
 

 
 
 

Retiring the Pyramid Model from Youth Sport. 

At the age of 8 I started playing soccer and fell in love with the sport almost immediately. Fortunate to have played 
under some very dedicated and passionate coaches, with some great teammates that battled for each other in 
every training session and match, and within a supportive and caring community, considerable individual and team 
success stories were achieved.   

The decade my youth playing career encompassed was the mid-eighties to the mid-nineties. At that time soccer 
was booming in North America, as thousands of participants registered to play a sport that was relatively 
affordable and accessible. For the most part, sport science was very basic (recovery often consisted of a burger and 
fries), most of our coaches picked up the game as adults, and the use of technology and data collection was pure 
science fiction.   

Comparing the game from that era to the game of today, Sport Science is now rooted within our athlete 
development models, technology is used to analyze individual and team performance, and coaches/support staff 
are required to meet minimum theory and sport specific certification standards. With all the changes however, an 
antiquated feature of the modern game still in use is the Pyramidal Development Model.    

For those unfamiliar with the Pyramidal Model, it is essentially a sport system whereby players/athletes are 
layered in a pyramid according to their perceived level of ‘Talent’. The ‘best’ players, which is classically defined as 
the biggest, fastest, strongest (usually Jan-May born) players with the greatest trophy or tournament winning 
potential, are selected to the top level. All other trialists are subsequently filtered downwards within the pyramid. 

Straightforwardly, the Pyramidal approach needs to be retired and replaced with a Stream-Based or Sphere-Based 
approach. Many of the players released or “cut” unfortunately do not come back to try again, leave to try a 
different sport, or leave sport and activity altogether. Even if our young participants do try again, how many 
actually end up getting selected the following year? It is hard to develop upwards once you’re labelled a lower-
level player and there is pressure from parents on the higher-level team to “keep the team together”.  

At the time of this writing, we are about to enter 2021 and due to the pandemic, our players and coaches haven’t 
played an intra or inter provincial match in almost 18 months. Thousands of our youngest members have left 
Canadian sport over the past decade and the pandemic has sadly multiplied this loss. With anxiety from the Covid-
19 virus being a central reason for our youth’s recent absence from sport, factors for the previous reduction in 
numbers is more complex and will be visited in a future article.  

During the years in which I have been employed professionally in sport, a central question/debate keeps getting 
presented again and again. “Since there were so many more participants registered decades ago, we must have 
been doing something right! Isn’t it time to go back to the approach we were using when the numbers were 
higher? That way the numbers will come back”.  

Although on the surface this point makes sense, there are two key reasons why going backwards is literally going 
backwards: 

1. Many of the methods used decades ago weren’t right then and they definitely aren’t right now. 
Substantial generational change has occurred over the past few decades and many methods used in the 
80’s, 90’s and 00’s, have encouraged many of today’s participants to leave our sport. The difference is 
that 20-30 years ago we didn’t know any better. Today we do know better, and it is up to our life coaches 
to attain modern certifications standards, modernize session design and teaching methods, and most 
importantly, redefine how we achieve success (i.e., athlete achievement vs. total trophies/medals won). 



 

 

 

2. The 80’s and 90’s youth participants are now well into adulthood and have young families they are 
registering in sport. Interestingly enough, how many of these former participants are still engaged in sport 
as an active participant, coach, official, volunteer, etc? If the methods used decades ago haven’t retained 
them as active participants, why would we expect those same methods to keep our today’s generation 
engaged? The additional piece here has to do with the importance of modelling. When adults disappear 
from sport and activity, youth lose their models and their desire to be an active participant. 
 

To conclude this article, It is time for the Pyramidal Model to be retired and replaced. If we are to retain the late 
maturer, keep our youth engaged in sport over the long term, and build a social system that maintains societal 
physical and mental health, a participant-centred transition to a Stream/Sphere-Based Model cannot come soon 
enough. 

Until next time, 
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