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INTRODUCTION


This World Cup is special because it is the first to be hosted by three nations: Canada, Mexico, and the United States. The number of teams has increased from 32 to 48 teams total. So what does that mean for the soccer fan? Essentially, more teams mean more groups. And more groups mean more games. There will be so much more action to watch early on than seen at past World Cups.


But more importantly, this means smaller nations have a bigger chance than ever before to compete in the FIFA World Cup! In the past, it was quite difficult for smaller nations to qualify. This new group adjustment has opened the doors to smaller nations. Of course this means more fans are watching more games, and there is more beer to drink! More games, more beer…what else could you ask for?


The United States, which hosted the 1994 FIFA World Cup, set records with World Cup attendance. This one is sure to go down in the books as a great one!


The setup for a World Cup is quite brilliant. Here’s a breakdown of the 2026 FIFA World Cup that both veteran and new fans may find helpful as they watch the games:




GROUP STAGE


Here is where teams are broken up into groups A through L. There are four teams within each group. The teams within each group first play one another. Based on wins, losses, draws, and points, the top teams advance to the elimination rounds.


As an example for how this all works, let’s take a brief look at the famous 1986 FIFA World Cup, hosted by Mexico. Twenty-four teams entered the World Cup. The groups were A-F, with four teams in each group. In Group A for example, there was Argentina, Italy, Bulgaria, and South Korea. Argentina started out with a 3-1 victory over South Korea. Argentina followed this with a 1-1 tie against Italy, and then Argentina defeated Bulgaria 2-0. Overall, Argentina won its group, advancing to the elimination games. The round of 32 didn’t happen in the 1986 World Cup, so Argentina would have gone directly to the round of 16.


The group stage in the 2026 FIFA World Cup looks a bit different. There are 48 teams divided into groups A through L. There will be a lot of pressure for teams to escape the group stages and advance to the round of 32.


ROUND OF 32


After top teams from the group stage advance, they enter the elimination round of 32, which is the part of the World Cup when things really get exciting. These are 32 teams that fight for a place in the round of 16. For the teams fortunate enough to get here, it is either win or go home. If there is a tie, the teams play overtime, and if there isn’t a winner during overtime, the game goes to a penalty shootout to determine who advances. That process is the same for the round of 16, quarterfinals, semifinals, and final.


ROUND OF 16


The lucky 16! This is a crucial part of the tournament as 16 teams battle for a spot in the quarterfinals. Similar to the round of 32, whoever wins here advances.


Returning to Argentina in the 1986 World Cup as our example, Argentina advanced directly to the round of 16 (as there was no round of 32). They went up against rival Uruguay and earned a 1-0 win.


QUARTERFINALS


Only eight teams remain at this point! Now strong teams are facing other strong teams from the other group stages, and the pressure is really increasing.


In 1986, Argentina took on England in the quarterfinals. They ended up defeating England 2-1 with two goals from Maradona.


SEMIFINALS


After the quarterfinals, there are now four elite teams remaining, and they are battling for a spot in the final.




Maradona got two goals for Argentina once again, and earned a 2-0 victory over Belgium. Argentina was then ready to move on to the 1986 World Cup final.


FINAL


The two remaining teams compete for the championship! In the 1986 final, Argentina found itself up against a talented group from West Germany. With a strong group effort, Argentina won 3-2 for its second World Cup title.


Before we dive into the teams and players, a quick note to the reader: This book was published in advance of the World Cup. It could be that some of the players included here are not, in fact, playing in any of the games, maybe because they have suffered an injury in the lead-up to the Cup, or the coach may have made changes to the team’s lineup. That’s the nature of sports. Players get injured and coaches make last-minute changes, and not all these changes could be reflected in the book.


TERMS YOU’LL FIND IN THE BOOK


AUTHOR’S RATING


I have rated and evaluated each team and have included this rating at the start of their section. I evaluate a team’s overall worth based on a scale of 10, with 10 being the highest. There are a number of factors involved.


One factor I consider is a team’s history. The Long Walk, which can be seen on FIFA+, is a fascinating analysis of penalty kicks. One important point made in the documentary is that teams that haven’t done well in past shootouts might continue that trend with current teams. It’s an interesting “invisible” vibe that the teams seem unable to shake, even as older players retire and newer players come on. I would argue that vibe also is present in a team’s history. For instance, there’s something about Brazil’s past performances that gives the current Brazilian players confidence, which results in an advantage against other teams. In part, that’s why Brazil leads the world with five World Cup titles. A team’s history—that invisible yet undeniable connection with past players, coaches, and accomplishments—influences the team’s present.


