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ABSTRACT

Background. Aiming at understanding what influences youth sports experiences, researchers emphasize the
significance of the role of the family not only in the decision to get engaged in sports activities, but also in the
inclination to continue the activities. The increasing emphasis is on parental involvement and the impact of positive
and negative verbal behaviour influence on the psychosocial state of children engaged in sport. The aim of this
article was a conceptual overview of the family role, as the most significant microenvironment, in children’s sports
activities.

Methods. Analysis and discussion of scientific literature.

Results. Parental behaviour entails different reactions of children engaged in sports, but on the basis of self-
determination and achievement goal theories, it can be argued that the behaviour of the family should encourage
athletes’ mastery orientation, and consequently, a more pro-social conduct and moral reasoning can be expected.

Conclusions. Systematic literature review showed that both theories are in favour of actions and strategy, with
reference to parents’ encouragement to involve children in a task, while reducing their ego functioning. It can be
concluded that parents perceive their behaviour differently from that of their children, so often parents’ positive
reinforcement can have a negative impact on athletes’ psychosocial state, values, behaviour and goal-setting at

present and in the future.
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INTRODUCTION

port in today’s society is a popular,

promoted and strongly established activity

in which people of any age, social status,
or different interests are engaged. Millions of
young people around the world are involved
in sports activities, and later, in competitive or
professional sports, which, supposedly, have
a positive impact on adolescent psychosocial
development and propensity to exercise at a late
age (Elliott & Drummond, 2016). In addition,
sports is treated as an educational tool, shaping
children and adolescents’ behaviour patterns
(Leo, Sanchez-Miguel, Sanchez-Olivia, Amado, &
Garcia-Calvo, 2015) and value orientations, which
lay the foundations for pro-social or anti-social

behaviour expression not only in sports, but also in
other areas of social life. Sports researchers (Elliott
& Drummond, 2016., Leo et al., 2015; Schwebel,
Smith, & Smoll, 2016) aim at establishing what
influences young people’s experiences in sports
and they emphasize the significance of the family
role not only in the decision making to be engaged
in sports activities (Timperio et al., 2013; Wheeler,
2012), but also in the inclination to continue the
activities (Yesu & Harwood, 2015). Family role
usually includes the necessary financial, logistic
and emotional support, which gives the child the
opportunity to be engaged in sports activities and
to develop their physical abilities. Apart from
that, more and more emphasis is put on the effect
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of parental involvement (Knight, Dorsch, Osali,
Haderlie, & Sellers, 2016; Stefansen, Smethe, &
Strandbu, 2016; Yesu & Harwood, 2015) as well
as positive and negative verbal behaviour on the
psychosocial state of children engaged in sports
activities. Research on microclimate created by
coaches, parents and other important persons to
athletes is based on a number of different theories:
Achievement Goal Theory (AGT; Nicholls, 1989)
and Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci &
Ryan, 1985), which define the type of motivation
according to personal goal setting and source of its
derivation.

According to Shields and Bredemeir (2007),
involvement in sports activities does not necessarily
mean apositive impact on the formation of character,
but it is unanimously recognized that exercising is
an important social experience that can be useful
under the right circumstances (Leo et al., 2015).
Therefore, it is important to reveal the role of the
family in children’s sports activities as the most
significant microenvironment factor and to answer
the question - how parents’ behaviour influences
children’s well-being in sport. Given the dearth of
research on this topic, I felt it important to examine
this topic in an attempt to provide knowledge that
could be useful to educators, physical education
teachers and parents.

METHODS

This review presents a synthesis of research
conducted by the author. These methods were used
to achieve the research aim: analysis and discussion
of scientific literature.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

AGT-based studies have shown that significant
surrounding people can have a social impact
on the person’s needs, expectations and awards
(Chan, Londsdale & Fung, 2011). It should be
noted that AGT focuses on two achievement
motivation sources: mastery orientation, which is
related to the pursuit of personal independence,
commitment, systematic demonstration of effort,
skill and purposefulness of the task (Leo et al.,
2015). Mistakes are regarded as personal growth
and self-improvement opportunities (O’Rourke,
Smith, Smoll, & Cumming, 2014), thus, young
athletes with a mastery orientation can perceive
themselves as having less talent or ability, but

