
GUIDEBOOK
Injury Prevention
for the Youth Athlete

Soccer



MOVE BETTER // FEEL BETTER // LIVE BETTER
ewmotiontherapy.com

Injuries can be life changing events. The opportunity of making a team, winning a tournament, or getting

scholarships can all be put on hold or permanently taken away if an athlete suffers an injury. 

 

In recent years, injuries ranging from ankle sprains to anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) tears have become

more common. According to the National ACL Injury Coalition, the 2020-21 school year had the highest

increase in ACL tears moving up to 9.3 injuries per 100,000 athletes exposed.  

 

The possibility of injury is scary for any athlete, coach, or parent, but the good news is that while injuries

do occur, prevention programs can reduce overall risk. Education is a key step to decreasing injuries on

and off the soccer pitch. Whether you are a proactive coach trying to learn ways to train your athletes in

the healthiest way possible, a concerned parent looking for more information, or a student athlete worried

about your risk of injury and how to best prevent them, this guidebook is written with you in mind. 

 

In this guide, we will discuss the most common sports injuries and why a multifaceted approach is critical

to reducing injury risk. We then provide a comprehensive player assessment to identify athletes with a

higher chance of injury and give tips on what an effective whole body training program includes. This

information and the right team of professionals can help you decrease injury risk now and into the future. 

Introduction
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The Developing
Body

As boys and girls develop during puberty, their bodies undergo changes that can influence their abilities

and experiences in sports. During the transition from prepubescence to pubescence, youth athletes

experience several hormonal, physiological, and psychosocial factors that significantly impact their bodies.

It's important to note that these are general trends and that individual differences can vary widely. Many

girls and boys excel in a variety of sports regardless of these developmental differences.
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Hormonal and Physiological Changes

Testosterone (in boys and to a lesser extent in girls)

Increase in Muscle Mass: Testosterone levels rise during puberty, contributing to increased muscle

mass and strength. This can enhance athletic performance but may also lead to muscle imbalances if

certain muscle groups develop faster than others. 

Bone Density: Testosterone helps increase bone density, which is crucial for developing a strong

skeletal structure. However, during periods of rapid growth, bones may temporarily weaken,

increasing the risk of fractures. 

Aggression and Competitiveness: Higher testosterone levels can also influence behavior, potentially

increasing competitiveness and aggression. This may affect how players interact on the field and

handle stress or frustration.
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Estrogen (primarily in girls, but also present in boys)

Bone Development: Estrogen is critical for the growth and maturation of the skeleton. It helps close

the growth plates in bones, signaling the end of bone growth. Inadequate levels can delay this

process, while a rapid increase can lead to earlier closure of growth plates, affecting overall height. 

Fat Distribution: Estrogen influences fat distribution in the body, often leading to increased fat

deposition in certain areas like the hips and thighs. This can impact agility and speed in sports. 

Menstrual Cycle: In girls, the onset of menstruation can lead to fluctuations in energy levels, hydration,

and overall physical condition. Menstrual-related symptoms can affect training and performance. 

Growth Hormone 

Linear Growth: Growth hormone levels surge during puberty, stimulating growth in bones and tissues.

This rapid growth can sometimes lead to conditions like Osgood-Schlatter disease or Sever's disease,

where stress on developing bones causes pain and inflammation. 

Muscle and Tissue Repair: Growth hormone also plays a role in muscle and tissue repair, which is

important for recovery from physical exertion and injury. 

Cortisol 

Stress Response: Cortisol, the stress hormone, can increase during puberty, particularly in response to

physical or emotional stress. Elevated cortisol levels can interfere with growth and immune function,

and in some cases, contribute to the risk of overtraining syndrome. 

Endurance and Cardiovascular Capacity 

Boys generally develop larger heart and lung capacities during puberty, which can enhance

cardiovascular endurance. This can be beneficial in sports like long-distance running, cycling, or

rowing. While girls can also excel in endurance sports, they may not experience the same degree of

increase in cardiovascular capacity as boys, which can impact performance. 

