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International Football is the most popular sport in the 

world.  The peak competition in International Football 

is the World Cup, run since 1930 by the Fédération 

Internationale de Football Association (“FIFA”), with 

the finals hosted every four years in a country or 

countries chosen by the association. 

Presently, the competition is arranged so that only 32 

of the 210 countries registered with FIFA will attend 

the finals in Qatar in 2022.  This number will increase 

to 48 for the North American-hosted finals in 2026. 

The current system involves three years of qualifying 

matches, then the top teams in each of the six 

regional confederations go to the host country for the 

finals where they play in a qualifying stage in seeded groups before a knockout stage to 

decide the champion. 

It is time for FIFA to reorganise the World Cup Finals so that it becomes a truly inclusive 

and worldwide peak competition, with every country invited to field a team in a wholly 

knockout competition played out over six weeks in the host country. 

The case for change can be made on many grounds, including; 

• the historical development of the competition. 

• purely knockout tournaments are common and effective in football and in many 

other sports. 

• significant economic savings to FIFA and to national teams and governments. 

• greatly reducing conflict between club (national league) and international 

fixtures. 

• less air and other travel, with health benefits and fewer environmental impacts. 

• avoiding the current conflict over the levels of representation of the six regional 

confederations. 

• creating a competition that is likely to be more resilient in the face of Covid-style 

disruptions. 

The World Cup Trophy 
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• providing more quality players a forum to shine in, and allowing more young 

talent to be recognised. 

• a knockout system will engender more upsets, which will make the competition 

more interesting. 

• it will be very popular, especially in developing nations where football is 

widespread and is a significant part of culture, many of which do not currently 

qualify for the finals. 

• it will create a truly global, whole world festival.   

Each of these grounds is discussed in detail below.  This argument is applied here to the 

men’s game, but each point applies in a similar way to the FIFA Women’s World Cup. 

This article makes the case for change and suggests a way to move gradually to the 

inclusive system over the course of the next five finals competitions. 

 

World Cup History 

The history of the World Cup 

itself shows that the competition 

has been expanding steadily and 

gradually since its inception.  In 

1930, only 13 nations competed in 

Uruguay for the first trophy.  The 

graph shows the increase in 

participation at the hosted finals 

over time. 

Reasons for the gradual change 

include the growth of the game 

internationally, increases in 

wealth, increased accessibility of 

air travel, globalisation, and growing demands for inclusion from the football community 

over time. The expansion itself is evidence to suggest that further expansion will 

continue to occur (Findlay 2016; Madu 2017). 

Each expansion has allowed more new teams to qualify and to have the valuable 

experience of the tournament (Madu 2017).  Madu suggests that the expansion to the 

number 48, with its inherent problems, will bring about a further expansion to 64, which 

is a more ‘divine formula’ (Madu 2017).  

The Women’s World Cup has expanded even more quickly, from 12 teams in the first 

tournament in 1991, to 24 at France 2019, and 32 teams at Australia/ New Zealand in 2023. 
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FIFA have recently made bullish statements 

about future growth.  In the current vision 

document, FIFA president Gianni Infantino 

says, “Our key mission is to truly globalise, 

popularise and democratise football for the 

benefit of the entire world,” (FIFA 2020).  

Infantino put a figure on that, too, saying 

“one day, we will have at least 50 national 

teams and 50 clubs from all continents at a 

top competitive level,” (FIFA 2020). 

The 2026 finals will have 48 teams.  This will see a qualifying stage to reduce the number 

to 32, and then knockout, so already in 2026 there will be an expansion not just of the 

total number of teams, but also of the knockout stage, which stage will have only 16 

teams at Qatar 2022.  Opinions on the expansion are divided (Stevens 2017).  

In the end, the form of a tournament needs to match the goal of the tournament.  If the 

World Cup is simply for the demonstration of the very best football, then a smaller 

competition might be better.  Arguably, however, the standard would never be able to 

match the best club clashes in Europe.  If, alternatively, the aim of the World Cup is to 

celebrate the game at the international level, then including every team makes sense. 

