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Abstract:  

This article reviews psychological interventions for building self-confidence and 

reducing fear of failure in youth soccer players. Research in sports psychology and the 

experience of elite soccer coaches both point to the effectiveness of a supportive, mastery-

based approach. To reduce youth players’ fear of failure, coaches should prioritize 

building a growth mindset, teaching mental skills, and positive coaching. The article 

describes relevant literature on confidence and fear in sports, evidence-based 

interventions, and applications to soccer coaching for players and teams. Case study 

examples from coaching practice illustrate these approaches in action. The goal is to 

provide coaches and sport psychologists with effective tools to help young athletes 

overcome fear and thrive under pressure, resulting in better performance and player 

retention and well-being.  

 

Keywords: youth sport psychological stress coaching style football soccer motivation 

inteligence. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The role of confidence in athletic performance and development is well-established. In 

youth soccer, a player’s level of self-confidence can impact their willingness to learn and 

try new skills, take risks during games, and cope with the competitive pressure they face. 

At the same time, fear of failure and anxiety can cripple a young athlete’s development. 

Studies indicate that a large proportion of youth athletes quit sports due to performance 

anxiety and fear of failure. For soccer players, competitive stress and fear of making 

mistakes are the number one reason for dropping out of youth clubs – nearly half of 
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quitting players cite performance pressure as the cause. This not only limits their athletic 

potential but also negates the lifelong benefits of sports participation. As such, modern 

coaching places an increasing emphasis on fostering confidence and minimizing fear in 

young players. A psychological approach, which combines the research literature in 

sports psychology with best practice methods from soccer coaching, offers a set of tools 

and strategies to help players build mental toughness. By creating a positive learning 

environment and explicitly teaching mental skills, coaches can enable youth athletes to 

overcome fear, rebound from setbacks, and meet challenges with enthusiasm rather than 

dread. This paper will review relevant literature on confidence and fear in sports, discuss 

evidence-based coaching interventions, and present an example from coaching practice. 

The final section suggests some practical applications of these ideas to training and 

competition.  

  

1.1 Literature Review 

1.1.1 Confidence and Fear of Failure in Youth Sports 

In sports psychology, self-confidence is generally defined as the belief in one’s 

capabilities to succeed in particular athletic tasks. On the soccer field, a confident player 

is one who trusts their own abilities. For example, a striker who is full of self-confidence 

believes that they will be able to score a goal if presented with an opportunity. Fear of 

failure is the opposite – it is the apprehension about the negative consequences of failing 

in performance situations. Research by Sagar et al. (2007) found that young elite athletes 

often believe failure to be followed by aversive consequences. These included a 

diminished sense of self-image, no sense of achievement, and the experience of intense 

emotional distress and other negative emotions. Put differently, many young players 

believe mistakes are bad for their self-esteem, and this belief creates anxiety that 

undermines confidence. Impact of Confidence and Fear on Performance and 

Development: The consequence of a fear-based mindset is a risk-averse, “play-it-safe” 

approach. A young player who is afraid to fail will shun risky passes or shots and make 

overly conservative decisions to avoid making mistakes. This is consistent with research 

that describes the avoidance-focused behavior in youth athletes with low resilience – that 

is, players who fear failure tend to always choose the safest pass or avoid taking risks due 

to the fear of making a mistake. Such a behavior obviously can stunt the player’s 

development (as they are not putting themselves in challenging situations where they 

can grow) and impact team performance. The constant fear and pressure may also lead 

to early burnout or dropout. In fact, youth sports researchers have found a link between 

fear of failure and higher stress and even athlete burnout in adolescence. In contrast, 

confident players are willing to make mistakes, learn from them, and keep improving, 

which leads to faster development.  

