
Soccer Risk Taking  

and the Cost of Clean Play 

 

Most coaches understand that risk-taking should change depending on where the ball is on the 
pitch. The idea that a defender should be safer than a striker is not a new concept. However, 
the staggering amount of variation required between those two points is a surprise. There is a 
statistical reality to soccer that is not obvious, and without a clear understanding of it, human 
nature will almost certainly drive a coach to do the opposite of what is required to win. 

It is incredibly difficult for a person to oscillate between absolute reliability and extreme gambling 
within a few seconds. It isn’t natural, and most people are wired to avoid failure far more than to 
gain reward. The result: When a coach expresses even a flicker of disappointment at a turnover 
in the scoring zone, they are accidentally validating a player’s natural fear of failure. This small 
behavior has a massive impact. My hope is that a study of the statistics of the game will 
illuminate all disconnects. 

Coaches who demand clean play in every corner of the field are fighting an unbending statistical 
truth. Without understanding it, it is almost certain that human nature will do the opposite of 
what should be done. 

The statistical truth isn't hard to understand. As a human, however, it is incredibly hard to 
cooperate with, but cooperation is necessary because the statistic isn't going to change. It is an 
unbending truth. 

The Statistical Truth 

In possession, there are four distinct risk scenarios on a soccer field. 

1. The Defensive Half: Simple and Certain. 

When your team has the ball in your own defensive end, the math is simple: Zero failure is the 
only option. Analytics from the 2024-2025 NCAA season indicate that a turnover in the 
defensive third leads to an immediate shot for the opponent 28% of the time. 

In this zone, we are looking for the Anchor—a player who typically possesses high 
conscientiousness and finds psychological satisfaction in organizing and cleaning up. A good 
defender thrives with a zero-error mentality. 

2. The Middle Third: Find the Gap. 

As the ball moves into the middle of the field, the defensive mindset starts to become a liability. 
To move the ball forward, a player must be willing to accept a 15% to 20% failure rate, which is 
significantly harder for the human brain to accept. To break a line, players have to risk a pass 
that might get intercepted. If they aren't losing 2 out of every 10 passes, they probably aren't 
playing forward enough to win. Successful collegiate teams typically maintain a 78%–84% pass 
completion rate in this zone. Dropping below 75% means a team spends more energy 
defending counters than attacking. Teams that play too safely (90%+ completion) usually move 
the ball laterally or backward, failing to advance decisively into the final third. 



Players here must take calculated risks. Players must accept a 15-20% failure rate to find the 
progressive pass that breaks the opponent's midfield. 

3. The Final Third: Create Chaos. 

In this zone, your players should be looking for a 40% failure rate. Many coaches cringe when 
they hear that. The most effective playmakers in college soccer often have the lowest pass 
completion rates on their teams (between 45% and 60%). 

You want your players to force the defense to make hard decisions. You want them to confuse 
the defense by the risks they are willing to take. 

4. The Shot: Empty the Magazine. 

When the window opens to shoot, or to take the final pass that leads to a shot, the math 
becomes radical. In this moment, the correct failure rate is 90%. Let the gamblers do their work. 

The best teams only score about once for every eight or ten times they try. That guides our 
push for a 90% failure rate, but we aren’t just talking about shooting failures. We also need to 
count dribbling and dangerous passing failures that aren’t in the shot count. So, 90% failure rate 
is actually on the low end! 

Here is an example of the cost of low-risk-taking: Analysis of NCAA Women’s matches shows a 
higher tendency for extra passing in the box compared to the men’s game. They seem to be 
hunting for safe, communal success rather than accepting the 90+% individual failure required 
to score. The result? Women’s teams take 14% fewer shots after the ball has entered the box, 
where 90% of goals are scored. Safe, clean play reduces goals significantly. 

One of the ways you can feel good about a 90+% failure rate is to realize that those failures 
don’t necessarily end in a turnover. A shot from the central area of the box has a 15 to 20% 
chance of scoring. However, an unsuccessful shot often creates a secondary shooting event. 
Approximately one out of every eight goals (12%) at the collegiate level comes from second-
chance opportunities triggered by an initial failed shot. 

You can feel better about this high rate of failure if you institute the Recovery Window. Statistics 
show that when a team loses the ball deep in the attacking third and immediately pressures for 
6 seconds, the opponent fails to exit their own half nearly 80% of the time. 

The fact is that if you are human, you will probably never feel good about a 90% failure rate. It 
takes a rare person to be okay with that. Think about how your player might feel if they fail 9 out 
of 10 times. It isn’t an easy spot to be in, but the statistics prove it is necessary. 

