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Soon the FIFA World Cup 2026 kicks off. In regard, it is interesting to look back on the previous
World Cups, both to learn the facts, and to see some of the major influences that the previous
World Cups have made for the development of football. So far, in particular four World Cups
have been extraordinary interesting for the development of the game. These are the World Cups
in 1930, 1950, 1970, and 1990. After that it might be other aspects that are most visible.

It is difficult to find scientific research and literature about the topics that are presented in this
article. More, it is even more challenging to follow the guidelines for appropriate referencing due
to the holistic approach for this article. Besides general search on the internet, the following
references have been used most frequently to get facts and information: FIFA 1998, 2006a, 2010,
2014a, 2014b, 2018 & 2022; Fotballen.eu 2014; Hughes 1990; Lillelien & Fossen 1986; Larsen
1992; Michelet & Solstad 1990; NFF 1994b & 1998; Olsen 1974; Olsen et al. 1994; Paus &
Bjarnstad 1998; Sund 1997; TFS 2010). | also posted some articles about the tactical aspects.

Uruguay 1930 (European boycott)

Uruguay hosted the first World Cup and won the tournament after beating Argentina 4-2 in the
final. Both USA and Yugoslavia lost their semifinal, but playoff for third place was not
introduced before 1934. Guillermo Stabile from Argentina became the top scorer in this

tournament with eight goals.

Many European teams refused to participate in protest against Uruguay being chosen as host,
long travel distance, or the lack of payment to the players. As a result, there were only four
European teams among the 13 participants in total. The remaining teams came from South-
America, plus USA and Mexico. There teams were set up in four groups, where the winners

from each group qualified directly to the semifinal.

In this tournament, there were several cases of cheating and unfair play. For example, the referee
ended the match between Argentina and France six minutes before early because it looked like
France might equalize. However, this World Cup was the first real opportunity to compare teams
from around the world, and it helped drive the tactical development of the game. Both Uruguay
and Argentina used a G-2-3-2-3 system, which laid the groundwork for the development of the
WM or G-3-2-2-3 system that dominate the world from 1930-1950.
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Figure 1: The WM (G-3-2-2-3) system dominated world football from 1930-1950. The system originated in
Uruguay and Argentina, who used a G-2-3-2-3 system in the 1930 World Cup. However, it was definitely
introduced by Herbert Chapman in the 1930/31. At this time he was coaching Arsenal. He achieved great success
with this system, and in England they came to regard it as the superior system. This belief lasted until they lost 6-3

for Hungary at Wembley in 1953. In that match, Hungary used the G-4-2-4 system.

Italy 1934 (Mussolini)

Italy won the final 2-1 against Czechoslovakia after extra time, and in the bronze medal match
Germany beat Austria 3-2. At this World Cup, penalty shootouts were not yet used, so Italy had
to play a second match against Spain to qualify for the semifinal. In addition, Italy played three
matches, two quarterfinals and one semifinal, in four days. Mussolini and the Italian fascism
influenced this World Cup. This may have been one the reason why 16 of the 32 registered
teams refused to participate, among them Uruguay. Egypt took part and represented Africa for

the first time. Oldfich Nejedly of Czechoslovakia became the top scorer with five goals.

France 1938 (On the eve of the Second World War)

Italy beat Hungary 4-2 in the final, and in the bronze medal match Brazil beat Sweden 4-2. The
Spanish civil war, Mussolini’s offence, and Hitler’s military expansion cast a long shadow over
the tournament. Uruguay refused to participate again in protest to the fact that many of the
European teams had boycotted the 1930 World Cup.

Cuba and Indonesia made their only World Cup appearances, and the first ever from Asia and
the Caribbean. Cuba won their first match and played Sweden in the quarterfinal. Sweden had a
walkover in their first match. Cuba lost 8-0. Norway also joined for the first time, and lost 2-1
against Italy (as always) after extra time. However, Norwegians claimed that they had outplayed
the world champions. Lebnidas Da Silva from Brazil won the golden shoe with seven goals.



Brazil 1950 (Brazil was crying)
The World Cup in Brazil in 1950 was a mess from start to end, but it also showed us the rich
Brazilian culture. From my own work experience in Brazil, | can say that this combination has

its charm, but it can also turn into an emotional roller coaster.

Several teams refused to participate, and no teams outside America and Europe took part. The
13 teams that participated were divided into two groups of four teams, one group of three and
one group of two. Brazil lost 2-1 against Uruguay in the “final”, and Sweden finished third.

Ademir (Menezes) from Brazil topped the scoring charts with eight goals.

This time there were no knockout stage. Instead, the four best teams advanced to a final group
stage and played each other. To “help” Uruguay through the group stage, they were placed in the
smallest group together with “little” Bolivia. The last match was between Brazil and Uruguay,
and this decisive game served as the “final”. Brazil only needed a draw to win the World Cup.
The Brazilians, and many others, thought it would be impossible to lose the “final”. For that

reason, there was a period of national mourning in Brazil for several days after the match.

