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How much can motivation from parents, or the important adults in your life, help or hinder your success? 

Throughout our childhood, most, if not all, of us will engage in some form of extracurricular activity: music, 

sport, arts to name but a few. And each one of us will go to school, study subjects and take exams. With 

some hard work and dedication, we will all find success in at least one of these fields. But our effort, and 

therefore our success, is not solely determined by our own actions. Our parents, teachers, coaches and 

other adults will all offer support and motivation to help us achieve. But how effective is this? Does 

motivation and belief in us really have the power to spur us on to greater heights or leave us miles from 

success?  

Motivation from parents can be compared to major sports events like the Olympics. The athlete is sprinting 

for the long-jump or nearing the end of the 5000 metres. They are starting to tire. Then, the crowd erupts 

into cheers and clapping, motivating the athletes to keep going. And they do; the crowd spurs them on to 

jump that little bit further, run that little bit faster, making all the difference at the end. It is the same with us 

and the important adults in our lives. When we start to struggle with our chosen subjects, our sporting 

ability seems to be stuck in a rut or that tune will not be perfect, a little encouragement and belief from our 

parents and coaches is sometimes enough to help us through the tough times and towards success. When 

that little voice in our head says: ‘you can’t do it, you’re not good enough’, all it takes to dispel the qualms 

is a persistent ‘you can do it’ from mum or dad. Hearing constant belief and encouragement, especially 

from those you love, plays a key role in keeping your passion for your selected activity alive and carrying 

you to greatness. Showing support helps students; a Choir Participation Survey conducted at a U.S. 

university showed that musicians whose parents were supportive of their musical participation developed 

better concepts and skills in music. American tennis player Andre Agassi’s father was the one who pushed 

him to play tennis, and in later life Agassi became world number one. Joseph Lister, who founded 

antiseptic medicine, was supported by his father, who encouraged his interest in science, especially 

medicine and the human body. 

It is not only parents who can offer the belief and motivation that leads you to succeed. Our teachers, 

tutors and coaches, who give us the skills and knowledge we need, also provide encouragement to keep 

going, to not give in, to persist on the path to success. For example, I have played tennis since I was four. 

During Year 5, my playing became stuck in a rut. In tournaments I had little success. But my coach kept 

believing and continued giving me the support and positivity I needed. Now, I have placed second or 

higher in thirteen competitions in the last two years. That same coach was also present when I was 

representing Durham and Cleveland at the annual County Cup. Hearing my coach, a trusted, experienced 

adult, talking to me from the side lines gave me belief that I could do it. And I didn’t lose a match that day. I 

also know that he helped my friends to persist when it got tough as I heard him encouraging them, offering 

praise and motivating them to not give in.  Motivation from the important adults in our lives has the power 

to lead us to success. Another example of how belief in us from our teachers is given by Dan Freedman 

himself. He says that his English teacher was instrumental in his progression from nervous writer to the 

bestselling author he is today. Freedman says that the confidence, belief and support invested in him by 

his English teacher made him very important and helped to boost Freedman to the heights he has 

attained. 

 Motivation comes in different forms. Sometimes, having family members who have also attained great 

heights in your activity spurs you on to follow the family trend, even to challenge records set by parents. 

This ‘unintentional’ or ‘follow the family’ motivation could be seen as one of the most effective methods. 

For example, take footballing father and son Cesare Maldini and Paolo Maldini. It could be argued that 

Cesare’s outstanding success, which involved winning four league titles and one Euro Cup, played a role 

in motivating Paolo to persist with football and go on to win, among other things, five Euro Cup/Champions 

League trophies. 
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We have seen that parents and other important adults giving support and motivating us to keep going can 

help lead us to great successes, but can it go the other way? Motivation has the power to help us succeed; 

it also has the strength to slow us down, even turn us away from what we love.  

Andre Agassi shows this. Despite having a hugely successful career, the 1995 world number one hated 

tennis as a child. His father, Emanuel Agassi, was exceptionally pushy and tried very hard to groom 

Agassi for greatness. This excessive pushing and pressure meant that Agassi had no love for the sport, as 

it was not linked with fun or enjoyment in his mind. Yet Emanuel gave Agassi the skills he needed to reach 

the level he did, so pressure and forceful behaviour, though I and most other people do not view it as the 

path to go down, plays a part in success. 

Although parents/ instructors may mean well, it is often the case that they try to motivate or help their child 

achieve success in the wrong way. An example of bad motivation is: ‘If I didn’t practise well my dad made 

me run home behind the car’- Richard Krajicek, Dutch tennis professional. Parents will often become too 

harsh and become too involved, expecting too much. This has the potential to reduce their child’s chances 

of success in sport and even turn them away from sport for life. This has negative impacts on the physical 

and mental wellbeing of the child as he/she grows older. A study on youth sport parenting styles and 

practices conducted by psychologist Professor Nigel Holt and his colleagues in 2009 revealed that parents 

who are encouraging and positive without being overly involved are more likely to promote athletic success 

in their child than parents who are more controlling. There is also always the overzealous parent or coach, 

constantly shouting from the side lines. While this may motivate the child initially, embarrassment, shame 

or annoyance caused by this behaviour will often lead to the child experiencing a drop in performance, a 

lower level of self-belief and passion for the sport, or the child may drop the sport altogether. Finally, 

excessive motivation, or giving motivation in the wrong way, can put vast amounts of pressure on a child. 

Feeling that they must succeed to please someone important to them results in pressure building up so 

that they cannot carry on or resort to tactics such as cheating to win. Both of which hinder success in later 

life. It could also cause relationships between coach and child or parent and child to crumble away, 

possibly resulting in the child dropping the sport that no longer benefits their physical or social capabilities 

or offers enjoyment.  

