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HOW TO SAY THANK YOU

INTRODUCTION
There are few things better to hear than a genuine, heartfelt thank you. Not only does it benefit the 
other person by making them feel good and encouraging them to continue being awesome, but it also 
helps you to cultivate gratitude. Studies have shown numerous benefits to being grateful, including 
improved sleep, closer relationships, and less chance of getting sick. 

Basically, being grateful makes you a better you. And, as a leader, your gratitude is contagious. Others 
who see it or receive it will be inspired to cultivate and express gratitude, as well. 

Gratitude also makes you a better leader. People like to know that their contributions matter and that 
they are making a difference to someone else’s life. Good leaders recognize this and ensure that they 
demonstrate their gratitude to those they lead. Your teammates (now and in the future) are more likely 
to sacrifice and push for the team if they feel that they are making a noticeable difference.

A word of caution, though. The type of gratitude we’re talking about is genuine and heartfelt. It’s great 
to say “thanks” in passing, too, but that’s not real gratitude. It’s just a social requirement for politesse. 
Being polite is always encouraged, but let’s be clear that the gratitude we’ll be discussing in depth is 
much deeper than that.

So, gratitude is clearly worthwhile for everyone, but how do you express gratitude beyond saying the 
words “thank you”? It depends on who you are thanking and for what. Let’s look at ways to say thank 
you to coaches, encouragers, challengers, teammates, and grace givers.

To Your Coaches
Coach does a lot for you and the rest of the team. Your coaches aren’t out there with you day after day on 
the field, driving the bus, and doing your dirty athletic laundry for themselves. They’re doing it for you. The 
whole point of the team and the game isn’t for coach’s glory, it’s to help you and your teammates succeed.

There are hundreds of tiny actions your coaches do every day that may go unnoticed if you aren’t watching 
for them. Think about all the little things that coach does. For example, providing leadership lessons 
and encouraging you to push yourself. Write down five to ten specific things that you have noticed that 
coach does to help you and the team succeed and play the sport you love. Don’t let their hard work go 
unappreciated! 

There may be a negative voice inside saying there’s no reason to thank coach because he is just doing his 
job. Coach is supposed to drive the bus and help players succeed. Why would you thank someone for 
something they’re supposed to do anyway? This is an ungrateful attitude. Don’t fall into this trap. Coach 
doesn’t have to be as awesome as she is. She could phone it in, just like you could. But she doesn’t, and 
that’s worth recognition.

The best way to thank your coaches is to do what they taught you to do. This applies to the field, of course, 
but it also applies to life. Coach isn’t just teaching you Xs and Os. He’s teaching you patience, self-control, 
focus, and so many other lessons that will serve you far beyond sports. Show your gratitude for those lessons 
by living in accordance with the team values. 
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Become the best version of yourself that you can be. It might not seem like much, but living as coach has 
tried to teach you is an excellent way to say thank you.

Questions:
1. What has coach done for you today, this week, and this year?

2. Is there anything that keeps you from putting what you’ve been taught into action?

3. Why might leaders’ actions go unnoticed? How can you acknowledge the actions of the leaders in your 
life that often go unnoticed?

To Your Encouragers
Encouragers are the people who are always upbeat and always encouraging others to push harder, do their 
best, and look on the bright side. Encouragers at the extreme are positive energy fountains, but even a quiet 
teammate who offers a “you got this” before you go to bat is an encourager. These are the people that help 
you see the truth of a situation when you are consumed with doubt. They are those who can help you see 
how capable you are, even when you’re losing the game. 

You might be tempted to think that you don’t need encouragement because you’re awesome and have 
enough of your own positive energy. That’s pride talking. Everyone needs encouragement sometimes. 

Even if you think that you don’t need it, think about the rest of your teammates. You might be self-assured, 
but they might not be. Encouragers on your team help the rest of the team feel better about a loss and get 
them pumped for practice or a game. They fill a valuable role on the team, and as a team leader, you have a 
responsibility to acknowledge that role. 

No one can be self-assured and ready to take on the world at all times. Encouragers help during the times 
when you aren’t feeling your best. They give you the pep in their step so you can use it to make your 
day better and tackle whatever obstacle you’re facing. If you thank them for that, they’ll be more likely to 
continue encouraging you and others, and the world needs more of their encouragement.

Thanking an encourager is easy: Tell them about a time when their encouragement mattered to you. Be 
specific and genuine. Also, try to find a good time for thanking them. Saying “hey by the way thanks for 
that thing you said last month” as you walk out of the locker room is not specific or particularly genuine. 
Stopping them in the hall between classes to say “Thank you for saying ‘you’ve got this’ before my last at-
bat yesterday. That encouragement helped me focus” is much better.

Sometimes even encouragers need encouragement, so let them know what a big help their positive words 
have been.

Questions:
1. Who has encouraged you to push yourself or overcome something difficult recently?

2. Who do you know that is constantly offering encouragement to others? How can you do the same?

3. Write down a thank you to one of the encouragers in your life and plan a time when you will tell them.
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To Your Challengers
Challenges make you better if you accept them as such. A challenge from a teammate is a dare that you 
won’t push harder than you are pushing now. Take that dare! Show your teammates just how far you can go, 
and challenge them to do the same. 

When you have a teammate who challenges you to become your best, that’s a great gift. When a teammate 
challenges you to do one more rep, run one more lap, or do one more push up, they’re pushing you to do 
more than you might want to or even than you think you can. But taking that challenge will show you just 
how much you can accomplish. Their challenge puts you in a place to succeed.

