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When the FIFA World 
Cup returns to North 

America in 2026 it 
will arrive in a bigger 

package. FIFA has 
expanded the men’s 
tournament from 32 
teams to 48 teams, a 
change approved in 

2017 that will 
reshape everything 

from the group stage 
to the final.

For fans, the idea is simple: 
more teams, more games and 
more chances to see countries 
on the sport’s biggest stage. 
For planners, it means a lon-
ger bracket and a schedule 
that stretches across three 
host nations.

EXPANDED FIELD
The jump to 48 teams is the 

first expansion since 1998, 
when the tournament moved 
from 24 to 32. The larger field 
is designed to include more 
national teams from around 
the world and it also changes 
how the early round is built.

Instead of the 2022 model of 
eight groups of four teams, 
2026 will open with 12 groups 
of four teams each. Teams will 
play the other three nations in 
their group once, for three 
group matches apiece, with 
standings determined by 
points. Standard FIFA tie-
breakers such as goal 
differential apply.

ADVANCING TEAMS
From those 12 groups, 32 

teams will move on to the 
knockout rounds. That 
includes the top two finishers 
in every group, plus the eight 
best third-place teams across 
all groups.

The knockout phase begins 
with a round of 32, followed 
by the round of 16, quarterfi-
nals, semifinals and the final. 
Like recent World Cups, ties in 
the knockout rounds go to 
extra time and then penalty 
kicks if needed.

The format also increases 
the number of teams that can 
realistically stay alive late into 
the group stage. With third-
place teams able to advance, 
fans may see more meaning-
ful matches in the final group 
games.

MATCHES AND TIMING
With more teams and an 

added knockout round, the 
total number of matches will 
rise. FIFA has said the 2026 
tournament will feature 104 
matches, up from 64 in the 
32-team era.

FIFA also has set the tourna-
ment window. The 2026 World 
Cup will start June 11 and end 
July 19. That places the com-
petition in the familiar 
summer slot for North Ameri-
can audiences, with the final 
scheduled for the third week 
of July.

HOST FOOTPRINT
The 2026 World Cup will be 

hosted by the United States, 
Canada and Mexico, the first 
time three countries have 
shared hosting duties. FIFA 
has awarded matches across 

16 host cities.
The United States will stage 

games in 11 cities. Canada will 
host in two cities, Toronto and 
Vancouver. Mexico will host in 
three cities, Mexico City, Gua-
dalajara and Monterrey.

For readers trying to follow 
along, the key takeaway is that 
the road to the trophy will 
look broader at the start and 
deeper at the end. A 48-team 
field and a 104-match sched-
ule mean more group games 
to track, a larger set of teams 
reaching the bracket and a 
clear finish line on July 19.

World Cup Basics
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How the 2026 Soccer Tournament Format Will Work



For U.S. fans, the 
World Cup is often a 

mix of hometown 
rooting interest and 

admiration for 
international powers. 

With matches on 
American screens 

and watch parties in 
cities large and small, 

several national 
teams are positioned 

to draw attention 
because of their 

history, style and star 
power.

Brazil, Argentina, France 
and Spain bring pedigree that 
is easy to recognize, while 
Mexico and the United States 
remain central to the tourna-
ment experience for many 
households in this country. 
Each arrives with a clear iden-
tity and a set of players who 
can tilt a game.

BRAZIL AND ARGENTINA
Brazil is soccer’s most deco-

rated men’s national team with 
five World Cup titles, most 
recently in 2002. The Seleção 
traditionally blend technical 
skill with attacking intent, and 
when Brazil controls the ball 
in the final third it can turn 
chances into goals quickly. A 
deep run often depends on 
balanced play, including 
defending set pieces and man-

aging tight knockout matches.
Argentina brings a different 

kind of edge, built on game 
management and confidence 
in pressure moments. The 
Albiceleste are the reigning 
World Cup champions after 
winning the 2022 tournament 
in Qatar, led by captain Lionel 
Messi. Argentina’s ability to 
control tempo, combine 
through midfield and finish 
close games is a major reason 
they are again viewed as a 
threat in the late rounds.

FRANCE AND SPAIN
France’s modern era has 

been defined by elite athleti-
cism, depth and a talent 
pipeline that keeps producing 
starters at top European clubs. 