 

The Success of Knockout Tournaments in Other Regions and Sports 

Wholly knockout tournaments are widespread in sports.  Examples include the English 

Football Association Cup (football) since 1871, the Coppa Italia (football) since 1922, the 

Copa Del Rey (football) since 1903 and Wimbledon (tennis) since 1877.   These are well-

known, popular and successful competitions, each of which is older than the World Cup. 

With more on the line in every match from the outset, the cup itself will be harder to win.  

Slow starters will be penalised.  Schelles suggests that “a knockout tournament 

generates more competitive balance, most likely because every single game is 

decisive”(Schelles 2017).   The champion will truly be undefeated, unlike say, winners 

Spain in 2010, who dropped a match in the qualifying round against Switzerland. 

A wholly knockout competition for the World Cup would involve accommodating more 

players than presently, and would be a greater logistical exercise for the host country.   

Assuming each squad has 23 players, which is the current FIFA standard, an all-in 

competition with all 210 registered nations would see 4830 players attending.  As for the 

2026 changes, the proposal would “present new logistical challenges for potential host 

nations, which will have to accommodate training sites and housing for 16 additional 

squads and their fans” (Keh 2017).    At first glance, this might seem a difficult task, but 

Gianni Infantino 
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new systems are already being developed for Qatar 2022 (AS English 2020), and the 

Olympics provide an existing example of such an exercise, with over 11,000 athletes 

attending the Rio 2016 Summer Games.  Even the Winter Games hosts almost 3000 

athletes.  

The all-in World Cup will be logistically easier than the summer olympics, as it has fewer 

athletes to organise, and involves a single sport.  Additionally, the tournament will be 

spread over six weeks, not crammed into three like the olympics, and the scope of the 

initial logistical exercise halves with each knockout stage.   

Part of the reason for the success of the 2026 bid by USA, Canada and Mexico was that 

the bid partners were able to point to a surplus of already existing stadia and training 

facilities to accommodate the increased number of teams, as well as sufficient 

infrastructure (Long 2018).  Not every country in the world will have the capacity to host 

the all-in tournament, but any country that has hosted an Olympics, or even a winter 

Olympics, must be assumed to be capable, and, with continued development in 

infrastructure, logistics and technology, there will be many more.   

 

Economic Savings 

There are great savings to be made from a wholly-knockout competition.  Such a 

competition would require only 210 matches over six weeks.  The Qatar World Cup, in 

contrast, will use a total of 936 matches over about three years, composed of 872 

Confederation qualifiers, 48 qualifying stage games and 16 knockout stage games.  That 

large number of Confederation qualifiers involves mainly home and away legs, where one 

team travels to another country for the match, almost invariably by air. 

International fixtures cost money.  Lots of money.  Some of the costs include: 

• The construction and maintenance of 

stadia 

• The administration and running of 

stadia 

• Transport and accommodation of 

teams and support staff 

• The provision of training venues 

• Insurance 

• Provision of match officials 

• Security  

• Drug testing 
Al Wakrah Stadium, Qatar 
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For the host country, the major expense is the construction of stadia, with hosts 

spending billions of dollars to provide facilities (Access 2010).  The expense of the 

construction of stadia will not be greater if more matches are played in them.   

The real savings are to be made in the total expenses of the national federations and 

FIFA itself over each four year period.  Since FIFA is a non-profit organisation, this means 

that more money can be given by FIFA to support the many national teams that do not 

have deep pockets. 

Taking the number of matches as a guide, those savings to be expected are in the order 

of (936-210)/936, being 77%, or even more, given that a more compact, six week event 

will lead to savings across the board. 

To the savings, can be added profits.  The World Cup is arguably the most marketable 

event in the global sporting calendar (Sportspro 2020).  The television rights to a 210 

game tournament across 210 invested nations will bring about increases in revenue for 

the finals themselves (Keh 2017), and the increased number of fans attending will also 

swell ticket sales, already over 3 million for each tournament since 2006 (FIFA 2018), and 

have a positive impact on tourism revenues  (Access 2010). 

