
Happiness and Youth Sports:  10 Steps to Peaceful Co-Existence
There are 15 seconds left on the clock and the score is tied.  Your kid, the point guard, brings the ball down the court whizzing past the defensive.  Pass to the middle and then out again to your kid.  The ball is released just before the buzzer and…it’s good!!  What a great moment for your child.  Too bad you missed it because you had to go pick up the other kid at soccer practice.  

Youth sports offer wonderful opportunities for kids to learn the importance of hard work and team work.  It teaches kids to win graciously and lose with their heads held high.  Youth sports also take a real toll on American families.  Occasions that used to be “family time” like weekends, birthdays and holidays are usurped by unrelenting, year round practice and game schedules.  Parents drive from place to place or town to town in a blur of car pooling and chauffeuring. 

As parents get more exhausted and stressed, so do the kids.  We have to ask – is anyone happy?  If you want your kids to be happy today and to grow up to be happy adults, you need to show them what a happy adult looks like.  It’s not as hard as it sounds.  
The Formula for Happiness: H A P P Y
Finding happiness as a sports parent is possible, but you need to follow the formula.
H is for healthy

1. Move!

2. Drink! (water)

3. Sleep!

It’s hard to be happy if you’re too tired or your energy is low.   We know that time is at a premium but there are things you can do to take care of your health even when you have little time.  Research has shown that 30 minutes a day of moderate exercise, like walking, makes a big difference.  So the next time you are at a soccer game, try walking around the field as you watch the game, or park far away from the gym so you have to walk a little more.  Carry a water bottle with you everywhere – especially in the car during all of that driving.  Take a sip every time you stop.  Most adults need 8 hours of sleep a day and very few of us get more than 6.  Make sleep a priority.  Try to add 15 minutes of sleep to your day and keep adding 15 minutes each week until you get close to 8.  You’ll find you have more energy and feel less tempted to eat junk food.  
A is for Adaptability

4. Be grounded in your values

5. Build a network of drivers

Change is constant in a sports parents’ life.  Coaches change, teams change, your child’s body changes and, of course, schedules change – often.  It’s enough to make anyone crazy.  To navigate change gracefully and with a minimum of swearing, you need two things:  perspective and other adults who can help with the driving.   When you child starts with a new team or a new coach, it can be very emotional for everyone.  Your child wants to please the coach and do well but they need to understand what the coach expects and many coaches do not communicate their expectations very clearly.  The best thing you can do for your child and yourself is to stay calm and grounded in your values.  Remind yourself of the reasons your child is participating in this sport.  Focus on the things you control, like staying consistently positive in your comments to your child before and after a game or competition.  Don’t stress about those things you cannot control like the coach’s behavior.  As for those last minute schedule changes, the best strategy is to build a network of drivers or join a car pool.  If you have at least 2 other adults you can ask for help, chances are you can meet any last minute schedule changes with minimal disruption to your work.  
P is for proud of your work

6.  Resist the guilt.

When your child is on a sports team, you get to know the other parents.  It’s an inevitable result of hours shared on the sidelines.  For some working moms, time spent with the other team moms who do not work outside the home can become a guilt inducing gauntlet of thinly veiled disapproving remarks.  If that is you – RESIST the guilt.  Remind yourself why you work – to contribute to the family income, to share your talent with the world or simply because you are far happier when you are working.  Taking care of your own happiness is the best thing you can do for your family.  So, if you enjoy working – whether or not there is a financial necessity for it – be proud.  Guilt is a waste of time and energy and it gets in the way of happiness.
P is for proud of your family

7. Accept your children for who they are not who you want them to be

8. Focus on your children’s strengths, not their weaknesses

This is the toughest part in the formula for sports parents.  By definition, sports are competitive.  Sports parents are also competitive.  If your kid is not consistently the star of the team, there will be times that you feel disappointed, or frustrated or even a little embarrassed by your child.  You may also have times when you are burning with righteous indignation because your kid was benched unfairly.   It’s hard to feel proud of your kid when you’ve just spent hours watching them play badly and get reamed by the coach.  Of course, if you express your disappointment, neither you nor your child will be happy.  So, focus on the positive.  Did you child do anything good in the game or competition?  Start with that.  If they bring up their mistakes, be neutral.  Say “yes, I saw that.  What do you think was happening?  How would you avoid making that mistake again”.  Maybe the most positive thing you can focus on is the fact that your child did not pout or cry despite being reprimanded by the coach in front of the team.  If that is the case, tell her so.   Help your child identify his strengths and build on them.  Talk your child through accepting and then letting go of the unfairness of a referee or a coach.   Participating in youth sports is an opportunity to build character – yours and your child’s.
Y is for young at heart

9.  Find joy in small moments
10. Keep your sense of humor

When you are rushing through your day, to get the kids off to school, get yourself to work, rushing out of work to get the kids to practice and them home for dinner, homework and bed, it can be hard to feel joyful.  Start small.  Joy is found in tiny moments so you need to look for them.    If your 5 year old tied his own shoes for the first time, celebrate!  If you finished a project at work that had been plaguing you for weeks, rejoice.  All that time in the car driving to and from practice is full of opportunity for joy.  Drive time can be a great time to find out what happened in school that day.  If you are car pooling, just ask a few open ended questions and the other kids in the car will probably tell you what your child would sullenly keep to himself.  Or, if no one feels like talking, find some music on the radio that you like and enjoy it.  Greatest hits from the 80s may not be the kid’s favorite but it won’t kill them either.  Or, have them pick the music and see if you can get into it.  

Raising a family is hard.  Raising a family while you work is even harder.  Add youth sports to the mix and you’ve increased the degree of difficulty by however many sports your children participate in.   The best antidote for stress is laughter.  Don’t be afraid to be silly with your kids.  Lighten the mood with a joke or a wry observation.  If we take sports too seriously, so will they.  Even if you’re hoping for a full ride to college for your athlete, there is no reason to take the fun out of the game.

 This is the only childhood your kids will have and what they need from you is more than private lessons and top notch sports equipment.  They need you to teach them your values and to show them a path to happiness but taking that path yourself.
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