  

1.1.2 Sources of Confidence 

Research suggests that the confidence of young athletes is not innate but develops from 

multiple sources. In a qualitative study of elite youth soccer players, major sources of 
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sport-confidence included performance accomplishments (successes and 

improvements), social support, encouragement from coaches and teammates, effective 

preparation and training, and positive feedback. Put simply, players feel more confident 

when they have evidence of their improvement and skill mastery, and when they know 

their coaches and peers believe in them. Psychological sources, such as a sense of 

superiority over opponents and understanding of tactical strategy, also contributed to 

confidence for some players. Confidence is therefore not simply “having high self-esteem” 

or an inherent trait. Instead, it is built from experience and the environment players find 

themselves in. Motivational Aura and Fear: The aura that coaches create – known as the 

motivational aura – is of key importance in shaping confidence and fear in young athletes. 

A task-oriented (mastery) climate prioritizes effort, learning, and personal improvement, 

whereas an ego-oriented (performance) climate is more focused on results and social 

comparison. The achievement goal theory research has found that a mastery climate can 

support athletes’ basic psychological needs (e.g., feeling competent and connected) and 

reduce their fear of failure. In a study involving over 600 youth athletes, Gonzalezn 

Hernandez et al. (2023) found that a task-involving coaching climate was related to higher 

levels of basic need satisfaction and lower fear of failure, while an ego-involving climate 

was related to higher fear of failure. In other words, when coaches focus on rewarding 

effort, allowing mistakes as learning opportunities, and valuing each player’s 

improvement, athletes are more comfortable and confident in pushing their limits. 

Conversely, a “win-at-all-costs” environment where mistakes are punished can make 

players more nervous and fearful of taking risks. Similarly, sports psychologists have 

found that if young athletes perceive their coach as controlling or excessively critical, they 

may worry that their performance is being judged, which can make them more afraid of 

messing up and play tentatively.  

  

2. Building Resilience  

  

Confidence is also linked to resilience – the ability to recover from setbacks. Resilient 

young players tend to respond to mistakes or losses by increasing effort and staying 

composed, rather than withdrawing or giving up. In research with soccer academy 

players, scholars found that resilient individuals were more likely to comfort teammates 

after mistakes, regulate their emotions during pressure, and be open to coaches’ 

feedback. In contrast, players with lower resilience were more likely to “go into a shell” in 

response to failure, displaying closed-off body language and avoidance behaviors (e.g. 

hiding on the field and hoping not to be needed in important situations). The research 

literature suggests that resilience can be enhanced through supportive coaching and 

deliberate mental skills training. When coaches model constructive responses to setbacks 

(rather than panicking or overreacting) and help players view challenges as learning 

opportunities, they help athletes reframe failures as temporary, solvable, and non-

catastrophic. Over time, this mindset can reduce the power of fear and build a deeper 

confidence that is resilient to up and down moments.  
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2.1 Summary of Key Insights 

So young soccer players play their best when they are confident in their ability and not 

scared to make mistakes. Research shows that confidence is built up over time through 

positive experiences (wins, mastering new skills) and the social support of a coach and 

teammates. A supportive environment fulfills athletes’ basic needs for autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness. However, players’ confidence and fear of failure are also 

influenced by the coaching climate – a punitive or excessively pressuring environment 

can exacerbate anxiety and performance concerns. With these key points in mind, let’s 

look at the practical coaching interventions to build confidence and reduce fear among 

young players.  

  

2.2 Coaching Interventions 

Based on sports psychology principles and methods used by elite soccer coaches, several 

interventions can help young players become more confident and resilient:  

  

2.2.1 Foster a Mastery Climate 

Perhaps the first thing a coach can do is create a team culture that prioritizes personal 

improvement over winning. Instead of focusing on the result, celebrate the effort, the 

technique and the process of learning. Set process goals (e.g. “improve weak foot passing 

accuracy this month”) for each player to shift the focus to growth. Such a task-involved 

climate has been shown to reduce fear and increase need satisfaction. In practical terms, 

coaches can emphasize “learning moments” in training – discuss mistakes openly as a way 

to get better – and reward players for effort or courage (trying a new skill or play in the 

game), regardless of the immediate outcome. As players learn that making mistakes is 

allowed, their fear of making mistakes tends to go down.  