 

Removing conflict between club and international fixtures 

Clubs dislike releasing top players for international fixtures.   It is disruptive to the club’s 

planning and disadvantages the club in its league.  The players often have to travel great 

distances and are not necessarily match fit immediately upon return.  Chances of injury 

may be heightened.  FIFA generally requires that clubs and national associations release 

players for important national games.  In this respect, money also talks.  Players do not 

generally earn their main income from representing their countries, but rather from their 

clubs.  National teams want their best players available, of course, and indeed want them 

to attend prematch training camps and so forth, in order to have them meld well with 

the team. 

 

Neymar and Messi, Barca Teammates; Messi, Argentina. Neymar, Brasil 
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Disruptions to both league and FIFA qualifying schedules during Covid-19 have 

exacerbated this issue (Vickery 2020; Harwood 2020).  Some clubs have refused to 

release players for international matches due to these concerns (Carlisle 2020). 

A six week World Cup removes this conflict for the three-year leadup of the World Cup, 

while it may remain for other events, such as each regional Confederation Cup.  The 

dates for the World Cup are known at least three years ahead, and often six or more 

years ahead.  National leagues can arrange themselves so that there is no overlap in 

those years and players have time to engage in national training camps prior to the 

event.  Clubs will love it. 

 

Health Benefits for Players  

The air travel necessitated by a large number of international fixtures carries an extra 

health burden for players.  Air travel is known to have an array of negative health effects 

(DeHart 2003) and the more air travel, the greater the chance that these effects are 

compounded. 

Less travel for players will lead to better health outcomes.  This is especially true in a 

covid world, where risks are increased with travel.  In the proposed model, each player 

would need to take single return flight to the host country for the finals.  In the current 

system, players take varying numbers of flights depending on their Confederation in the 

qualification leadup, and then the qualified countries’ players also fly to the host for the 

finals.  For example, the South American playoffs have the lowest number of matches, 

with a total of 90.  Each player needs to travel 9 times, not including the extra travel from 

and back to Europe for the players based there (which also involves changing season 

twice in a short period).  The disruption of this extra travel to players can largely be 

avoided.  

These considerations also apply to coaches and support staff travelling with the team, as 

well as others, such as the match officials and media. 

The issue of crowded fixtures and their effects on player wellbeing has been raised by 

team managers.  Liverpool boss Klopp said, “…these guys have two weeks off a year. In 

a physically demanding job…” (Myznikova 2020).  Proposals that will reduce that 

congestion, reduce stress and help improve player health should be considered.  
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Environmental Benefits 

The great reductions in travel will have enormous environmental benefits.  If a squad plus 

essential support staff totals, say, forty, and one squad has to travel for every 

international fixture, then the current system uses 30,000 more return international 

flights than the system proposed, and that is only counting the squad, not family, 

officials, fans or media.  Carbon Independent.org (2019) estimates the carbon emitted for 

a short range international flight is about a quarter ton per passenger hour.   Assuming 2 

hour average flight times within regions, then each return flight sees 1 ton added to the 

atmosphere in the current system, so an extra 30,000 tons of CO2 in total.   That’s just 

the flights. 

The proposed all-in tournament might be seen as a way for FIFA and the international 

soccer community to do their bit for the environment.  Climate change has the capacity 

to disrupt football fixtures to a much greater extent than Covid-19 has (NASA 2020).  It is 

in the interests of the game to be part of the solution.  

 

Greater Covid-Resilience 

Sport, and particularly international sport provides a medium for the transmission of 

coronavirus.  At the time of writing, FIFA president Infantino is self-isolating with a 

positive diagnosis (Wright 2020).   During 2020, most qualifying matches had to be 

postponed (Vickery 2020; Harwood 2020; Rugari 2020).  Because the finals are still more 

than two years away, this was possible.  It nevertheless caused disruption and there is no 

way of telling how many more delays will occur between now and November 2022.  

Matches are beginning to bunch up in the calendar, and this will have an impact on 

league fixtures.  Further, clubs are concerned about allowing their players to travel for 

qualifying matches, especially in regions where the virus is widespread.  FIFA have agreed 

with the clubs’ perspective (ESPN 2020).  Quarantine periods at either end of travel 

further disrupt player lives and club planning. 

