
 
  

LET’S NOT BEAT AROUND THE BUSH: 
WINNING IS IMPORTANT 
To be honest, it’s not talked about enough. Winning is part of why we play games and sports, 

and is the reason we compete. We inherently want to win, it’s part of our DNA. However, if you 

take a Grassroots coaching education class you’ll hear a conflicting message repeated ad 

nauseam: do not focus on winning, winning isn’t the priority. 

 

They are also right. 

 

So, what’s the distinction? How can winning be important yet not be a priority? In this article we 

will explore the difference between the two, and how to navigate and focus your efforts as a 

coach. 

WINNING AT ALL COSTS VS. WINNING AS A 
BY-PRODUCT 



Everyone loves to win: it increases our dopamine production which makes us feel good about 

our performance. Coaches feel good about their own involvement with a team that wins and, to 

be perfectly frank, a winning team doesn’t have the same problems with youth sports parents that 

a team which isn’t winning does. Everything is looked through rose-tinted glasses on a team that 

is winning vs. a team that isn’t. However, as a coach, we need to understand that winning needs 

to be a by-product of development rather than a must. 

EXAMPLES OF A WINNING-AT-ALL-COSTS MENTALITY 
 Kick and Run. This style of soccer is where you put your fastest, most mature, players 

as forward and the team strategy is for everyone else to kick the ball long and let their 

fast kids run onto it. This is detrimental because the fast kids only learn how to run fast 

(which will likely not be an advantage later as other kids mature and catch up physically), 

and all other players only learn how to kick the ball away when they get it, sacrificing 

their own individual development. 

 Not giving meaningful playing time. We talked about meaningful playing time in this 

article and how each league is different with their requirements. However, especially at 

the younger ages (11 years old and younger), deciding not to play a player because they 

“aren’t good enough” is destructive to their development, their confidence, and their love 

of the game. Leaving a player on the bench to win is a poor decision as a coach. 

 Underhanded or deceitful tactics. Examples of this would be: kicking the ball far out of 

bounds in order to kill time off the clock, having a player feign an injury to slow the 

game down, or making a sub every time the ball goes out of bounds in order to waste 

time and win the game. 

Hopefully, while reading these examples you’re nodding your head and saying “I would never 

do any of these.” Unfortunately, many of us have and it is very prevalent in almost all youth 

sports. 

 

So, how do we use winning a by-product? 

FOCUS ON THE PROCESS RATHER THAN 
THE OUTCOME 



Admittedly, this is difficult as everyone wants to win. What’s the first thing a player or coach is 

asked after a game by someone who didn’t watch it? “Did you win?” It’s ingrained into our 

national psyche that winning a game means you played well, while losing means you played 

poorly. 

 

However, that’s not true and focusing on the process is what distinguishes the good coaches from 

the poor ones. If you, as a coach, can make decisions for your team that have the long-term 

development of your players, rather than the short-term gain of winning, as the priority then you 

will be serving them better. Success does not come easy and is never linear. 

 

Examples of this are if a coach is teaching their players how to control the ball in tight spaces or 

how to play out of the back. There are going to be mistakes made and goals will be conceited as 

a result. Failure is part of learning, and without failure people cannot grow their skills into a 

mastery of it. It takes a strong coach to understand that teaching players how to play the sport, 

rather than how to win the sport, will cause problems in the present but will lead to success and 

mastery in the long term. 

 

“Yeah, but my players want to win. The parents on my team want to win.” 

 

That’s fine, and that’s good. You want your players to want to win every time they play an 

activity in practice or play in a game. That is what competition is about, and you should support 

that as a coach. However, you are in charge of teaching them how to win. You can see the bigger 

picture, and it is your job to guide them through the ups and downs that that journey is going to 

entail. Your focus on mastery will lead to winning organically, as your team will develop 

individually and as a unit. Teams where winning is the only focus often lose players who quit out 

of frustration and lack of preparedness as other, better, teams overtake them. 

 

At the end of the day, it is also important to understand that while winning is important to 

coaches, players, and parents alike, it is not even the primary reason why players play. 

 "The #1 reason? To be a part of a team and have fun." 

 