 

2.2.2 Goal Setting and Achievement Plans 

Setting realistic goals is a widely supported technique for building confidence. The coach 

can work with each athlete to set individual short-term goals (for practice and games) 

aligned with their development. For example, a defender could target at least three 

tackles or interceptions per game, while a shy player might set a goal to call for the ball 

loudly every time in a session. Tracking these goals helps players see progress, which in 

turn feeds self-efficacy. The evidence suggests that when young athletes set and achieve 

personal goals – and celebrate those little victories – their self-belief improves. Coaches 

can support this by reviewing goals in one-on-one meetings and recognizing 

achievements (“You met your goal of taking 5 shots this week – great job being aggressive on 

offense!”). Over time, these mastery experiences add up to a more confident athlete.  

 

2.2.3 Mental Imagery and Visualization 

Visualization is a technique that professional sports coaches have borrowed from the 

world of elite athletes. Visualization is a process where an athlete mentally rehearses a 

successful performance – e.g. picturing a perfect first touch, or scoring the winning goal 
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under pressure. The research shows this technique increases confidence because it creates 

a “been there before” effect. In the words of Strycharczyk et al. (2021, p. 111), “imagining 

yourself surmounting an obstacle or successfully completing a task is one of the most effective 

ways to increase your self-belief.” Youth coaches can introduce brief visualization exercises 

during training or before game routines. For example, the team could close their eyes 

before a match and mentally rehearse the first few minutes – winning duels, completing 

passes, communicating. Positive mental images help to “overwrite” the “what if I fail?” 

self-talk with expectations of success. Over time, players who regularly practice 

visualization may play in games with more confidence and less fear.  

 

2.2.4 Relaxation Techniques to Manage Anxiety 

Because fear of failure can show up as performance anxiety (nervousness, muscle tension, 

heart racing), it is very helpful for young athletes to be trained in relaxation and arousal 

control techniques. Simple breathing exercises or mindfulness exercises can be practiced 

just like any physical skill. A coach could introduce a routine where, after a high-intensity 

drill or scrimmage, players spend a minute on deep belly breathing to calm their heart 

rate. These techniques help restore a sense of control and calm, which in turn can help a 

player’s confidence. A popular method is the “5-5-5” breathing: breathe in for 5 seconds, 

hold for 5 seconds, breathe out for 5 seconds. Repeat three times to help alleviate acute 

anxiety. Coaches should encourage players to take centering breaths whenever they feel 

overwhelmed (e.g. before taking a penalty kick, after a bad tackle). Controlling the 

physiological symptoms of fear helps athletes focus better on the game rather than on 

their fears.  

 

2.2.5 Positive Self-Talk and Cognitive Restructuring 

Research shows that young players often have negative self-talk, especially after making 

mistakes (“I always mess up”, “Coach will bench me if I miss”). Coaches can help combat this 

by encouraging athletes to use positive self-talk. Athletes can develop simple affirmative 

mantras to repeat to themselves, e.g. “I’ve trained for this – I can do it” or “Mistakes happen, 

I’ll get the next one.” These affirmations help interrupt negative thought spirals and 

replace them with confidence-building self-talk. Coaches might even get the team 

shouting a collective mantra (e.g. “Next play, best play!”) after a mistake to reinforce 

refocusing on the next opportunity. Cognitive restructuring – reframing irrational fears 

(“If I fail, I’m worthless”) into constructive thoughts (“Everyone fails sometimes, I can learn 

from this”) is something sports psychologists often work on with athletes. Coaches can 

help more informally by talking openly about common fears with the team and helping 

athletes put mistakes in perspective.  

 

2.2.6 Confidence-Boosting Feedback 

The way a coach gives feedback can build a player up – or tear them down. As Abrahams 

(2020) points out, “every word that a coach utters has an impact on confidence.” Instead of 

over-correcting or criticizing errors, a better coach uses a constructive and positive 
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feedback style. One approach is the “positive sandwich” method – first point out what 

was done well, then mention what could be improved, then end on an encouraging 

comment. For example: “Great hustle to get into that position; next time, try to use your laces 

for more power on the shot. You’re getting into the right positions – keep shooting!” This lets the 

athlete know the error is fixable and the effort was noticed. A good coach should make 

sure to focus feedback on factors that the player can control (effort, technique, decision-

making) rather than outcomes (winning/losing), which are outside their control. 

