
                                                                                                                   
  

Concussions and Heading in Youth Soccer: Best Practices 
 

In June, US Women’s Soccer legends Brandi Chastain, Cindy Parlow Cone, and Joy Fawcett joined the non-profit Sports 

Legacy Institute and the Institute for Sports Law and Ethics at Santa Clara University to educate the public on the risks of 

heading in children and their decision to eliminate it among the teams they now coach, as well as with their own children.  
 

Eliminating heading before high school provides a tremendous opportunity to both reduce brain injury and also improve 

soccer skill development. Governing bodies in other sports, such as USA Hockey and US Lacrosse, have adapted their rules 

to reduce exposure to brain trauma in younger athletes. The following evidence helped guide this decision: 
 

1. Heading can cause concussions. At least 30% of concussions in soccer are caused by heading the ball or by attempting 

to head the ball and colliding with a player, object, or the ground. 

2. Even if a player doesn’t receive a concussion, subconcussive brain trauma can still occur. Studies have shown that, 

even without sustaining a concussion, measurable brain abnormalities are detectable on advanced brain imaging 

associated with how often a player heads the ball.  

3. Concussions and subconcussive brain trauma is especially risky for middle school aged children. During middle 

school years, children undergo critical periods of brain development.  

4. Younger children are less able to absorb impacts due to weak neck musculature. 

5. Younger children less able to recognize when they have a concussion. If concussions aren’t reported, they can’t be 

properly managed. 

6. Eliminating heading may also help players develop important foot skills early on. Olympic and World Cup 

champion Cindy Parlow Cone believes that "with good coaching, heading skills can be learned during the high school 

years. Up until the high school age, the focus should be on coordination, technical skills and spatial awareness. Delaying 

headers, while still preparing players by teaching jumping, landing and neck strengthening, not only will help make the 

sport safer but also is developmentally appropriate.”  
 

#SaferSoccer, Longer Careers, Better Players 
 

SLI recommends the following steps to build a safer soccer program: 
1. Postpone headers under high school 

2. Prepare middle school students for heading in high school by: 

a. Teaching heading skills using ultralight balls 

b. Teaching how to jump and land in space 

3. Require neck strengthening exercises for all athletes 

 
A sample training program and support documents can be found at: 

 

SaferSoccer.org 
 

If you’d like to join the movement to eliminate headers in your school or program, 

please email us at info@sportslegacy.org. 
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