Brazil’s defeat played an important role in the development of international football. Because of
this loss, Brazil decided that the development of the country and the development of Brazilian
football should go hand in hand. Football now became part of Brazil’s political, cultural, social,
and economic development, not just a sport. The result of this can be seen today: Brazil have
won the World Cup five times, they are the only team who has participated in all the World
Cups, they are always among the favourites to win it, and together with Argentina they produce
more professional players every year than any other country in the World. As a consequence of
their loss in the final, Brazil also started a new trend by introducing the G-4-2-4 system, which

dominated world football for almost 20 years.
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Figure 2: The G-4-2-4 system adopted by Brazilian clubs and the national team after the 1950 World Cup. Brazil
used it with great success, winning the World Cup in 1958 and 1962. The system was flexible: In attack the shape
shifted to G-3-3-4, and in defence it became G-4-3-3 (see the arrows).

Switzerland 1954 (Hungary and Puskas)
"nihil novi sub sole” ("there is nothing new under the sun™). So, people accused the World Cup
for being decided by politics and conspiracy. This time the reason was the Cold War and the

desire to bring West-Germany into the “political elite”.

West-Germany won 3-2 against Hungary in the final, and in the bronze medal match, Austria
beat Uruguay 3-1. However, Hungary had already beaten West-Germany 8-3 in the group stage.
In that match, Puskas was injured after a dirty tackle that the English referee ignored. As a result,
Puskas could not play the next two matches, and he was not fully fit for the final.

This time, 16 teams participated, and South Korea took part for the first time. They were the only
team from outside America and Europe. The favourite was the famous Hungarian side with
Puskas as their leading star, but they had to return home with “only” a silver medal. However,
they scored a total of 27 goals total in five matches, which is still the record for a single team in

one World Cup.

The 16 teams were divided into four groups of four. The top two from each group advanced to
the quarter-finals and a standard knockout stage. However, two of the teams in each group were
seeded, and these teams did not play against each other. Sandor Kocsis of Hungary scored 11

goals and was clearly superior to all the other top scorers.



Sweden 1958 (Just Fontaine and Pele)

Fortunately for us Norwegians, Brazil scored Sweden 5-2 in the final, while France defeated
West-Germany 6-3 in the third-place match. No team from outside America and Europe took
part. The tournament again featured 16 teams, divided into four equal groups, followed by a

knockout stage.

Just Fontaine (France) scored 13 goals in this World Cup, which is still the record for a single
tournament. Pele was the great star, and for the first time a team won the World Cup outside its
own continent. Until Spain’s victory in South Africa in 2010, Brazil was the only team who have
achieved this. Beside the triumph in Europe, Brazil also won the 2002 World Cup in South-

Korea and Japan.

Chile 1962 (Many top scorers)

Brazil beat Czechoslovakia 3-1 in the final, and Chile defeated Yugoslavia 1-0 in the third-place
match. No teams from outside Europe and the Americas participated. Pelé was injured in his
second match and could not play the remaining games, but he still scored one goal. However,
Brazil had enough quality to win comfortably. For instance, they rolled over the “best team in

the world”, England, in the quarter-final.

There was still more chaos and cheating than we are used to today. One of the best examples of
this is the group match between Italy and Chile. The referee later described it as a wild game, yet
he only sent off two players. One of them, Italian Ferrini, refused to leave the pitch. The match

had to be stopped for ten minutes until the police came and escorted him off.

Florian Albert (Hungary), Garrincha (Brazil), Valentin Ivanov (Soviet Union), Drazen Jerkovic
(Yugoslavia), Leonel Sanchez (Chile), and Vava (Brasil) shared the top scorer title with four

goals. This is the lowest number for a World Cup top scorer.

England 1966 (Was the ball in or out?)

The tournament followed the same format as the previous three World Cups. England finally
became champions, which is something their supporters believe should have happened every
time. They beat West-Germany 4-2 after extra time in the final. However, many people still
think that Geoff Hurst’s shot hitting the underside of the crossbar never actually crossed the goal

line. No situation in the World Cup history has been more hotly debated.



In addition, many argue that the referees were biased against the South American teams in order
to help England. This was allegedly influenced by the FIFA president at the time, the
Englishman Stanley Rous. If these claims are correct, it might also be fair to say that Argentina
and the South American teams took their revenge in 1978.

To please English supporters, of whom there are far too many compared to the quality of their
football, Geoff Hurst remains the only player to have scored three goals in a single World Cup
final. In the third-place match, Portugal, inspired by the fantastic Eusébio, beat the U.S.S.R. 2-1.
North Korea took part as the only team from outside Europe and the Americas, and they reached
the quarter-finals after shocking their opponents with fast, quick-feet football. They were the first
team from outside America and Europe to do so, but in the quarter-final they could not stop
Portugal and Eusébio, who scored four goals in 32 minutes.

Eusébio also finished as top scorer with nine goals. This was Portugal’s first World Cup
appearance, and they knocked out Brazil, who failed to qualify for the next round for the first,
and so far only time, after the Second World War. After that match, Pelé said he would never

play in the World Cup again. Fortunately, he changed his mind.

Mexico 1970 (Brazil and Gerd “der Bomber” Muller)

Up to this point, the World Cups had been totally dominated by teams from Europe and the
Americas (mainly South America). Those teams still dominate the tournament, but from this
period onwards more and more teams from other continents began to take part. In this sense, the

World Cup truly started to become a tournament for the whole world.