Reinforcing what players can control and do well helps to build their belief in their 

abilities.  

 

2.2.7 Reduce Uncertainty with Routines and Preparation 

Uncertainty often leads to fear. The more confident players are that they know what to 

expect and have prepared for a game, the less fearful they tend to feel. Coaches can reduce 

anxiety by establishing consistent pre-practice and pre-game routines so that players 

have a sense of familiarity and control. For example, starting practice every time with the 

same fun warm-up game, or using a set sequence of stretches and ball drills before games. 

As we discussed earlier, elite teams use structured mental prep (team meetings, walk-

throughs) to ensure athletes are coming into the competition with a plan. In youth soccer, 

a simple pre-game review of each player’s role, or a calming team talk, can prevent 

overthinking. In addition, teaching players to have a personal pre-performance routine 

(e.g. specific breathing exercise, or visualization) while waiting to come on the field can 

help reduce fear by focusing the mind on controllable actions. A well-prepared athlete is 

usually a more confident athlete. 

 

2.2.8 Engage Parents and Support Network 

Parents and the broader support network play a huge role in either fueling fear of failure 

or building confidence. Coaches need to get parents on board by communicating about 

the importance of a positive, low-pressure attitude. Parents should be encouraged to 

cheer effort and improvement rather than criticizing mistakes. One study suggests that 

“parental pressure” (constantly coaching from the sidelines or doing detailed critiques 

after games) doubles the likelihood a child will quit sports due to fear. Setting some 

expectations at a parent meeting – e.g. a “no yelling at referees, coaches, or players” rule – 

can create a more supportive environment. By enlisting parents to be allies who reinforce 

the team’s confidence messages at home, a coach builds a 360-degree support system for 

the athlete. When a child hears consistent encouragement and healthy messages about 

failure, both at practice and at home, their confidence is more likely to thrive.  

  

2.3 Case Studies: Psychological Trajectories in Youth Soccer  

2.3.1 Development Player X 

Overcoming Early Fear Through Developmental Coaching requirs moving away from 

high-pressure behaviors such as shouting aggressive gestures, which can increase anxiety 

and reduce confidence in young soccer/football players Player X’s story is one of 
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transformation, from fear to confidence. Ages 6–13 were especially rough: from coaches 

and parents, he absorbed a sense of constant evaluation and threat of criticism. 

Consequently, Player X was always afraid during games, playing timidly and constantly 

worried about making mistakes. The harm of such an atmosphere – excessive adult 

pressure, criticism, and fear of failure – is well-documented as one of the most consistent 

“confidence busters” for young athletes. Moreover, studies in the field of pediatric sports 

have found that adult pressure, whether from parents or coaches, can lead to 

performance anxiety and even burnout in kids. In fact, Player X often seemed on edge 

during games, starting early and shying away from 1v1s – all signs of kids who’ve been 

pushed into being too scared to play freely. His coaches contributed to that fear-based 

environment more than any other single factor, which is one reason his skills developed 

slowly and unevenly. It was not until age 13 that Player X had a coach who reversed those 

effects. At his new club focused on development over winning, the coach created a 

mastery-oriented climate: a team culture that put effort and learning over outcomes. By 

providing individual attention, this coach helped Player X regain his confidence on the 

field. Research supports this approach: an emphasis on skill development, personal 

improvement and effort (what experts call a mastery climate) is linked to higher athlete 

engagement and confidence. By contrast, an ego-oriented climate that rewards and 

praises only performance outcomes correlates with lower engagement in sports. For 

Player X, the coach’s constructive, player-centered approach – encouraging questions, 

giving actionable feedback, or treating mistakes as learning opportunities rather than 

failures – made him feel safe to take risks and seek help. This reassurance unlocked his 

performance in the long run: freed from fear of constant reprimand, he also became more 

resilient and proactive on the pitch. This experience clearly shows the power of moving 

from a fear-based coaching approach to a developmentally appropriate, athlete-centred 

one: Player X went from a nervous youngster to a confident, productive teen player, 

thanks to a coach who focused on growth and building confidence over immediate 

results.  

