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Competition for young players – when are they ready?
By Neal Bowes, Certified Sport Psychologist (AASP, CC) 

One of the most commonly asked questions amongst parents is - “when is my child ready to play competitive soccer?”  The reality is that children are ready for competition from as young as 5-6 years. Children of this age like to compete. What this means however, is that children are ready for a child version of competitive soccer from a young age.  What they are not ready for, cognitively or emotionally, is adult versions of competitive soccer.
What do we mean by adult versions of competitive soccer? Clearly adults are cognitively and emotionally more mature than children. For example, adults have better memories, understand longer term consequences, and have more advanced coping systems (to deal with pressure for example) than children. Children do not see the world like adults or think like adults. They, for example, have shorter memories (see how quickly they can get over a loss with a good snack!), they don’t understand why messing up is really such a big deal, and they get anxious and confused when put under pressure to perform consistently.
	Young children do well in competitive soccer when they are allowed to:
	Young children are at risk in competitive soccer when they:

	· Have fun

· Learn new skills

· Make mistakes and learn from them

· Explore new ways of trying things

· Learn with their friends

Children do well when they are encouraged to primarily compete against themselves to improve their skills.


	· Feel under pressure to be the best
· Are made to think and act like adults

· Are afraid to make mistakes

· Are limited in their creative thinking

· Are defined by their ability in comparison to other players

· Are over exposed to winning and losing

Children are at risk when their definition of success is guided by winning/losing and how they compare to the best player.


The biggest risk to exposing children to adult competition is they just don’t cope. Practice and games stop being fun (remember this is the number one reason they started playing) and winning/losing, pleasing others and fear of mistakes are constant sources of worry and anxiety. Over 85% of children quit all forms of organized sport by the age of 16.  Over competitiveness of the program and parental pressure are the top two cited reasons for discontinuation.
	Signs that soccer is too ‘adult competitive’ for young players
· They don’t want to go to practice

· They are nervous about making mistakes

· They look to the sidelines for guidance/acceptance of what to do

· They over react to winning, losing, being substituted, etc
· They worry about messing up
· They are afraid to make their own decisions

· They ‘hide’ in games, especially ‘important’ ones
· Their confidence is based upon winning and losing



All coaches and parents should therefore work hard to ensure that they allow young children to be exactly that. We have to let them learn, be creative, mess up, pick themselves up in their own way and ultimately have some fun. They have plenty of time to be adults! There are many myths that lead parents and coaches to push adult competition on players – the reality is however than players who were encouraged to have fun, had high emphasis on individual development and creativity, and were allowed to learn from their mistakes, play longer and at a higher level. 
10 top tips for creating a child competitive soccer environment

To create a child competitive soccer environment parents/coaches are encouraged to:
· make soccer as fun as possible (always think to yourself – “if I were in the session, would I think it was fun?”)
· emphasize player development over winning (always)
· talk to players about their improvements and strengths

· praise players primarily for effort and learning
· allow players to make mistakes and learn from them
· help players develop their confidence based upon their improvements
· never remove players from games or practices for making mistakes

· refrain from constantly telling players what to do

· allow players to be creative

· actively review how much they are emphasizing competition and winning/losing to players and ensure the emphasize is always on player development
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“Young children are not, and should never be treated as, mini adults”








Competition for young players – when are they ready?
Page 2 of 2
© 2008 Simply Performance Group 

5/8/2008