Again, 16 teams took part, divided into four groups of four. The top two best in each group
qualified for the knock out stage. Brazil and Pelé won 4-1 against Italy in the final, while West-
Germany beat Uruguay 1-0 in the runners-up final. Morocco participated for the first time, as the

only team from outside America and Europe. Israel also appeared for the first and only time.

Gerd Muiller finished as top scorer with 10 goals. He scored 14 goals across his two World Cup

appearances (1970 and 1974). He is still second on the list of most goals in one tournament, only
behind Fontane (France) with 13 goals in 1958. So far, Muller is third on the all-time World Cup
scoring list. The record belongs to Miroslav Klose (Germany). He scored 16 goals in four World



Cups. Ironically, he took this title from Ronaldo (Brazil) in Brazil in 2014. Ronaldo finished
with 15 goals in three World Cups.

Again, we saw a new tactically trend. Brazil used a flexible G-4-2-3-1/G-4-2-4 system that could
easily be transformed into G-4-4-2, G-4-3-3, G-4-2-4 and G-4-5-1. Teams now played a more
complete style of football, where every player was expected to contribute both in attack and in
defence. However, even today one can argue that very few teams apply this principle 100 %. For
instance, Liverpool and Real Madrid “only” attacked with about 70% of their maximum team

capacity in the 2022 Champions League final.

Brazil’s flexible system also laid the foundation for the Netherlands’ dynamic “total football”,
which brought them great success in the years that followed. After this World Cup, systems,
tactics, and styles of play began to diverge. So far, teams around the world had more or less
played in the same way. Now, some teams chose a more direct style, while others preferred a
possession-oriented approach. Some developed towards a more classical G-4-4-2 system, while
others moved towards a G-3-5-2 system. Some teams started or continued with strict man-to-

man defending, while others adopted zonal marking.

Tactics also became increasingly important, and even the best teams needed a solid system and
clear tactical plan if they were to win. In the two decades after the 1970 World Cup, the ideal
formula seemed to be star players combined with a good tactical plan. During this period it also
became common to use a sweeper behind the defence, who was free to move forward with the

ball, like Beckenbauer.

West-Germany 1974 (Cruyff and “total” football)

Again, 16 teams participated, but this time there was not a knockout stage after the group
matches. Instead, the top two teams from each group advanced to a second group stage. The
winner from these two groups met in the final, while the runners-up played for third place. West-
Germany beat the Netherlands 2-1 in the final. In the third-place match Poland, who knocked out

England in the qualification, defeated Brazil 1-0.

West-Germany became the 6™ host nation to win the World Cup. The others are Uruguay 1930,
Italy 1934, England 1966, Argentina 1978, and France 1998. Australia represented Oceania for

the first time, and Zaire was representing Africa. They qualified for their first and only time, just



like Haiti did for the Caribbean. Netherlands and Cruyff dazzled the audience with their “total”

football. Gzregorz Lato of Poland finished as the top scorer with seven goals.

Argentina 1978 (Argentina vs. Peru 6-0)

The format was the same as in 1974 (and later in 1982). In the final, Argentina beat the
Netherlands 3-1 after extra time. Brazil defeated Italy 2-1 in the runners-up final. Iran qulified
for their first time and were the only team representing Asia. The only Africa team was Tunisia,
also making their debut. They became the first African team ever to win a match at a World Cup.

Many believe that Argentina won due to some match-fixing, especially in the game against Peru.
They had to win by at least four goals and won 6-0. Peru appeared to offer little resistance. In
addition, this match kicked off later than the other match in that group. They should have been
played in parallel. As a result, Argentina knew exactly how many goals they needed before kick-
off, and the scandal was complete. Mario Kempes of Argentina finished as top scorer with six
goals. Six goals was also enough to win the Golden Boot for each of the next five World Cups.

Spain 1982 (France vs. West Germany 3-3)

For the first time 24 teams took part, and this was the last World Cup with a second group stage
instead of knock out play. The winners of the four groups in the second group stage advanced to
the semifinals. Italy beat West-Germany 3-1 in the final and Poland defeated France 3-2 in the
bronze final. Teams from all continents were represented, and New Zeeland represented Oceania
for the first time. Cameroon and Algeria showed clear progress for the African teams. Algeria
beat West-Germany 2-1 in their first match. This is still one of the most shocking results in
World Cup history. Both the African teams were eliminated on goal difference.

There are three other things to remember from this World Cup: 1) France, with Platini, and
West-Germany, with Rummenigge, played 3-3 in a fantastic semifinal. They winner was decided
with penalty shoot-out for the first time in World Cup history. 2) This World Cup also featured
the historical match between Austria and Wets-Germany where they “stopped” playing after
West-Germany scored the only goal in the 10" minute. Since this result sent both teams through
to the next round, they seemed to agree that there was no need to do more. 3) Brazil had a
fantastic team, and together with Hungary in 1954 and the Netherlands in 1974, they are often
considered one of the best team not winning the World Cup. The top scorer was Paolo Rossi of

Italy with six goals.



Mexico 1986 (Diego Armando Maradona)

As in 1982, the 24 qualified teams were divided into six groups, with a new format. As in 1954,
1958, 1962, 1966 and 1970, there was a group stage followed by knockout rounds. The
difference was that this time the tournament moved straight into a round of 16 after the group

stage. So, 16 of the 24 teams qualified for the next round.