  

2.3.2 Player Y: Early Confidence and Adolescent Challenges Player Y 

Early Confidence and Adolescent Challenges A positive coach communicating with 

young soccer players on the sideline, contrasted with an authoritative or fear-based 

coach. Player Y presents an alternate path of development. His childhood environment 

(ages 6–13) was markedly different from Player X’s. His parents and coaches created a 

positive climate with an emphasis on fun, learning, and effort.  

 Mistakes were discussed after games, not yelled about during. Coaches praised 

improvement and teamwork rather than pressuring kids to win at all costs. Such a 

nurturing atmosphere— open communication, encouragement, patience, and freedom to 

play–gave Player Y strong confidence early on. He loved to practice and went into games 

with a healthy mindset: he played to have fun and get better rather than “win at all costs.” 

 This falls in line with expert recommendations and research in youth sports: at 

early ages, an environment that keeps the focus on enjoyment, skill development, and 
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learning (instead of outcomes) builds a solid foundation of self-belief. Player Y’s 

experience also matches findings that a “growth-oriented” support system from parents, 

coaches, and teammates (where mistakes are learning opportunities and effort is what 

gets praised) is the basis for more resilient, confident athletes in the long run. Indeed, by 

age 13, Player Y’s skills were solid, and he also had a mentally strong foundation. He 

could deal with losing or other routine setbacks without panic, a byproduct of years of 

positive coaching and secure parental support. However, adolescence (ages 13–18) 

brought psychological challenges for Player Y despite the strong start. Transitioning to 

more competitive levels brought new pressure for the first time: tougher opponents, 

higher expectations and for the first time, dealing with failure was more stressful for 

Player Y. At around 15, he experienced a slump and self-doubt – common for teens as the 

game speeds up and “making varsity” or “getting scouted” become real concerns. In Player 

Y’s case, a mid-adolescent growth spurt disrupted his coordination and playing style: 

this made him frustrated and second-guess his technical abilities, despite being an above-

average player. Moreover, his new coach at high school was well-meaning but more 

results-driven and less familiar with Player Y personally. This meant that the same level 

of unwavering support he knew as a kid was not guaranteed at this level. The net result 

for Player Y was a new kind of confidence issue starting at 15 years old: anxiety before 

games and a fear of failing to meet expectations. This case shows that early self-belief is 

an advantage, but that even confident youth players can face setbacks as they get older if 

the environment changes and if they lack the tools to cope with new stressors. 

Fortunately, Player Y’s coaches and parents responded quickly. Observing the shift in his 

attitude, they sought to address the problem head-on. Reiterating the growth mindset 

principles he’d heard his whole youth career, his coaches and parents told Player Y that 

this kind of temporary slump is normal and that effort and learning count for more than 

short-term success. They also implemented psychological skills training: a sports 

psychologist helped Player Y practice relaxation and cognitive restructuring (identifying 

and replacing negative thoughts) on a regular basis. Such cognitive-behavioral 

interventions are empirically supported to help young athletes manage their 

performance anxiety and regain confidence. The coach also did his part: he had the team 

do brief mindfulness exercises before games and some practice sets. Research shows that 

short mindfulness training can be effective if the coach is trained and delivers it 

authentically, so it helped Player Y and his teammates stay calm and present under 

pressure. With those interventions, he made the mental adaptations necessary to handle 

higher-level competition. By 18, he had come out of his slump with confidence restored 

to its typical level. The foundation of a supportive childhood and the proactive 

psychological interventions in his adolescence combined to help Player Y navigate the 

ups and downs of teen sports. His story is an example of how initial confidence is a 

helpful trait, but must be nurtured and guided in adolescence to set the right habits. If 

the coach or parents are still there to provide support (and do not just assume an already 

talented youth will figure things out by himself), and if targeted mental training is offered 

to deal with the new stressors, then even early confident athletes can continue to grow 
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and handle the new challenges in late adolescence. By contrast, a shift in Player Y’s 

environment to a harsh, only-win mentality during his teens would have put him on the 

path to burnout or dropout– a fate his interventions luckily helped him avoid.  

