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The Reason Why Most Youth Soccer Coaches Fail 

Lack of knowledge to make and keep practice fun and enjoyable for the kids is really the primary cause for failure 

as a youth soccer coach, it’s sad. It’s the reason why the overwhelming majority of youth coaches and volunteer 

parents will fail, even if they buy lots of products, study them religiously and work extremely hard. 

I’m going to address the issues I see, because I know from past experience that my unique perspective can really 

make a tremendous difference in your coaching life. I cannot sit on the sidelines anymore and allow so many 

coaches and players to fall by the wayside due to a misunderstanding of how to successfully succeed in youth 

soccer. 

There are more than 265 million soccer players (90% male and 10% female) worldwide – and 270 million people are 

actively involved in soccer, if coaches, referees and other officials are included (that’s 4% of the world’s 

population!).   The growth in women’s soccer is particularly striking, with the number of registered players going up 

54%. The number of coaches and other technical staff increased 17% in six years. 

Now that you know how youth soccer is evolving, and that you must be focused on becoming well prepared to 

teach youth soccer the right way ASAP, let’s take a look at the obstacles you might face in actually coaching youth 

soccer successfully. 

Recently the National Alliance for Youth Sports released a study, indicating that 70% of kids playing sports quit by 

the age of 13, because, in their words: "it wasn’t fun anymore." 

The Youth Sports Institute at Michigan State surveyed 20,000 kids nationwide and the top two reasons why kids 

quit organized youth sports are: 

1. They lost interest 

2. They were not having fun 
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We already know from the numbers above that the main reason why kids quit soccer is because it was not fun 

anymore well, guess what? Did you know that the #1 reason why kids participate in soccer is “to have fun”? 

That’s right, Athletic Association Survey of over 20,000 kids nation-wide asked each and every one of them “Why 

do you participate in sports?.” And here are their top 10 reasons. 

1. TO HAVE FUN 

2. To improve their skills 

3. To stay in shape  

4. To do something they are good at 

5. The excitement of the competition 

6. To get exercise 

7. To play as part of a team 

8. To challenge of the competition 

9. To learn new skills 

10. To win 

It’s also a fact that 65% of kids participate in soccer to be with friends.  I hope everything makes sense now on why 

it’s absolutely critical to make and keep practice sessions fun and enjoyable for your players. 

Developing your own coaching philosophy based on the right principles is very important. You are the coach, 

mentor and educator, and your primary goal should be to make sure your players get exactly what they ‘signed up’ 

for. 

The coaching sessions should also be structured to create success, which will lead to further enjoyment. I can 

guarantee you that if your players are having fun, they will learn more. You must establish a good learning 

environment and give positive feedback to your players and be enthusiastic and excited about coaching. The 

players will feel your passion and feed off your enthusiasm. 
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Let’s go back to the main reasons why kids quit playing soccer.  If you remember, the first reason why they quit is 

because they lost interest and the second reason was because they weren’t having fun anymore.  Some other key 

reasons why kids quit playing the game in their words: “The coach played favorites”;   “Too much emphasis on 

winning” and “There was too much pressure from the coach and/or my parents”. 

                                                                                                 

On the top 10 reasons list why kids participate in youth sports, just to show you something. Guess what?  

“WINNING” WAS LAST!  

To win is the #10 reason why kids play soccer, so why would you try to make it #1?    

The over-emphasis on winning in youth soccer, places a tremendous amount of pressure not only on your players, 

but also on you as a coach.   Although the lessons learned through competition are important, it is of greater 

importance that you focus your teachings on the fundamentals of the game and the physical skills necessary for the 

future. Too much pressure at an early age can kill the enjoyment of soccer in the child, and lead to low player 

retention rates.  We want players coming back practice after practice; game after game; year after year. 
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Especially at younger ages, coaching success should not be measured in “X” number of wins and “Y” number of 

losses. The overall majority of youth soccer coaches use this as their yardstick (or their coaching “Philosophy”.) In 

terms of measuring your success as a coach, I would recommend that you consider these four areas: 

1. How much are your players enjoying the game and having fun?  

a. (Ask them, are they coming back, are they smiling) 

2. How much are the skills of your players developing?  

a. (Use player evaluation forms with stats to keep track of their progress) 

3. How is their character and personality evolving as young men or women? 

a. (Use your own observation skills, get to know your players better and talk to their parents) 

4. How much enthusiasm and excitement are they showing toward the game? 

a. (Use your own observation skills and be alert) 

You should concentrate on getting 100% out of your players by making practice enjoyable and fun and de-

emphasize winning or losing. Many times, losing a game doesn’t necessarily mean a team is “not winning” or not 

succeeding. You can play well and lose, just as you can play poorly and win. 