We also can’t disregard a team’s star players. If a team has multiple star players, it gives them an advantage, so then I give that team a higher rating.


I also consider FIFA world rankings in my own rankings. FIFA compiles the success of teams over many games played, providing a good glimpse at where a particular program is. However…don’t be fooled by Belgium! There have been times over the years wherein FIFA has ranked Belgium very high! Yet, according to many, including myself, Belgium is not a team you can count on in World Cups! Nothing against Belgium, but it’s a little overrated.


Yet another factor is recent success in tournaments. The same top players tend to play on their national teams several times over the years. If those players have won a recent World Cup, or other tournament, it tends to lend success in the current World Cup. Their experiences could likely see them through with more ease than other teams.


Injuries could be a factor. If some top players are not playing, a team’s score could go down.


Coaching? Of course that’s a factor! What kind of coaching has the team received? That’s a big question mark when evaluating a team’s overall rating.


THE GOLDEN ROOM


This section of the book talks about each team’s strategies and history. It delves a little deeper into teams, players, coaches, and histories to evaluate their chances in the tournament.











STRATEGIES TO WATCH FOR IN THE 2026 FIFA WORLD CUP


Should players play down the wing, cross it in the box, hope for the best? Should players dominate that wing? Should players have true, utter, incomparable dominance over that wing? Why not? Sounds good.


To conquer the wing and control the flanks, teams first need to control the middle. Everything starts from the middle. It’s the most congested part of the field. If you can’t win there, you can’t win—period.


Ron Newman, famous MISL (Major Indoor Soccer League) San Diego Sockers coach in the 80s, when the Sockers were king of the mountain, believes the middle is the place to be. As Brian Brown of The San Diego Union wrote in 1986: “The Revelation occurred on an airplane a few years ago. Thousands of feet above the Earth, San Diego Sockers coach Ron Newman decided the best place to begin an attack, or end one, was the middle of the field.” Brian Brown’s piece appeared in Soccer Digest (Nov. 1986), arguably the biggest American soccer magazine in the 80s.


The Sockers, featuring Steve Zungul (Yugoslavia’s national team), Branko Segota (Canada’s national team), and Brian Quinn (USMNT), ruled the MISL with an iron fist. The Sockers ended up winning multiple championships. It was hard to keep up with them. Coach Newman would know a thing or two.




So how does one dominate the middle?


Many, many years ago, I played racquetball at the Berkeley Rec Center in Berkeley, California, once a week with a family friend, John, who was a lawyer. John was many years my senior, heavily built but athletic. I soon realized why I was losing so often. He’d take his place in the middle of the court, stand there, and barely move. He dominated the middle. He’d adjust laterally from side to side, but would return to the middle with only a few steps. I guess you could say that was his strategy, and it worked. Meanwhile, I was darting around like an idiot trying to keep up. I guess you could say my strategy was a losing one. Soon I began to stay in the middle as well.


Sports share common traits. Whether it’s cues from racquetball or basketball, you can translate it over to another sport...in this case, soccer.


You could persuasively argue that multiple touches with center mids, short passing, creative license to dribble, and groupthink will do the trick. With respect to soccer and playing in the middle: What’s groupthink supposed to mean? All players need guidance from a coach who, one, understands possession soccer and the idea of dominating the middle, and, two, can convey that message to a group of players that otherwise would fall back on bad habits. If left alone, without guidance, that’s usually what players do.


Often you’ll hear people say “get it out of the middle” as if it’s cursed territory. “Go to the wings!” is the idea. Is it a flight of fancy to think these types can be converted to thinking the right way about the middle? Can the middle be your friend and not some distant third cousin showing up around Thanksgiving, asking to borrow the car? Can the middle be a place of comfort? Can it be a place of creative ingenuity? Yes and yes. With short passing by way of the two-man game, the middle can and should be an avenue for success. All good things come from the middle of the field. With that said, the outside players are just as important to keep “harmony” flowing in and out of the middle. When it’s all coming together, your team in question should be unstoppable. Or so they say.


Traditionally, Brazil has been the best example for a team that can weave the ball from wing to wing with extremely graceful touches from players in the middle. Ronaldinho was a great example for this style of play.