 

2.4 Coaching Approaches and Confidence Outcomes in Youth Players (Summary)  

For these three cases, the overall patterns in terms of coaching behavior and its 

consequences for youth player confidence are clear. A hyper-competitive approach that 

relies on fear, yelling or unrealistic expectations early on (Player X’s early experience, 

Player Z’s benching example) tends to produce anxiety and impaired development. 

These players focus on not making mistakes rather than playing to their best ability, often 

underperforming as a result of their tension. In comparison, a supportive, player-

centered, development-focused coaching approach (Player X’s later coach and Player Y’s 

experience as a child) builds resilience, engagement, and high confidence that is more 

sustainable. The research lines up consistently here as well: an athlete-centered climate 

with an emphasis on learning, effort, and autonomy tends to produce more engaged and 

confident youth athletes than an outcome-centered climate that breeds fear and demands 

constant pressure. Moreover, the brief interventions (peer support, a coach’s calming 

communication) introduced by both coaches in adolescence can be an important buffer 

against previous negative experiences or the first wave of a performance slump. When 

done well, even targeted mental skills training or psychological counseling by experts 

can be empirically supported to help youth players overcome specific mental barriers to 

their performance. In sum, looking at the developmental pathways of Players X and Y, 

the common thread that emerges is that a coach’s behavior has a huge impact on a young 

player’s confidence over time. Coaches who serve as positive mentors – handling 

mistakes constructively, focusing on growth and process, communicating openly – are 

likely to produce athletes who thrive developmentally, from age 6 to 18. Conversely, 

coaches who use intimidation, set unrealistic demands, or regularly criticize their players 

often have an overall negative impact on players’ psychological development. The effects 

of those coaching behaviors can last even into the later teen years. Ultimately, the 

takeaway from these three cases – one that has long been supported by both research and 

the practical experience of expert coaches and parents – is that the psychological well-

being of young athletes must be nurtured through positive coaching. Confidence, when 

it is instilled in children, becomes a self-perpetuating asset that helps players face the 

challenges of competition. However, confidence that is undermined through fear of 

making mistakes or never being good enough for a coach can have the opposite effect: it 

can derail even a very promising talent in the early phases of his sports journey. The 

choice of which coaching approach to use is in the hands of coaches (and often, sports 

parents). The decision to use the former approach will have a long-term influence on 

what kind of athlete – skilled and mentally strong, or just skilled – the next generation of 

soccer players will become. Application in Training and Matches Psychological training 

strategies are only effective when they are consistentlyapplied in daily trainng sessions 

and competitive matches by youth coaches Coaches who make building confidence and 
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reducing fear a conscious, regular part of training and games will be most successful at 

putting the ideas above into action.  

 Here are some examples of how coaches can use these ideas as part of their normal 

training and match routines:  

o Training Sessions 

 Coaches can also devote part of a practice to mental and emotional skills 

development:  

• Mental warm-ups: Start training with a 5-minute mental exercise – each player 

visualizing a successful play or chanting a positive mantra while jogging their 

warm-up lap, for example. This primes players for a confident mindset right at the 

beginning.  

• “Failure-tolerant” drills: Plan a few drills where errors are to be expected: for 

example, a rondo keep-away drill where losing the ball is going to happen a lot. 

After the drill, take a few minutes as a team to discuss what was learned from 

those errors, led by the coach. This reinforces the idea that mistakes are part of the 

improvement process, not something to be feared.  