France won the World Cup in 
2018 and reached the final in 
2022, losing to Argentina on 
penalties after a 3-3 draw. 
Their style can shift between 
patient possession and quick 
transition play, and the roster 
has often featured match win-
ners such as Kylian Mbappé.

Spain’s identity is tied to 
possession, short passing and 
coordinated pressing, a frame-
work that helped deliver the 
country’s first men’s World 
Cup title in 2010. When Spain 
are sharp, they can wear 
opponents down by keeping 
the ball and creating openings 
through movement. The chal-
lenge is turning long spells of 
control into goals against orga-
nized defenses, a common test 

in knockout soccer.

MEXICO AND  
THE UNITED STATES

Mexico remains one of the 
sport’s most visible brands in 
the United States, with a fan 
base that regularly fills stadi-
ums for friendlies and 
tournament matches. El Tri’s 
style is often built on quick 
combination play and comfort 
in tight spaces, with an 
emphasis on wide service and 
late runs into the box. Mexi-
co’s experience in high 
pressure regional competition 
also tends to translate well to 
major tournaments.

The United States has grown 
into a team that expects to 
compete, powered by 

athleticism, organized defend-
ing and a willingness to press. 
American players are increas-
ingly familiar to fans because 
many compete in Europe’s top 
leagues, giving the squad 
experience against high level 
opposition. In a tournament 
setting, the U.S. can be diffi-
cult to break down, and timely 
goals can make the difference 
in advancing.

For American viewers, these 
six teams offer the clearest 
story lines: proven champi-
ons, recognizable stars and 
styles that show up on the 
scoreboard. When the tourna-
ment reaches the later rounds, 
they are the flags many fans 
will keep circling on the 
bracket.

Teams To Watch
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Familiar Flags Will Lead Many Americans’ World Cup Conversations



A World Cup can turn 
familiar names into 

household favorites, 
especially for fans 
who tune in most 
during the biggest 

matches.
A few players enter the 

tournament already known 
around the world for club suc-
cess, major awards and 
memorable moments with 
their national teams. Here are 
three standouts whose form 
and roles make them easy to 
spot when the games begin.

RISING TO FAME
Kylian Mbappe rose from 

the Paris suburbs to stardom 
with AS Monaco, then moved 
to Paris Saint-Germain in 
2017. He won the FIFA World 
Cup with France in 2018 as a 
teenager and became the face 
of a new generation in a coun-
try that has long produced 
elite talent. At Qatar 2022, he 
won the Golden Boot with 
eight goals, including a hat 
trick in the final against 
Argentina.

Mbappe’s strength is pace 
with control. He attacks space 
behind defenses, strikes 
quickly with either foot and 
often creates chances even 
when opponents commit extra 
defenders. As France’s cap-
tain, he is also a focal point 
for pressure moments, 
whether that is a late run in 
open play or a decisive finish 
in the box.

In midfield, Jude 

Bellingham has followed a fast 
track of his own. The English 
player left Birmingham City as 
a teenager for Borussia Dort-
mund in 2020 and joined Real 
Madrid in 2023. At Madrid, he 
quickly became a major 
scorer from midfield, arriving 
late into the penalty area and 
combining physical play with 
clean technique.

NATIONAL TEAM ROLES
Lionel Messi is no longer an 

emerging name, but his role 
with Argentina remains cen-
tral. The forward helped 
Argentina win the 2022 World 

Cup and the 2021 Copa Amer-
ica, trophies that followed 
years of near-misses on the 
international stage. Now with 
Inter Miami in Major League 
Soccer, he continues to man-
age games with passing, 
movement and free kicks that 
punish small mistakes.

Argentina’s system often 
runs through Messi as a cre-
ator, even when he starts from 
the right or drops into mid-
field. He reads pressure well 
and finds runners with quick 
combinations, which is why 
opponents still try to limit his 
touches early.

STYLES FANS NOTICE
Bellingham’s game is easy 

for casual viewers to track 
because it shows up in every 
phase. He presses, tackles and 
carries the ball through traf-
fic, then appears near the goal 
at the end of the same move. 
For England, he has become a 
key link between midfield and 
attack, giving the team a 
direct threat when matches 
tighten.

Mbappe is the player most 
likely to change a match in 
one sprint. If a fullback loses 
position for a moment, his 

run can force a foul, open a 
passing lane or create a clear 
chance. That ability tends to 
matter more as a tournament 
progresses and defenses get 
cautious.