Clubs and Confederations have had the extra expense of chartering flights in order to 

lessen the covid risks to players and meet international restrictions on cross-border travel 

(Vickery 2020).  The negative effects of the covid crisis on the sport in every country 

mean that there is less money to allocate to these expenses (Gill 2020) .  Cloth will need 

to be cut. 

A six week tournament, rather than one which plays out over years, is more likely to 

occur without delays.  If the tournament itself needs to be postponed, then only a six 

week window will be needed. 
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An example of a sport bowing to Covid necessities is the Irish Hurling Championships 

(Liddy 2020).  Liddy states, “fixture contingency plans due to the Covid-19 pandemic has 

effectively confirmed that a straight knockout championship format looks the most likely 

option.” 

The Tokyo Olympics reschedule is also instructive.  The 2020 games has been delayed 

until a two and a half week window starting from 23 July 2021.  A tournament of a short, 

definite length can have a window of time found for it. 

 

The Best Players Will All Be There 

Surely the best players should all be present at a World Cup?  

Football, however, is a team sport.  If the team fails to 

qualify, then nomatter how great the star, he will stay home 

and perhaps end up watching the games on television. 

This has occurred on many occasions.  In 2006, one of the 

greatest players in the world was the Uruguayan, Recoba.  Uruguay failed to qualify, 

losing out to Australia.  Other famous players who never played in a world cup include 

George Best (Northern Ireland), Eric Cantona (France) and Alfredo Di Stefano (Argentina, 

Spain, Colombia). 

Any tournament is likely to be better, and more interesting, if the greatest players are all 

present.  It is more just for the player, too.   It will be better for the fans of those players, 

and each of the great players has millions of fans.  Both Christiano Ronaldo (Portugal) 

and Lionel Messi (Argentina) have over 200 million social media followers (Smythe 2020).   

If either of those countries failed to qualify, interest in the tournament would lessen as a 

result. 

Moreover, the world cup affords an international spotlight for outstanding young players 

at the start of their careers.  Weaker teams may lose, yet field an outstanding individual 

who makes a difference for his country and is noticed.  The world cup provides the 

greatest forum for talent to shine in, so it should be open enough to ensure that great 

new talent is not missed. As HITC Sevens (2020) saliently notes, in 1958: 

“…at the age of seventeen, Pele arrived at that tournament unknown to the rest 

of the world and departed as the finest footballer on the face of the earth…” 

 

  

Recoba 
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More Cupsets, More Interest 

“…more romance, more drama and more excitement...”   (Findlay 2016) 

A cupset is an upset outcome in a knockout tournament, where a much less favoured 

team overcomes a more feted rival (Robbins 2008).   Apart from being interesting on the 

day, and memorable afterwards, cupsets make both the sport and the tournament more 

compelling for fans over time.  As Brains4Breakfast (2018) suggests, “anyone can win on 

the day, which makes knockout play more exciting”. 

The last thing a world cup should be is boring.  One of the problems with the qualification 

stage of the cup is that sometimes a team is already in a position where they do not need 

to win in order to progress.  This writer was present at Holland v Ireland in Palermo at 

Italy 1990.  In the other group match, the English had defeated the Egyptians, and that 

information was relayed to Palermo, where the score was 1-1.  The two teams then 

basically stopped playing for the last ten minutes, indulging in a game of kick to kick, as 

they were both assured of progression with a draw.  Egypt may have felt aggrieved, and 

that sort of lame approach should never be part of a World Cup.  Similar instances are 

recorded by Guyon (2020), such as West Germany v Austria in 1982.  Unfortunately, it 

remains a possibility in 2026, when proposed groups of three in the qualifying stage will 

sometimes allow the two teams playing last to agree an outcome (Monkovic 2018).  In a 

straight knockout competition, the problem will not occur.  

Guyon notes that FIFA has considered banning draws in qualifying matches in order to 

deter collusion (Guyon 2020), but if it isn’t possible to draw a qualifying match, then why 

have them at all?    