• Challenge drills: Regularly, at the end of a training session or after a complex set 

of skills, run a drill that is a little beyond the team’s current level (for example, a 

1v1 pressure situation with a limited time on the ball, or a complex passing 

sequence). Encourage the players from the sideline throughout, and when the drill 

is over, de-brief by highlighting that working on very challenging skills and 

pushing the comfort zone, even when not yet successful, is how players grow. This 

builds the players’ tolerance for struggle and reinforces the growth mindset.  

• Role-play pressure situations: Practice high-pressure scenarios regularly: set up 

a mock penalty shootout or a “down by 1 in last 5 minutes” scrimmage to end 

training. Coach the players on how to deal with those nerves (deep breaths, 

positive self-talk) both before the “clutch” play and during. This provides a 

reference experience, so when a real game pressure situation occurs, players aren’t 

frozen by a new situation.  

• Peer encouragement: Create a training environment where players regularly 

cheer each other on for effort and for recovering from mistakes. For example, the 

coach can instruct players that each time someone tries a new move or makes an 

extra effort play, the others are to recognize it (cheer, high-five). Conversely, if 

someone makes an obvious mistake in a drill (messes up a pass under no pressure, 

for example), teammates are to shout “next one!” This culture of peer support 

develops over time and becomes second nature to the players, ultimately 

becoming a potent team-wide confidence booster.  

• Post-practice reflection: End every practice with a short “what was one good thing 

about today?” exercise: each player naming one thing they did well or improved 

during practice that day. This ritual leaves training on a positive note and forces 

players to regularly recognize their own progress, which builds confidence. 

Practice becomes a safe space to experience failure, overcome challenges and learn 
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how to manage adversity. As a result, when game day comes, players have been 

mentally prepared to expect the unexpected, stay positive when things don’t go 

well and stay “in the zone” even under pressure.  

• Match day coaching: The match is where the fear response can be most triggered, 

so coaching behavior in games is critical.  

• Pre-game routine: Establish a calm, consistent pre-game routine for the team. For 

example, in the locker room before kickoff, lead the team in a short meditation or 

breathing exercise to center everyone. Keep your final pre-kick rally short, and 

focus on encouraging a process-oriented performance (“support each other, play your 

game, give full effort”). A simple statement of reassurance that your players will do 

fine – something like, “We’ve had a great week of training – go out there and express 

yourselves. Mistakes will happen, and that’s okay – keep fighting for each other” – can 

remind players you believe in them regardless of mistakes made.  

• Supportive sideline communication: On the sideline, model calm, encouraging 

body language and tone. Rather than screaming in frustration when something 

goes wrong, this immediately raises players’ fear. Use constructive, specific words 

in these moments: for example, if a player misses an easy shot, clap and call out, 

“Unlucky, great positioning – you’ll put the next one away!” This reassures the player 

in your continued confidence in them. The research on this is detailed: more 

supportive sideline communication from coaches helps athletes maintain their 

composure under pressure.  

• In-game substitutions for anxious players: If you notice a player who is usually 

capable starts playing timidly and with their head down (physical cues that fear 

has set in), consider an early substitution as a form of quick reset. Pull the player 

aside when you bring them to the sideline, give them calm encouragement, and a 

specific focus point to return to on the field (“Shake it off, you’re okay – remember how 

we practiced staying aggressive? Go back and give it another try”). Let them sit for a few 

minutes to refocus and then send them back in. By showing you have faith in them 

and intervening when a player seems to be letting fear affect their play, a coach 

can often prevent a negative performance spiral.  

• Team culture on the field: Cultivate a culture of teammates encouraging each 

other during games. Empower your captain or other vocal players to set the tone 

on the field by, for example, immediately hailing their teammates after mistakes 

(“Keep it up, we’ll get it next time!”). This team-wide encouragement during the 

game complements the coach’s messages and helps maintain a confident team 

atmosphere even when things are not going well.  

• Halftime focusing and reassurance: Halftime is a chance to recalibrate the team. 