This does not only apply to sport. A constant refrain of ‘when will you practise your instrument’ or ‘when 

will you do your revision’ has all the right intentions but brings the effect of making the student feel that 

their music or studying intrudes too much into their life. This can dampen or extinguish the passion they 

previously held for music, causing them to give up playing music. It could also mean that studying is done 

unwillingly. Studies show that this can cause ‘mindless study’- when information is read but not processed 

and understood. It also leads to lack of enthusiasm, which results in a lack of effort. Students then sit 

exams in subjects they neither fully understand nor particularly enjoy, giving them a much lower chance of 

a good score giving their future less promise. Constant nagging could have the opposite effect and 

encourage students to study and revise, if only to stop the nagging and be able to get on with activities 

they enjoy. More often than not, this will still result in revision going in one way and out another or practice 

to be half-hearted and done for the sake of it rather than enjoyment, the best motivation. This is also 

simply not a method of motivation that builds up good relationships between student and parent. If a 

student is struggling to practise a piece, help them discuss it with their teacher, or suggest an alternative 

piece of music, rather than nagging. 

A better way to motivate students to study is to give a strong reason or an incentive to study. If upcoming, 

life-changing exams that influence your job do not motivate a student to put in some effort, then you can 

try making the lessons and / or revision more fun and engaging to encourage them to do it. Introducing 

some competitive spirit into learning may help a bored student switch on and excel. I know from personal 

experience that a little friendly competition against my peers, or even my teacher, really motivates me and 

helps me to become more engaged and involved with the subject at hand, increasing my understanding. 

Giving rewards such as break times, time to be spent on whatever they wish or choosing a meal or dessert 
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they want can all motivate students to fully engage in learning, therefore giving them a better chance of 

success. A helpful, supportive teacher who shows belief in you will also give students confidence and help 

them to dispel worries and anxieties, again showing how motivation from important adults can help us 

succeed.  

There are times when motivation and encouragement have the opposite effect to what was intended; it 

enhances feelings of doubt, of ‘I’m not good enough’ rather than expelling them. This is another issue with 

motivation: the person giving it and the way it is given. Firstly, the person giving it. If your relationship with 

an adult who plays a significant role in your life is weak or unstable, motivation from that adult appears less 

genuine and seems to be for the purposes of making them feel that they have helped you, rather than 

supporting you. This can create feelings of doubt in your abilities, something that will always hold you 

back. On the other hand, a lack of belief in you from the important adults you trust and love, like parents, 

can have the same effect. Secondly, the nature of the motivation. Even a trusted adult, someone you know 

and love, can provide encouragement and belief that has no positive effect. When something is failing 

drastically and someone is keeping up a constant whisper of support when you can see that what you are 

doing is not working, the blatantly false belief only helps to amplify the devil on your shoulder, lowering 

your self-belief and chances of successfully rescuing the task. Sometimes saying nothing, or being truthful 

without discrediting someone’s abilities, is best. 

Above, we have looked at some of the problems surrounding motivation, at how success can be hindered 

as well as helped by motivation. But there is one final issue that I would like to address concerning the 

troubles that motivation has the potential to cause: mental health. It is a well-documented fact that an 

abundance of stress or pressure can result in mental health problems such as anxiety or depression. It 

also has the sleep-disruption powers of a new-born baby, which exaggerates mental health issues. But 

how does this link to motivation? As we saw earlier, parents offering too much motivation, going too far in 

their encouragement and being excessively pushy, can put more pressure than is healthy on their child. 

This causes stress, which has many negative effects at its disposal. But being forced to engage in an 

activity that you no longer love has other effects. When mum or dad is the reason behind your sadness, 

estrangement between parent and child can occur. This can create feelings of isolation in a child, as one 

of the most important people in their lives is no longer a friend. Children may become withdrawn, missing 

out on social activities so essential for their growth. This impairs their chances of future success as they do 

not have the skills or confidence to communicate. Alternatively, it could go the other way, and they may act 

out, experiencing more troubles at school and furthering existing problems. A different effect is to push you 

into depression, which can result in drug or alcohol addictions. Any prospects of future success, in sport or 

otherwise, are slipping further and further away. All of this, from the simple act of someone in your life 

being too zealous, providing so much motivation that the pressure is as crushing as a mountain. Although 

many people have battled depression and fought off mental illness before returning stronger than ever 

(examples include Charles Dickens, who started off many of his works on a low before finishing in a kind of 

mania, and tennis champion Serena Williams, who battled depression in 2011 before returning strong to 

the tennis court), it is undoubtedly better to never have to experience mental health difficulties. Especially 

as a child or teenager. Motivation, encouragement and belief is important as it can spur you on to great 

heights, but not so much that it crushes you, ruining your chances for years. 

We have seen the benefits of motivation, how belief and encouragement is a ladder to the heights of 

success. We have looked at the problems that motivation and being overly pushy can bring. To conclude, I 

would like to return to the question of whether motivation has the power to send us to success or not. 

Looking through history, at sportsmen, scientists and musicians and my own experiences, it is clear that 

motivation from parents and the important adults in our lives is instrumental in our successes or failures, 

pivotal in our lives. Motivation and encouragement is like a cake: if all the ingredients are in the correct 

amounts, combined correctly and baked for long enough, a culinary delight is created. If not, then a 

culinary disaster is formed. When a parent gives us motivation, it can be pushy but kind and encouraging, 
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helping us to succeed. Otherwise, our sport, music or school subjects are left a mess, a success to be 

reattempted in the future or a failure to be abandoned. I would like to leave us with that thought: motivation 

from parents or the important adults in our life, is essential throughout our lives, powerful and a delicate 

balance. 


