Too Soon: When is Too Soon?
Steve Davis & Chris Panayiotou

Fixed To Grow?
Encouraging Our Coaches and Youth Players To Think
Outside The Cones & Play Outside The Lines

Ability vs Maturation vs Mindset
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Ability
Maturation
Mindset
Combined =
Fulfilled Potential
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Discover - Learn - Play
• Players: Free Play, Unstructured, Social, Comfortable,
Develop a Love for the game.
• Overplayed - Undertrained
• Over Coached - Underestimated
• Incorrect Pathways - Create a Path
• Parents: Long Term Process - Education
• Coaches: Developmental Competencies

Develop & Challenge
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Social Skills - Life Skills
Physical / Motor Skills
Behavioral Skills
Emotional Skills
It’s not “One Size Fits All”
Position Specific?
Nature vs Nurture or Nature AND Nurture

Develop & Challenge
Pre-Maturation (6-12 Yrs)
During these years, a difference in age up to one year can
be significant. At six years of age, a participant could
realistically be 20% older than his or her peer.

•

Know the player and their DOB

•

Equal playing time and involvement

•

Multiple positions

•

Parent education for realistic
expectations

•

Development over winning

•

Training: Create competition based on
ability not physical attributes

•

Challenge every player to grow and
develop their skills

Mindset & Motivation

Mindset & Motivation

Train & Compete (13-19 Yrs)
Adolescence (13-19 Yrs)
The Relative Age Effect can become more pronounced due to the effect of maturation. Athletes advanced
in age are usually also advanced in maturation. In males maturation usually occurs at approximately 14
years of age, and in females, its 11-12 years of age, but the timing and tempo of maturation can vary
considerably between individuals (+/- 2-3 years - Lloyd et al, 2014)

• Focus praise on effort (never has a bad day), achievement and progress
• Assess maturational status where possible - Height, Sitting Height, body Mass, DOB
• Growth spurt: Allow time for brain to adjust

Extend & Consolidate
"I think that it is important to play within your age group or 1 year on
either side of your age group, which should be determined by the
player’s psychological, social and physical development. I also believe
that playing up or down can be accomplished in our youth soccer
environment through a guest player system…thus, relaxing the
stringent rules that many leagues enforce."
Tom Goodman, M.Ed.
NEFC Director of Coach Education
USSF National Staff Instructor

Bio-Banding
"The potential issues with having only chronological
age groups is that all players develop and mature at
different rates, this can often lead to players biologically
being three years apart but training and playing
together all the time.
- James Bunce
Head of Sports Science

"Early-maturing players will
often rely on their physicality
to dominate training and
matches"
- James Bunce

High School & College
•

High School soccer can place student-athletes in an
environment where they can be competing with and
against players in grades 7-12, with difference in age of 5
years (13-18yrs). Ability levels can be vastly different

•

College soccer can have players competing against each
other with a difference of age up to 8 years, and in some
cases that gap can be much more

Relative Age Effect vs Relative Deprivation
• Coaches often measure success by wins and losses
• Players generally measure success by performance
• Parents measure success by comparison
When performance is measured, performance improves. When performance
is measured and discussed between coach and player, the rate of
improvement significantly accelerates
“Tell me and I forget, teach me and I may remember, involve me and I learn”
- Benjamin Franklin

DETERMINATION OF BIOLOGICAL MATURITY AND CONTROLLING FOR ITS
CONFOUNDING EFFECTS
Since the birth date distribution and the importance of maturation on body size and physiological
performance are shown to be an important influence in selection in youth soccer, there’s a need to
reconsider groups based on the year they are born.
1) expansion of age group bandwidths to 15 to 21 months and rotation of cut-off dates across
particular ages and constantly change group composition
2) reduce bandwidth to 9 months to reduce potential age inequalities;
3) change cut-off dates by 3 months between seasons of competition to ensure players experience
being in each quartile positions across their youth career
4) implement players-quota for each quartiles
5) group players according to physical characteristics (i.e., height and weight: NZ Rugby)

Mindset
• Construct/Implement their own ideas during training
• Ownership of their personal development on and off the field
• Accountability - Honesty - Leadership
• Influence on self and teammates
• Motivation: Self - Players - Internal/External
• Parents Role: Balanced
• What triggers a growth mindset? Coach? Player? Both?

Playing Up?
Is there a youth player you worked with who you are especially proud of?
Midfielder Jordy Clasie - Southampton FC of the English Premier League
14 Years of age was 150cm tall (4’-9”) playing up 2 years.
Each year was 50/50 whether to keep him in the academy.
Played for Holland in the 2014 World Cup Semifinal vs Argentina
I said because he was thrown in at the deep end, he did not
have the energy to grow. I recommended reducing his training by
50 per cent, and by 2010 he had grown to 5’-6”
- Raymond Verheijen

“Everything has
changed except the
way we think.”
“The definition of
insanity is doing the
same thing repeatedly
and expecting a
different result.”
As coaches and teachers we need to understand the
complexities of player development

ARE WE THEIR LAST CHANCE?
“We must educate parents, administrators, coaches and
referees to let the players mature physically, socially,
cognitively and emotionally so that the chances of staying
in soccer until their late teens actually has a chance.”
US Youth Soccer

SAM SNOW
19

There were 70,000 people in the stadium and we're
warming up like Germans, serious and focused.
There's music playing, the song is 'Live is Life' and
Maradona starts juggling the ball off his shoulders.
What's this guy doing? We couldn't warm up anymore
because we had to watch this guy.
Jurgen Klinnsman
US Mens National Team Coach

Does relative age effect prevent you from wiggling like this?

Relative Age Effect vs Relative Deprivation?

Are you prepared for the transition to calendar year?

Born October 30, 1960

How
will
you
prepare
and
encourage
players
to
How
important
is
motivation
in
relation
to
Professional Debut Shortly Before 16th Birthday
think outside of the cones and play outside
Ability vs Maturation
vs
Mindset?
of the lines?

To my coach
"I am an athlete who can go as far as I push
myself, and as part of my growth and
development I don't listen to anyone who
attempts to make me lose focus by telling me I
can't, who says don't do that instead of here's
how you do it. I pay no attention to those who
belittle, berate, and remonstrate, but fail to
demonstrate. I am an athlete who knows my
path to greatness has obstacles, but I won't
allow negativity to be one. I am an athlete. I am
determined to listen to constructive coaching
because I want to build my confidence, my self
esteem, and believe that you picking me up is
much better than trying to put me down. I am an
athlete who can do whatever I put my mind to.

I don't use the word sacrifice for all the things I miss
when I train, play and compete, they are choices I
make, I am an athlete. A proud individual with integrity,
who is honest and accountable for my own actions,
who works hard for what I earn because I am self
motivated. I accept coaching from those who are
honest and have my best interests in mind, who
measure my performance with positive feedback, who
teach me, involve me, listen to me, and challenge me
to solve problems for myself. I am proud to be an
athlete, so don't tell me no, tell me yes and show me
how. Empower me, guide me, trust me, support me.
Be proud that I am an athlete who is comfortable
asking you a question, knowing you'll be engaging,
enthusiastic, encouraging, and supportive. I am an
athlete, but I am still just a child."

