HELPING YOUR ATHLETE THROUGH

SPORTS DISAPPOINTMENT
A PARENT/CAREGIVER'S GUIDE

Sports offer young athletes valuable learning opportunities not only in success, but also in setbacks.
Learning to handle disappointment constructively is a crucial life skill that extends beyond the playing
field. When your athlete first experiences a disappointing sports-related setback, your initial response
sets the tone for how they’ll process the experience.

The parental instinct might be to jump into problem-solving mode or minimize their feelings with
phrases like “it’s just a game,” or “there’s always next time.” However, these well-intentioned
responses can invalidate your athlete’s very real emotions. Instead, use the following tips to create a
safe space for your athlete to experience and express their disappointment.

LEAD WITH EMPATHY

Helping your athlete through sports disappointment begins with empathy. Before finding silver
linings or teaching moments, connect with your athlete on an emotional level. Some effective
ways to show empathy include:

Using phrases that acknowledge their feelings: “lI see how disappointed you are.”
Offering a hug or sitting beside them

Listening without trying to fix the situation

Sharing brief personal stories about times you felt a similar way

Allowing silence when needed

MOVE TOWARD CONSTRUCTIVE REFLECTION

Watch for signs that your athlete is ready to move beyond their initial emotions — this might be
minutes, hours, or even days later, depending on the significance of the disappointment and your
athlete’s personality. When you notice them becoming more receptive to conversation, you can
gradually guide them toward constructive reflection. This transition should feel natural and
unhurried. Here are some effective approaches:

Celebrate Season-Long Achievements

Help your athlete zoom out from the immediate disappointment by reflecting on the entire
season. Ask questions like:

e “What’s your favorite moment from this season?”
e “What new skills did you learn?”
¢ “How have you improved since the season started?”

Identify Specific Moments of Pride

Even in a disappointing game, there are usually positive moments worth recognizing. Help
your athlete identify these by sharing specific observations:

e ‘| saw you encourage your teammate after a mistake.”
e “| was impressed by the defensive play you made in the second quarter.”
e “You showed real perseverance by continuing to give your best effort.”
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Frame Setbacks as Learning Opportunities

Help your athlete view disappointment as a stepping stone rather than a dead end. You might
discuss:

Areas they’d like to focus on improving at their next practice

Setting goals for the rest of the season

How this experience might make them stronger

Setbacks are a normal part of any athletic journey

Great athletes aren’t defined by their losses but by how they respond to them
Improvement is rooted in learning from disappointing moments

FOCUS ON GROWTH BEYOND THE SEASON

As your athlete begins to move past the disappointment, help them channel their emotions into
positive action. This might include:

Setting specific, achievable goals for improvement for next season
Developing a practice plan for the off-season

Finding ways to stay connected with teammates

Discussing what they’re looking forward to in their next sporting opportunity

LOOK AT THE BIGGER PICTURE

While helping your athlete navigate sports disappointment, remember you’re teaching valuable
life skills that extend far beyond athletics. You’re helping them develop:

Emotional resilience

Healthy coping mechanisms

The ability to process and learn from setbacks
A growth mindset

Self-reflection skills

While challenging, sports disappointments offer valuable opportunities for emotional growth and life skill
development. By responding with empathy, allowing space for feelings, and guiding gentle reflection,
parents/caregivers can help their athletes not only bounce back from athletic setbacks but emerge
stronger and more resilient.

Every athlete processes disappointment differently, and there’s no one-size-fits-all timeline for moving
forward. Trust your instincts as a parent/caregiver, maintain open communication, and continue to provide
unconditional support. In doing so, you’ll help your athlete develop the emotional tools they need to
handle not just sports disappointments, but any challenges life may present.

This resource was generated in collaboration with Momentum Labs, A PCA Trusted Resource.
Momentum Labs is a mental performance coaching group that helps athletes and coaches build the
mindset to pursue their passions with grit, resilience, and wellbeing. Through one-to-one virtual sessions,
Momentum Labs teaches the mental skills athletes need to think, feel, and perform their best. Through the
development of these skills, athletes learn to be more resilient, healthier, and to excel in sport and life.

C/

PORTS DONE F : {

- J
-
=



https://positivecoach.org/resource-zone/reframing-mistakes/
https://positivecoach.org/resource-zone/goal-setting-worksheet/
https://positivecoach.org/resource-zone/nurturing-a-growth-mindset/
https://momentumlabs.coach/
https://positivecoach.org/
https://positivecoach.org/
https://momentumlabs.coach/



