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As the FIFA World Cup enters
a new era with the expansion
from 32 to 48 teams, many
questions continue to surround
the impact of the new format on
the quality and competitiveness
of the tournament. Yet, according
to legendary coach Nelo Vingada,
one fundamental truth remains
unchanged: the World Cup is not
won in the group stage—it truly
begins when the knockout rounds
start.

Vingada believes that while the
expanded tournament may reduce
the intensity of some group—stage
encounters, it could ultimately
produce even more compelling
knockout football. Throughout
World Cup history, the decisive
rounds have always been the
ultimate measure of a team’s
quality, character, and ability to
perform under pressure.

“In the knockout stage, there
are no second chances,” Vingada
explains. “Every match becomes
a battle for survival. Complex
calculations disappear, and every
mistake can end a dream, while
every victory can create history.”

The Portuguese tactician
argues that modern football is
increasingly determined by details
rather than individual brilliance
alone. Tactical discipline,
defensive organization, physical
preparation, mental resilience,
and the ability to capitalize on
small opportunities have become
decisive factors capable of shaping
an entire tournament.

The world witnessed this reality
during Qatar 2022, when Morocco
produced one of the greatest
stories in Arab and African
football history. Their historic run
to the semi—finals was built on
tactical excellence, collective spirit,
and unwavering belief rather than
superior individual talent.

However, despite the appeal
of underdog stories, Vingada
believes that major tournaments
eventually reward the strongest
teams.

“By the time we reach the
quarter—finals, the picture usually
becomes much clearer,” he says.
“That is where genuine quality
begins to prevail.”

Looking ahead to 2026,

Europe appears to possess the
largest pool of title contenders.
Spain continues to develop an
impressive football project,
France boasts extraordinary

depth and talent, Germany
is gradually rediscovering its
traditional identity, while England
and Portugal remain serious
challengers thanks to their ability
to produce match—winning
players.

In South America, Vingada sees
Brazil and Argentina as perennial
favourites.

“They possess history,
experience, football culture, and a
winning mentality that naturally
places them among the leading
contenders in every World Cup,”
he notes.

Africa, meanwhile, could be
the continent most capable of
producing a genuine challenger.
Morocco’s achievement in Qatar

R Y S ST

demonstrated what is possible
when talent is supported by a
clear footballing project. Egypt,
Algeria, Senegal, and Nigeria
also possess the quality and
international experience required
to make a significant impact.

Asian football has also made
remarkable progress in recent
years. Japan and South Korea
continue their steady development,
Australia remains highly
experienced on the global stage,
and Iran is capable of causing
problems for any opponent.
Nevertheless, reaching the
quarter—finals remains a difficult
objective that requires ideal
circumstances and favourable
draws.

Beyond footballing factors,
Vingada highlights additional
challenges unique to the 2026
tournament. The vast geographical
distances across the United States,
Canada, and Mexico will force
teams to undertake extensive
travel throughout the competition.
Combined with the physical
demands of a long domestic
season, fitness and squad depth
may prove decisive in determining
the eventual champion.

Despite the possibility of
surprises, Vingada does not
foresee an unexpected winner
emerging from outside football’s
traditional elite.

“Surprises will always be part
of the World Cup,” he says.

“An underdog may reach the
semi—finals, but winning the
tournament requires consistency,
quality, and depth over an entire
month. Those qualities are usually
found among the established
football powers.”

For that reason, he expects
the genuine title race to remain
limited to roughly ten or twelve
nations. From that group will
emerge the quarter—finalists, the
semi—finalists, and ultimately the
two teams that reach the final.

Beyond competition and
trophies, however, Vingada hopes
the 2026 World Cup will deliver
a message greater than football
itself.

“The World Cup should bring
people together, promote respect
and fair play, and remind us that
sport still has the power to unite
humanity regardless of language,
culture, or borders,” he concludes.
“That is the most beautiful legacy
any World Cup can leave behind.”
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