Argentina, led by a fantastic Maradona, beat West-Germany 3-2 in the final. France, still with
Platini, won 4-2 against Belgium in the bronze final match. Belgium played with famous players
like Pfaff, Scifo and Ceulemans. Interestingl7, 21 of the 22 players in their squat were playing in
the Belgian league before the World Cup. As an eight years old boy, this was also the first World
Cup that I followed and remember well.

Columbia was originally supposed to host this World Cup, but due to financial problems,
Mexico took over. However, after a terrible earth quake in September 1985, in which around 20
000 people died, there were doubt about whether the tournament would have to be moved again.
Fortunately, Mexico still managed to host a fantastic World Cup, with many fantastic matches in
some amazing stadiums. The biggest of them all, Azteca, held 114 000 spectators in the final. It

is still the second largest stadium ever used in a World Cup, after Maracana.

All teams except Iraq and Canada went home with at least one point. The only confederation not
represented was Oceania. Morocco was the first African team, and the second team from outside
America and Europe, that qualified for the next round. As mentioned, North Korea qualified for
the knockout stage in 1966. Even thou there were many matches with many goals, three of the
four quarterfinals had to be decided by penalty shoot-out. Among them was the legendary match
between France and Brazil, where both Socrates and Platini missed their penalties. The only
quarter-final with a winner after 90 minutes was the historic match between Argentina and
England. Most of us have seen Maradona’s “Hand of God” goal, followed by his amazing

dribble from own half.

The world has perhaps never seen a player dominate a World Cup as much as Maradona did in
1986. It is said that Lothar Math&us, the player with the most World Cup appearances (25
matches), was instructed to man-mark Maradona in the final. He did not succeed, and after the

match he said; “I’m sorry, but he was too good for me”. However, Maradona’s five goals were



not enough to win the Golden Boot. Instead, England produced the top scorer with Gary

Lineker’s six goals. | believe this was important for English self-confidence.

Denmark became a public favourite and played entertaining football until they had a black
Monday against Spain in the round of 16. Perhaps they had been too busy singing their famous
song “Vi er rade, vi er hvite”. They lost 1-5, and Emilio Butragueno scored four goals in that
match. This achievement has only been beaten by Oleg Salenko’s five goals for Russia against
Cameroon at the 1994 World Cup. Three other players have scored four goals in a single match:
Ernest Wilimowski (Poland) in 1938, which also is the only player ever to scored four goals in
one World Cup match and still lose; Eusebio (Portugal) in 1966; and Just Fontane (France) in
1958. Finally, the stadium wave became famous during this tournament, and people often call it

the Mexican wave, or simply “la ola”.

Italy 1990 (tactical and physical football)

Together with Mexico, Italy was the second country to host the World Cup for the second time.
Many remember this World Cup for having the lowest average goals in the history (2.21), and
for its unfair play. One quarterfinal and both semifinals went to penalty shoot-out, while another
quarterfinal went to extra time. As in 1982, 1986 and 1994, a total of 24 teams were divided into
six groups with the same knockout format as in 1986. Once again, the only confederation not

represented was Oceania, while Egypt and Cameroon represented Africa.

Cameroon broke a barrier, and gave hope for African football with their entertaining style of
play. They reached the quarterfinal and was the first Africa team ever to do so. The quarterfinal
between Cameroon and England was perhaps the most entertaining match in the tournament.
England won 3-2 after an equalizer seven minutes before the end of normal time. Then they
scored again in the first half of extra time. This was the best performance by any African team,
matched only by Senegal in 2002 and Ghana in 2010, until Marocco reached the semifinal in
2022,

It is worth mentioning that Norway beat Cameroon 6-0 in a friendly match after this World Cup.
This was Egil “Drillo” Olsen’s first match as Norway’s national coach. This marked the
beginning of Norway’s 10-15-years period as a notable force in international. So far this period

were the best period for Norwegian football ever, and described as “the Norwegian Fairy tale”.
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Some people might remember the spitting incident between Rijkaard and V6ller, which resulted
in both players being sent off. Interestingly, Netherlands had to play against Germany because
they lost the toss-up against Ireland in the group stage. Despite this, Germany won the World
Cup by beating Argentina 1-0 in the final. The goal came from a penalty, which Mattdus was
supposed to take. However, he got shaky, and Andreas “Cold as Ice” Brehme stepped up and
converted the shot. Italy won 2-1 against England in the bronze final. Until the 2018 World Cup
in Russia, this was the only semifinal for “the best team” in the world, England, except their
controversial triumph in 1966. Italy also produced the tournament’s top scorer, with Schillaci

scoring six goals.

Argentina, with their penalty expert goal keeper Goycoechea, won two penalty shot outs on their
way to the final. It is said that Goycoechea later challenges Maradona to a head-to-head penalty

competition. Goycoechea bet he could save two out of 10 penalties. Maradona scored 10.

Many still regard Germany’s victory as the beginning of modern football. One reason is that,
from this time, players ran on average around 10—11 km per match. This is not far behind today’s
average and is almost twice as much as in previous decades. Because of this increase in total
distance covered, the game was played at a higher tempo. After 1990, the speed of the game
seems to have increased gradually due to faster passing, more high-intensity runs, and better
pitches, rather than through a further rise in total distance covered.

