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Why dealing with trauma and difficulty is important for sporting success 

A growing level of discussion and research has emerged amongst sports psychologists and talent 

development specialists recognising the view that overcoming a degree of challenge is desirable for 

aspiring elite athletes (Collins et al, 2016). A common feature of many talent development pathways, 

and the prevalent train of thought among many parents and coaches is to minimise the number and 

the impact of developmental challenges on young athletes. Indeed many talent development 

programmes deliberately try to smooth the pathway for their most talented performers and protect 

them from significant trauma and obstacles. This situation is further exacerbated since, due to their 

early ability, many young athletes may often not encounter significant challenges until late in their 

career. Increasingly, however, experiencing a degree of challenge during development is recognised 

as an essential characteristic of those athletes who make it to the very highest level in their sport.   

The term trauma contains numerous meanings but it is important to highlight that the definition 

does not necessarily need to refer to tragic life experiences such as family breakdowns and 

bereavement. According to Collins et al (2016), for young athletes on the talent development 

pathway, structured trauma might include challenges such as playing up an age group, playing out of 

position, de-selection from a team or not playing much in high profile competitions, or even facing 

an increase in training load. It is via such experiences that young athletes learn to cope with the 

inevitable "up and downs" of development. This then maximises their growth opportunities as they 

must learn from setbacks but a failure to show determination and “grit” in the face of such non-

linear progression is often a common experience of talented young athletes who arguably fail to 

fulfil their potential. Such experiences led Collins et al to surmise that talent needs some degree of 

challenge to develop optimally and thus, talent pathways should optimise challenge rather than 

merely providing unremitting support.  

In recent years, both within the club sport and school sport domains, there has undoubtedly been an 

increasing preparedness for parents to involve themselves in their children’s sporting experiences. 

This can come in the form of ever present and unstinting support from the side-lines or to overt 

disagreement with coaching / selection decisions. Although the intentions behind such interventions 

are overwhelmingly made with the interests of the child at their centre such incidents may actually 

do long term harm. If a young athlete has not made selection for a team there certainly isn’t 

anything wrong in ensuring the reasons for the non-selection have been communicated to the 

athlete but that is where the intervention should cease. Debating with a coach the merits of one 

child over that of another is both inappropriate and unsuitable. Moreover, actually allowing one’s 

child to process and emotionally deal with such a decision and then allow them to act upon it is a far 

longer lasting and beneficial experience for them. It may well be upsetting in the short term but all 

the evidence indicates they will develop significant life skills for dealing with such a challenge which 

they may use in elite sport or in everyday life.  

When one considers the comments recorded by the most elite performers in Collins et al’s study 

(they call them “Super Champions”) it is illuminating to see how the athletes themselves responded 

to a setback or challenge such as non-selection or being dropped.   

"Right, what do I need to do? I'm going to do this, do this and get back. But I never thought I wanted 

to quit. I think I still would have worked hard and still trained and done everything I could have 

done.” 

Their motivation was very much intrinsically driven and interestingly their experiences were often 

characterised by low key supportive parental involvement. The study by Collins et al compares the 
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experiences of these elite “Super Champion” performers with those deemed “Champion” (not quite 

international standard) and “Almosts” (junior internationals but second tier adult performers). The 

experiences of the latter two groups were characterised by far more involvement from significant 

others (parents / specialist coaches) and a greater tendency to be motivated by outcomes rather 

than the processes, for example, playing and competing rather than investing in extra training.   

“Mum and Dad would drive me everywhere, watch with much nail biting then drive me home with a 

big inquest.” 

 "I loved competing but the training was just a chore. I would miss it if I could.” 

 So what simple lessons and conclusions can we take from the study by Collins et al? One view they 

promote is that the facilitative rather than directive styles of parenting and coaching experienced by 

a majority of the “Super Champions” in their study seems to be a contributory factor in their 

subsequent success. Secondly, elite performers all experienced significant learning and personal 

development from dealing with sporting challenges such as injury, de-selection or non-selection at 

crucial times. By contrast, the lower achievers in their study were characterised by externalising 

failings, i.e. blaming others / officials / coaches.  Undoubtedly, adolescent children will experience 

emotional upheaval when they, for example, do not get selected for a tournament or injury causes 

them to miss key matches and tournaments. However, if we are to truly help young people come to 

terms with such experiences we have to emphasise how important their reaction is to such a 

setback. Lessons can be learnt and improvements can be made which will ultimately make them 

better people, let alone better sports performers.  
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