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What makes a good sports parent?
Ethics, the parent–child relationship, and sport

Thomas Søbirk Petersen

Two practical measures that have been introduced in an effort to stop sports 
parents from behaving badly will be critically discussed. The first measure is 
known under the slogan ‘quiet weekends’. These prohibit parents from atten-
ding games in which their child is participating. Although this strategy calls 
attention to an important issue, it is unfair. The second, and far more elabo-
rate, measure is to have a set of ethical guidelines informing parents how they 
should behave towards their child and others in the context of sport. Two cen-
tral values tend to run through these guidelines: namely parental concern for 
the child’s autonomy and parental concern for the child’s well-being. These 
values are discussed as I apply them to cases in what can be called a grey area, 
where it is not obvious what is morally right or wrong. In the concluding 
discussion a tentative checklist will be presented which good sports parents can 
use when they are confronted with ethical issues.
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Introduction
At a youth hockey practice match in Massachusetts on 5 July 2000 ice
hockey coach Michael Costing was killed by the father of one of the young
players. Thomas Junta (the father in question) and Costing became invol-
ved in a deadly fight following a quarrel about rough play on ice. Junta was
against rough play and Costing in favour.1 Another well-known bad sports
parent is Christoph Fauviau. Fauviau drugged his sons’ tennis opponents
several times in tournaments across France between 2000 and 2003. In one
case, he spiked the water bottle of the 25 year old tennis player Alexandre
Lagardere, using the anti-anxiety drug Temesta, just before Lagardere was
to play against Fauviau’s son. Temesta can cause extreme drowsiness, and
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shortly after the match with Faviau’s son Lagardere crashed his car and died.
Fauviau confessed to the crime; investigators found traces of Temesta in
Lagardere’s body.2

We easily recognize bad sports parents when their behaviour is as mor-
ally wrong, such as in the examples above. Yet, to put the question positi-
vely: What makes a good sports parent? It is obvious that one should not act
as Christoph Fauviau did, but what should a good sports parent do if his or
her child’s3 participation in sports raises ethical issues – and where it is not
obvious what the morally right thing to do would be? For example, should a
good sports parent respect their child’s decision to take legal performance-
enhancing medicine? Should a parent always be honest about his or her
child’s athletic skills? These issues might be described as falling within a
grey area: they involve contentious questions about the ethics of the parent–
child relationship in the context of sport.

The aim of this paper is to address the question ‘What makes a good
sports parent?’ I find the question important for three reasons. Firstly, there
are very few systematic and thorough ethical analyses of this subject.4 Moral
reflection on sport is primarily concerned with the activities of the various
athletes, trainers, coaches, judges, and organizations involved – not the
parent–child relationship (see e.g. Boxhill 2002; Tamburrini & Tännsjö
2000). Secondly, as a parent, it can be a very stressful experience to watch
one’s child play in an intense, tough sports match, especially if one believes
that the child’s opponent or the referee have treated one’s child unjustly. In
such situations, it is not easy to keep calm and make the best decisions. It is
my hope that critical discussion of the different approaches to what makes
a good sports parent will help the reader to think more productively about
how to behave towards a child in the context of sport. Thirdly, the behaviour
of parents, besides having an effect on the parents themselves, has an effect,
for better or worse, on the well-being of the child. Studies show that parents
are the primary cause in initiating children to participate in sport and enco-
uraging them to enjoy it (Collins & Barber 2006).

What makes a good sports parent? Some practical 
responses
Can we be more specific about what it is that makes someone a good sports
parent? In what follows, I will first focus on what parents should do to enco-
urage their children in a sports context before presenting and commenting on
two specific measures that have been taken to combat bad behaviour. The first
measure involves a ‘non-interference principle’ for sports parents. The
example that I will comment on is known as a the strategy of ‘quiet weekends’
in which parents are either prohibited from attending games, or allowed to
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attend but not allowed to interfere verbally and by shouting and the like (Lle-
wellyn 2001: 9).5 The second measure involves ethical guidelines that
describe in a rather detailed manner how good sports parents ought to behave
in specific situations.