Besides running more, Germany also had a good system and played smart tactical football. As a
consequence, all teams began to focus more on tactics, systems and discipline. From this point,
we could clearly see the distinction between those who chose a; 1) G-4-4-2/4-4-1-1/-4-3-1-2
system, 2) G-4-3-3/-4-5-1 system, or 3) G-3-5-2/-5-3-2. Later, around the Millennium, Real
Madrid revived Brazil’s G-4-2-3-1 system, which in practical terms often is employed from both
one and two above. Finally, we also saw a shift towards more violating of the fair play principle,

a trend that has continued and increased in power in the resent years.
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USA 1994 (a record number of spectators)

Many had some doubt about USA hosting the World Cup since football (soccer) doesn’t have a
strong tradition there. However, the World Cup was a success, and never before had so many
spectators attended the matches (3,587,538 in total and 68 991 in average per match). The record
total stands until 2026 even taking into account that the World Cup was expanded to 32 teams
from 1998. The format was the same as in the previous World Cup, but this was the first time

that teams got three points for winning.

Brazil and Italy drew 0-0 in the final, but Brazil won 3-2 after on penalties. This was the first
World Cup final to be decided by penalty shoot-out. Sweden, with Thomas Brolin and his
famous 180° goal celebrating jump, finished third. Cristiano Ronaldo has since improved this.
Sweden beat Bulgarian 4-0, and Bulgaria apparently played with the biggest hangover in the
World Cup history. Repeating previous World Cups, no teams from Oceania qualified. Nigeria,
Morocco and Cameroon represented Africa. Nigeria was the only African team to reach the
knockout stage, but they were knocked out in the round of 16. Nigeria had a good squat, and it is
said that four of their players could run 100m under 11 seconds. Saudi Arabia also made it to the

next round, becoming the first Arab team in history to do so.

Some remember this World Cup because of the tragedy of Andrés Escubar who was shot and
killed after the tournament. Most likely, this happened because he was unfortunate enough to
scored an own goal for Columbia. This contributed to their defeat in their last game and their

failure to qualify for the next round.

Norway and the “Drillos” participated and ended the group stage with four points. All teams in
the “group of death” earned four points. However, with fewer scored goals they finished fourth
and had to return home before the knockout stage. Once again, Italia, with a fantastic Baresi in
his last World Cup, sent them home by winning 1-0 with only 10 players. Winning with inferior

numbers has been part of the Italian spirit all the way back to the days of Julius Cesar’s emporie.

Maradona was back after a suspension for cocaine use. He scored a fantastic goal against Greece,
and was outstanding in the match against Nigeria. However, the drug test found trace of
ephedrine, and this was the last time we saw him in action on the international stage. For the
second time in the history (see Chile 1962), more than one player finished as top scorer. Both

Oleg Salenko of Russia and Hristo Stoitschkov of Bulgaria scored six goals.
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France 1998 (Norway June 23th)

France became the third country to host the World Cup for a second time. The format was the
same as in the previous tournament, but this time 32 teams took part. They were divided into
eight groups, with the top two from each group qualifying for the knockout stage. France,
inspired by an amazing Zidane, beat Brazil 3—0 in the final. Croatia was a positive surprise and

won the bronze medal after defeating the Netherlands 2—1 in the third-place match.

Only teams from Oceania failed to qualify. Morocco, South Africa, Nigeria, Tunisia and
Cameroon represented Africa, while South Korea, Japan and Saudi Arabia represented Asia. For
the second time Nigeria reached the knockout stage, but Denmark knocked them out in the round
of 16. Other memorable aspects of this World Cup were Jamaica who qualifying for the first
time, Iran beating the USA 2—1, and the Norwegian newspapers’ “hero”, David Beckham, was

sent off with a red card against Argentina. Davor Suker was the top scorer with six goals.

Norway qualified for the third time and broke a barrier. After drawing against both Morocco and
Scotland, they had to win against Brazil in their last group match on June 23" 1998. After 78
minutes, we were down by 1-0. Then the biggest Viking of them all, Jostein Flo, entered the
field. In the next 15 minutes, Norway created six goal opportunities and scored twice. Kjetil
Rekdal scored on a penalty two minutes before the end, and Norway won 2-1. This was enough
to give the Norwegians their most remarkable day since May 8" 1945. However, Italy brought us
back to reality and sent us home for the third time. Italy won 1-0 in the round of 16, but this time

with 11 players. Still, Norway has never lost a match against Brazil.

Japan/South Korea 2002 (the outsiders’ tournament)

This was the first World Cup held in Asia and the first to be co-hosted by two countries. As
before only teams from Oceania failed to qualify, while as many as five teams represented
Africa: Senegal, South Africa, Nigeria, Tunisia and Cameroon. Senegal reached the quarterfinal,
becoming the second African team in history to do so. Four teams represented Asia: China,
Saudi Arabia, Japan and South Korea. South Korea went all the way to the semifinal, which they
lost. In the bronze final they were defeated 2-3 by Turkey, who played a fantastic one touch
football. South Korea’s fourth place was the best performance ever for a team outside the
Americas and Europe until 2022. However, there was some controversies refereeing in some of

South Korea’s matches, and there are those who ask question about match fixing.
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In the final, Brazil beat Germany 2-0. Remarkably, it was the first time these two teams had ever
met at a World Cup, despite having played a combined total of 92 World Cup matches and
appearing in seven finals each up to that point. Besides winning the World Cup for the 5th time,
Brazil also won all their seven matches, which also is a record. Ronaldo (O Fendmeno) broke the

six goals barrier, and finished as the top scorer with eight goals.