still feel successful and competent (Schwebel et
al., 2016). Meanwhile, performance orientation is
related to competitiveness, the one’s self-elevation,
demonstration of power and force, often, disregard
of rules and regulations, and purposefulness of the
ego. Mistakes are unacceptable, and while making
every effort to show the best performance, in case of
failure, the person is likely to feel very incompetent
(Schwebel et al., 2016). It should be emphasized
that this orientation has influence on the personal
interpretation of competence in various fields, such
as sports activities (Hein & Hagger, 2007). Just as
there are different achievement goal orientations,
which can be classified on the basis of ego and
mastery, there is also a situational climate, which
can be classified similarly. Both ego and mastery
climates are influenced by interaction of personal
and situational factors (O’Rourke et al., 2014).
Parents and coaches can be named as individuals
influencing youth sport socialization, who have
an undeniable impact on children’s psychosocial
development (Pomerantz & Thompson, 2008).
As a result, the created microclimate can strongly
influence children’s achievement goal orientation
(McArdle & Duda, 2002).

SDT explains how satisfying the natural human
innate extrinsic motivation of psychological needs
(relatedness, competence, autonomy) becomes
intrinsic, and how this transformation can be
promoted and maintained (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
In SDT, in accordance with the motive autonomy
and values internalization, extrinsic motivation
is divided into four levels: external regulation
(controlled by external incentives or penalties),
introjected regulation (values are taken over
from the environment, but are not yet perceived
as one’s personal self, associated with the ego,
when any motivation to act leads to desire pride,
or fault avoidance), identified regulation (indicates
a conscious personal choice of goals and its
perception as personally important) and integrated
regulation (with the highest level of autonomy and
is perceived when certain values are assimilated
with one’s personal self, and are intertwined with
other values, objectives and desires). Essential
SDT principle states that personal motivation
control takes place through environmental social
context (Deci & Ryan, 1985), where interpersonal
relationships with others (e.g. parents, teachers,
coaches and other authoritative persons) play a
majorrole (Fenton, Duda & Barrett,2016). When the
microclimate created by these people encourages
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athletes’ relatedness, competence, autonomy, the
last-mentioned manifest higher forms of internal
motivation (Amorose &  Anderson-Butcher,
2007). By analogy, when the above mentioned
requirements are not satisfied, athletes experience
a lower quality and more controlled motivation
forms (Pelletier, Fortier, Vallerand, & Bricre,
2001). From the perspective of SDT, motivation in
sports is a complicated and complex phenomenon
because people have many motives to get involved
in sports activities (Richard & Edward, 2017), and
athlete’s psychosocial state during the process is
strongly influenced by the approach and behaviour
of the significant individuals surrounding them.
Both theories are closely correlated, and in some
researchers’ (Hein & Hagger, 2007; Keshtidar &
Behzadnia, 2017; Standage, Duda, & Ntnoumanis,
2003) opinion, they define the same things but in
different aspects. For example, what is known as
internal motivation in AGT correlates very well
with the orientation to the task. By analogy, what
is called extrinsic motivation in self-determination
theory is well-connected with the orientation to the
ego. The authors of these theories agree that both
theories are in favour of actions and strategies that
promote engagement in the task, whilst reducing
the ego functioning (Spray, Wang, Biddle, &
Chatzisarantis, 2006). The very involvement in the
task is likely to foster intrinsic motivation.
Parental role in children’s sports activities.
Parental involvement in children’s sports activities
was one of the most attractive research areas in
the eighties (Clarke & Harwood, 2014; Elliott
& Drummond, 2015), but interest in the subject
increased greatly in recent years, when sports has
become one of the most affordable and common
leisure activities. However, the expression of youth’s
anti-social behaviour in social life has become a
source of concern. The importance of teaching
parents certain behaviour patterns is emphasized as
research shows that certain parental behaviour can
adverselyaffectchildrenandadolescents’ well-being
and motivation to do sports (Elliott & Drummond,
2016; Leo et al., 2015; Wiersma & Fifer, 2008).
According to Elliott and Drummond (2016),
research community has been focused on parents’
behaviour, such as abuse, criticism, coercion,
which potentially makes a negative impact on
young people, but little is known about the socially
constructed meaning of parental verbal behaviour.
It is believed that the positive parent rein-
forcement is associated with children’s, engaged

in sports, satisfaction (Chan et al., 2011; Elliott &
Drummond, 2016; Elliott & Drummond, 2015),
higher self-esteem (Elliott & Drummond, 2015;
Schwebel et al., 2016), benevolence, competence,
and, in some cases, clite status (Fraser-Thomas,
Cote, & Deakin, 2008; McCarthy, Jones & Clark-
Carter, 2008). It was found that parents’ encour-
agement, praise and support increase children’s
awareness of their athletic ability systematically
and have a positive impact on their interest in
sports (Lavoie & Stellino, 2008). When analys-
ing the role of parents in children’s activities, it
is important to separate the influence of fathers
and mothers which often can vary significantly.
According to Brustad, Babkes, and Smith (2001),
children can treat parents’ behaviour differently.
Differential perceptions of mothers’ and fathers’
influence appear to vary depending on the spe-
cific dimension or type of parental influence as-
sessed (Lavoie & Stellino, 2008).