Winning is not all that matters
The effects which participating in sports can have on a child can be used to
explore what makes a good sports parent. Let me, somewhat briefly,
mention three types of effects. First, psychologically, participating in sport
can be great fun. Furthermore, children can develop qualities such as pati-
ence and concentration, and learn to control anger and use it in a con-
structive way. Second, sport can be very beneficial for physical health. It
gives strength to muscles and the skeleton, and it improves motor skills and
hand–eye coordination. Quite generally, it can improve health (Dencker &
Andersen 2008; Jago et al. 2008; Hasselstrøm et al. 2008). Third, socially,
there is much for children to gain from sport. Ideally, children who parti-
cipate in a sport will make new friends. They should learn to cooperate with
their team mates (and hence value the efforts of others), and to compete
within the limits of rules without cheating. The bad effects of sport are, of
course, the opposite of all these three positives.

A good sports parent is aware of all the possible benefits and harm that
participating in sport can have for the child; he or she will try to act in a way
that promotes the benefits and limits the harms for the child (and others).
A good sports parent wants their child not only to win, but to have a good
time. However, equally importantly, a good sports parent teaches their child
that there are many important values that one can learn from participation
in sport: for instance, values that have nothing to do with winning but a
great deal to do with being a ‘fair player’ or a ‘good team-mate’. By contrast,
when we observe bad sports parents, we see that the reason they behave
badly is usually their one-eyed focus on whether or not their child wins a
match or is selected to join a team.

Quiet weekends
With the various examples of sports parents acting badly in mind, one can
easily come to the conclusion that parents ought not to interfere at all when
children participate in sport. However, the idea behind quiet weekends is
not that parents should never interfere. Of course, they should support their
child in various ways – financially, emotionally, with transport, and so
forth. Otherwise, we would probably have fewer children participating in
youth sports. The idea is rather that good parents should not interfere by
shouting or screaming at youth matches, as this is believed to cause many
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of the morally problematic cases observed during such matches.6 An
example of this is when parents, by screaming, try to bully the opponents
of their child. From these premises one can infer that a good sports parent
is one who keeps quiet either by not attending the game or, if they do
attend, by remaining silent.

However, the conclusion of this argument is problematic for at least two
reasons. First of all, it seems unfair to say that, because some parents behave
badly, all parents ought to be kept away from, or remain silent at, youth
sports matches. This is not fair to the majority of the parents. It is like a
government, in an effort to stop violence at big football matches, prohibi-
ting all spectators from attending games. Only those spectators or parents
who have a record of bad behaviour should be denied access to the grounds.
Equally, there may be alternative methods of preventing the relevant
parents from problematic shouting and the like – for instance, parental edu-
cation through ethical guidelines or some kind of counselling.

Secondly, for most children it does not seem to be a good idea to ban
parents from watching or shouting support during a game. Studies have
shown that children perform better, participate more in sport, and experi-
ence less stress in competition if their parents support them by watching
and cheering them on when they (the children) play a match or attend
practice (Hoyle & Leff 1997).

Apart from these obvious problems, the quiet weekend strategy is a non-
starter in dealing with most of the moral problems that sports parents face.
The suggestion that a good sports parent is one who does not watch their
child compete or who keeps quite during a match is not very helpful when
we want more general guidance on the great variety of moral problems in
the grey area. The rationale of quiet weekends has nothing to say about
whether a parent ought to let his or her child participate in an important
tournament when the child is slightly injured, for example. Let us now turn
to the second measure.