 

Flexibility and Coordination  

Boys may experience a temporary decrease in flexibility as they gain muscle mass and height.

However, they often develop greater coordination and motor skills as they grow, which can enhance

performance in sports requiring agility and precision. 

Girls often maintain or even improve flexibility during puberty, which can be advantageous in sports

that require both flexibility and strength. They may also develop coordination skills that are beneficial

in activities requiring fine motor control. 
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Psychological Changes

Confidence 

Confidence can significantly enhance an athlete's performance. When youth athletes believe in their

abilities, they are more likely to take risks, push themselves, and perform at their best. 

Body Image 

Body image plays a crucial role in shaping self-esteem. Youth athletes who feel positive about their bodies

are more likely to have higher self-esteem, which can translate into better performance and well-being. 

Youth athletes may feel pressured to conform to certain body standards, which can lead to body

dissatisfaction. This may result in unhealthy behaviors like disordered eating or over-exercising.

Peer Relationships 

Good relationships among peers can enhance team cohesion, leading to better communication,

cooperation, and overall team performance. 

Negative peer interactions, such as bullying or exclusion, can harm a young athlete's confidence and

self-esteem. Peer pressure can also lead to risky behaviors, such as using performance-enhancing

drugs or neglecting academic responsibilities. 
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Ankle Sprains

Ankle sprains are divided into grades depending on the severity. 

Grade I: Mild stretching and microscopic tearing of ligament fibers. Symptoms

include mild tenderness and swelling. 

Grade II: Partial tearing of the ligament. Symptoms include moderate

tenderness and swelling, along with instability. 

Grade III: Complete tear of the ligament. Symptoms include severe swelling,

tenderness, and instability, often with bruising. 

The incidence of injuries in young athletes

under age 12 is low. As age, skill level, training

intensity, and competition increases, the

likelihood of injury increases. An article from

the American Academy of Pediatrics states that

for every 1,000 hours played, athletes younger

than 12 have 1.0 to 1.6 injuries while older

children have 2.6 to 15.3. 

Common Injuries
In Youth Sports
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Due to the physical demands of sports, adolescent players

are at higher risk of injury as their bodies develop. Types of

injuries include sprains and strains, overuse syndromes,

and traumatic injuries. The most common injuries are: 

Muscle Strains (Hamstring, Calf, Quad) 

Muscle strains often occur due to sprinting or sudden acceleration. Symptoms include sudden sharp

pain in the back of the thigh, swelling, bruising, and muscle weakness. 

Patellofemoral Pain Syndrome 

Patellofemoral Pain Syndrome (PFPS) is characterized by pain around the patella (kneecap) often

caused by overuse, improper alignment, or muscle imbalances. Symptoms typically include pain

during activities such as running, squatting, and climbing stairs.

Osgood-Schlatter Disease 

Osgood-Schlatter Disease is characterized by inflammation of the area just below the knee where the

tendon from the kneecap attaches to the shinbone. This is most common in adolescents undergoing

growth spurts. Symptoms include pain and swelling which is aggravated by physical activity. 

Sever's Disease 

Sever's Disease is characterized by inflammation of the growth plate in the heel of growing children.

Symptoms primarily include heel pain, especially after physical activity. 
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Patellar Tendonitis (Jumper's Knee) 

Patellar Tendonitis, also known as Jumper's Knee, involves inflammation of the patellar tendon, which

connects the kneecap to the shinbone. This condition is common in sports that involve jumping.

Symptoms include pain and tenderness around the patellar tendon, swelling, and stiffness. 

Shin Splints 

Shin splints are characterized by pain along the shin bone, usually due to overuse and repetitive

stress. Symptoms include tenderness, soreness, or pain along the inner side of the shinbone and mild

swelling in the lower leg. 

Meniscus Tear 

A meniscus tear involves a tear in the meniscus, the cartilage that provides a cushion between the

femur and tibia. Symptoms of a meniscus tear include pain, swelling, stiffness, and difficulty

extending the knee. 

