
 

Carrots, Intentions and Unintended Consequences 
As parents, you want the best for your kids.  As soccer is still a growing sport in our country, parents often feel like they 

are operating from a disadvantage and have a desire to stay out of the “coaching” but feel they can contribute to the 

development of their child in other ways.  This is completely true. 

A topic that comes up every year is the concept of “rewards”.  Parents think they can add to the process by baiting their 

kids to desired outcomes.  Research will tell you this is a slippery slope.  The motivation to play should come from a 

developed passion for the game.  If the game is linked to certain rewards, then the passion isn’t pure and the removal of 

said rewards can drain all passion and enjoyment of the game.  The studies go on to show that these rewards have a 

similar effect on the brain as drugs, in that the rewards of yesterday don’t quite elicit the same “fix” today.  Thus 

rewards must continue to be ratcheted up if they are to guide behavior in the same way.  This can be a problem if the 

motivations are financial in nature.   

The studies go on to say that punishments linked to performances are equally problematic as they effect the kids’ 

passion for the sport and their desire to take chances, something crucial to development in sports. 

While the parents think they are contributing while giving the coach room to coach, many times they are unintentionally 

entering the realm of coaching, and often times, may be unintentionally counter-coaching the coach, which causes 

confusion in the child which eventually translates to lower satisfaction and typically abandonment of the sport by the 

child.  A common example of this is a reward for scoring goals.  Goals are the result of luck and the result of successful 

sequences of problem-solving.  Luck will only go so far, but to kids with athletic advantages, they may miss their primary 

windows to develop the skills that will allow them to solve problems later if they have the ability to, and are motivated 

to, simply run past kids with little skill and blast a ball into a net guarded by an undersized goalkeeper.  This is an all-too-

common story in soccer and one that typically ends badly for the athlete. 

If a parent wants to reward a player in some fashion, the most productive way is to have a dialogue with the coach and 

understand the current sub-components of the curriculum.  They typically are dealing with skills that build up the 

athlete’s ability to problem-solve.  Sometimes they are identifying more possible solutions (like a quarterback who is 

aware of 5 receiver’s locations vs 2 receiver’s locations) and other times, they are working on the skills to execute 

certain types of decisions.  Other times, coaches are working on patience and ball possession and trying to help the kid 

discern in which moments an attack is probable vs unlikely to yield a result.  If the child is motivated to score goals, he is 

going to go to goal every chance he gets.  He is not learning the value of moving the defense, causing unpredictability 

and deception or disguise in creating an attack.  These will all be necessary by the time the athlete gets to 15 or so and 

take quite a while to develop. 

While the intention is good, it may elicit aggressive physical tendencies and rob the child of the lesson of composure, 

skill and misdirection.  This game, when played properly, is the ultimate chess match of sports.  There is a lot of thinking, 

analysis and overall problem-solving at its core.  If a child always attacks forward and athletically, they become easy to 

defend as they become very predictable.  

As odd as it sounds, reward your child for deception.  It shows a higher level of mental engagement in the sport as the 

child must identify an objective and simultaneously must convince the opponent of a different objective to increase the 

probability of success in the attack.  Encourage your child to take risks.  Hold the ball when others are getting it as far 



away as possible. Celebrate the executions of difficult skills and the attempts to execute those skills in the early stages.  

Encourage risk-taking as it will be the fuel that drives their development.  If you are going to provide rewards, provide 

rewards for taking a step down the path, not the end result.  Use the curriculum the coach has laid out and sit down 

with your child to give them a lesson in goal-setting.  What is the objective?  How will it be measured over a season or 

month?  Avoid short-term goals as they encourage alternate strategies for success that could have repercussions later.  

Once a goal is set, determine what moment would logically precede the goal if the goal is to be achieved. What moment 

happened immediately before that?  If you are unsure, consult your coach or director of coaching.  Use these 

“waypoints” to set up intermittent measures of success and possibly scaled reward. 

If you really want to help your kid make progress, reward the actions that lead to success: 30 min a day longer in the 

backyard working on skills.  20 extra pushups or sit-ups a day. Putting in a 1000 juggles more each week.  Getting more 

1v1 moves attempted and eventually accomplished in the backyard against a stationary object; against a rolling object at 

them; against a live opponent in a match.  Give rewards for successful engagements or attempts to beat opponents in all 

directions: forward, left, right and backwards.  Give rewards for decisions to cut off an attack when the defense has 

defended well and show a hierarchy in understanding to maintain possession and switch the point of attack. 

All of us want your child to have an enjoyable and successful experience, coaches and parents alike.  Our intentions are 

all pointed in the same general direction.  It takes more than just good intentions.  Many kids’ experiences have been 

ruined by good intentions.  One of the reasons you have come to a club founded in MiSA principles is the expertise we 

bring not only in the game, but in how a child learns effectively while developing a passion for the experience. Lean on 

us in these regards. Your kid has the best chance of overall success not by having the parent take a vanilla, disengaged 

stance in terms of their soccer development, but in making a coordinated and consistent effort from both sources of 

inspiration and guidance: their parents and their coaches. 

We encourage you to reach out to your coaches or to the director of coaching if you would like to engage in a system of 

reward for your child and would like to keep it consistent with their long-term goals in terms of continually developing 

with the game.  That continued development is what will fuel their continued success and consequently their continued 

enjoyment of this beautiful game.  This game has a unique ability to teach life lessons that go so far beyond the 

boundaries of the field and their continued development will allow them to take all the lessons possible that this game 

has to offer.  