Ethical guidelines for sports parents
The idea behind ethical guidelines for sports parents is to allow parents to
be guided by ethical guidelines – or to oblige them to be so guided. Many
youth sports organizations have tried to develop such guidelines in
response to incidents like those mentioned at the beginning of this article.
Let me present eight examples from the International Tennis Federation’s
publication Guidelines to Help the Parents of Young Tennis Players:7
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1 A pat on the back or an unemotional word of encouragement is often sufficient as
the player leaves the court. You can discuss the match when they are less emotio-
nal. AVOID forcing your child to talk with you immediately after a loss.

2 Let the coach decide how much your child should practice. AVOID criticising
your child for failure to play more tennis, or forcing him to train.

3 AVOID over training and burnout.
4 Take injuries seriously and if in doubt consult a doctor. Don’t ignore aches and

pains and never force your child to play when injured.
5 Your child’s welfare and well being is the most important thing. AVOID letting

your child’s tennis become more important to you than your child.
6 Try to be honest and consistent when communicating with your child about his

tennis. AVOID lying.
7 Try to encourage your child to be independent and to think for himself. AVOID

coaching from the sidelines.
8 Realise that children not only have the right to participate in tennis but also, to

choose not to participate.

One advantage of these guidelines is that they can function as a sparring
partner and give parents answers, or reminders, as to how to behave in
sports situations that often test tennis parents and their children emotio-
nally. For instance, the first of the guidelines seems to be a very good idea:
by letting one’s child cool off after a tennis match, one gives the child (and
oneself) a chance to cope with the loss. Further, and probably more impor-
tantly, parents may save their child from listening to his or her parents’ emo-
tional, and perhaps, critical and harmful comments.

That the ITF guidelines (ITF 2000) have something to offer parents
when confronted by moral problems in the grey area, is shown by another
example. Although the guidelines do not directly determine whether a
parent should allow a child to play an important match when slightly inju-
red, they remind parents of two important matters bearing on their decis-
ion: consult a doctor to see how serious the injury is, and let no one force or
manipulate the child to play the match. However, do such guidelines give a
satisfying answer to the question of what makes a good sports parent? Well,
sometimes they do and sometimes they do not. They point in a vague way
at what a good tennis parent ought to do in certain specific situations, but
what generally characterizes a good sports parent (or even a good tennis
parent) is not made explicit. In the next section it will be suggested that,
plausibly, two central values can be derived from the ITF guidelines and
other similar guidelines. In rather more general terms, these values describe
what a good parent (whether a sports parent or not) is.

However, for readers trained in philosophy, sociology, or some other
academic discipline, I need first to mention some familiar philosophical
objections to ethical guidelines: (i) the guidelines fail to give any guidance
when they are in conflict with one another; (ii) the status and scope of gui-
delines are often too vague to allow them to be action-guiding; and (iii) in
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practice, guidelines cannot cover all situations (Bowie & Duska 1989). Let
me briefly illustrate these charges one by one.

Looking at the ITF guidelines, it is easy to imagine conflicts where it is
not obvious what parents should do. Let me give two examples. First, if one
as a sports parent follows guideline 3 (‘Let the coach decide how much your
child should practice’), one may well find oneself in conflict with guideline
4 (‘Avoid over training and burnout’), for some coaches will, in effect,
recommend over-training and burnout. Secondly, what happens if being
honest with one’s child (guideline 6) is in conflict with promoting his or her
well-being (guideline 5)? Suppose that being honest about what one thinks
of one’s child’s results would erode his or her well-being: what would hap-
pen then?

It is also easy to question the status and scope of some of the guidelines.
How are we, for example, to interpret guideline 5: ‘Your child’s welfare and
well-being is the most important thing. AVOID letting your child’s tennis
become more important to you than your child’? If that means that the well-
being of the child is the most important thing altogether, then why is this
only mentioned in the original text as guideline number 34? Again, the
other half of the guideline makes one wonder whether the well-being of the
child is the most important thing, all things considered, or whether it can
be outweighed by concern for others. Finally, like the law, ethical guidelines
cannot cover all the situations that one will be confronted by as a sports
parent. For example, the ITF guidelines have nothing directly to say about
the use of medical substances or methods in junior tennis.