Anterior Cruciate Ligament Tear 

An Anterior Cruciate Ligament (ACL) tear is a tear or sprain of the ACL, a major ligament in the knee,

often occurring during sudden stops, jumps, or changes in direction. Symptoms include a loud pop or

a "popping" sensation in the knee, severe pain, rapid swelling, loss of range of motion, and a feeling 

      of instability. 
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Key Strategies for
Reducing Injury Risk
A multifaceted approach is the best way to help

young athletes develop skills and reduce their risk

of injury in the process. The goal is to create an

environment centered around age specific

programming for power, skill acquisition, speed,

mobility, and healthy movement patterns. Player

development programming should center on: 

Strength and Conditioning 

Building strength and conditioning techniques help

improve muscle power, endurance, and overall

physical fitness. Stronger muscles and a well-

conditioned body can better absorb the physical

demands of sports, reducing the risk of injuries

like strains, sprains, and muscle tears. It also

helps in maintaining good posture and alignment,

preventing overuse injuries. 

Flexibility and Mobility

Enhancing flexibility and mobility involves

stretching and exercises that increase the range of

motion in joints and muscles. Flexible muscles and

mobile joints reduce the likelihood of strains and

pulls. They allow for better movement mechanics,

which can prevent injuries related to awkward or

restricted movements. 

Balance and Proprioception

These involve exercises that enhance the body's

ability to sense its position and movement in space

(proprioception) and maintain stability (balance).

Improved balance and proprioception help players

react better to dynamic situations, reducing the

risk of falls, twists, and joint injuries, particularly

in the ankles and knees.
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Loading and Landing Techniques

Proper loading and landing techniques reduce the

impact forces on the body, minimizing the risk of

injuries such as ACL tears, fractures, and joint

injuries. They also help in distributing forces more

evenly across the body.

Nutrition and Hydration

Providing the body with the necessary nutrients

and fluids is vital for function and recovery. Good

nutrition and hydration support muscle recovery,

energy levels, and overall health. Proper hydration

is particularly crucial in preventing heat-related

illnesses and muscle cramps.



Schedule Management

Managing training and rest schedules ensures adequate recovery. Proper scheduling prevents overtraining

and burnout, reducing the risk of overuse injuries. It also helps in maintaining overall health and

performance levels.

Appropriate Footwear 

The right shoes for the athlete are tailored to the player's foot type and playing surface. Appropriate

footwear provides proper support, grip, and cushioning, reducing the risk of foot and ankle injuries. It also

helps in preventing blisters and other foot-related issues. 

Player Assessment Tools

Use tools and techniques to assess a player's physical condition, movement patterns, and potential injury

risks. Regular assessments can identify weaknesses or imbalances in strength, flexibility, and technique.

This allows for targeted interventions to address these issues before they lead to injury. 

Here is an example player assessment tool: 



Key Concepts in Programming
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Implementing a comprehensive training program that includes strength, conditioning, mobility, flexibility,

balance, proprioception, and plyometrics is essential for competitive youth athletes. This well-rounded

approach enhances performance by improving strength, speed, and agility while reducing injury risk. It

also sharpens coordination, body awareness, and explosive power, enabling athletes to execute sport-

specific movements with greater efficiency and control, ensuring they are fully prepared for the demands

of the sport.

Strength and Conditioning

Strength and conditioning are critical components for athletes at all developmental stages. Tailoring

programs to the specific needs of each stage ensures optimal performance and injury prevention, with an

emphasis on pre-season, in-season, and post-season phases.  

 



1. Prepubescent Athletes (Ages 6-11) 

Key Considerations: 

Focus: Development of fundamental movement skills, balance, and coordination. 

Pre-Season: Emphasize movement drills, bodyweight exercises, and core stability. 

In-Season: Maintain movement efficiency with low-intensity plyometrics and dynamic stretching. 