Let’s not leave out Germany. In the 2014 World Cup, Kroos and Schweinsteiger were crucial in distributing the ball from the middle of the field. Their dominating passing technique pushed their team all the way to a World Cup championship.


How about defending champs, Argentina? Don’t forget to look out for Enzo Fernandez and his distribution work as a central midfielder. He’s not super skillful with dribbling like Ronaldinho was, but Fernandez, talented in his own right, guides the ball well, getting others involved in the game. In his approach, Fernandez is similar to Kroos and Schweinsteiger as they do all the little things well to progress their team forward.











THE
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AUTHOR’S RATING


9.1


The United States: One of the best athletic nations on earth. Its athletes have the most Olympic gold medals. It’s the top sporting nation, setting the bar for all sports.


The facilities for training in the US, which include not just training and medical facilities, weight rooms, fields and stadiums, but also resources and a strong sport culture, set the standard for quality around world. Its athletes and facilities influence the United States’ success in sports. Yet despite all its resources, athletes, and culture, the US has not been able to dominate in men’s soccer. Despite the many championships won, it has yet to win a World Cup. Though the men’s national team placed third in the 1930 World Cup (a different era), to date, the farthest the teams have advanced is the 2002 FIFA World Cup quarterfinals. The FIFA World Cup represents the last athletic frontier for US men’s sports.


In fact, one could say the USMNT is an underdog!


It’s amusing to think of country which can produce some of the top athletes in the world across multiple sports could still be considered an underdog. But this really makes the team more exciting to watch than ever. It gives fans something to root for. We have a sport where the odds are against us—which makes any win that much more exciting. There’s no sure thing with men’s soccer. It’s kind of like the Chicago Cubs. For years, it’s been a team with potential but has been fighting for championships. And for years, those championships did not realize. When the Cubs finally won the 2016 World Series, the celebration was enormous. I can only imagine what the celebrations would be like if underdog USMNT wins a FIFA World Cup!


Why has the United States lagged behind other countries in soccer? This is something that has astounded people for years.


Yet, having said that, the United States has made great improvements in its soccer program over the years. It has adapted coaching philosophies from European programs. Take the Dutch passing philosophy made popular by Dutch coach, Cruyff. This philosophy focuses on technique, triangles, possession, and patterns to make successful passes. US coaching has implemented this Dutch passing system in an effort to improve play on the field. As the US soccer program seeks to improve, it will continue to adopt playing and coaching strategies from the other powerhouses of world soccer, like Germany and Brazil.




The US, as host, is ready for a big showing at this historic tournament!


Note, if at all possible, avoid the coaching conflict. Long, long ago, there was a coach named Steve Sampson who was well educated and had good ideas. Yet, when he took the reins of the national team in the 1998 World Cup, things didn’t exactly pan out. Enter Bruce Arena Part I, who previously had great success with the University of Virginia, an uncanny four NCAA DI titles in a row. Bruce Part I (we’ll get to Part II in a bit) brought confidence to the USMNT, but not World Cup championships. However, Arena (who had previously attended Cornell University and briefly played for the USMNT) did guide the team to the quarterfinals at the 2002 World Cup.


Following a disappointing 2006 World Cup, Arena was replaced by Bob Bradley (who had played for Princeton). Bradley emphasized interesting short-passing schemes, and under his guidance, the team lifted itself to an exciting result at the 2010 World Cup with a late win over Algeria. That was an interesting time in American soccer culture where, arguably, the sport was elevated higher than ever before. Yet still, no World Cup titles.


Then came former World Cup champion with West Germany, Jürgen Klinsmann. Klinsmann, an elite forward in his day, did his best to guide the program to new heights. Indeed, along the way, the USMNT tackled the Netherlands and Germany with friendly victories. However, no World Cup title emerged. As qualifications for the 2018 World Cup got complicated for the US, Bruce Arena was brought back into the fold—Bruce Part II. Nonetheless, the team didn’t qualify for the 2018 World Cup, a major disappointment for fans. This led to the eventual hiring of Gregg Berhalter, a former defender for the USMNT. Let’s just say: Berhalter dressed very casually on the sideline. All in all, no World Cup title!