In what follows I will not elaborate on this obvious line of criticism of
ethical guidelines further. While such criticism has an important purpose
in pinpointing shortcomings, to a certain extent it misses the mark. For the
aim of ethical guidelines, in order to be readable and practically effective,
they should be written in a non-technical language without too many pro-
visos and definitions. Instead, I find it more interesting to step back a little,
and see whether we can derive some of the essential values that run through
such guidelines. These values reveal the virtues that people care about in the
parent–child relationship (whether in a sports context or not) and provide
reasons to choose one alternative course of action rather than another. The
clarification of these values can be used (i) to reason about, and give justi-
fied answers to, problems not mentioned in the guidelines, and also (ii) to
reason, and develop justified answers, when there is internal conflict among
the various specific guidelines. So, in essence, I want to show how guideli-
nes can help to address the more theoretical problems which they
themselves raise. I shall concentrate on just two of the values running
through the ITF (and other) guidelines. I shall present these, apply them,
and critically discuss them.
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Parental concern for the autonomy and well-being 
of the child
Two moral values seem to run prominently through most guidelines in
youth sports. These relate to the autonomy and well-being of the child. It
seems reasonable to focus on guidelines 7, 8, and the last part of 1 and 2,
expressing concern for the autonomy of the child, and also guidelines 1, 3,
4, 5, and 6, expressing concern for the well-being of the child. In order to
discuss how these values might guide the sports parents confronted with
problems in the grey area, I will now describe them in more detail.8

Autonomy
However, before I present a standard view of autonomy and some of the
problems parents may face when they try to determine the autonomy of the
child, I will briefly explain why it is reasonable to interpret some of the gui-
delines as expressing a concern for the child’s autonomy. First of all, we
should be aware of the possibility that guidelines 7 and 8 (and the latter part
of 1 and 2) can be explained by reference to a libertarian outlook rather than
an outlook that favours autonomy. On a libertarian view, all people have a
right to decide what to do with their own bodies as long as they do not
violate the rights of others. In the philosophical literature this element of
libertarianism is called the ‘self-ownership thesis’ (Vallentyne 2009; Nozick
1974). On this interpretation, guidelines 7 and 8 advise that parents should
never prevent their children from participating in a tournament if they (the
children) want to do so, even if an injury is apparent – unless, of course, the
participation violates the right of others. Further, the same kind of reaso-
ning can be employed to argue that children should be allowed to take per-
formance-enhancing drugs without interference from their parents. It
should be clear from these examples that whether a person is autonomous
or not is morally irrelevant – what matters is that no one should interfere
with a decision unless it violate the rights others. It what follows it is taken
for granted that parents should not be guided by this interpretation of gui-
delines 7 and 8. The argument is that it sometimes seems morally right to
prevent children from making a decision (autonomous or not) regarding
the use of their own body, e.g. in order to promote their net or long-term
welfare. So, because of this normative observation, it seems reasonable to
claim that we should stick to another interpretation of guidelines 7 and 8.

One obvious choice is that we should respect or promote a child’s decis-
ion, if the child is autonomous.9 Yet when is that the case? On a standard
definition of autonomy, whether a person is autonomous requires, roughly
speaking, the following: (i) that he or she is well-informed about the rele-
vant issues (e.g. risks to health); (ii) that he or she is a competent decision
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maker; and (iii) that his or her decision is not a result of undue influence
(e.g. coercion) (Brock & Buchanan 1989). The claim that we should respect
or promote autonomous decisions can be justified if we accept the plausible
claim that autonomous decisions makers are better than non-autonomous
decision makers at deciding what is good for them and others. However, on
this interpretation, a parent could be entitled to interfere with an injured
child’s decision to participate if the child is not autonomous and the parent
judges that participation would not be good for the child’s well-being in the
long run.