This was the outsiders’ tournament, and many of the favourites had to return home before the
knockout stage or in the round of 16, among them Argentina, France, Portugal and Italy. France,
the defending champions from 1998, did not score a single goal and finished with no points.
Senegal beat them in the opening match, marking the third time an African team had defeated a
tournament favourite in the opening group match. Previously, Algeria beat West Germany 2-1 in
1982, and Cameroon beat Argentina 1-0 in 1990. This tournament also featured the golden goal

rule, and three matches were decided by a golden goal.

China took part in the World Cup for the first, and so far only, time. They did not score a single
goal, but the players were still regarded as national heroes. The most impressive story linked to
their participation is the coach, Velibor “Bora” Milutinovi¢. He and Carlos Alberto Parreira are
the only two men to have coached five different teams at the World Cup. Bora repeatedly
managed to qualify with underdogs. His record includes Mexico (1986), Costa Rica (1990), the
United States (1994), Nigeria (1998), and China (2002). He is also the first coach to take four
different teams beyond the first round: Mexico (1986), Costa Rica (1990), the United States
(1994), and Nigeria (1998). For this, he earned the nickname “Miracle Worker”.

Germany 2006 (Ordnung muss sein)

Germany (together with former West Germany) has, like Mexico, Italy, and France, hosted the
World Cup twice. This tournament was perhaps the best-organised World Cup ever. For the
second time, the final had to be decided by a penalty shoot-out. Italy and France drew 1-1, but
Italy won 5-4 on penalties. Germany beat Portugal 3—1 in the third-place match. In addition to

the final, one round-of-16 match and two quarter-finals were also decided by penalty shoot-outs.

With Australia included, teams from all the continents participated. Australia also made it
through to the next round, which was the first time a team from Oceania had done so. Trinidad &
Tobago became the fourth Caribbean team to participate in a World Cup. Japan, South Korea,

Iran, and Saudi Arabia represented Asia.
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Again, five teams represented Africa, and most were newcomers: Angola, Cote D’Ivoire, Ghana,
Togo and Tunisia arrived with high expectations, but only Ghana reached the knockout stage,
where they lost 3-0 for Brazil. In that match, Ghana played very fast and physical football, and
they might gone further if they had mastered the ABC of defending. After the match, many
people Ghana blame the referee for not calling offside when Ronaldo O Fenémeno scored.
However, it was not offside, but a miscalculated offside-trap. My friends in Ghana admitted that

when | showed them the clip.

As always, there were moments to remember. One of the main headlines was Zidane knocked
down Materazzi with his head in the final, for which he was sent off. Some have speculated that
he did this because of stress or doping, while other point to alleged insults from Materazzi about
his family. More, Ronaldo scored his 15th World Cup goal becoming the all-time top scorer at
that point. Miroslav Klose of Germany was the top scorer of the 2006 tournament itself, with
five goals. Finally, England lost in the quarterfinal for the sixth out of eight attempts, and for the
second time on penalties. Only Brazil, Italy, Germany, and Argentina have more quarterfinals
than England. In fact, England is topping the list for most finishes between fifth and eighth place,
so it is not strange that many still consider them the best team in the world. In total, 39 different
teams have reached at least the quarterfinals or the second group stage in World Cup history,

including Cuba, Wales, North Korea, Peru, East Germany, and Northern Ireland.

South Africa 2010 (this time for Africa)

So far, we have seen major shifts in the development of football for every 20 years since the
beginning in 1930. Of course, the game evolved in the years between, but these World Cups
have had a particularly strong impact of the game. In regard, it was interesting to see whether
this World Cup would introduce any new trends. The first thing to note is that South Africa
became the first host nation that failed to reach the knockout stage. Beyond this, it is still
difficult to identify a clear tactical milestone, even though FIFA highlighted some “new trends”

in their official report.

Some argue that most teams had become better in the fast attacks or counter attacks than before,
but this was not a new invention. Egil “Drillo” Olsen realized this old knowledge in the 90s,
which contributed to Norway’s success in the 1990s. Bayern Munich was also outstanding at it
in the late 1990s. More, many teams followed the trend of keeping possession rather than

crossing the ball inside the penalty area. In my view, this was simply a continuation of

15



developments from the previous ten years, and not necessarily an efficient tactic. It is, however,
possible to argue that this World Cup marked the beginning of a clearer distinction between
“scoring play” and “control play”, but we were already using these concepts in the 1980s. |
believe this trend will continue, perhaps to the point where FIFA needs to changes the rules or
the award system one time in the future. Finally, reports show that the number of high-intensity
runs has increased steadily since around 2005. This will most likely remain a continuous trend in
the years ahead. However, perhaps this World Cup marked a turning point in areas beyond the
game itself. Politics, money, and corruption may now play an even bigger role.