The authors argue that the children’s, engaged
in sports, perception of father and mother’s
pressures, expectations and their impact on a
variety of different sports results vary. Research
results by Chan et al. (2011) show that mother’s
punishment, far more than father’s, is related to
children’s, engaged in sports activities, anxiety.
Lavoie and Stellino’s (2008) study complements to
the idea stating that mother’s involvement in sports
activities, far more than father’s, is connected with
the athletes’ graciousness. However, only fathers’
more active involvement in children’s sports
activities could decrease children’s whining and
complaining. Also, the authors argue that learning
and enjoyment climate created by mothers, unlike
fathers, is significantly negatively associated with
children’s, engaged in sports, tendency to play and
talk tough. Meanwhile it is agreed unequivocally
that those athletes who are included in the mastery
climate are much less likely to behave in an anti-
social manner (Leo et al. 2015; Palou, Vidal,
Borras, & Garcia-Mas, 2013; Sanchez-Olivia,
Leo, Sanchez-Miguel, Amado, & Garcia-Calvo,
2012). In addition, Miller and co-authors’ (2005)
research shows that players who are characterized
by a high-performance climate respect social
norms and rules less, as compared with those
athletes who are characterized by low-performance
climate. Danioni, Barn, and Rosnaili (2017) found
that parental involvement in children’s sportive
activity turned out to be a significant predictor
of adolescents’ sport value acceptance, and
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this involvement was mainly characterized by
encouragement (namely, praise and understanding)
and only moderately by a directive behaviour or
by active involvement. It should be noted that the
participants of the research were characterized
by much higher achievement values than status
values. This can be interpreted that a strong sense
of support for children engaged in sports inhibits
their ego and promotes task orientation, resulting
in the need for a natural result of their efforts to
achieve the objectives without trying to compete
with rivals and to gain a certain status. Research
shows that those athletes who are involved in the
mastery climate are much less likely to behave in
an anti-social manner (Palou et al., 2013; Sanchez-
Olivia et al., 2012). However, does parents’ positive
reinforcement always have a positive effect on
children’s behaviour?

The study by Leo et al. (2015) shows that
parental support was not negatively associated
with antisocial intention and judgment, and even
antisocial performance correlated positively with
parents’ support. Lavoie and Stellino’s (2008)
research results show that both father’s and mother’s
expectations and created concerning conducive
climate is significantly associated with child’s,
engaged in sports activity, tendency to play and
talk tough, as well as whine and complain. C6té &
Hay (2002) argue that too low or too high parental
expectations can suppress any child’s motivation
and enthusiasm to be engaged in sports activities.

Taking into account aforementioned literature
facts, it should be emphasized that parental
involvement in children’s sports activities can be

described as a complex and dynamic process of
interaction between parents and children, parents
and coaches, depending on parents’ empathy,
game-like situation, children’s performances and
parents’ knowledge and acquired experience (Holt,
Temminen, Black, Sehn, & Wall, 2008).

CONCLUSION

This work aimed at revealing parental role
in children’s sports activities, based on Self-
Determination and Goal Achievement theories.
Systematic literature analysis showed that both
theories are in favour of actions and strategy
by which parents should encourage children’s
engaged in sports involvement in a task, reducing
their ego manifestation. Looking at the above-
mentioned research, we can conclude that parents
perceive their behaviour differently than that of
children, so often parents’ positive reinforcement
can have a negative impact on children’s, engaged
in sports, psychosocial state, and later, on their
values and goal-setting behaviour at present time
and in the future. Undoubtedly parents play an
important role in children’s sports activities, but
researchers produce controversial results without
being able to unequivocally answer why parents’
behaviour is caused by different reactions and how
these reactions affect children’s psychosocial state.
Finally, while we now have a better understanding
of the impact of parents on young athletes’ well-
being, further research is warranted on areas, such
as athletes’ age and type of sport. Thus, this area
still requires more in-depth research.
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