The English FA cup, which is a pure knockout competition open to both league and non-

league clubs in England, provides many wonderful examples of cupsets, with non-league 

clubs sometime knocking out first/premier division clubs.  Hereford v Newcastle in 1972 is 

a classic example.  The most important thing about these matches, however, is the way 

in which they engender support for the game, as every local club can draw inspiration 

from the stories of the others.   

These giant-killer stories happen in the world game, too; such as North Korea’s defeat of 

Italy in 1966, Senegal’s defeat of reigning champions France in 2002 and Iceland’s 

surprise against England at Euro 2016.   Croatia’s second place in 2018 is another great 

example, as that nation was ranked 20th before the competition and were the smallest 

nation since 1930 to play in a final.  On other occasions, the giant killer story will be one 

where a tiny nation defeats a massive one, such as Costa Rica’s 2-0 defeat of China in 

2002. Farrell urges the same change for the UEFA champions’ league, stating that 

“fairness, quality and excitement would all improve” (Farrell 2010).  The World Cup will 
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be made more interesting through a knockout only system that encourages these 

cupsets.   

 

Removing friction between regional confederations 

The number of places at the finals allocated to each confederation is a matter which is 

debated among the stakeholders.  Generally, the stronger the confederation is in the 

sport, the more places they have.  This has led to a situation where the more established 

regions of Europe and South America dominate, especially Europe, where the most 

money is invested in the sport and the highest salaries are payed. 

In relation to the 2026 cup, with the expansion to 48 teams, as Keh suggests “the 

charged question of how to allocate the 48 slots among the sport’s six continental 

confederations has yet to be determined, but it is certain to be the subject of fraught 

discussion, intense negotiation and high-stakes political calculus” (Keh 2017).  This 

friction, and the resolution of competing claims, takes a great deal of energy, time, 

attention and, indeed, money.  Imagine a World Cup where all of those resources are 

instead directed toward the positive development of the game at home and abroad. 

FIFA has already discarded consideration of the relative strength of the confederations 

from the calculation of the team rankings (FIFA 2020). Questions of fairness between 

regions remain (Csato 2020).  The proposed changes would remove the question of 

home region from the cup entirely.   

 

More popular, more inclusive, more democratic 

Including every country in the tournament, regardless of size and prowess, will be 

popular with national teams that never manage to qualify, and with their billions of 

supporters.  Not millions, billions.  It is salient to note that India has never qualified and 

China appeared only in 2002.  Many other large countries often miss out, such as 

Indonesia.  It is difficult to claim the World Cup Finals is truly a ‘world’ event if more than 

half of the world’s population is forced to support another team. 

The other aspect to inclusion is that having every country there means that every strong 

team is present, too.  Every world cup buildup sees teams that are generally strong but 

which have a slump, and fail to qualify.  France, for example, champions in 1998, did not 

qualify in 1994.   Italy, four time winners, did not qualify for 2018.  When a soccer power 

does not qualify, interest in the world cup in that country evaporates prior to the finals.  

An all-in tournament avoids this.  In a rough poll on Facebook in late 2020, members of 

the open group WORLD CUP QATAR 2022: News and Results were mainly in favour of the 

changes proposed in this paper (Facebook 2020).  A screenshot of the poll is included 
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here.    While the results cannot be said to be representative, it is interesting to note 

where the participants live.  Of the votes in favour of the change, more than 90% live in 

countries that have never qualified for the tournament.  

FIFA is based in Europe, the home of the 

game, and it is likely that FIFA’s attitudes 

have historically been Euro-centric.  12 of the 

21 cups have been won by European teams,  

only 3 teams outside of Europe have ever 

won, and Europe has 13 of the 32 places at 

Qatar 2022 (FIFA 2020).  In the leadup to the 

FIFA decision to expand the competition for 

2026, the European Club Association, in 

opposition to the proposed expansion, stated 

that the current 32-team format was “the 

perfect formula from all perspectives” (Keh 

2017).  Players and fans outside of Europe may 

beg to differ. 