For fans looking for simple 
cues, watch where these play-
ers receive the ball and how 
quickly the tempo changes. 
When Messi drifts into space, 
Argentina often slows then 
strikes. When Bellingham 
drives forward, England’s 
shape stretches with him. 
When Mbappe gets a step, the 
stadium usually knows it 
before the replay.

World Cup Headliners
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Three Global Stars Casual Fans Will Recognize Quickly



The FIFA World Cup is 
more than a sports 
tournament. Every 

four years, it 
becomes a traveling 
meeting place where 
national pride, local 
hospitality and the 
rhythms of soccer 

culture fill city 
streets, public 

squares and stadium 
concourses.

For American fans, it is also 
a reminder of how widely the 
game is played and how 
quickly strangers can become 
companions when the same 
song starts in the stands. The 
tournament’s format, with 
national teams rather than 
clubs, helps set the tone. Jer-
seys carry flags, not sponsor 
names, and the results feel 
personal in a way that even 
major professional leagues 
rarely match.

NATIONAL COLORS, 
SHARED STREETS

Fans celebrate their teams 
in ways that can be easy to 
spot from a distance. Many 
arrive in matching shirts, face 
paint or head-to-toe national 
colors. In past tournaments, 
supporters have gathered at 
fan zones and watch parties, 
places set up in host cities for 
big screens, food vendors and 
group viewing.

Travel is part of the ritual. It 

is common for fans to follow 
their teams across several cit-
ies during the group stage, 
then scramble for tickets and 
transportation as the bracket 
unfolds. That movement cre-
ates a steady stream of chance 
conversations in airports, 
train stations and hotel lob-
bies, often starting with a 
simple question about where 
someone is from.

STADIUM RITUALS
Inside the stadium, tradi-

tions vary by country, but a 
few elements are nearly uni-
versal. Flags drape over 
railings. Scarves are raised 
above heads during national 
anthems or team songs, 

creating blocks of color that 
ripple with the crowd. Chants 
can start in one section and 
roll around the arena, repeat-
ing for minutes as drummers 
keep time.

The sound is not constant 
noise, but coordinated bursts. 
A near miss brings a collective 
inhale. A save draws a wave of 
applause from one end. A goal 
can turn into a roar that feels 
physical, followed by singing 
that continues through the 
restart.

INTERNATIONAL  
CROWD ENERGY

The World Cup brings 
together fans who may never 
share a league season or a 

common language. What they 
share is the tournament’s cal-
endar and the sense that every 
match matters. In the group 
stage, a draw can shift an 
entire standings table. In the 
knockout rounds, there is no 
second leg and no long series, 
only one game that can end a 
team’s run.

That urgency creates a dif-
ferent kind of crowd energy. 
Even neutral fans often pick a 
side for the day, pulled in by 
an underdog story, a favorite 
player or the simple desire to 
join the loudest section.

A DIFFERENT  
KIND OF EVENT

Many sporting events are 

built around a home team and 
a familiar routine. 

The World Cup is built 
around arrivals. The host 
country welcomes the world, 
and the world responds by 
bringing its unique music, 
food and customs into the 
same streets.

For a few weeks, the tourna-
ment becomes a moving 
festival of flags and friendly 
rivalries. 

Win or lose, most fans 
remember the same thing: 
how it felt to sing with thou-
sands of people, then walk out 
into a city where the celebra-
tion continues and everyone 
seems to understand why it 
matters.

Unforgettable Atmosphere
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Big tournaments in 
North American 

soccer tend to build 
their own 

momentum, and a 
few matches often do 

the heavy lifting 
early.

From the opening whistle to 
the knockout rounds, certain 
dates on the schedule can 
shape the mood in stadiums 
and living rooms across the 
country. The games below are 
the ones most likely to draw 
attention because of what is 
usually at stake when these 
teams meet.

OPENING NIGHT STAKES
The opening match matters 

because it introduces the host 
venues, sets expectations for 
attendance and noise and 
gives the first real glimpse of 
how officials are calling the 
tournament. A fast start can 
also settle nerves for players 
who have been waiting 
through months of qualifying 
and preparation. Just as 
important, the opener often 
becomes the first measuring 
stick for how the field is han-
dling the pressure that comes 
with a compressed schedule.

