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great coach makes every 
player on their panel feel 
equally important whether 
they are the so called 

‘superstar’ or the ‘super sub’. It can be 
difficult for a coach to balance a group 
of players particularly at club level due 
to the diverse blend of abilities and skill 
levels. In order to create an inclusive team 
environment keeping your substitutes 
happy and confident is absolutely critical 
to overall success. If support players feel 
demeaned or unimportant in the eyes 
of the coach, they can sabotage team 
cohesion and undermine your best efforts 
to produce a successful season. 

A coach needs to have the ability 
to ensure subs know that they are an 
extremely important element of the team. 
The challenge for a coach often comes 
from the fact that when a player is not 
getting as much playing time as others 
they immediately feel less valued. Many 
players will only feel they are important if 
they are contributing on the pitch. 

 A player who spends a great deal of 
time on the bench may begin to suffer from 
self doubt and can therefore be mentally 
more vunerable to making mistakes. Once 
the sub gets onto the pitch it is common 
that she worries too much about avoiding 
making mistakes as opposed to simply 
playing the game. The result of this may 
see a player acting tentatively or in some 
cases, trying too hard. 

So why do coaches need to keep their 
subs happy and engaged in team goals? 
While subs will  realistically have less 
playing time during the season they may 
be called upon to make an impact in a 
significant game. How can a coach ensure 
that players are ready for that? 

Here are some things to consider when 
thinking about how you engage with 
subs on your squad.

1  Substitute players are an important 
and integral part of your team and 
like any team member, their attitude, 

mental toughness, work ethic and 

“Outside the Starting 15 
How to Handle Them” 

personality will have a significant impact 
on the other players, team cohesion and 
the eventual outcome of your season.

2 Players outside your starting 15 will 
push the players that feel they have 
a secure place on the starting team. 

Competitive substitutes will push the 
starting team to keep their performances 
sharp. 

3 Events will happen during the 
year such as injuries or player 
absenteeism and you will be forced 

to go to your bench. Your ability as a 
coach to ensure that sub is as ready as 
any other player will be tested and their 
readiness to play may be very much 
affected by how she has been treated. 

4 Everyone on your panel plays an 
important role in providing support 
and positive feedback and your subs 

play key role in this for your starters also. 
Players who feel appreciated by the coach 
are less likely to resent the other players 
and therefore are more likely to support 

them both in practice and at games 
regardless if they are on the pitch or not. A 
vocal and supportive bench always makes 
an important contribution to a winning 
effort. 

5 Many sideline players can be a 
valuable source of feedback for 
both players and coaches and have 

a unique and very informed view of the 
game. If these players feel part of the 
team and the coach is open to listening to 
them they may provide extremely valuable 
information from their vantage point 
which may contribute to a winning effort. 

6 Frequently your best leaders are not 
your best players. If your captains 
or team leaders don’t get a lot of 

playing time, then it is critical that they be 
valued for their leadership contributions 
and you listen to what they have to say. 

7 Many players that do not make 
the starting 15 feel invisible so it 
is essential that you, as a coach, 

make contact with them at training and 
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games and acknowledge their presence. 
Feedback is crucial for these players and 
they need to know what areas they can 
improve on to get that chance to play. Let 
them know that you know they are there 
and contributing to the team by positive 
feedback, comments etc. 

8 A player on the bench can lack 
self-esteem and self-confidence 
and therefore it is essential that 

a coach recognises the attributes that 
player brings to the team. Catch them 
doing things right – Don’t just catch 
your peripheral players messing up. 
While critical feedback is essential for 
skill development, positive feedback 
is necessary to build confidence and 
enhance motivation. When you see good 
effort, acknowledge it out loud in front of 
the whole team. 

9 Be honest with players about their 
playing time – Don’t tell a sub she 
will get to start or go in the game 

if you have no intention of following 
through. There is nothing worse for players 
than feeling deceived by the coach. If you 
promise and have to break your promise, 

let the player know why. Otherwise you run 
the risk of discouraging and de-motivating 
that player. It is also important the playing 
time you give this player is meaningful 
and not just for the sake of a few minutes. 

10 A good coach will have an 
interest in developing every 
player on their squad and 

help them to improve their performance. 
A coach needs to be clear with players in 
relation to what they need to improve on.

11 It is difficult for  a player that 
is on the subs bench most of 
the year and equally it can 

be difficult for a player who was starting 
to then get knocked out of the starting 
15. It is essential that you communicate 
with this player and explain the reasons 
for the action. A player will have their own 
thoughts on why they were dropped and 
these could be very wrong if information 
was not provided by the coach. 

12  Whenever you can, give all 
your players meaningful 
playing time. It is tough to 

keep a player’s confidence level up if 

they never get a chance to go in. Often 
coaches only put on their weakest players 
when there is 5 minutes to go and they 
are either winning comprehensibly or 
losing significantly. Players know when 
they are getting token game time. It 
can do wonders for player development 
to get a starting jersey as a result of 
commitment to training and endeavoring 
to improve. Even if a player is weak, with 
some tactical positioning a coach should 
be able to accommodate all players on 
the pitch at some stage. The more playing 
time players get, the more confident 
they will become and the more of a 
contribution they will ultimately be able 
to make during the season.

Any player that commits to training 
is deserving of a coach’s respect and 
support. Whether a player is a starting 
player or a substitution they should 
be seen as, and treated like equal 
stakeholders in the team. At club level 
player retention is a significant part 
of a coaches role, keeping substitutes 
engaged in team goals and individual 
development is a cornerstone of a good 
player retention strategy. 