We did not see a trend towards more defence-oriented formations with extra players in the back
line and midfield. This had been the long-term pattern throughout World Cup history. Many
teams started the match in a G-4-4-2 or G-4-3-3 formation. Nevertheless, some would argue that
the systems and playing styles were more defensively oriented. For instant, we had many
examples of teams defending with five players in the back line, and five or six in midfield, when
facing strong opponents. Furthermore, it is fair to say that more teams used flexible systems
with compact defensive lines. Many teams were also better at adapting their tactics to the state of
play and the scoreline. Spain, who won the tournament after beating the Netherlands 1-0 after

extra time, often attacked with six midfielders and no typical striker for long periods.

Finally, after almost 100 years of World Cups, we still do not have full fair play in all major
areas. Most importantly, the semi-finals are still played on different days. This gives a huge
advantage to the team that can enjoy one extra day of rest before the final. One day in the future,

people will ask how this was possible and laugh at us.

More strait facts: Germany beat Uruguay 3-2 in the bronze final. There were only two penalty
shoot-outs, compared to four in 2006. Paraguay won 5-3 on penalty shoot-out against Japan in
the round of 16, and Uruguay beat Ghana 4-2 on penalties in the quarter final. This was the
closest an African team had come to reaching a semi-final so far. Apart from Ghana, all the other
Africa teams were knocked out in the group stage. This was despite the high expectations for

Africa, especially since the World Cup was hosted in Africa for the first time.

The average number of goals was approximately 2.3, the same as in 2006. Four players scored
five goals each and shared the Golden Boot for the third time in history. The two previous times

this happend were in Chile 1962 and USA 1994. These four players were Thomas Mueller
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(Germany), David Villa (Spain), Wesley Sneijder (Netherlands), and Diego Forlan (Uruguay).
Miroslav Klose (Germany) scored four goals in this tournament. With 10 goals from the previous
two World Cups (5 + 5) and two more in 2014, he has scored a total of 16 World Cup goals,

making him the all-time top scorer.

Brazil 2014 (nervous host)

Strengthened by the debates around the World Cups, we are perhaps witnessing a stronger focus
on corruption, FIFA’s role, and the social consequences of hosting the tournament. Even though
people in Brazil enjoyed hosting the tournament, there were many protests against the World
Cup from poor and middle-class Brazilians. Large sums were spent on stadiums and foreign

companies instead of education, healthcare, and social programmes in Brazil.

Even though we did not see many clear or specific changes in systems of play and tactics in
2010, we did see the outlines of some changes that would become more visible in 2014. Some
teams began using more flexible G-3-5-2/G-5-3-2, or G-5-4-1 systems, switching shape
depending on whether they were in possession or defending. This is interesting, as it represents a
reinvention of the G-5-3-2 or G-3-5-2 man-to-man systems from the 1980s and 1990s. Italy and
Italian clubs have been the strongest ambassadors for this flexible system in recent years.
However, in sharp contrast to the early versions, teams now play it with zonal defending and a

flat back line, instead of man-to-man marking with a sweeper.

We still did not see the two-line system, which | have been expecting for a while. Roma has so
far been the only team | have seen that sometimes defend in a G-4-6 formation. Nor did | see
much penetration-oriented football. Normally, some clever coaches develop new strategies to
counter dominant trends. In this case, penetration football could have been a natural contrast to

the possession trend of the last 15 years. | believe this will come sooner or later anyway.

Before the World Cup, I also wondered whether the trend with zone-oriented defence, including
at set pieces, would continue, or whether there would be greater focus on pressing and marking.
Defending set pieces with a zonal set-up does indeed seem to be a trend, alongside a higher
emphasis on pressing high up the pitch. I still hope to see a more varied and faster game. It is
possible to argue that football remains relatively slow and tactically weak compared with its
potential. Even though, | wrote down several new tactical and technical aspects in my book
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about football knowledge. Finally, European teams dominated this World Cup as well, but many

South American teams thrilled the crowd with their technical style of play.

Germany won the World Cup by beating Argentina 1-0 in the final. The Netherlands defeated

Brazil 3-0 in the runners up final. After living and working in Brazil, | used to say that Brazilian
people had not yet invented stress. However, in this tournament they seemed extremely nervous,
stressed and far from their usual focus. Bringing out Neymar’s jersey during the national anthem

might prove that. My personal opinion is that the loss of Thiago Silva played a more crucial role.

James Rodriguez (Colombia) finished as the top scorer with six goals. Fortunately, | had the
chance to watch four of the matches live, and | was in Salvador when Brazil lost 7-1 to Germany
in the semifinal. Since most Brazilians don’t know much about Norway, many assumed | was
German due to my blond hair and blue eyes. Surprisingly, most of them were not angry, but gave

me a tombs-up. Perhaps this was a signal of an industry losing contact with the grassroots.

Russia 2018 (follow the money and the meetings)

Before the World Cup there were several TV documentaries about how Russia won the race to
host the tournament. Some people described the World Cup as a political game, while others saw
it as a global commercial party. What is true and what is false is not easy to determine yet, and
people have different opinions of what is good or bad. | suspect that, at some point in the future,
we will be able to follow the money and identify which political leaders spoke to each other, and
at what times. This information could then be cross-referenced with host elections and match
outcomes for all World Cups. Furthermore, | hope football will not copy other sports too much
when it comes to the entertaining aspect — for instance DJs in the stadium playing music during

the matches. | prefer the beauty and purity of the game itself.