Post-Season: Active recovery through light activities and movement-based games. 

Key Muscle Groups: Focus on developing core stability and lower body strength to build a foundation for

future athletic development. 

2. Pubescent Athletes (Ages 12-15) 

Key Considerations: 

Focus: Capitalize on increased strength and power potential during rapid growth. 

Pre-Season: Introduce strength training (light weights, focus on form), plyometrics, and high-intensity

conditioning. 

In-Season: Maintain strength with reduced volume but consistent intensity; integrate active recovery

sessions. 

Post-Season: Focus on recovery and addressing imbalances through corrective exercises. 

Key Muscle Groups: Emphasize lower body (quadriceps, hamstrings, glutes) and core muscles, with

gradual introduction to upper body strengthening. 

3. Post-Pubescent Athletes (Ages 16+) 

Key Considerations: 

Focus: Maximize strength, power, and sport-specific conditioning as physical maturity is reached. 

Pre-Season: Prioritize heavy strength training, advanced plyometrics, and sport-specific conditioning

drills. 

In-Season: Focus on maintaining performance with reduced training volume; incorporate speed and

agility drills. 

Post-Season: Emphasize recovery, mental rejuvenation, and preparation for the next cycle. 

 
Key Muscle Groups: Target comprehensive development of lower body, core, and upper body muscles to

support athletic performance. 

Conclusion 

Emphasizing appropriate exercises, progressions, and recovery strategies across the pre-season, in-season,

and post-season phases ensures that athletes develop the key muscle groups needed for success while

minimizing the risk of injury. 



Mobility is a critical factor in sports, enabling players to perform a wide range of movements essential

for success. For competitive players, effective mobility training enhances performance and reduces the

risk of injury.

The Role of Mobility 

Mobility, which refers to the ability of joints to move freely through their range of motion, is crucial for

athletes. Limited mobility can lead to inefficient movement patterns, increasing the likelihood of injury

and hindering performance. Enhanced mobility, on the other hand, improves agility, speed, and overall

athleticism, making it a vital aspect of a player's training regimen. 

Static vs. Dynamic Stretching: Timing and Impact 

Stretching is essential for improving flexibility and mobility, but its effectiveness depends on the type 

and timing. 

Static Stretching 

Static stretching involves holding a stretch for an extended period to lengthen muscles. While it was

traditionally part of warm-up routines, research now suggests that static stretching before physical

activity can reduce muscle strength and power, potentially diminishing performance. However, static

stretching remains beneficial after exercise, aiding muscle relaxation, reducing soreness, and improving

long-term flexibility. 

Dynamic Stretching 

Dynamic stretching involves controlled movements that gradually increase reach, speed, or range of

motion. It is particularly effective as part of a warm-up routine, as it enhances muscle performance, raises

core temperature, and improves neuromuscular efficiency. Dynamic stretching prepares the body for the

specific demands of the sport, reducing the risk of injury and enhancing performance. 

Conclusion 

By incorporating both dynamic and static stretching at the appropriate times, athletes can improve

movement efficiency, reduce injury risks, and sustain high levels of performance throughout the season.  

Mobility and Flexibility



Balance and Proprioception
Balance and proprioception are fundamental components of athletic performance, particularly in dynamic

sports like soccer, where players frequently engage in rapid changes of direction, sudden stops, and

complex movements. For youth players, developing these skills early is crucial not only for enhancing

performance but also for reducing injury risk.

  

The Role of Balance 

Balance is the ability to maintain the body's center of gravity within its base of support, whether in static

or dynamic conditions. Balance is essential during activities such as running, cutting, shooting, and

defending, where players must maintain control of their bodies while reacting to external stimuli, such as

opposing players and the ball. 

Players with superior balance have better control over their movements and are less prone to injuries.

Improved postural control and stability in athletes, leading to enhanced performance in sports requiring

rapid changes in direction and speed. 

