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Promoting player development: Guidelines for parents and coaches
By Neal Bowes, Certified Sport Psychologist (AASP, CC)

Much is written about player development and many in the soccer world appear to support its principles. Less however is understood about how to apply player development from a practical perspective. This article will identify practical advice for both parents and coaches in how to promote player development.
Player development is based upon the notion that the most important thing to promote is the player, not the team. Research consistently demonstrates that player development is advantageous not only from a technical perspective, but also in terms of player creativity and psychological skill development (cognitive, social and emotional). Many European teams (e.g. Ajax in Holland) have developed and demonstrated the success of player development models.
Characteristics of the player development model
	Player development focus
	Non player development focus

	Primary focus placed on…
· Individual learning
· Individual skill development
· Individual physical development
· Individual psychological 
     development (emotional, cognitive,      

     and social)
	Primary focus placed on…

· Winning/losing
· Win/lose record
· League position
· Rankings
· Team 
· Coach record


Why the player development model is understood but often not applied
The characteristics of the player development model are often understood but less readily applied. There are several reasons for this.

· Soccer by nature has outcomes. Many see outcomes (winning, losing) as the most important part of the game. It’s a philosophical thing.

· Many believe, although there is little/no evidence to support this, that the only way to be successful is to focus on outcomes. Parents often get ‘scared’ of their children not being on the best teams, with the best coaches, and not winning.
· A common misconception is that the player development model is anti competition. That is, some believe that by encouraging individual development players will lack the ability to be competitive. This is untrue on all levels. In the player development model players are actually encouraged to primarily compete against themselves and then apply this to the game. All the best players in the world, across all sports, demonstrate a higher focus on self competition rather than outcome competition. 

· Coaches are often fearful of being judged by results alone and therefore perpetuate over emphasis on outcomes to feel more secure in their positions. This creates a short term approach to coaching.
What is increasingly being understood at a national level is that outcome based models are having significant impacts on both participation and performance. From a participation perspective, dropout from soccer is extremely high. Research consistently demonstrates that the three top reasons children stop playing are; over competitiveness of the program, dislike of the coach (too competitive focused) and lack of playing time. These reasons are all clearly related to winning and losing. 

From a performance perspective, national level staff are increasingly recognizing that players are less creative, less imaginative, less able to play independently, less able to solve problems and less able to recover from setbacks and mistakes. Players are increasingly robotic, unimaginative and over reliant on coaches.  These types of players are limited in the performance level they can reach.
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Moving forward
The key to change is knowing why to change and having replacement behaviors. The information in the first part of this article should provide a basis to challenge some common myths about success in soccer. The second part of this article is designed to give practical advice to both parents and coaches in developing a player development culture within a team and the club. It is important to stress that when parents and coaches both promote the same message not only does the culture develop quicker, but also the player is not torn over pleasing the parent or coach. Players often feel anxious when they feel their parents and coaches are in conflict.
How parents can promote player development
	Promote
	Avoid

	· Individual growth and skill  development
· Being on a team that is suitable for the player 
· Make comparisons to previous individual performances and skill level and identify improvements
· Talking with their child about their improvements
· Encouraging their child to be creative
· Encouraging their child to try different field positions to develop understanding of the game
· Allowing their child to fail and work out how to recover
· Support coaches in their decisions to develop players over winning games
	· Making winning and losing the primary focus
· Getting over focused on their child being on the highest level team
· Making comparisons to other players (remember players of the same birth age can be up to 18 months apart developmentally)
· Encouraging their child to play safe to minimize mistakes
· ‘Forcing’/promoting their child into their ‘best’ position at an early age
· Not allowing their child to make mistakes or teaching them how to recover from mistakes and setbacks
· Judging the success of a coach by how many games they win


How coaches can promote player development

	Promote
	Avoid

	· Allowing players to develop at their own pace
· Skill development and flair/creativity
· Players working out solutions by themselves and as such learning how to think and how to recover from mistakes
· Fair playing time to ensure players learn how to play in real match situations
· Allowing players to learn from mistakes
· Talking with players about their development
· Giving players independence to enable them to learn how to problem solve and be creative
· Requiring players to plan for practices and games
· Requiring players to conduct their own constructive review of their performance
· Rewarding individual development, learning and effort
· Players trying and learning different positions on the field to develop their understanding of the game
	· Expecting all players to be at the    

      same level at the same time
· Over emphasizing the biggest or 
      physically strongest players
· Telling players how to do things
· Giving the best or strongest players  
      more playing time to ensure wins
· Taking players out when they make       

      mistakes so as not to ‘hurt’ the 
      team
· Selecting out early
· Empathizing benchmark standards
· Emphasizing results rather than 
      performance
· Making players dependent 
· Not allowing players to be creative
· Making players afraid to be 
      creative and make mistakes in 
      learning
· Showing frustration and anger 
      towards players who mess up
· Developing an attitude that player’s 
      mistakes “cost us’ the game
· Defining playing positions early in a 
      players development


The future?
If parents and coaches can actively support and apply the principles of the player development model, the future for youth soccer is encouraging. Players can look forward to being more involved, more excited, less anxious, and becoming rounded players. Coaches can look forward to developing more creative, independent players and feel safe in the knowledge that winning and losing does not guide their decision making. Finally, parents can watch their children develop in a progressive way, learning valuable skills, and enjoying the process of developing. The reality is if all players developed this way, they would be better players and incidentally their teams would probably win more often! Something to consider…
The importance of a question?





After a game they didn’t watch the first question most parents ask their child is “Did you win?” This sends the player a clear message that the most important thing about playing is the result or outcome.





Next time ask questions such as… “How did you play?”, “What did you learn”, “What did you feel you did well”, “What did you enjoy about today’s game?”
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