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There's overall agreement that coaching has improved due to a number of reasons. Those working with youngsters either as professionals or advocates find information much more readily available through different means, we understand the nature of our players more completely and our experiences have grown. Much the same as physicians, lawyers and teachers who "practice" their craft coaching is as much art as science. Undoubtedly this includes a variety of tasks such as training sessions and game knowledge. It also includes an understanding of match management and it's implication for players and teams. 

Results and Development 


There's a necessary and overall balance that's achieved over the long term between strict results and player/team development. In the broad scope of league games, tournaments, "friendless", state cup, regional cup or national cup it's fair to say that all games do not hold equal importance. To get a real life perspective of this just tune in on any given match day to Fox Sports World and listen to the post game analysis of the coaches in the UEFA Champions League and how they prioritize the importance and realistic expectations for their team. The difficulty for coaches in youth soccer is to find that balance for their team as more "professional" values are introduced in club soccer. 


There's a difference between managing the game to strictly achieve a favorable result versus managing the game for player development. If the result of the match is of secondary importance then there is an element of "fear free" playing time. This is valuable for players as they get long periods of playing time without interruption (substitution, etc,). The game provides the problems and players using the sum of all their capabilities, including trial and error, attempt to solve those problems. In games where the result is not the most important factor players and teams have the latitude to learn from the game in order to gain experience. These experiences can be crucial in winning games where results are the first consideration. 


Aside from playing time coaches can stimulate a player's individual development by playing different positions. Changing the system of play can stretch a team on the whole and have an impact on the group's progress. Games that are played for preparation, development and experience are opportunities for investing in players. 

Substitution 


Substitution at the elite level of club soccer differs greatly from team to team. Whether in Europe or South America substitution has one fundamental difference: coaches working in "competitive" soccer don't reply on mass substitution to manage the game for them. At the top levels, starting at about under 16 years of age, the laws of the game governing substitution take on some form of limitation. That limitation is usually no re-entry. The number of substitutes may be as many as seven but once you are out you're finished that day. This has tremendous implications in a variety of areas like training habits, fitness, energy management and the psychological domain. It also has huge management implications for the coach. 


In our environment it's not unheard of to grind the opposition into the ground by running two, three, or four fresh players into the game in fifteen-minute intervals. The reality is that at the elite level of club soccer we have created a stratum of "twenty-minute wonders". There's also the realization that taking players out of the game absolves them from solving the problem they've encountered or working through 15 minutes of a poor performance in a 45 minute half. Unlimited substitution also lends itself to stalling tactics at the end of the half or the game. Unfortunately as players work their way through ODP, youth national teams or even college soccer (which just this year furthered narrowed the scope of substitution) they face the reality and expectation of playing effectively over the duration of the match. Coaches can ill afford to use limited substitutions pointlessly and without rationale (mismanagement) as it might result in playing a man short. It might also result in the remaining players being required to play in a totally unfamiliar position or role. 

Generally, substitutions, on a limited basis, are made for the following reasons: 

1. Injury 

2. Change of tactics at some point in the match 

3. Energy Management 

4. Management of playing time based on opposition 

5. "Knock Out" Competition versus weekly league play. 


Unquestionably limiting substitutions would alter the coach's ability to affect the outcome of the game but would probably place more emphasis on players and performance having an affect on the game. Clearly, recreational players, those that play casually and as a leisure activity are in a different realm altogether. Their play is participation oriented and limits of substitutions should not be a factor. 

Managing Within the Game 


Game knowledge and the ability to analyze your team and the opponents during play is critical. Understanding what adjustments are possible based on your team's system of play versus the opposition's system. For example, if your team is playing a 4-4-2 and the opponent are playing 3-5-2 understanding where the imbalance between the two teams and systems are likely to happen. The obvious potential for problems is in midfield: how will our four players deal with their five tactically. Depending on the shape of your midfield four there are a number of tactical adjustments possible without substituting. If our team struggles with their wide midfield players do we solve the problem by having our outside back step up into midfield as their wide midfielder receives the ball? Our remaining three backs deal with their front two while sliding across towards the ball side. Depending on the "shape" of your midfield four (four players "flat" in MF or four in the shape of a diamond) can we create attacking width with our outside backs getting forwarding either in support or more penetrating roles to develop a fifth player in midfield for our team? These are just two examples of managing the game with the players on the field. 


Other factors that may influence how to manage the game depend upon time and score. These two aspects of competition create a demand in order to achieve a favorable outcome for your team. Tactically changing the line of confrontation (where your front players engage the opponent) and how deep the restraining line (your back players as the off side line) drop into your own half can dictate how the game will be played by the opponent. By either dropping deeper and controlling the space behind you or confronting the opponent deeper in their half and "pinning" them in are two ways attempt to alter the game. By dropping in you force the opponent to play in front of you when you are a goal or two ahead - you kill the space in order to finish the game. By engaging the opponent in their half it's feasible to keep them further away from the goal your team is defending to prevent goal scoring chances. In the instances where your team is playing a goal or two down changing the tempo or playing rhythm of the game may result from pressing the opponent in their half of the field to create transition and turnovers closer to the goal they are defending. In each scenario the coach's insight and understanding of their team, the opposition and the moment in the game are all important in arriving at a correct decision for their team to be successful. 


On the whole there's much here to interpret in reading between the lines. Player development is in the hands of coaches. Admittedly for competition to be rewarding there must be some success and that does involve getting some results. Managing the players, the team and the various facets of the game can influence the balance of player development and team development. Management can indicate, often time reveal our overall priority concerning results and winning

