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Quarterback. Pitcher. Goaltender. These are the most important jobs in team 

sports. The talking heads on ESPN like to say that playing quarterback is also the 
most difficult position in sports. Hockey people will often say the same thing 
about playing goalie. As a goalie coach, I used to take that stance as well. 

Goalies don’t have the luxury of delivering an object to their teammates at the 
start of a play like quarterbacks and pitchers do. To deliver the object is to control 
it. Instead, goalies have the object delivered to them at the end of a play. It takes 
control out of the goalie’s hands. By nature, goalies are in a more vulnerable 
position. This dynamic brings a different kind of stress into play which, any goalie 
will tell you, creates a demand for mental toughness unlike that of any other 
position in sports.  



Except for one. Being a goalie parent must be even tougher so let’s give them 
the respect they deserve. Working with goalies and getting to know their families 
over the years has helped to realize that the only people who are truly vulnerable 
at the rink are in fact the goalie’s parents. If we break the game down to just one 
play, it does seem as if the goalie has little control. However, if we add up all 
those plays and look at the big picture, we see that the goalie actually has a 
tremendous amount of control over the outcome of the game. 

But the stress and tension is still very real. Good goalies learn to use it to their 
advantage, to channel it and turn it into something positive to help them perform. 
Goalie parents on the other hand, feel that same stress, lack of control, fear, and 
anxiety. Yet they have nowhere to channel it.  

The team dynamic on the ice that is in place to support one another is not 
usually present in the stands. When a goalie allows a goal, a good teammate will 
usually offer up a tap on the pads or some quick words of encouragement. They 
make it their aim as a team, to go out and score the next goal. They can put the 
past behind them and focus on the job at hand. 

Goalie parents on the other hand, have no job during a game and no 
accomplishments to strive for. They are stuck in the stands after a goal, trying not 
to hear the whispers. They try not to make eye contact with the other frustrated 
parents. They have seen those angry eyes before and it hurts just to think about. 

Goalies hate to give up goals, but they also love to redeem themselves after a 
goal. A goalie parent does not have that chance. The memory of the goal against 
tends to linger and fester. Thoughts about what their child did wrong or, even 
worse, what the rest of the team did wrong rattle around in their head turning the 
pain into blame.  

Too often there is no team support up in the stands. Although surrounded by 
others, most of the skater’s parents just can’t relate. The bleachers are a lonely 
jungle, and the goalie parents just want to get out alive. They can’t go out there 
and make the next save, or score the next goal. The best they can do is hope, 
but to hope is to live in the future. And no one has any control over that.  

Therefore, goalie parents develop a number of different survival techniques. 
Some stand alone in the shadows of the arena far away from other parents, but 
also far enough from the net so their child won’t make eye contact with them and 
pick up on their contagious stress. Some parents try to take control by yelling or 
making hand signals that their goalie has been told to look for. This unhealthy 
tactic takes a goalie’s focus away from the game and can also undermine the 
coaching staff. Some parents (moms more often than dads) don’t even watch the 



games. Usually this is a last resort after a handful of bad experiences at the rink 
when emotions got out of control. Sometimes these measures help in their way, 
but I think are bigger issues and better strategies out there. 

Most parents don’t have much of a survival plan. They watch the games and 
feel the stress. Emotional highs and lows are common. Then they get in the car 
with their child and unwind by talking about the game. They try to release the 
tension they felt at the rink with cathartic words that can be as barbaric as 
bashing one’s head against the wall. 

All too often, they say exactly what shouldn’t be said. Sometimes they analyze 
the goals against and tell their child what they did wrong. That’s the coach’s job, 
and most coaches know that a goalie’s psyche usually benefits more if the past is 
just forgotten, not over-analyzed. Worse still, they tell the child what the rest of 
the team did wrong. They talk about how bad the defense played. They may 
even start bad-mouthing the coaching. This kind of talk usually takes a soft tone, 
maybe a little sarcasm. Parents think, “It’s not meant to hurt anyone, it’s the truth 
in their mind. What’s wrong with telling the truth?” 

Goalie parents, ask yourself these questions the next time you want to talk 
badly about your child’s team. Would you want your child to talk behind other 
people’s backs? Whether or not it is true, it’s not healthy for anyone. If you are 
engaging in this behavior, are you helping or hurting the team? Are you helping 
your child become a better goalie? Are you even helping your child feel better? 
Or do these words come out of your mouth in a childish attempt to make yourself 
feel better? 

 Take a lesson for your goalie in mental toughness 

At Goalcrease, we teach our goalies to never make excuses. There’s no room 
for that in a goalie’s mind. It’s poison. One can’t perform under pressure unless 
they are supremely concerned with doing their own job, not worrying about 
others. Instead, we teach our goalies to silently forgive their teammates for their 
mistakes, and maybe their teammates will forgive them in return. 

We teach our goalies to control their emotions. Never get too high or too low. 
It’s a monk-like state of mind that allows one to rise above all the stress and 
excitement of the game. One thing goalies do is go through routines during the 
game to calm the mind. They tap the taps posts, sweep the snow, adjust their 
gear or skate around between whistles.  

We teach our goalies to mentally prepare for a game. Visualize all the things 
that will go wrong throughout the course of a game and imagine all the ways you 



will handle it with grace, focus and determination. 

Goalies must do all of these things if they are to have any chance at all of 
enjoying themselves. If they don’t, playing goal simply won’t be any fun. You 
have to work at developing your mindset. It does not happen overnight. 

Since the goalie parent’s role is so mentally demanding, why not use of those 
same mental strategies? Parents, if you want a better experience in hockey for 
both you and your child, give yourself some goals to shoot for so that you too 
have to perform under pressure.  Challenge yourself to control your emotions and 
channel energy into being a great teammate in the stands. Challenge yourself to 
be a fan of the team and your goalie, not a coach. Challenge yourself to never-
ever say anything bad about the team or make excuses for your goalie’s 
shortcomings.  

These are some of the greatest challenges in all of sports. Only the bravest 
and strongest people can really win these battles against one’s self. Take pride in 
yourself and ask for help when you need it. 

Mentally prepare for the stress of the game. Visualize other parents mistreating 
you and visualize yourself silently forgiving them. Develop some routines that 
help redirect your energy. Take a walk between periods, get a new piece of gum 
after a goal, untie and re-tie your your shoes during a penalty kill. Anything can 
help no matter how silly it seems. 

Prepare other things to talk about in the car so that you don’t over-analyze and 
make your goalie re-live their past mistakes. Non-hockey topics are usually best. 
Be a fan, not a coach. Imagine you won a contest giving you a chance to meet 
Sydney Crosby after a game. How would you treat him? You might say things 
like, “Great game, it was fun to watch,” even if the game was a loss.  And if 
Crosby wanted to hang out with you longer, he probably wouldn’t want to talk 
about hockey the whole time. You’d want to be at your best behavior in front of 
someone like that so you would be prepared. Try doing the same for your child 
after a game. 

My own son is only five and starting hockey. I find myself hoping he does not 
want to play goalie. Not because I don’t think he could handle it. I’m not sure I 
could handle it. I think he would probably enjoy it, but I dread the thought of 
myself trying to do be a good goalie parent. Now I have played goal in front of 
17,000 fans cheering against me, I have faced penalty shots, I have taken pucks 
to the head, and I have given up goals from outside the blue line to lose games 
with one second left. And I could handle all of that. Being a goalie parent? That 
seems like a much greater challenge to me. 
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