One practical problem that parents are confronted by when they want to
respect or promote the autonomy of their children is that of determining
whether their child is autonomous. It would be inadvisable to try to
describe in detail what the complex condition of autonomy involves here. I
will therefore focus on just one component of autonomy – namely, that of
being a competent decision maker.

In the standard psychological and philosophical literature on the sub-
ject, a competent decision maker is an individual who is able to communi-
cate and understand information, who has the ability to reason about the
consequences of making a certain choice, and who can compare the ways in
which the various alternatives will affect his or her own good and the good
of others. If an individual lacks any of these abilities when making a decis-
ion, that individual is not a competent decision maker. Take the example of
a child at the age of 10 years who loves to play soccer, and who decides to
play in a soccer tournament even though that child knows that he or she has
mononucleosis. Mononucleosis is an infectious disease that can cause fever
and a swollen spleen. To combat this disease the patient must not engage in
too much physical activity, as this can cause the spleen to burst, with death
as a probable consequence. It is clear from this example that the child’s deci-
sion is not that of a competent individual. Surely, either he or she has not
received the relevant information, or is not able to understand the informa-
tion, or cannot reason in the right sense – as he or she has clearly chosen to
act in a way that cannot be in his or her own (or the parents’) interests.
However, when we move away from the more extreme cases such as this, in
which it is fairly easy to determine the incompetence of the child, it can be
difficult to estimate whether or not a minor is a competent decision maker.

Furthermore, like all parents, sports parents must take the following
considerations into account when they try to evaluate the competence of
their children. First of all, the competence of a child is relative to a specific
decision. Like an adult, a child can be an incompetent decision maker in one
situation and competent in another. For instance, if a child is injured during
a tough and important sports competition, he or she might display incom-
petence (due to being under physical and emotional stress) when deciding
to carry on playing. On the other hand, that same child might have been
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competent when, before a match, and in more calm surroundings, he or she
was injured in a similar way and decided not to play. Alternatively, the child
may be incompetent when it comes to deciding whether it is good to take
caffeine in order to perform better, but competent enough to choose what
basketball club he or she should play for. Secondly, (as already hinted) apart
from these individual differences, there is no doubt that children’s compe-
tence will also vary with their age and development. A 14 year old boy will
typically be a competent decision maker in a wider range of situations than
a 9 year old boy.

How should parents be guided by concern for their child’s autonomy?
Let me try to answer this question by discussing how much value the respect
or promotion of autonomy should be accorded. As a starting point, it seems
obvious that parents should not opt for the extreme view that autonomy has
absolute value – the view, that is, that parents should always respect or pro-
mote the decisions made by their child (if autonomous) in a sports context.
Let us call this view ‘anti-paternalism’. For, although many minors are so
mature that it would seem implausible to exclude them from the decision-
making process altogether, their decisions are in certain situations so ques-
tionable that even if they are made autonomously they should be overruled.
Thus, unless extraordinary circumstances arise, if one’s child is planning to
intentionally cheat an opponent or take an illegal performance-enhancing
drug, one ought to prevent him or her from doing so. Furthermore, one
should do so even if one believes that the decision was autonomous.

To summarize, a plausible account of when to respect or promote the
autonomy of one’s child will probably involve a moderate position in which
paternalism has a place. Yet what exactly is a paternalistic act, and when
should parents act paternalistically? Although there is no agreed concep-
tion of paternalistic action, the core idea seems to be something akin to the
following: an act of A’s is paternalistic to B if (i) A does something to B that
B would prefer A not to do, and (ii) A acts that way because A believes that
B will thereby be made better off.10 Thus, if, against the child’s wishes, a
parent prevents the child from participating in a tournament, and if this is
done in the belief that the child will be better off not playing, we have a
paternalistic act. One consideration favouring paternalism, then, is this: the
fact that the child will be better off (e.g. in terms of well-being) after a pater-
nalistic intervention suggests that it is morally right to be paternalistic. This
seems obvious: Why respect or promote an autonomous act A (or a non-
autonomous act) if, for example, some are worse off and no one is better off
because of A?’