U.S. SPOTLIGHT 
MATCHES

When the United States 
plays, the spotlight tends to 
widen, especially in group 
play when every point can 
affect seeding and potential 

opponents. With three points 
for a win and one for a draw, 
early results can change the 
urgency of the final group 
match and influence whether 
a team can rotate its lineup 
later.

U.S. matches also carry an 
added layer because they 
often become a showcase for 
familiar names and new faces. 
A strong performance can 
build confidence that travels 
through the bracket. A stum-
ble can add tension quickly, 
particularly if goal difference 
becomes a factor.

MEXICO’S BIG TESTS
Mexico’s games regularly 

draw large crowds in U.S. cit-
ies, and the team’s style and 

history in regional tourna-
ments tend to bring out high 
emotions. In group play, Mexi-
co’s matchups can become 
tone setters for the rest of the 
section because opponents 
often adjust their approach, 
choosing whether to press 
high or defend deep.

Once Mexico reaches the 
later rounds, the stakes rise 
sharply. A single moment, a 
set piece, a penalty decision 
can define an entire cam-
paign, and Mexico’s 
supporters are known for 
turning neutral venues into 
home-like settings.

CLASSIC RIVALRIES
Soccer’s biggest rivalry 

games between major nations 

can change a tournament’s 
storyline in one night. When 
traditional powers meet, the 
match can feel like a final 
even if it arrives earlier, and 
small details tend to decide it: 
a turnover in midfield, a quick 
counterattack or a goalkeep-
er’s reaction save.

In North American tourna-
ments, the U.S.-Mexico rivalry 
is the most recognizable 
example because it blends 
geography, shared history and 
frequent high-stakes meet-
ings. When those teams are on 
the schedule, the game often 
becomes a reference point for 
everything that follows.

KNOCKOUT DRAMA
Knockout rounds bring a 

different kind of pressure 
because there is no time to 
recover from a bad half. 

Teams can be cautious 
early, then open up late as the 
clock becomes the opponent. 

Extra time and penalty 
kicks introduce a level of 
uncertainty that makes even 
favored teams vulnerable to a 
loss.

These are also the matches 
that tend to create lasting 
images: a late equalizer, a 
defender’s last-ditch tackle, a 
forward celebrating in front of 
a loud end line. 

When the tournament 
reaches win-or-go-home soc-
cer, each game has a chance 
to become one of its defining 
moments.

Matches To Watch
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Key Games to Follow as the Tournament Unfolds



Mexico’s national 
soccer team arrives 
at every FIFA World 

Cup with history, 
expectation and a 

following that 
stretches well 

beyond its borders.
In the United States, El Tri 

matches consistently become 
shared community events, 
pulling in families who have 
watched the team for genera-
tions and newer fans drawn to 
the color and intensity of the 
tournament.

Mexico is one of the most 
frequent World Cup partici-
pants. The team has appeared 
at 17 World Cups, beginning 
in 1930. Mexico’s best finish 
remains the quarterfinals, 
reached in 1970 and again in 
1986, both tournaments 
played on home soil.

In more recent cycles, Mex-
ico built a long run of 
advancing from the group 
stage. From 1994 through 
2018, Mexico reached the 
round of 16 at every World 
Cup, a streak of seven straight 
tournaments. The 2022 World 
Cup in Qatar ended earlier, 
with Mexico eliminated in the 
group stage on goal difference 
after finishing with four 
points.

U.S. CONNECTION
Mexico’s popularity in the 

United States is rooted in 
demographics and geography. 
The U.S. Census Bureau has 

reported tens of millions of 
residents of Mexican origin, 
creating deep ties to Mexico’s 
most visible national team. 
Add frequent matches on U.S. 
soil, including friendlies, Con-
cacaf competitions and Gold 
Cup games and Mexico has 
become a familiar draw in 
American stadiums.

Spanish-language broad-
casts and bilingual sports 
coverage also help turn Mexi-
co’s matches into appointment 
viewing. The team’s games 
often land in prime time win-
dows and feature opponents 
that U.S. fans know well, from 
regional rivals to global 
powers.

ON THE FIELD
Mexico is known for techni-

cal play, quick passing and an 
emphasis on ball control, 
traits shaped by a domestic 
league that has long valued 
skilled attackers and creative 
midfielders. At its best, Mex-
ico presses high, moves the 
ball through the middle and 
attacks with width, using over-
lapping fullbacks and wingers 
to stretch defenses.

