ATHLETE’S LOCKER

“Why PLAY your sport?”

 

What’s your motivation as an athlete to participate in your sport? Why are you investing all of this time, energy and sacrifice? If you drive yourself to get up at ungodly hours, to continuously push yourself through the pain and fatigue of oxygen debt from hard training, towards what end are you ultimately aiming? Are you doing this for yourself or for others? Does the fear of disappointing family and coaches keep you shackled to your sport and “motivated” to work hard? Or is your training fueled by 100% passion and love, rather than obligation?

 

WHY you play is critically important to your learning and growth as an athlete, not to mention your performance health. If you are participating for the wrong reasons, if your heart isn’t into what you’re doing, if you train out of guilt, then you are setting yourself up for numerous performance problems and a boat load of unhappiness.

 

So why should you play your sport? Your answer could include any number of reasons, but the one thing that each reason should have woven through it is very basic: You should be playing BECAUSE YOU WANT TO! So maybe you’re in it because you want to make the varsity team. Perhaps you want to prove to the coach that you’re good enough. Maybe you have your eyes on a college scholarship. Then again, maybe you want to earn yourself a starting position on the team. You may want to qualify for a regional or national team or earn a national time standard. You may even have a dream to take it all to the next level, to go pro. Then again, you might just have this desire to get as good as you possibly can in the sport. Your main reason for playing could even be much more basic than all of these. You might not have any defined goals other than that you enjoy the heck out of the sport and it makes you feel good about yourself.

 

Regardless of why you play, the right reasons for your participation all involve YOU and what YOU want. The right reasons should have virtually nothing to do with making other people happy or proud of you. That may indeed happen along the way as an unintended byproduct. However, you shouldn’t have to perform well and go far in your sport just to make your parents proud of you. They should be proud of you JUST BECAUSE you are who you are, their son or daughter. They should love you for the unique and special person that you are in their lives. If you feel that you have to perform in order to earn their pride or love, then I think there’s something very wrong in the way that they’re viewing you and the world. If you think you’re more lovable or worthy when you play better, go faster or win versus when you struggle or fail, then again, there’s something very wrong with this picture!

 

Sports should provide all of us with a wonderful arena to grow, emotionally, physically and socially. They provide us with an arena to be able to challenge and prove ourselves. The proving should be for YOU and your own benefit, not for the benefit of others. When monitored by appropriate coaches and parents, sports challenge us to be better human beings, to learn to handle hardships and adversities, to master failures and bounce back from setbacks. They teach us to value hard work and a commitment to excellence. They help us to set aside our selfish needs and ego for the good of the team. They train us to value fair play and sportsmanship. But above everything else, sports should always provide the athlete with a dependable vehicle to have fun and experience passion!

 

Remember, your fun and the passion for playing is the fuel that will keep you going. It’s the glue that binds you to your sport over the long haul. It’s what will enable you to keep on keeping on when the going gets tough. Your fun and passion give your efforts and investment in the sport a meaning and direction. Without the fun and passion you’ll never quite reach your goals and, like Elena Delle Donne, if for some reason you actually do get there, then their accomplishment won’t mean much of anything to you. The bottom line is simple: When your fun and passion leave the sport, you’ll lose your way. You will be burnt out. At that point, you basically have both feet out the door.

 

What I’m saying here is that you have to carefully assess why you’re playing and who you’re playing for. If, in this process, you discover that regardless of the level that you’ve achieved, you are unhappy, that the fun has left your sport, that you no longer look forward to playing and instead dread it as an uncomfortable chore, then you know that it’s time to take a serious look at whether you should leave/retire.

 

What’s at stake here is your mental health and happiness. You don’t want to compromise this for anyone. If you are unsure about your commitment or whether you should retire or not, then find someone who you can trust to talk with. Make sure that this person is impartial and has your best interests in mind. This can be a person in or outside of your sport. Do not continue to play if your participation is being fueled by guilt and obligation. Get out and then find something else that you can be passionate about and have fun with.