IMPORTANT: When I say that your coaching philosophy should be based on making practice fun, DO NOT confuse 

this with focusing SOLELY on “having fun” either. If you do that, it can become a worse problem for you.  I’ve seen 

some coaches that ONLY cared about ‘fun’ and totally forgot about stressing the fundamentals like hard work, 

discipline and being competitive and exigent. These “fun-only” coaches allow everything on their coaching sessions, 

and they suffer hard and rarely win games or the respect of their players. This can lead to players getting hurt, 

hard-working players losing interest because of not getting recognition for their hard work and seeing no 

punishment for those messing around, “little distracters” that destroy the harmony of the group or skip practice. 

You need to find the right mix and I’m sure you’ll be rewarded. 

Another thing you need to consider when you’re teaching kids is that youngsters' attention spans are short. They 

cannot handle as much information at one time as adults. You shouldn’t insist upon forcing every detail you know 

on your players, often at the most inappropriate times. 

Here are a few examples: 

• The pre-game and half-time talk isn’t the appropriate time to introduce a detailed game plan. Do it in smaller 

pieces during practice sessions so kids have time to assimilate your instructions and understand it. 

• If you want to introduce any new concept or idea, do it one strategy at a time. On the other hand, to reinforce old 

and previously explained ideas before a game, focus on one or two key points. 

• You’ll lose the attention of the entire group, if you throw out 7 or 12 different concepts randomly as they come to 

your mind. Kids (especially older ones) are masters at looking straight at you while their minds are totally drifting at 

the ‘far far away’ land. 
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These small changes in the way you demonstrate and communicate with your players can make huge differences in 

the outcome results you get. These new techniques come from a better understanding of the kids, who they are, 

and how they ‘work’, so you can pass the information in a more effective way. 

One of the things that can dramatically improve your results is to allow the players to make mistakes without 

overreacting and criticizing in a negative way.  The negative critique can kill the player’s creativity, imagination and 

enthusiasm.  When a player makes a mistake, don’t emphasize the mistake. Instead, begin with a positive 

statement, followed by a constructive criticism, and end with another positive statement. 

What I’ve attempted to do in this guide is to get you thinking about the way you’re coaching soccer differently 

than you have before. 

Here’s a quick recap: 

1. You need to learn how to make and keep practice sessions fun and enjoyable for the kids, as this is the primary 

reason why youth soccer coaches fail. 

2. Always remember that the #1 reason why 70% of the kids quit playing soccer by the age of 13 is in their words: 

“It wasn’t fun anymore”. 

3. Keep in your mind that #1 reason why kids participate in organized youth soccer is: “To have fun!” 

4. Survey your players regularly to find out how they feel about your work and implement some of their 

suggestions to improve your coaching sessions. 

5. Attempt to develop your own coaching philosophy based on a strong foundation of integrity values, focused on 

player development and involvement of all players to ensure everyone has fun and feels integrated. 

6. De-emphasize winning or losing and concentrate your efforts on getting 100% out of your players by making 

practice sessions enjoyable and fun. 

7. Remember that the 3rd reason for kids quitting soccer is because the coach was a poor teacher. Seek a mentor 

or outside help to improve your coaching skills and keep yourself updated and well informed. 

8. Lead by example and understand the roles and responsibilities of a youth soccer coach as you’ll tend to be the 

model for your players. 

9. Use positive reinforcement and focus on the positive things or what your players did right, and always use a 

positive statement followed by a constructive criticism and end with another positive statement. 
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At the youth level, the player must come first!! Every decision made by the club and the coach should be in the best 

interest of the individual players. 

 Examples:  

1) A youth player should not be kept in goal against his or her wishes just because he or she is the best keeper and 

the team needs him/her to win the game.  

2) Coaches should not hold on to good players at a lower playing level just to help the team to win games. The 

better player should be allowed to move up to the next level in order to help him/her reach their potential, even if 

it means that the team they leave behind will be weakened. 

3) Every player must play in every game, not left to sit on the bench for the entire game because the team must 

win.  

4) Young players should not be pigeon-holed into one position when young. Players should be given the chance to 

play multiple positions and develop various skills to make each player a better overall player.  

5) When players are invited to play for the Inter-city, Regional or National Team,  (and the player is willing) their 

club coaches should allow them to go even if there is a conflict with a club activity. It is not fair to the players to ask 

them to give up such opportunities in the name of team loyalty. The coach should help the player choose what is 

best for the player.  The team is there to serve the players ambition, not the other way around. 

The previous points do not intend to go so far as to say that there should be no team building in youth soccer. In 

fact, team building is a vital part of the full experience of youth soccer. The concepts of cooperation, helping 

teammates, trust, dedication, and being respectful are certainly team building concepts that should be introduced 

to young players.  

In Conclusion – Our mission as coaches should be “to provide each player the opportunity to play soccer in a 

supportive and rewarding environment that emphasizes fun, enjoyment and skill learning, at a level that fits 

his/her interest and ability."   Please use this guide and the corresponding training sessions to make you a more 

informed coach, your players better, your team stronger and to create an enjoyable experience for everyone 

involved in the game of soccer. 

All coaches will have access to weekly training sessions that focus on player 

development, team development or game strategies. 

Thank you, Norbert Altenstad   nstad@sympatico.ca   Tel: 514-717-5373 

THE END 
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