Maybe by now, you’re seeing a trend. The United States men’s national team just cannot win a World Cup. (Not to leave anyone out, there have been other coaching appointments throughout the years, including Dave Sarachan, Anthony Hudson, B.J. Callaghan, and Mikey Varas, though their tenure was not much of note.) After the Berhalter experiment, enter Mauricio Pochettino, who played for the Argentina national team and has coached a number of teams including Chelsea FC.


As the USMNT has moved along, the coaching quest has been varied but one constant has been the intention of growing the program and attaining that elusive World Cup championship! For now, it remains an underdog program. Whoever the coach, it’s a fascinating challenge!


TWO KEY PLAYERS


His dad was a pro indoor soccer player in the US. As for the son, Christian Pulisic is thought to be the best player in US history (apart from Landon Donovan, Clint Dempsey, Ricky Davis, and a few others). He has speed, quickness, technical ability, passing that hurts other teams, and decisive actions. All in all, he’s a threat worthy of making the FIFA World Cup Best XI team.


His dad George Weah was a pro player. And by pro, he was a star for AC Milan and his home nation of Liberia, and he won the World Player of the Year award in the 90s. In recent years, he was elected as president of Liberia. Timothy Weah has descended from a legend and is becoming something of a legend himself. Tim has a dynamic first touch that keeps teams off balance. His shot is strikingly dangerous, and he’s very shifty with overwhelmingly effective quickness and speed. Definitely a player to watch.


SECRET WEAPON


The 12th man! That would be the crowd. When the home crowd gets going, it can sway a team. Emotions are high, and the air is electric. It can be felt by both the fans and the players. The players get lifted to new heights. Take, for example, England in the 1966 World Cup, West Germany in 1974, or Argentina in 1978. Those years the teams won the World Cup were the same years their country was the host. The added element of the 12th man can take a tournament to interesting places.


This is the second time the United States is hosting a FIFA World Cup, the other time being 1994. It’s still the leading World Cup for attendance, so we can expect no less from this World Cup. I might go so far to say that it wouldn’t be a surprise if the 2026 FIFA World Cup outperforms 1994.


THE GOLDEN ROOM


How About the Team?


By now the change in coach has been made pretty public. The US has parted ways with Gregg Berhalter, who coached the team in the lackluster 2022 FIFA World Cup. It has opted instead for the guidance of Mauricio Pochettino. Pochettino is from Argentina. He was first coaching Chelsea FC before coming on board as US team coach in 2024. How might this change in coaching play out? There are some who feel the coach for the World Cup is relevant as the team is going to have a hard time advancing from the elimination rounds regardless. That remains to be seen. Still, we hope this coaching change may mean something good for the US team.


A BIT OF TEAM HISTORY


After earning third place in the 1930 World Cup, the US men’s team has struggled to do as well. After 1950, the US wasn’t in a World Cup until 1990! A long time to wait, It’s an interesting story that continues to unfold. The overall soccer progress in the United States has led to better and more organized passing and near dominance in CONCACAF. Having said that, fans are putting a lot of their faith in the coach’s efforts to right the ship. With Pulisic on the field, fans are optimistic for big things; if only the right coach can correct past errors and use the new age of talent. But will they see results? Can fans expect to find a championship? There is room for doubt. This is because, despite huge improvements, many feel the US is still doing the same thing it has always done. It puts out three to four elite talents that are surrounded by the wrong “dance partners.” It’s an interesting dilemma, as it’s hard for only three to four players to carry a team. Keep in mind, in the 1980s the USMNT had equally talented athletes (as there are today). Yet, over the years, the USMNT has drastically improved its overall passing prowess. (In other words, long-term possession is much improved these days, though, still not where it could be.)




Why do such great athletes continue to perform so poorly on the soccer world stage? In my opinion, the men will someday hold the FIFA World Cup trophy. Though perhaps not today. Does the USMNT have what it takes to win the whole thing? Can this tournament, finally, be won by the US? It seems like an unlikely bet. The team is following a similar pattern that has to result in any sort of success. There are three to four players who possess great skills and abilities. The other supporting players are very good athletes, and, some may say, good soccer players. Yet, the nature of its soccer culture has been holding the US back for years. Where the US team has only a couple artistic dribblers, other teams with great records, such as Brazil or Argentina, have several players who freely dribble throughout a game in a manner that currently is technically beyond the grasp of American players.


These teams will continue to combine fluid dribbling from all positions and constructive passing that leads to more effective performances in the long run. These teams will see results.