Paternalism seems to provide us with reasons to act in situations where
guidelines throw up internal conflicts or have nothing to say. For instance,
the paternalistic position can explain why in some situations a parent
should not be honest with their child about his or her athletic abilities, even
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if the child wants the parent to be honest. The explanation will be that, by
being honest in this instance, the parent will harm the child. Again, pater-
nalism can explain why a parent ought to let an eager but injured child play
if the injury is not too severe and the attendant risk of there being a harmful
effect on the child is very low.

However, before we move on, let me mention some important remin-
ders that a morally defensible version of paternalism needs to take into
account. First, before sports parents make a decision on behalf of their child
(whether that child is autonomous or not), they ought to take into account
the child’s view of the issue in question. It should come as no surprise that
children sometimes have knowledge of themselves and conceptions of what
is good that are not readily accessible to their parents. For instance, a child
may be best placed to know how harmful, in their personal experience, an
injury is. Secondly, if a child’s decision is of the sort that has little impact on
his or her well-being – because, for instance, it is about what clothes to wear
when participating in sports, or about whether to take a few extra vitamins
in order to perform better, or about playing a match with a headache. There
are several reasons why parents should not attempt to intervene over these
types of decision. First of all, costs will usually be connected with the over-
turning of a decision. Generally speaking, having one’s decisions overruled
is not a welcome event, and it may put stress on the relationship between
child and parent. Secondly, if we believe that autonomy is valuable, and if
we accept that an individual can only develop autonomy by gradually deci-
ding, more and more often, what to do independently of his or her parents,
we have reason to hesitate before acting paternalistically in such situations.

With these considerations in mind we are in a position to state some gui-
delines of what we might call ‘required paternalism’. Three things seem to
be important. For parents to act paternalistically in an ethically acceptable
way, they must, with sufficient certainty, know (i) that the child’s own deci-
sion will make the child worse off than the alternative, imposed decision;
(ii) that the paternalistic intervention will make the child better off; and (iii)
that the paternalistic act would not have considerable negative effect on
others (e.g. the parents or other children).

These guidelines are, of course, general, and to a certain extent impre-
cise, and each parent therefore will need, on each occasion of decision, to
make an individual evaluation of whether or not a paternalistic act is requi-
red. However, the value of the guidelines is that they clearly identify what
parents should be concerned about when they consider acting paternalisti-
cally towards their children. The definition and evaluation of welfare –
which is so central in the paternalistic position – will be dealt with in the
next section. For now, I want to raise another issue: Why should parents,
and not, for example, a coach, decide what is to be done?
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In the context of sport, when we talk about paternalism in the parent–
child relationship, it seems reasonable to ask whether it should only (or pri-
marily) be the parent who ought to act paternalistically. Until now it has
been taken for granted that parents should decide on behalf of their children
– at least, in cases where the child is not a competent decision maker, or is
a competent decision maker but might make decisions that would threaten
his or her own good. However, why should it be assumed that parents
should occupy this role? Many would say that it is nothing more than com-
mon sense to insist that parents should have the last word on whether their
child should participate in a sport, or how much time the child should be
allowed to spend on practice, or whether or not the child will attend a tour-
nament. This resembles the intuitive response most people have when they
consider decisions concerning their child’s medical treatment or whether
the child should be a research subject. The response is that the parents, not
others, ought to decide whether their children are treated or participate in
medical research.11 The reason that parents should have the last say on
decisions made by their children is that, of all the competent adults around
the child (coaches, trainers, judges), parents will normally know the child
best and have the interests of the child foremost in mind. Although the two
examples mentioned at the outset of this paper clearly show that this is not
always the case, I will take it for granted that it is usually the case.

