
Top 3 Things You Might Hear on the Sideline and How to Respond 
 
If you're the parent or caregiver of an athlete, you've probably heard it all on the sidelines: 
cheering, critiquing, armchair quarterbacking, arguing, cursing, and muttered insults. While 
plenty of parents and caregivers are respectful fans, some adults simply don't behave well in the 
stands.  
 
Here, TrueSport Expert Amanda Stanec, PhD, the founder and owner of MOVE + LIVE + 
LEARN, explains how you can observe behavior in the stands and help move it in a more 
positive direction when it comes to these three common sideline performances. 
 
What You Might Hear  
 

1. Criticizing their own athlete or other athletes 
"Parents should never say a negative comment to anyone participating—their athletes, their 
athletes' teammates, or kids on the opposing team," says Stanec. Unfortunately, plenty of family 
members consider shouting out 'constructive criticism' as a great way to 'help' their athletes. But 
often, the criticism makes athletes feel self-conscious and more likely to make more mistakes. So 
not only is it hurtful from an emotional standpoint, it's also probably costing the team valuable 
points. 
 
Instead: This is a great chance to show what 'good' cheering looks like, and often, other fans will 
start to see how well it works to motivate the kids on the team. "Kids love hearing cheers for 
them and you set a high standard of effort with what you're saying," says Stanec. “Comment on 
heart and hustle versus skill or talent, and you'll be rewarded with more effort from the athletes. 
When we put a focus on development and process, that helps put things in perspective for both 
the athletes and the fans." 
 

2. Complaining about the coach or referee 
"Fans shouldn't coach from the sideline: Your job when you're there as a caregiver is to be a 
caregiver." It can be tempting, even as a parent trying to stay positive, to get negative about a call 
by a referee or a play that you think the coach bungled. But criticizing the coach—quietly or by 
shouting—isn't an appropriate reaction. "If you're saying that the coach is wrong, your athlete 
will internalize that, and it could be harder for them to trust the coach going forward," says 
Stanec. "It also dehumanizes coaches and referees when you're yelling that they made a bad call. 
It's not your job to police them." (However, if you see a coach doing something inappropriate, 
like bullying his players, then you should intervene by reporting that behavior.) 
 
Instead: "Remember that officials and coaches, like all of us, make mistakes every day," says 
Stanec. "If we don't have officials, if we don't have coaches, our kids won't get to play. Expect 
mistakes and remember that it's not the end of the world." You may need to remind yourself of 
this, or you may need to remind the fans around you. 
 

3. Anything offensive regarding race, sexuality, gender, or any other slur 
It should go without saying, but situations where you should speak up come when anyone insults 
an athlete, coach, or referee based on appearance, race, sexuality, nationality, gender, disability 

https://truesport.org/about/trueexperts/
https://truesport.org/teamwork/5-ways-to-encourage-teamwork/


or other personal characteristic unrelated to the game being played. And unfortunately, this can 
happen. 
 
Instead: Speak up and clearly let the parent know that their comments are inappropriate. "This is 
really difficult because we're in such a polarized world right now. But it's better to be an 
upstander than a bystander," says Stanec. "There is a risk that comes with that, but like anything 
in life, sometimes you do have to take a stand." If you're concerned that the situation may 
devolve, get a referee or other authority figure involved. Most arenas have rules against any 
offensive language, and it's likely that the parent will be removed from the competition. 
 
How to Respond 
 
If you’ve heard any of these comments coming from the sidelines, here are some general best 
practices for how to handle it. 
 

1. Understand your options 
Stanec explains that as a parent or caregiver, you have three options when you hear another adult 
saying things you don't think are appropriate for the situation: 
 

1. Ignore it entirely 
2. Confront it in the moment 
3. Deal with it later, after tempers have cooled 

 
Often, she says, the third option is the best one. "You never know how another adult is going to 
react," she says. "If you confront them in the moment, you risk a situation worsening, and there 
is always a chance that it could be dangerous for you. However, ignoring bad behavior isn't ideal 
either, especially if you're hearing things that are offensive or hurtful to the young athletes." If 
you're struggling to have a conversation with other adults, consider asking the coach to address 
the parents as a whole to offer some recommendations for appropriate ways to engage from the 
sidelines. 
 

2. How to have a courageous conversation 
If you observed behavior you thought was harmful and you're ready to confront the other adult 
about it, that means you're going to have what Stanec calls a Courageous Conversation. "For 
example, at a game where my child was playing, I saw another woman yelling at her fifth 
grader," says Stanec. "The mom was being super negative towards her kid, and you could see it 
affecting the child—her body language made that clear. After the game, I asked the woman if we 
could have a conversation. I said, 'You clearly care about your daughter, but if you keep talking 
to her that way, she's going to quit this sport within two months. Right now, she is trying so hard, 
and telling her 'Nice try' instead of criticizing her will make a big difference.' To that woman's 
credit, she actually took that advice to heart, and she's been a lot more positive since then." 
 

3. How to be the coach's MVP 
While we've been talking about negative comments coming from the sidelines, Stanec wants to 
remind parents that you also have the ability to leave kids and coaches feeling positive and 
appreciated. "When something happens in a game or there is communication that you really 
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appreciate, let the coach know," she says. "It's amazing how much a coach appreciates hearing 
positive feedback." 
 

4. Be the parent your child would be proud of 
This is perhaps the most important reminder, and it can serve as a gentle nudge to remind other 
parents why they are there. "Ask yourself, 'What does it look like to be the parent my kid is 
proud to point to in the stands?'" recommends Stanec. "That can be such a powerful question and 
can completely change a parent's behavior.  
 
Takeaway 
It's difficult to have constructive, courageous conversations with fellow parents and caregivers 
who are yelling inappropriate things from the sidelines. And confronting other adults in the 
moment might not be a safe or productive way to handle a situation. In those situations, try to 
model good behavior, and if you're comfortable doing so, have a conversation with fellow 
parents after everyone has calmed down. And of course, be a parent that your athlete can be 
proud of as you cheer in the stands. 
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