Start by briefly highlighting a few positives from the first half, even if the score or 

flow is not going the team’s way (for example, “I love the energy out there,” or “We’re 

creating chances, keep at it”). If you see certain players down on themselves, pull 

them aside individually and provide a little encouragement or remind them of a 

positive play they made. Briefly reiterate any tactical changes in a positive, 
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constructive way. The overall tone and message should be optimistic and 

motivating, designed to energize the team for the second half, played with 

confidence and determination.  

• Post-game framing: Immediately after the game, win or lose, frame the result as 

feedback rather than an outcome with final judgments.  

 For example, if the team won but played below their potential due to nerves, talk 

about how they can enjoy the win but also strive to be less fearful next time. If they lost 

but had shown progress (more shots taken, or a good comeback effort), praise those signs 

of growth, and frame any missteps as normal and not catastrophic. After the emotion dies 

down, debrief the match as an extension of training – “What did we do well that we can carry 

forward? What can we work on in practice?” This is another way to reinforce the growth 

mindset. This helps players mentally process a loss or a failure more easily without losing 

confidence in themselves.  

 

2.5 Long-Term Integration 

Beyond day-to-day coaching, clubs and programs can formalize psychological training 

into their curriculum. Workshops on coping with pressure, team cohesion, or goal-setting 

can be scheduled regularly throughout the season. Occasionally, bringing in a sports 

psychologist or providing educational resources to players and parents can reinforce 

these concepts. Celebrating improvements in confidence or resilience (not just technical 

skills) at team meetings or award ceremonies sends a message that mental growth is 

valued. Over the long run, this holistic approach produces athletes who are technically 

proficient and mentally tough, confident in the face of challenges. In summary, using 

these strategies consistently in training and competition creates an ecosystem where 

confidence thrives, and fear is kept at bay. The benefits are clear: happier, more resilient 

young athletes who are more willing to take risks, push their limits, and thus often 

perform better, with a lifelong love of the game.  

  

3. Conclusion and Future Recommendations 

 

Building confidence and overcoming fear in youth soccer is just as important as 

developing technical skills or fitness. Fear of failure can significantly hinder a young 

player’s performance, enjoyment, and long-term participation in sport. However, with 

intentional psychological and coaching interventions, it is possible to turn fear into 

confidence. The key takeaways from this article are the importance of a supportive, 

mastery-oriented climate, the effectiveness of mental skills training (goal setting, 

visualization, relaxation, positive self-talk), and the need to reframe mistakes as learning 

opportunities. When coaches put these principles into practice consistently, they will see 

their players not only improve their soccer skills but also develop healthier, more resilient 

mindsets. The recommendation to coaches and youth programs is to make mental 

development an integral part of training. Encourage risk-taking and effort, not just 

results. Provide young players with tools to handle pressure and setbacks. Celebrate 
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improvement and perseverance as much as talent or winning. These practices will likely 

lead to better athletic performance – confident players will play closer to their potential 

– as well as lower burnout and dropout rates as kids find more joy and less fear in the 

game. The future direction for this work is to more deeply integrate sports psychology 

into coach education and youth development models. Coaching certification courses can 

include modules on motivation, confidence-building, and anxiety reduction techniques. 

Clubs might consider hiring qualified sport psychologists to design mental skills 

curricula for their youth teams or to be available for individual consultations. From a 

research perspective, longitudinal studies could follow players over their developmental 

years to track the impact of these interventions – for example, do players who are exposed 

to a mastery climate and mental skills training stay in sport longer or reach higher levels? 

Such data would provide evidence to further refine best practices. To conclude, 

developing confident, fearless soccer players requires a holistic approach that addresses 

the mind as much as the body. The psychological strategies in this article – supported by 

both scientific research and the personal experiences of coaches – provide a blueprint for 

coaches who want to nurture not just better athletes, but stronger, more self-assured 

young people. A player who conquers fear on the field will carry that confidence into 

other areas of life. By helping youth athletes believe in themselves and not fear failure, 

we give them a foundation for success both in sport and beyond.  
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