Please understand, I am not promoting failure. I am using failure as an objective measurement 
for risk-taking. Of course, much failure is a lack of training. My own coaching philosophy is built 
on technical mastery. I want players doing a thousand challenging touches every practice. I 
want them to be able to do the skill exactly right every time. Still, I realize that they must use that 
skill to push their limits in the game. They need to take risks that lead to similar failure rates. 
The only difference is that their risks will be more impressive than those taken by a less skilled 
team. 

Please understand this as you read: failure rate is used here as a proxy for risk-taking. 



Why can’t humans stomach a 90% failure rate? 

We are biologically wired to survive, not to gamble. Psychologists have found that humans have 
a 2x propensity to avoid failure rather than to seek success. The pain of losing a ball feels twice 
as intense as the joy of doing something good with it. If a player loses the ball in the final third, 
that sting is twice as loud in their brain as the potential glory of a success. 

This is where coaches often make the problem worse. If a coach expresses even a flicker of 
disappointment at a 90% failure attempt, they are doubling down on that player's natural fear. 
Any poke, any groan, or any “keep it simple" shout from the sideline validates the player's 
biological urge to be safe. 

Ironically, the more a coach demands clean play in the final third, the more they ensure a 0-0 
draw. The forwards will pass the ball back to the midfield, where the failure rate is a comfortable 
15 to 20%%. Those midfielders, feeling the same pressure, will pass it back to the defenders, 
where the failure rate is 0%. 

It gets worse. To the human brain, a turnover isn't just a stat; it’s a threat to their standing in the 
tribe. They feel the cringe from the bench, the silence from their teammates, and the internal 
shame of being sloppy. In a social tribe—like a collegiate soccer team—the 2x multiplier for loss 
aversion is likely the floor, not the ceiling. This is especially pronounced in women’s sports, 
where research into relational interdependence shows that athletes place a premium on group 
harmony. Studies on social loafing and social evaluation suggest that when an individual’s 
failure is visible to the group, the threat affects their status in the tribe. To avoid the threat, a 
player will subconsciously choose the 0% risk almost every time. 

Further, by the time the ball reaches the forward, she feels she is holding the collective labor of 
10 other people. To take a 90% failure shot feels like spitting on that labor. The forward would 
rather pass the ball back. 

How Coaches See Risk 

The human brain is naturally anchored to a narrow range of risk-taking preferences. This is 
perfectly natural, but it means there are certain parts of the pitch where the play feels correct to 
you simply because it aligns with your own wiring. 

We are all settled in a certain risk tolerance, so to oscillate between risk aversion and risk taking 
within seconds creates a massive amount of mental and emotional friction. A coach doesn’t 
have an option, though. He must learn to navigate these changes and to convince himself to 
oppose his instincts. He has to be the one to bridge the gap between these extremes. 

Most coaches enter the profession as former defenders or midfielders, process-oriented players 
who valued structure. They were successful in a position where safety was the primary virtue. 
Now, they must accept the statistical realities of the game, adapting a broad range of risk 
tolerances. Unlike a player who stays in one zone, a coach must mentally ride a roller coaster: 
demanding 100% reliability one second and 90% failure the next. It isn't just difficult; it is 
biologically unnatural. 

The reality is that coaches penalize creative failure far more harshly than safe stagnation. In a 
study of tactical decision-making, players who attempted high-risk through-balls and failed were 
3.4 times more likely to be subbed or criticized than players who played a safe back-pass. 



This creates a chilling effect where players revert to their biological baseline of safety, even 
when the math demands chaos. When a coach signals that losing the ball is a moral failing, it 
results in a team that maintains control but produces no goals. 

In collegiate play, teams led by moderate-risk coaches (those who prioritize possession 
throughout the pitch) average 18% more lateral passes in the final third than high-risk coaches. 
These lateral passes have a 90% success rate, which makes the coach feel in control. 
However, they result in a 24% decrease in high-value shots (shots with a threat of goal of 
greater than 15%). The coach is trading the feeling of safety for the reality of stagnation. 

In a communal environment, that frustration is contagious caution. It tells every player on the 
pitch that safety is the only way to remain in the coach's good graces. 

Coaches carry a double burden. Not only must they manage eleven different risk profiles, but 
they must also confront their own. We are all prisoners of our personality; the elite coach is 
simply the one who has learned to momentarily escape. One of the best ways to escape is to be 
honest with the team: “My personality is safe play, but my instinct only works in one part of the 
field.” 

Practical Ideas 

Let’s brainstorm practical ways to apply the statistics of risk-taking to a team. 