Choudhury suggests that “the recent decision 

to expand to 48 teams in 2026 is a 

continuation of Fifa’s policy of championing 

the sport beyond its traditional strongholds of Europe and South America” (Choudhury 

2018).  Keh concurs, noting that, “smaller soccer nations, particularly those in Africa, Asia 

and the Caribbean that often feel underrepresented at the World Cup” (Keh 2017).  Smaller 

and less developed nations have historically had to agitate for greater representation, 

against the opposition of entrenched European interests and worldviews (Anaman 2020). 

This ni-Vanuatu fan’s reaction to the 48 team expansion is instructive:  “ ‘A 64-team 

tournament would have been better. Eight leagues of eight and a straight knock-out from 

the group stage, with the top four teams in each group going through. I don’t ever imagine 

seeing us in a World Cup though, no matter how many expansions Fifa plan in the future.’ 

Wally, Vanuatu”       (Stevens 2017).  

Other reactions to the expansion indicate that a lack of access to the world’s peak 

tournament may have a tendency to stunt development of the game in the countries 

that miss out (Stevens 2017). 

Experience counts.  The more times a country has the experience of competing at the 

peak tournament, the more likely that country is to do well, or better, in it.  The current 

system, which in practice bars most teams in the world from ever gaining that peak 

tournament experience, mitigates against the development of the game in those 

countries.  As Brain4Breakfast (2018) suggests, “experience is correlated with success”. 

http://www.earthsideeducation.com/


All in, Six Weeks and No Second Chances: The Future of the FIFA World Cup.  Sean David Burke 2021.    www.earthsideeducation.com  

The other thing that is correlated with success is money.  Teams with more expensive 

players do better (Burke 2018).  Larger and wealthier countries are more likely to qualify 

(Madu 2017).  Very recently, on 16 November 2020, the Gabon team players and staff had 

to stay overnight in the hall of the airport in Gabon as they were not picked up as 

expected (Facebook 2020).  This sort of problem, detrimental for both team morale, 

health and performance, cannot occur for teams with good financial reserves, and should 

not happen in World Cup qualifiers if FIFA sees their role as encompassing every country 

in the game. 

In an open invitiation knockout tournament, the wealth and size advantages are 

minimised.   At the 2018 finals, each team present received a minimum of US$9.5 million 

(FIFA 2017, in Csato 2020).  That’s money for the game in countries that are already well-

developed in the game, and creates a self-fulfilling prophecy.  The World Game requires a 

more global outlook. 

 

A Truly Global Festival for the World Game 

“Football is more than just Europe and South America. Football is global.”  

(Infantino, in Keh 2017)  

Football fans may find the World Cup Final more compelling than the Olympics, but there 

is something to be said for the latter, in that it is currently much more of a whole world 

event, party and festival.  This is because every country on Earth sends athletes.  

Sometimes there are just a handful representing a small nation, but they hold their flag 

proudly nonetheless, and engender the support of their fans, families and supporters. 

The new World Cup Tournament would become more like the Olympics, an event that is 

held only across a few months every four years and which therefore becomes the sole 

focus of the game at that time.     

International Football, which is the most popular international sport (Shvili 2020), 

deserves to have such a festival, and the way in which to create that is simply to invite 

everyone to attend.  FIFA president Infantino himself accentuated the fact that the 2026 

expansion will see more teams “go to the party” (Saab 2016). The World Cup Festival will 

allow for greater connections to develop between players, officials and supporters from 

all over the world.  These greater connections will have ramifications for many areas of 

life, and also for the development of the game itself.  At present, too many countries, 

and their people, are missing out. 

Players will get to represent their country on the world’s biggest stage, even if they come 

from the world’s smallest island nation.  Fans will get to see their own team on that 

stage, even if they have to follow a different team after the first match.  There will be 
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cupsets along the way, perhaps some that set the world on fire.  Attendees will know 

they are there, in the host country, alongside players and fans from every nation on 

earth, not a mere selection. 
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What would the All-in Knockout Tournament Schedule Look Like? 

