
Helping your child achieve their 
potential:  

A Parents role in competitive swimming 



Introduction 

If your child is currently competing or considering entering the world of 
competitive swimming, please take a few minutes to read through this 
information.  

 

“Further to attending the parents workshop at the recent Regional Talent 
Camp training, I have gained more of an understanding of how I can support 
my child and enhance their overall enjoyment of swimming.  

I also realised that from a psychological point of view, there were things that I 
was getting wrong, so now I am better equipped to ensure that I am saying 
and doing the right thing! I hope you find it useful.” Kelly Widdop 
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A parent’s focus 

Take some time to think about what motivates you as a parent support your child in swimming by 
considering the following: 
• What do you want your child to develop from swimming? 
• What do you want your child to achieve in swimming? 
• What do you want your child’s focus to be in swimming? 

 
Everyone will have  different opinions and there are no right or wrong answers. It is important to 
recognise that the following  OUTCOMES are important for any swimmer: 
• Physical development (i.e. Speed, power, strength, endurance, fitness) 
• Technical  development (i.e. Breathing, turns, kicks, streamline) 
• Tactical development (i.e. Pacing, stroke rates, split timing) 
• Psychological development (i.e. Motivation, enjoyment, independence) 

 
Whilst the first three outcomes will enable your child to swim faster, the psychological things will keep 
your child interested and engaged in the sport over time.   
 
It is essential that as a parent we understand how to: 
• Assist our children in becoming more independent 
• Help maintain high motivation levels 
• Encourage them to take responsibility for their own performances (set their own goals) 
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Independence 

From the age of 11 and 12 your child should take responsibility for: 

• Switching on/setting their alarm clocks 

• Packing their own swim/kit bags 

• Wash/dry their used swimming things 

• Setting their own goals 
 

 

These may seem like simple things, but getting into the habit of doing them 
helps to make them more self sufficient and take responsibility. 
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Motivation 

In the context of swimming - motivation is influenced by the environment that an 
individual operates within. This is influenced by the ways in which important people in 
the child’s life (parents and coaches): 
• Create boundaries and expectations 
• Form relationships 
• Feedback about performance, both in training and competition.   
 
These three aspects can then influence how an individual views success and failure, 
which in turn influences the types of goals that they set for themselves. 
 
Success and failure is influenced first by the way in which we view ability.  Ability can 
be viewed in one or two ways: 
1. Fixed mind-set: Natural talent and is therefore stable and can’t be changed 
2. Growth mind-set: Self-improvement, mastery of skills, hard work to improve 
 
Athletes with a GROWTH mind-set will achieve more long-term success, as they 
maintain higher levels of motivation! 
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Motivation vs Reward 

Rewarding OUTCOMES (such as times) may seem a good way to motivate 
your child, and it will work in the short-term, however there will be times in 
your child’s swimming career when they will be beaten, or they may not PB 
for a long period of time. 
 
If motivation is reward based, your child is more likely to give up swimming 
when faced with these hurdles. 
 
If you reward the PROCESS (i.e.  Focussing on HOW they have swum, rather 
than where they came or the time) motivation levels are maintained, they will 
put in the hard work and effort required to make improvements and they are 
more likely to stay in the sport. 
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Goal setting 

 

 

• Process goals are the foundation 
of performance. 

 
• If your child focuses on getting 

the process right, they are more 
likely to get the time they want, 
to help them achieve their target. 
 

• The HOW is more important than 
the outcome. 

 
• Targets have to be realistic, based 

on THEIR ability. 
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Outcome 

Performance 

Process 

Types of goals 



Process goals 

Setting goals: 
• Your child can set their own process goals, based on feedback from the log books. 
• Getting into the habit of setting process goals at every training session will make 

them a better swimmer. 
 

Examples of swimming process goals include: 

• Speed into turns  

• Underwater phase 

• Last stroke into the wall 

• Breathing on third stroke out of turns 

 

How to encourage goal setting: 

• Before training – ask questions like: “What do you want to get out of today’s 
session?” “Tell one thing that you are planning to focus on in training today?” 

• After training – ask: “Do you feel that you achieved your process goal during 
today’s session?” 
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Evaluation 

After every performance encourage your child to self evaluate. 

 

Recommendations from Sports Psychologist: 

• After a race DO NOT focus on the time achieved in a race; 

• Swim down and consider: 

– 3 positive things – what went well? 

– 3 negative things – what didn’t go so well? 

– One thing to improve on next time. 

• Then reflect the time achieved and consider if it matches their expectation 
of the swim. 

• The HOW is more important than the OUTCOME (time). 
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Top tips 

Do: 

• Reward effort and skills over times and outcomes 

• Provide love, comfort and security  

• Ensure home is a safe haven away from competitive pressures 

• Give your child time to self-reflect before giving your opinion 

• When providing feedback, focus on process not times 

 

Don't: 

• Reward outcomes such as times and medals (money for PB’s, new 
swimsuit etc.) 

• Try to provide advice about technique – this should be left to the coach 
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