Maybe you don’t think the person’s challenge is offered in a spirit of positive competition. Maybe you think 
the other person is just trying to ruffle your feathers or has some other negative reason for challenging you. 
But guess what? Their motive doesn’t matter. Yours does. Regardless of why they are challenging you, your 
motive for accepting the challenge is to improve yourself and help your teammate improve, too. With that 
goal in mind, why wouldn’t you thank your challenger for helping you to push ahead?

But keep in mind that when you compete against a teammate to make each other better, you don’t want to 
look down on the other person if you “beat” them. The goal is improvement for both of you, not for you to 
defeat your challenger. They are offering you a gift, so don’t spit in their face for it.

The best way to thank your challengers is by giving them your trust. When you trust that their challenges are 
going to help you improve, you can make the most of those challenges to reap the greatest benefit. 

You also build a stronger relationship with that person. Trust is the foundation of any solid friendship or 
working relationship. If you trust your teammates, they will reward that trust by trusting you, too. Thank your 
challengers for pushing you to be your best by trusting that they have your (and the team’s) best interests at 
heart. 

Let the challenger make you better, and show thanks for that extra push.

Questions:
1. Do you accept the challenges that come from your teammates )or the challenge of a challenging 

teammate)? Why or why not?
2. In what ways do you think trusting your teammates make you a better leader?
3. Why is the challenger’s motive unimportant to how the challenge helps you?
 
 
To Your Teammates
Your teammates are out there every day putting in just as much effort as you do to help the team succeed. 
They are all working toward a common goal. Your teammates deserve your recognition of their contributions to 
the team goal. 

Beyond that, people work harder when they know that what they do matters. By recognizing and celebrating 
your teammates, you inspire them to work harder and become even greater.
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The negative little voice in your head might say there’s no point in recognizing your teammates because they 
don’t give as much as you do or they aren’t as good at the sport as you are. But remember this:  Your ability or 
position does not exempt you from needing others. In fact, your role as a team leader is based on the support 
of those other people. Without them, you wouldn’t have that position. Without a team at your side, your ability 
would not win you success in sports or in life.

Find ways to recognize your teammates’ contributions to the team. Regardless of how big or small the role is, 
take time to recognize that player for showing up and putting in the work. To give specific thanks for what your 
teammates have done, you have to be aware of what they’re doing. Be on the lookout for great effort or self-
discipline from a teammate. Watch for ways that they help others or give to the team.

A simple, heartfelt “thank you” goes a long way for showing your appreciation. But, if you really want to show 
your teammates your appreciation, find ways that you can help them. For example, if one of your teammates has 
been talking about this concert they want to go to for weeks but they don’t have a way to get there, you could 
offer to give them a ride there and back as thanks for their hard work for the team.

Your teammates are putting in a lot of effort to help you succeed, be thankful for that.

Questions
1. How does having a team at your side help you to succeed in sports and life?
2. Think about a time when someone thanked you for doing your job or praised you for putting in good effort. 

What impact did that thanks or praise have on your future performance? Why?
3. Pick three teammates with different roles on the team and write one or two ways you can show appreciation 

for each of them.

To Your Grace Givers 
Everybody messes up sometimes. And some of those times, your actions may hurt or negatively impact others. 
For example, when you do something dumb on the weekend, that hurts your team, your coach, and your family; 
or when you say something stupid in anger, that hurts the person you said the words to. Of course, you want to 
avoid making mistakes, but they will happen. Even great leaders aren’t immune to making mistakes.

When you make a mistake, those you have hurt are in a position to offer you grace and forgiveness, so that you 
can do better next time. They have the option to give you a second chance. Remember: No one is obligated to 
give you a second chance when you mess up. They could just write you off, and you would need to find a way to 
accept that. But, when you are given a second chance, be grateful for that opportunity and make the most of it. 

A leader is humble when he or she makes a mistake because it is only with humility that a lesson can be learned 
from the mistake. Humility is not a sign of weakness or failure; it’s a sign of maturity. When you make a mistake, 
humble yourself to ask for forgiveness and grace so that you can learn from your mistake and do better next 
time.

You show gratitude to your grace givers not by making promises that you’ll do better, but by actually 
demonstrating change. Show them that you’ve learned from your mistakes and that you’re working to become 
better every day. If you did something dumb on the weekend, show you’re better judgment by staying home 
to hang out with your family or inviting a friend over instead of going out. If you said something insensitive or 
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downright awful in anger, show that you’re working on managing your anger and thinking before you speak. 

No one owes you a second chance if you mess up, but if you are offered grace, be grateful for it and show that 
appreciation by demonstrating change.

Questions
1. Think of a recent mistake you made. Who do you need to seek grace from for that? Or, who was impacted by 

that mistake?

2. How have you demonstrated change to someone who has given you a second chance?

3. Is there anyone who has wronged you that you can give grace to?

Conclusion
Gratitude is good for you and for the people around you. That’s why you should demonstrate your gratitude 
to your coaches, encouragers, challengers, teammates, and grace givers as often as possible. Cultivating 
gratitude in this way will help you become a better you and, according to science, will help your physical 
health, too. 

Beyond the benefits to you, when you show appreciation for someone, they are more likely to continue those 
actions. They are more likely to work harder to help you because they know that their actions matter. Even 
people who aren’t directly involved can benefit from your gratitude. Every time you say “thank you,” you’re 
encouraging someone else to say “thank you,” too. 

Leaders need their team beside them to help them succeed. You want your team, including all the categories 
discussed above, to know how grateful you are for them standing by you when you need them, for being there 
for you, for giving you an encouraging word or a tough challenge. 

There are so many things to be grateful for, and so many people we can thank for those things. A genuine, 
heartfelt thank you isn’t full repayment for all they’ve done and will do, but it is  a great start!  


