
 

 
 

Want to Develop a Successful Player/Athlete? 
My Experience Found the Following 8 Habits Lead to Positive Results  

B Y  T E R R O L  G . G .  R U S S E L L  

For almost 20 years I have been involved in sport professionally as a Coach, a Sport Scientist, and a Director. Over 
that time, I have been honored to have worked with some amazing people and graduated players/athletes and 
coaches to many levels in sport. There is no magic wand that helps one transition to the next level. However, there 
are some specific traits that continually emerge in players/athletes that reach (or come close to reaching) their 
ultimate potential. Following is a list of the key practices I have found, that generate successful young people. 

1. Don't ever give up.   

Today’s youth are amazing and have so much potential and ability. Our job as adults is to stimulate their creativity, 
provide encouragement, and build the environment that allows their skillsets to flourish. Gone are the days of adults 
making subjective opinions on the long-term potential of youth. Gone are the days of letting the late-maturer fall 
through the cracks. Youth face many struggles in today’s society and need a home and a village to be part of. At the 
end of the day, the decision on where they want to go and what they want to achieve is theirs to make. I always tell 
developing Coaches, “be careful when you tell a player they are not good enough, because there is a good chance, 
they will eventually prove you wrong”. 

2. Set Realistically High Expectations and Let Them Fall Down – Many, Many Times. 

No matter if your child wants to be the best Recreational player they can be or make a National Team, set 
realistically high expectations and require they put in the effort to be the tiniest bit better every day. Adult, College, 
University, and Professional Sport, and life in general, can all be hard and knock you down. The challenges one 
faces when developing in youth sport and activity, learning music, or another language for example, build the 
resiliency to take future challenges head on. In my experience, when the adults surrounding youth maintain a high 
standard but are there to pick them up when they fall, and keep supporting them when they fall again, builds a 
mental strength that is irreplaceable. 
 
3.     Use Effort-Based Feedback  
 
If you get the chance, try to read anything that Carol Dweck has written in this area. Essentially, when using Effort-
based feedback verses Talent-based feedback, the former results in youth that are more likely to bounce back when 
they get knocked down. Examples of Talent-based feedback would include statements such as: 

• “You’re so smart.” 
• “You’re so talented.” 
• “You’re the best I’ve ever seen at your age.” 

This can be contrasted with the Effort-based approach that presents feedback in the following way: 

• “Great effort on the last set.” 
• “The work you are putting in is starting to pay off.” 
• “Do you notice by delaying your run now has you arriving as the ball arrives?” 

4.     Recognize development is not a one-size-fits-all. 
 
Every player is different. Bodies, brains, limb length, stride length, visual ability, background, home life, etc. Due to 
this, an identical approach can’t be taken with every young player. We need to constantly reflect on our interactions. 
Study the body language of the players you’re working with and try to connect with every player at least once 
throughout the week. Adjustments may need to be made to the curriculum and leeway may need to be given to 
certain players at certain times. Maintain a standard and hold players accountable. However, be very careful of rules 
and consequences. There is a humanistic side we have to implement and at times, be a social chameleon in order to 
find innovative ways to guide players along their path. 
 



 

 
 
 

5.    Put your trust in players and give them responsibility. 
 
This point takes time to build but once a self-guided culture is implemented, the growth and maturity of players 
grows exponentially. Ask players their opinions, have discussion groups, designate days where the players design 
their own session plans, and provide the opportunity for the players to guide Team/Program meetings. Gone are the 
days of the autocratic coach that micromanages every little detail and positions the players strictly as recipients of 
information. During pre-game and at halftime of matches, give the players the opportunity to discuss the game 
themselves and interact as a group. If the group gets off-topic it is our job to reign them back in. But don’t be afraid 
to empower players and show them you believe in them and their perspective. We’re not just developing soccer 
players; we’re developing future leaders. 
 
6.    Be at their side, show empathy & recognize there will be tears at some point. 
 
Working to be a better player/athlete is a lot of work and requires substantial dedication. There are periods in which 
a young person feels like they are improving every day, and others where they feel as though they have stagnated. 
There will be moments of euphoria, injuries, disappointment, heartbreak, wins, losses, personal bests, personal 
worsts, social and academic pressures and the feeling of being in the ‘zone’ where everything comes together. 
Essentially, every day will provide a new challenge that will test you - just to see if you will get back up after having 
fallen down. Bottom line the players I have worked with that have gone the furthest have the following traits in 
common: 

• Families provide a support system and show empathy, but do not solve their child’s problems for them. 
• Teach their child to be self-reliant (e.g., getting their equipment together, answering their own emails). 
• Respectfully request consistent feedback from their child’s coach. 
• Keep it real (e.g., gym membership or extra Academy sessions vs. top-of-the-line football boots, World Cup replica 

ball for the backyard).  

7.     Pay attention to their socio-emotional abilities and body language. 
 
Human behaviour works on a wavelength (just like soundwaves). Although there can be slight variations, 
Individuals tend to display consistency in their behavioural wavelength. Having studied Human Behavior, I have 
found that the size of an individual player’s wavelength (large/small) is not the concern, as long as there is 
consistency over time. Rather it is when there are drastic changes or shifts in the wavelength over time that is a ‘red 
flag’. When we recognize this change, it is at this point that we as Coaches need to ensure we connect with an 
individual and inquire about their day, their feelings, school, etc. If we can connect with young people early on, 
show them we care, be there to provide support in a time of need, the young person is more likely to engage, be 
prosocial, and work through the tough times without withdrawing and showing antisocial behaviour.  
 
8.    Environment is absolutely everything. 
 
Apologies for the science reference here, but I follow an area of science that is referred to as Dynamical Systems. 
Aspects of this theory I have built into an Athlete Development Model I’ve presented at conferences called 
Error/Mistake-Centred Learning. Essentially, what it entails is that we are products of our environment. Note I am 
not inferring that the ‘environment’ referred to here is about glitz, glamour and having a personal chef. 
‘Environment’ instead references the substance of the environment itself. What are the teachings? Who are its 
leaders? Are they certified and experienced? What is the training philosophy, principles, and values? Is the training 
environment disciplined and does it maintain standards? Can the leaders show a proven track record of 
player/athlete development? Is there sport science support? Is there health support for the players and are there 
resources available to support more than just the technical and tactical aspects? Bottom line – If you want your child 
to have an advantage and be successful at any level, make sure they are surrounded by a dedicated environment that 
has a plan, a strategy, and provides your child with the tools they need to fill their toolbox.  
 