However, to support the idea that parents ought to have this kind of
decision-making authority in a particular case, we need to presuppose that
the parents in question are not just competent decision makers, but also
informed about the facts bearing on a decision, and we must further assume
that these parents make their decisions on a voluntary basis, free from
undue influence. In all this, we are imagining that the parents are autono-
mous. Everything else being equal, paternalistic decisions will have an
increased chance of leading to bad outcomes if the parents do not know
whether their child wants to participate, if they do not understand how long
the competition will take, if they fail to see what kind of competition is in
prospect, or if they are uninformed about where the competition will take
place, or about whether friends and family can attend and watch. Undoub-
tedly, there will generally be a justifiable outcry if parents are forced, by the
coach, for instance, to let their child participate against the will of his or her
parents and the will of the child. Yet if parents are not the best caretakers of
their children’s well-being, there is a least a reason to overrule their decision.
However, my aim in this article has been to clarify what a good sports parent
is, not to explain what to do when parents act in a way that threatens the
well-being of their child or others.12 These observations, together with
points made about paternalism, bring us to the second important value in
the parent–child relationship: the well-being of the child.
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Well-being
Let us take the following for granted: all parents ought to accept that one
important moral obligation parents have to their children is to do what best
promotes the well-being of their children. In the present context, this
amounts to the following, admittedly somewhat vague ideal: everything
being equal, if his or her participation in a sport best promotes the well-
being of one’s child, one ought to support that participation, and if not, one
ought to make sure that one’s child does not participate.

The ‘everything being equal’ clause is designed to ensure that this asser-
tion is not too partial and does not imply that the only subject of a parent’s
moral obligation is the child. Parents, of course, have moral obligations to
people other than their children in sport. It therefore seems obvious that
sports parents sometimes ought to act in such a way that they do not do
what is best for their child. This might be the case where, for instance, a
parent chooses to promote the well-being of others (e.g. himself or another
child) while knowing that this will lead to only a small loss in terms of well-
being for his or her own child. For instance, a child involved in sport might
benefit from participation in a tournament that is far away from home. This
may be contrary to the interests of the other family members if the child’s
participation implies that that the family cannot take a summer holiday
together, perhaps because they cannot afford to do so.

Certainly, this ideal will need to be made more precise if it is to be used
as a parental guide. In what follows, I will try to provide rough answers to
the following questions in a way that renders the child’s best interest view
more applicable as a guiding principle. First, what is meant by ‘best’ in ‘best
promotes’? Second, if we agree that paternalism is required in order to safe-
guard the well-being of the child, how do we estimate well-being?

The term ‘best’ should be understood in connection with an all things
considered clause. In order to determine whether or not one’s child should,
for example, enter a soccer tournament, one should compare the expected
net benefit of each of the alternative options (e.g. of entering the tourna-
ment, another tournament, or no tournament) with the probability that
each option will produce the relevant benefit. One could then determine
what option one expects will best promote the well-being of one’s child. So,
the mere fact that playing soccer, for example, benefits one’s child is not suf-
ficient to show that soccer playing would be in the best interest of the child.
There may be another option that would have a greater net benefit – and
ideally one should choose the act which benefits one’s child’s well-being
most. Moreover, the mere fact that one’s child would be harmed by losing a
soccer match is not sufficient to show that it would be in the best interest of
the child to be prevented (by the parent) from playing soccer. Soccer may
still be the activity that, all things considered, is in the best interest of the
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child: it may be the case that playing soccer usually benefits the child a great
deal, and more so than other activities.