1. Acceptance of the Unbending Truth 

The statistical reality of the four risk situations on the field is key to figuring out how to win, and 
the math simply won’t go away. So, enjoy the game as it is, from the safety of the defensive half 
to the absolute gamble of shooting. 

2. Team-Wide Statistical Literacy 

The entire team needs to understand these numbers and how they work together to win. When 
the defenders understand that their 0% failure rate is what buys the strikers the right to fail 
90+% of the time, the social tension disappears. The team stops seeing a missed shot as a 
waste and starts seeing it as a collective investment. 

Perhaps use a mantra, like, “Play to win, not to not lose.” Or. “Safe in the Back, Dangerous in 
the Front.” 

3. The Discipline of Restraint 

Coaches must learn to show restraint on the sideline. Your first instinctual reaction to a turnover 
is usually a biological loss aversion response. If you say what comes to mind first, you will likely 
signal a safe bias that shuts down your attack. Learn to stay silent or to offer praise after a 
correct failure. 

4. Protect the Risk-Takers 

No one is truly immune to criticism when they are failing 9 out of 10 times. Even the most 
aggressive players will eventually internalize the cringe of the group. It is the coach's job to 
provide psychological cover for these players, intentionally encouraging the bold attempts so the 
fire doesn't burn out under the weight of the statistics. 



5. Recruit the Fire 

Coaches should look for some players who possess a natural fire and appear relatively 
impervious to outside criticism. You are looking for athletes whose baseline risk tolerance is 
high enough to handle the chaos in front of the goal without being paralyzed by the social cost 
of a turnover. 

6. Audit Natural Risk Tolerances 

Instead of forcing players into roles that contradict their wiring, coaches should evaluate where 
a player’s natural risk tolerance lies. Placing players in zones that match their natural risk 
tolerance reduces mental friction for the whole team. Using tools like the Big Five Inventory or 
specialized Athletic Risk-Taking Scales (ARS) allows a coach to see each player's risk 
tolerance. While grit and coachability matter, risk tolerance is the primary filter for player 
placement. 

Understand the feeling here. Risk tolerance is as much a part of us as righthandedness. We 
know others can write well with their left hand, but ask us to do it, and it is foreign. Tell a group 
of athletes they have to use their weak side, and they may moan. We know there are those who 
love to play with perfection and those who can throw themselves into the fray, but those are 
people as hardwired as right-handedness and left-handedness. 

Coaches often suffer from the illusion of transparency—the belief that their tactical intent is 
clearly understood and shared by the players. In this case, a coach might assume a player can 
simply flip a switch to take more risk because the coach said so. They fail to realize that for the 
player, flipping that switch might feel like jumping off a cliff. 

Research suggests that while humans can adapt to specific environments, they generally only 
move one level on the risk spectrum through intense coaching. You can stretch a safety-first 
defender to become a calculated holding midfielder, but you can almost never stretch them into 
a chaos-inducing winger. When the pressure of a deficit hits in the final minutes, a player will 
snap back to their biological baseline, seeking the safe pass because their brain perceives it as 
a survival mechanism. 

Conflict on a team can stem from one player's risk profile judging another's. The defender sees 
the forward as a liability; the forward sees the defender as a handbrake. The coach must 
explain that these mindsets are complementary, not contradictory. A coach can also blame it on 
himself: “I told her to play safe,” and “I told her she has to take big risks.” 

7. The 6-Second Recovery Window 

To help the faint of heart feel better about a 90% failure rate, you should institute the Recovery 
Window. Statistics show that when a team loses the ball deep in the attacking third and 
immediately pressures for 6 seconds, the opponent fails to exit their own half nearly 80% of the 
time. 

8. Practice Games 

Most soccer training is obsessed with failure prevention. Rondo is a drill aimed at achieving total 
possession and taking the lowest-risk pass available as fast as possible. It is a good activity, but 
it serves a purpose, and that purpose teaches low-risk-taking. 



Training sessions should include games that help players think in terms of 20%, 40% and 90% 
failures. Games might include extra points for dribbling to shoot, getting the ball into the goalie 
box, or getting the ball behind the defense with a short through pass. Pass backs or out of the 
final third could be negative points. 

If your practice environment remains a place where clean play is the only thing rewarded, you 
are inadvertently training your players to stay in the 0% risk zone when the lights come on. 
Instead, celebrate risk-taking in the moment. After the session, ask the team: "Who took the 
best risk today?" If the team starts valuing the risk-taker, the coach’s job of permission-giving is 
already half-done. 