As with many national 
teams, continuity can be a 
challenge. Mexico’s best tour-
naments have paired a settled 
spine in defense and midfield 
with forwards who finish 
chances under pressure.

Leaders for 2026
With the 2026 World Cup set 

for the United States, Mexico 
and Canada, attention turns to 
a core of players who have 
already carried big club and 
international minutes. Edson 
Álvarez, a defensive mid-
fielder and captain, has been 
a steady presence and a 
tone-setter in matches that 
demand toughness and disci-
pline. Raúl Jiménez has been 
a prominent striker for years 
and brings experience in 
tight, physical games. Hirving 
Lozano remains one of the 
team’s most recognizable 
attackers, valued for pace and 
direct runs.

Fans will also watch the 

next wave. Santiago Giménez 
has emerged as a key forward 
option and is part of the group 
expected to be central to Mex-
ico’s plans in 2026.

As the tournament unfolds, 
Mexico’s supporters will be 
tracking familiar measures: 
getting out of the group, limit-
ing defensive mistakes and 
finding goals when opponents 
sit deep. Win or lose, Mexico’s 
games tend to feel like big 
events, especially in American 
cities where the crowd can 
look and sound like a home 
match. That atmosphere is a 
major reason Mexico remains 
one of the World Cup’s most-
watched teams in the United 
States.

Mexico’s World Cup Story
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A Familiar Team for Millions of Fans Across America



When the FIFA World 
Cup arrives, it tends 

to show up 
everywhere: on 

living-room 
televisions, on 

phones at the park 
and in conversations 

on school fields.
For many American kids, 

the tournament is a first close 
look at soccer played at the 
highest level, with national 
anthems, packed stadiums 
and games decided by a single 
goal.

That visibility often turns 
into action. Families who 
watch together look for a ball 
the next day, and youth pro-
grams see a familiar pattern 
of interest around major tour-
naments. Soccer’s basic needs, 
a ball, open space and a few 
friends, make it one of the 
easiest sports to try right 
away.

YOUTH PARTICIPATION 
GROWS

Youth soccer has become a 
large part of the American 
sports landscape. The Sports 
and Fitness Industry Associa-
tion has reported soccer as 
one of the most-played team 
sports among U.S. children 
ages 6 to 12 in recent years, 
reflecting a broad base that 
stretches from school recess 
games to organized weekend 
leagues.

The U.S. Soccer Federation 
also lists millions of registered 

players across its affiliated 
programs, a sign of how wide-
spread organized participation 
has become. While families 
choose sports for many rea-
sons, the World Cup adds a 
timely push, giving children 
fresh heroes to imitate and 
moments to replay.

A TOURNAMENT’S 
INFLUENCE

Big tournaments create 
shared reference points. A 
goalkeeper’s diving save or a 
late equalizer becomes the 
kind of clip kids bring to prac-
tice, then attempt in 
small-sided games. Coaches 
and recreation departments 

often plan around that energy, 
using watch parties and 
themed practices to keep new 
players engaged.

In the United States, the 
effect has been visible around 
past World Cups and the FIFA 
Women’s World Cup. Stars 
from the U.S. teams, along 
with international players who 
become household names 
during the tournament, can 
draw children to the sport in a 
way that highlights both team-
work and individual creativity.

WHY SOCCER IS 
REACHABLE

Compared with many youth 
sports, soccer can be relatively 

accessible. 
A ball costs far less than 

equipment-heavy options, and 
the game can be played on 
grass, turf or hard surfaces 
with makeshift goals. That 
simplicity helps families try 
soccer before committing to 
club schedules or travel.

Community recreation 
leagues remain a common 
entry point. 

They typically offer shorter 
seasons, local fields and age-
group divisions that welcome 
beginners. For players who 
want more structure, youth 
clubs provide training and 
competitive leagues, often 
connecting teams to regional 

play.
The combination matters: 

community programs can 
introduce the sport at low 
cost, and clubs can keep moti-
vated players developing as 
they learn positions, tactics 
and fitness.

The World Cup’s lasting 
influence is not only the tro-
phy presentation. It is the 
everyday follow-through, a 
child asking to sign up, a par-
ent searching for a nearby 
league and a neighborhood 
field filling with new games. 
In those small steps, the tour-
nament’s excitement becomes 
a new wave of American 
players.

Igniting A Soccer Spark
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How Global Soccer Moments Encourage Young Players at Home