I cannot enter into questions about the nature of well-being here.13 I
have space only to mention that parents who are considering acting pater-
nalistically can choose to view the well-being of their child from one of two
perspectives. A parent can act paternalistically if he or she acts in a way
which from his or her viewpoint will benefit the child. So, in evaluating the
well-being of the child who wishes to play soccer, for example, a father will
try to imagine (or recall) what it is like to play soccer, and if the father does
not like soccer, he will probably estimate that his son or daughter would not
benefit from participation in this sport. Let us call this view ‘parent-centred
paternalism’. However, it seems far more appropriate to use the child’s own
experiences as a basis for evaluation of the child’s well-being: it is not the
father, but the child, that may be playing soccer. It may be the case that the
child would love to play soccer, even though the child’s father strongly dis-
likes it. Let us call this far more plausible view ‘child-centred paternalism’.

Conclusion
These reflections on what makes a good sports parent permit the following
conclusions to be drawn. First of all, good sports parents do not only pay
attention to winning. Instead, they pay significant attention to all of the
other benefits a child can gain through sport (e.g. fun, health, teamwork).
Good sports parents are also aware that it is hard work being a good sports
parent, because it can be emotionally stressful to watch one’s own child in a
tough match. Such parents must be willing to take on this challenge. Secon-
dly, in order to stay good, the good sports parent will be guided or influen-
ced by ethical guidelines. In that way it will be possible to learn about the
ethics and psychology of good parenting. Thirdly, where there are no guid-
elines, or if the guidelines do not apply or are in conflict with one another,
parents should have recourse to the values that run through the guidelines:
they should be responsive to a concern for the autonomy and well-being of
the child. However, if autonomy and well-being conflict – because it is only
possible to promote well-being by disrespecting autonomy – parents should
favour what I have called ‘required paternalism’. It should be recalled that
the aim of my article has not been to give clear-cut answers to moral chal-
lenges in the grey area, but rather to specify how we should reason about
such problems.14
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Notes
1 Hockey Dad from Hell, www.vanceholmes.com/cort/trial_junta.html (2007). 
2 Prison for Zealous Tennis Dad, www.dwbthenewstribune.com/news/nationworld/

story/5 578 359p-5 017 819c.html
3 By ‘children’ I refer to children who are old enough to participate in sport, which

usually means children aged between 5 and 18 years old. 
4 Exceptions include Dixon (2007).
5 For this strategy see also ‘Silent Saturdays and Oaths’ in Newshour, www.pbs.org/

newshour/extra/features/july-dec00/solutions.htlm
6 The strategy of quiet weekends have been practiced in several places in e.g. the US.

See http://www.positivecoach.org/SubContent.aspx?id=1556
7 I reproduce this selection verbatim. The original publication actually contains 49

guidelines.
8 Quiet weekends seem to be motivated by both values.
9 Usually philosophers distinguish between respecting and promoting a value. Parent

P respects child C’s autonomous decision to do X if P does not prevent C from doing
X (e.g. by undue influence such as coercion). Parent P promotes child C’s autonomo-
us decision to do X if P acts in a way that makes X happen. However, when we talk
about parents respecting children’s decisions, non-interference does not seem to be all
that matters. For example, if ‘Paul’ wants to play soccer his father might prevent him
from playing by not helping with transportation or money.

10 This is very similar to Dworkin’s thinking (2005).
11 This does not mean that parents ought to make such decisions in isolation, but quite

the contrary. Most parents both seek and ought to seek information from experts.
The point is just that parents ought to have the final word after they have been infor-
med. 

12 However, a good sports parent may also be characterised as a person who intervenes
when another sports parent is acting against a child’s interests.

13 See e.g. Griffin (1986) and Sumner (1996) for treatment of the nature of well-being.
14 First of all, thanks to Julian Savulescu who suggested me to write an article on this

subject. Thanks also for his and the participants valuable comments at the James
Martin 21 century School lecture in Oxford November 2007. Thanks also to Jesper
Ryberg, Frej Klem Thomsen, Jakob v. H. Holterman for valuable comments. Finally,
thanks to the Uehiro Centre for Practical Ethics (Oxford University) for their hospi-
tality during the autumm of 2009 which gave me the perfect work environment to fi-
nish a first version of this paper.
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