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Coaches sometimes get caught up in the idea that “more is better,” so we think the more we train, the fitter we 
become. Although intense conditioning is necessary to prepare the body for the physical demands of soccer, 
achieving peak performance requires a fine balance between training and recovery. According to vern Gambetta, 
strength and conditioning coach and former consultant to the 1998 U.S. Men’s World cup team: Without recovery, 
adaptation to training cannot take place1.

Most coaches know that although kids love to play, they may not be aware that there are limits to what the body 
can handle. Today, many youth play on more than one team; they may have up to three matches a week and 30 
to 40 matches per year, in addition to training sessions. The competitive and high-intensity nature of games are 
extremely taxing on the body. Some players also compete in more than one sport. This means they will have either 
a very intense competition season (if seasons overlap) or a yearlong or extended competition period if two sports 
have separate competition periods. In each case, the result can lead to overtraining.

Overtraining is not the same as fatigue. Overtraining is a serious condition that leads to unwanted physiological 
changes in the musculoskeletal system, which may lead to injury or impaired sports performance2. In addition to 
the physiological effects, overtraining also has serious psychological implications including mood changes and 
decreased motivation toward training3.

So, how do we recognize the signs of overtraining? More important, because the negative effects of overtraining 
are so difficult to reverse, how can we prevent it?

 PREVENTINg OVERTRAININg 

Effective Program Design 

Designing and planning an effective training routine that considers volume and intensity of training as well as recovery 
is the most effective way to avoid overtraining. The first issue to factor into a training schedule is when matches are 
played. More demanding workouts such as conditioning and weight training should be performed earlier in the 
competitive week; the days prior to games should be lighter in volume and geared toward match preparation4. 

On the days after matches, low-intensity recovery workouts involving slow jogging and stretching, are a good 
idea. In addition, always include a proper warm-up and cool down for each match and training session. Warm-ups 
should consist mainly of dynamic stretching; the cool down phase should involve light movements and static stretch-
ing. Remember to schedule at least one rest day per week in which no training (technical or otherwise) takes place. 

Workouts also should take into account the stage of the season. High-intensity, high-volume speed and endur-
ance workouts are beneficial during the pre- and off-seasons to build work capacity, but may be detrimental 
to performance if done too frequently during the competitive season. Divide the training year into pre-, in- and 
off-seasons; strength training and conditioning should be a focus of the off-season and early pre-season, while the 
late pre- and in-season should focus on technical and tactical training, and match preparation. When preparing for 
the coming season, avoid doing too much too quickly. Increases in training intensity and volume should be done 
gradually, and never at the same time.

Finally, always make your program age-appropriate; younger and more inexperienced players cannot train the same 
way as their older counterparts. Determine the appropriate volume, intensity and length of the training based on 
the age and maturity of the players.
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Nutrition 

Proper nutrition also is essential to recover properly and in prevent overtraining. Coaches must ensure that players 
eat the right types of food at the appropriate times as well as the right quantity of food. 

Carbohydrates, in the form of muscle glycogen, are the major fuel source used by the body during soccer. Glycogen 
levels become severely diminished after games and intense training sessions. They must be replenished in order to 
promote an optimal recovery. Make sure players eat carbohydrate-rich foods such as energy bars immediately after 
games and training, and complex carbohydrates such as whole-wheat pasta or rice in the hours following a game 
to replenish glycogen stores.

Although carbohydrates should be the main energy source, players need to maintain a healthy balance of major 
nutrients. Dietary protein is required to rebuild and repair muscles broken down during games and training, and 
dietary fat is needed for normal biological functions. The soccer players’ diet should be composed of about 65 
percent carbohydrates, 15 percent protein and 20 percent fat5. Recommend foods such as chocolate milk, peanut 
butter, yogurt and salmon—they are a source of quality protein as well as healthy fats.

Scientific studies have shown that many youth soccer players do not consume an adequate amount of calories. This 
can have serious implications for health and performance. In addition to its effects on growth and development, 
insufficient nutrient intake also impairs fuel replenishment and immune function, both of which can slow the recovery 
process6. Monitor the weight of players and encourage them to eat healthful snacks such as granola bars and fruit 
in addition to regularly scheduled meals.

 TREATINg OVERTRAININg 

If overtraining does occur, see to it that the affected players are properly treated. Active rest or low-intensity cross 
training added with nutritional “therapy” is the best approach to treat overtraining. A player who has overtrained 
should avoid all forms of intense activity, including resistance training and plyometrics.

The treatment period will depend on the severity of overtraining, but can be anywhere between four and 12 weeks. 
Players should increase the load and intensity of their exercise regimen gradually over the course of several weeks, 
until the required level of fitness is achieved. Carefully monitor a player’s physiological and psychological states, and 
be sure to ease or stop training if any symptoms of overtraining reoccur.
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