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Motivating Young Athletes: 

As a coach of young athletes, one of your primary responsibilities is to motivate your squad 

and foster a learning environment that allows them to develop both their skills and the love 

of their sport. This can be a challenging task, as young athletes often have shorter attention 

spans, varying levels of natural talent and experience, and a range of emotional and social 

needs. However, with the right strategies and mindset, you can create a culture that inspires 

your athletes to work hard, have fun, and reach their full potential. 

 

Establish clear Goals and Expectations: 

The first step in motivating young athletes is to establish clear goals and expectations for each squad 

member. These should be communicated clearly and consistently and delivered to the age and skill 

level of your athletes. For example, if working with under 16 year old athletes, your goals might be 

to develop more advanced skills, improve pre event knowledge, to prepare them for the next level 

of competition. Regardless of the specific goals, it is important to make sure that they are achievable 

and that your athletes understand what is expected of them. This will help create a sense of purpose 

and direction and will give your athletes something to work towards. 

 

Foster a Positive and Encouraging environment: 

It is also important to create a positive and encouraging squad culture. This means cultivating an 

environment where your athletes feel supported, valued, and motivated to do their best. One way 

to achieve this is through positive reinforcement and recognition. When your athletes demonstrate 

effort, improvement, make sure to acknowledge and praise them. This could be by verbal 

encouragement or even small rewards like a certificate or something similar. It’s also important to 

avoid criticism or punishment, as this can undermine your athletes confidence and motivation. 

Instead, try to frame feedback in a constructive and supportive way, focusing on areas for 

improvement rather than simply pointing out mistakes. Also, encourage your squad to support one 

another. Fostering a sense of squad unity can go a long way in keeping your athletes motivated and 

engaged. 

Incorporate variety and fun into your training: 

Another key to motivating young athletes is to incorporate variety and fun into your training. Young 

athletes have shorter attention spans and can quickly become bored with repetitive drills or 

exercises. To keep your athletes engaged, try to mix up the activities and utilise a range of different 

skills and challenges. This could include games, and other activities that allow your athletes to apply 

what they have learned in a dynamic and engaging way. By keeping your training fresh, engaging, 



and fun, you will be more likely to maintain your athletes motivation and enjoyment throughout the 

season. 

Provide individualised attention and support: 

In addition to creating a positive culture and using variety into your training, it is also important to 

provide individualised attention and support to your athletes. Each person is unique, with their own 

strengths, weaknesses, and learning styles, so it is important to tailor your coaching approach 

accordingly. It could mean adjusting your communication style or teaching methods to better suit 

the needs of the individual in front of you. By taking the time to get to know your athletes and 

understand their unique needs and preferences, you’ll be better equipped to help them reach their 

full potential and stay motivated throughout the season. 

Encourage a growth mindset: 

It is important to encourage a growth mindset in your young athletes. This means helping them to 

see their abilities and skills as something that can be developed and improved through hard work 

and dedication. One way to do this is to focus on the process rather than the outcome. Instead of 

praising natural talent or success, try to highlight the effort, persistence, and problem solving skills 

they have demonstrated. By fostering a growth mindset in your young athletes, you will be helping 

them to develop the resilience, determination, and self-belief that will serve them well both on and 

off the track.  

In conclusion, motivating young athletes and creating a positive learning environment is a complex 

and multifaceted challenge, but it is one that is essential for the success and well-being of your 

athletes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yours in Athletics  

Neil Bartlett – Athletics Auckland Coach Development 
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