The Role of Proprioception 

Proprioception refers to the body's ability to sense its position in space and make necessary adjustments

to maintain balance and posture. This sense is crucial for athletes who must constantly adapt to the

game's dynamic environment. Proprioceptive training enhances the neuromuscular system's ability to

respond quickly and efficiently to changes in body position, reducing the likelihood of injury. 

To develop balance and proprioception, training programs should include a variety of exercises that

challenge the body's stability and proprioceptive capabilities. These exercises should be progressively more

difficult, incorporating unstable surfaces, dynamic movements, and sport-specific drills. 

Conclusion 

Incorporating balance and proprioception training helps develop well-rounded athletes skilled in the

technical aspects of the game and resilient to injuries.  

Load-to-Explode Principles and Plyometric Training 

In competitive youth athletes, physical conditioning is paramount for enhancing performance and

reducing the risk of injury. Among the various conditioning techniques, the "load-to-explode" principles of

movement and plyometric training have gained significant attention due to their effectiveness in improving

explosive power, agility, and overall athletic performance.

Load-to-Explode Principles of Movement 

The "load-to-explode" concept refers to the biomechanical and neuromuscular process where an athlete

prepares (loads) and then rapidly executes (explodes) a movement. This principle is critical in sports

where quick bursts of speed, jumps, and changes of direction are frequent. The ability to efficiently

transition from loading to exploding can significantly impact a player's performance. 



Plyometric Training 

Plyometric training involves exercises that focus on the rapid stretching and contracting of muscles to

increase power. It is inherently linked to the load-to-explode concept, as it trains the muscles to optimize

the stretch-shortening cycle. 

Key Benefits 

Improved Power and Speed: Plyometric exercises enhance the power output of muscles, which is

crucial for sprinting, jumping, and quick direction changes in soccer. Athletes who engage in

plyometric training exhibit significant improvements in vertical jump height, sprint times, and agility. 

Injury Prevention: By strengthening the muscles, tendons, and ligaments, plyometric training reduces

the risk of injuries, particularly those related to the knees and ankles, which are common in cutting

sports. Properly executed plyometrics enhance joint stability and proprioception, crucial factors in

injury prevention. 

Enhanced Neuromuscular Coordination: Plyometric training improves the coordination between the

nervous system and muscles, leading to more efficient movement patterns. 

Increased Explosiveness: The ability to quickly transition from a stationary or slow-moving position to

an explosive action, such as a sprint or jump, is critical. Plyometric training specifically targets this

aspect, improving a player's first-step quickness and overall explosiveness. 

Age-Specific Considerations 

Prepubescent Players: At this stage, the focus should be on developing basic movement patterns and

low-intensity plyometric exercises. Emphasis should be placed on technique rather than intensity to

ensure proper form and prevent injury. 

Pubescent Players: As athletes enter puberty, they experience rapid growth and hormonal changes,

making them more responsive to higher-intensity plyometric training. This is an ideal time to introduce

more complex and demanding plyometric exercises, gradually increasing the intensity and volume. 

Post-Pubescent Players: In this stage, athletes can handle high-intensity plyometric training, focusing

on maximizing power output and enhancing the load-to-explode capability. This training should be

integrated with sport-specific drills to simulate game situations. 

Conclusion 

The application of load-to-explode principles

and plyometric training helps develop the

physical attributes necessary for success in

competitive sports. These training methods

enhance power, speed, agility, and injury

resistance, making them indispensable in a

comprehensive conditioning program.  
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Conclusion
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Effective communication within a well-coordinated team is crucial. A solid team foundation

allows coaches, parents, and athletes to work together seamlessly, ensuring that everyone is

aware of and adheres to proper training and safety protocols. When training routines and safety

measures are put into place, parents can better support these practices at home, while athletes

feel more confident in their understanding and execution of techniques. 

This collaborative environment fosters a proactive approach to injury prevention, with all parties

actively participating in monitoring and addressing potential risks, enhancing the overall well-

being and performance of the players. 

Thank you for downloading this guidebook and best of luck!


