport and injuries. But the most consistent cause of burnout for the young athlete is parental pressure! 

Specifically, young athletes describe parental pressure as the feeling that unless they continue to succeed in their sport, they won't be able to maintain a satisfactory relationship with their parent or parents. "For my folks, everything revolves around my sport" is a statement I hear too often in my sport psychology consultation with young athletes.

I certainly believe that most parents are well-intended with their young athletes. Becoming aware of the warning signs of burnout and preventive skills can go a long way toward eliminating the problem.

Warning Signs:
• high expectations and demands placed on the athlete; 
• the athlete perceives these as excessive; 
• the athlete becomes tense, anxious, and/or has difficulty sleeping; 
• performance declines and the athlete seems withdrawn and fatigued; 

Burnout Prevention Skills for the Parent
• recognize the warning signs and learn stress management skills you can teach your youngster; 
• allow your young athlete to have some input into his/her training; 
• help him/her set realistic goals for swimming performance and other life interests; 
• communicate with and listen to your youngster frequently; 
• minimize criticism...even innocuous parental remarks are frequently perceived by the youngster as critical. 

Obviously, in sports, the athlete has enough challenges to overcome, including maintaining concentration and confidence while minimizing nervousness and fear. As parents, you can play a major part in your youngsters' success. Having your "radar" tuned into their needs and behavior is the best way to ensure that they will live up to their potential!