9. The Film Room Reframe 

Most film sessions are used to correct mistakes, which naturally reinforces a Safety First 
mindset. You can flip this by dedicating a segment of your film review to successful failures. 
Show clips of the through-balls that were intercepted or the shots that went wide, but explain 
why those were the right choices based on the risks that must be taken. When the team sees 
the coach publicly valuing a 90% failure, the team will begin to understand what the game 
requires. 

One additional step is to create a team ritual that celebrates a high-quality risk that failed. By 
publicly highlighting a 90% failure attempt in film sessions or post-game huddles, the coach 
proves that they value the math over the immediate outcome. This destroys the social 
handbrake. 

10. Track Meaningful Statistics 

Standard stats often punish the wrong things. The right statistics aren’t standard, which means 
they may not be easy.  

The easiest stat to follow for the whole team is shots. If your team can take 20 shots a game or 
more, they will be nearly unstoppable. That’s how your team scores 2.3 goals a game (10% 
conversion plus the 15% rebound goals). 

Did they take 10+ shots before half? It is a big ask of a team, but it communicates that safe play 
must progress down the field to serious risk-taking. You are telling your players that when it 
comes to getting the ball where a shot can be taken and shooting, hesitation is the only true 
mistake. 

Here are some stats to consider for each part of the field: 

Defending Half 

In the defending half, measure the seconds between a defender gaining control and the 
ball leaving the zone. The goal isn’t necessarily to play fast, but it does reduce risk to 
move the ball up the field, and not to miss the opportunity to do so. 

The goal is to make a safe pass to a midfielder. A coach could track the number of times 
an open midfielder was bypassed or ignored by a defender with the ball. If the lane was 
open and the ball didn't move, it was a bad decision. 



Any long ball from the back that results in a 50/50 aerial duel is a statistical failure in this 
zone. The 50/50 ball isn’t a defender taking a risk. It is a defender lowering her own risk 
by getting the ball as far away as possible. 

Finally, counting the number of passing or dribbling mistakes in this part of the field is 
telling and communicates the right message. The goal is zero. 

The Middle Third 

Keeping track of midfield mistakes may help players evaluate whether they are taking 
the right risks. 

Counting the number of turns, sideways dribbles, or times the midfield split the defense 
with a pass behind the offside line are all good metrics. Counting forward, backward, and 
lateral passes may be helpful. 

A backward pass is often a failure of nerve rather than a successful pass. If a player 
consistently bounces the ball back to the defenders, they are retreating into safety. If a 
midfielder is 20-for-20 on passes but every single one was lateral, their effective success 
is 0%. 

Final Third 

Here, we want to measure aggression. You want a 40% failure rate to prove they are 
testing the defender's limits. How many balls were played into the box? How many were 
played behind the last defender? How many times did a player engage in a 1v1? How 
many times did the defense look to be in chaos? Chaos is good for goal scoring. 

Every time a player has the ball in the final third and passes it back to a midfielder, you 
may record it as retreat. 

Shooting is Eminent 

Here are some stats that are worth tracking for shooters: How many 1v1s were taken, 
and how many resulted in a shot? How many times did a missed shot result in a corner, 
a block, or a parry? Rate players by number of attempts, not completion rate. 

By tracking these specific numbers, you show the players—and yourself—that you are 
committed to the math. You stop praising clean play in the front and start praising bold play. 

Conclusion 

The reality of soccer is that the game demands a psychological flexibility that most humans do 
not naturally possess. We are wired to avoid the sting of a mistake far more than we are wired 
to seek the joy of a goal. On the field, this biological handbrake creates a constant pull toward 
the safety of the defensive half, where the cost of failure is high, but the risk is easy to 
understand. However, to win at the collegiate level, a coach must lead a team away from that 
comfort zone and into a space where success is built on a mountain of necessary failures. 

Winning requires accepting that the math of the pitch changes drastically. While your defenders 
must maintain total reliability, your attackers must be given the freedom to fail nearly nine times 
out of ten. This is not a lack of discipline; it is an objective requirement of the game. When a 
coach provides the psychological cover for players to take these risks, the social pressure of the 



team begins to lift. Players stop playing not to lose and start playing to create the chaos that 
leads to goals. 

Ultimately, coaching against human nature is the only way to align with the statistics of the 
game. By measuring intent rather than just completion, and by rewarding bold decisions in 
practice, you build a culture that is statistically literate and emotionally resilient. The goal is to 
create a team that understands that every intercepted pass in the final third or every missed 
shot is simply the tax required to eventually break the game open. When you bridge that gap 
between instinct and math, you allow your players to play with the freedom the game truly 
demands. 
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