Teams from all continents took part. France beat Croatia 4-2 in the final, with a bit of luck.
Croatia had a fantastic team and was the best team in the tournament at turning matches around.
Belgium won 2-0 against England in the bronze final, but England had one day less rest and
looked exhausted. However, they still produced the tournament’s top scorer, Harry Kane, as so

often, with six goals.
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Qatar 2022 (politics and boycott)

Controversy or not, the World Cup was, for the first time, hosted by an Islamic country. Beyond
the election process, many people raised concerns about corruption and human rights violations.
As this article shows, corruption within FIFA is nothing new. The real challenge lies in defining
what counts as corruption and identifying the forms it can take. As suggested above, it would be
interesting to examine the German political delegation’s activities prior to the vote for Russia
2018, or to analyse which presidents and prime ministers spoke with one another and how this
related to subsequent match outcomes. Such events may be significant in light of today’s
geopolitical context. Furthermore, did we witness a FIFA—Messi alliance, or merely a resurgence
of South American teams, as | predicted before the World Cup? In any case, it may be time to

reassess and reform the voting procedures and financial structures of football at all levels.

In Norway, there was an intense debate about boycotting this World Cup, and some people chose
to do so. Everyone is free to decide for themselves, and we will only fully understand what was
right or wrong with time. | had hoped the tournament might improve relations between the Arab
world and the West, but instead things seem to be getting worse. I still believe everybody
benefits from making friends across borders, and if we interact with people from all parts of the
world. Even though there is far too much money and politics in football, it remains, at its core,

harmless fun.

Since the first World Cup in 1930, there has been a clear trend towards using more players in the
back line. From the 2014 World Cup onward, it has been common to see five players at the back.
Did that trend continue, or are we already seeing a shift back to four players in the back line,
with basic systems such as G-4-4-2, or G-4-3-3 with variations like G-4-4-1-1 or G-4-2-3-1? The
evidence suggests the latter is closer to the truth. Across the 64 matches, there were 128 starting
line-ups. According to FIFA, 91 of these used four players in the back line, with the most
common formation being the G-4-3-3/G-4-5-1 system.

Tactically, the most interesting match in my view was the quarter-final between the Netherlands
and Argentina. The game finished 2-2 after a remarkable Dutch comeback in the last 15 minutes.
In this period, they played genuine penetration football, with tall players inside the penalty area
and a high volume of long balls and crosses. That earned them extra time, but Argentina
eventually won 4-3 on penalties. Argentina also won the penalty shoot-out against France in the
final. Beside Geoff Hurst for England in 1966, Mbabbé is the only player who scored three goals
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in a World Cup final. Two of them on penalties, and in total there were three penalties in the
final. Messi scored two goals in the final, one on penalty. As a result, Kylian Mbappé received

the Golden Boot as top scorer with eight goals, while Lionel Messi scored seven.

Morocco became the first African team ever to reach a World Cup semi-final. There, they lost 2—
0 to France, and then 21 to Croatia in the third-place play-off. While not unusual in itself, it is
still worth highlighting: These were the only two matches Morocco lost, and also the only two in
which they did not have inferior ball possession. This World Cup also broke the traditional

benchmark of six goals for the top scorer.

Canada, Mexico and USA 2026 (Norway is back, but what is left of dignity and morale)
Norway is back at the World Cup for the first time since France 1998. This is four years earlier
than my prediction from 2000. The only thing we can say for certain is that we will not be
knocked out by Italy this time. As written before, Italy is our World Cup nemesis. Without them,
we can hopefully reach the quarterfinal or even the semifinal. | believe that is possible if we play
efficient and tactically football. The tactical margins are still large in football, which every

historical clip proves.

For Norway, | think the biggest challenge is to have players who remain loyal to our style of
play, and do not abandon our tactical principles. Norway plays zonal defence combined with
fast, direct attacking football. This differs from what many of the players do at their clubs, and
sometimes they “forget the Norwegian way”. Some players still prefer a more possession-
oriented style of play. To a large extent, this is a pedagogical challenge. It could be addressed
through better use of self-regulation and collective reflection. Norway can outperform most

teams in terms of collective skills, and we now also have many top-quality players.

Along with Norway’s comeback, we also get more teams and a new format. For the first time,
there will be 12 groups and 48 teams. From 1998 to 2022, the World Cups consisted of eight
groups and 32 teams. With 12 groups, the knock-out stage is expanded. This time we will also
have the round of 32. The four teams that reach the two finals will therefore play eight matches
in total. Eight third-place teams will qualify for the next round. This means that the medium-
level teams, and top teams that underperform in the group matches, are still likely to go through.
Instead of 64 matches in total, we now get 104. That’s a lot of money.
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Even though most people just enjoy the event, there are growing concerns about the darker
aspects to this World Cup. In short, a global population of more than 7 billion people will,
sooner or later, start to speak more loudly about the lack of moral and dignity in the Western
world. We rarely address corruption, ticket prices, salaries, sanctions, genocide or wars. Today 1
of6 or 1 of 5 children live in a conflict zone, and almost 1/3 of the world population live under
sanctions from the Vest. In Norway, some bars will even be open 24/7 because of night matches,
while at the same time fans from other countries are denied visas. So what should we do? Should
we allow ourselves to enjoy the beauty and excitement of the game — or should we speak up?
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