A mock schedule for the tournament proposed is included below.  It includes all 210 of 

the FIFA registered federations, and uses the FIFA rankings (FIFA 2020).  The preliminary 

round will see the top 45 teams having a bye, so that the numbers can be brought down 

to 128, allowing the formal knockout process to continue.  This also allows for the true 

minnows to be eliminated early on, and for any robust minnow to cause an upset and 

earn their first round berth against sturdier opposition.  

 *rest days in red are not extra days but are allocated to teams as fixtures are drawn 

Knockout 
Round 

No of 
teams 
prior 

to 
round 

No of 
matches 
in round 

Logistics Match days Min Rest 
days 

Preliminary 210 82 Teams ranked 129 to 
210 are drawn at 

random against teams 
ranked 46-128, say one 

month prior to the 
date. 

Teams 1-45 have a bye 

11 2* 

1 128 64 The top 64 teams are 
seeded and drawn 

randomly against the 
others 

8 2* 

2 64 32 Successful teams are 
given an identifier from 
their first round victory 
and follow a knockout 

grid 

8  

     2 

3 32 16  4  

     2 

4 16 8  4  

     2 

Quarters 8 4  2  

     2 

Semi finals 4 2  2  

     3 

3/4place 
match 

   1  

Final 2 1  1  

    Total days 46 
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This system would allow for, say, a team like Pakistan (ranked 200th) to have a wonderful 

upset victory over, say, India (ranked 108th ), and then be drawn against Brazil (ranked 

3rd) in the first knockout round.  True, Pakistan are likely to have a difficult match there, 

but by that time (about 2 weeks into the six week tournament) their players and fans will 

have already had an amazing cup experience.     

In order to win the cup, a team will have to play and win seven matches, or eight matches 

if they play in the preliminary round.  This is not a more onerous schedule than applies 

now, as qualifying matches bring the current total to seven.  This proposal sees the 

tournament run over six weeks, allowing players to rest sufficiently between games. 

The schedule assumes the operation of a minimum of eight stadia, which is the number 

that Qatar will use.  In 2026 it is likely that sixteen stadia will be employed across the 

three nations hosting (Straus 2020).  As it is a knockout tournament, extra time and 

penalties will be used, as presently, to decide drawn matches, except perhaps the final, 

which could be replayed.   

How do we get there from here? 

Nothing good happens overnight.  The organisation of an all-in tournament will be more 

complex and will benefit from gradual expansion, so that hosts and FIFA can learn from 

each experience (Preuss and Schnitzer 2012).  Starting from Qatar 2022 and the changes 

already agreed for 2026, with the expansion to 48 teams and the extended knockout 

from 32 teams, I propose the following progressive steps, which will allow the host 

countries to learn and improve the logistics over time: 

2022  Qatar. 32 teams with 16 to qualify for the knockout stage 

2026  North America. 48 teams, with 32 to qualify for the knockout stage 

2030 Host TBA.  64 teams, first 32 teams seeded, matches randomly drawn for first 

round, knockout only following a grid.  Over four weeks, with a one month training camp 

period immediately prior.   

2034 Host TBA.  128 teams, first 64 teams seeded, matches randomly drawn for first 

round, knockout only following a grid.  Over five weeks, with a one month training camp 

period immediately prior.   

2038 Host TBA.  All in.  210 teams, with the first stage a knockout round for the 

minnows, to bring the number of teams to 128, then first 64 teams seeded and matches 

drawn randomly, then following a grid, knockout only.  Over six weeks, following the 

schedule proposed above, with a one month training camp period immediately prior.   
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The Opportunity for Change 

Football is the most popular sport in the 

world.  The World Cup of Football should 

be an inclusive competition and the 

biggest party in the world.  The reasons 

are many, and include considerations of 

fairness, economics, health and safety, the 

environment and the invigoration of the 

game.   

Change is never easy, as it involves 

upsetting layers of entrenched interests.  The Covid-19 crisis, affecting as it has every 

nation and every football league on Earth, perhaps affords the best opportunity to drive 

change in the World Cup, and create a truly inclusive and global festival of football and a 

more exiting and prestigious tournament. 
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