Another possible problem the USMNT faces is that though greatly improved, the team has lost so many times over the years that it almost expects to lose. It seems to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. Other teams that seem to fall victim to this self-fulfilling prophecy are Japan and Australia. The US, Japan, and Australia are solid teams, but still underdogs. They have yet to prove themselves in a World Cup.


Look, don’t kill the messenger. The following is more than just my opinion; sport and soccer experts around the world agree that the US men’s national team is not one of the best, and we have to face reality. Still, it’s exciting to embrace the USMNT as underdogs! US fans have something to follow, to root for, to analyze, to commiserate over, and to live to fight another day! It’s an ongoing saga that is so unlike other American sports. For once, on the national level, US fans are supporting an underdog team that has the potential to win a FIFA World Cup, and the journey should be nothing short of epic. With that in mind, read on!


Over the past (many) years, USMNT fans have had to accept a grim truth. The team is not what they want it to be; it’s a fact of life, though. In essence, the USMNT is a lot like the Chicago Cubs: Maybe it ain’t goin’ right, but we still support the team!


Most people are supporting the idea of what the team could be—what they hope it will be. To them, the team represents more than just the sport. It represents nation, pride, history. Maybe that is not realistic, when considering the USMNT is unlikely to win. It means fans are spending a lot of energy, time, and even money for what still looks like a lost cause. Is American soccer a lost cause? That’s what millions of people would say. But if you’re realistically looking at teams around the tournament that could win the 2026 FIFA World Cup, according to many, it won’t be USMNT. So betting the team will win it all would mean a big payoff…if the team pulls off a miracle.


Which team is most likely to win the 2026 FIFA World Cup? It would be Argentina, France, Spain, or Germany. But more on that later.


Interesting, though, how the US keeps dragging its feet with soccer. Not every other sport in the world, but soccer. Is the new team under Berhalter’s replacement—Mauricio Pochettino—a new team that’s great or somewhat the same thing fans have seen for decades just with a new coach? Typically the US has 3-4 solid high-level talents. No disputing that. Then the support players get selected, and things seem to unravel.


The US has not been in a FIFA World Cup final. Here is how it’s gone in the past:


In 1930, in Uruguay, the United States placed third! In 1934, the United Sates made the round of 16. The USMNT didn’t compete in 1938.


For the 1950 World Cup, things got interesting, to say the least. The United States couldn’t escape its group—typical, right? Hold on a second: You should know that the US defeated England 1-0! England was certainly not happy with this result. The US had a lineup full of talent from St. Louis, Missouri, including Harry Keough.


After that, things sort of leveled out in a depressing way. From 1954-86, the US couldn’t pass muster. That is, it couldn’t qualify its way out of mighty CONCACAF for the World Cup. That’s right. The USMNT, currently thought of as one of the best in CONCACAF, couldn’t qualify for a World Cup. However, a weird thing was happening. The USMNT had quality players, but the ability to play soccer like the greats (Germany, Brazil, and Argentina) wasn’t there.


After the big splash of the 1950 FIFA World Cup, Pat McBride, Willy Roy, and Al Trost (players in the 70s) followed the footsteps of greats Harry Keough and Frank Borghi. These players were then followed by legends Ty Keough, Steve Pecher, Angelo DiBernardo, and Ricky Davis during the late 70s and into the 80s. And then they were followed in the 90s by talent like Tab Ramos, John Harkes, Eric Wynalda, Joe-Max Moore, and Claudio Reyna. The list goes on from there. It seems that despite having talent after talent after talent, the team itself just couldn’t play quality soccer. American soccer culture was holding the team back.


As the late 90s turned into the early 2000s, some newer players were ushered in. We’ll get to that in a moment. Let’s focus briefly on the late 1980s to 1996.


As we entered 1989, star Paul Caligiuri (a product of UCLA and later the star of Pert shampoo commercials) scored the “shot heard round the world” in Trinidad and Tobago. It was a must-win game that ended, you guessed it, 1-0. The goal was a miraculous volley that sent the US to the 1990 FIFA World Cup. Yet, in Italy, the US couldn’t escape its group.


In 1994, as first-time World Cup hosts, things were rocking for the US. Cities from coast to coast were swarmed with fans. The United States set all-time attendance records for that tournament. The result was astounding. Giant stadiums jam-packed with crowds, hotels without vacancy, streets flooded with tourists, bars full of excited viewers—global culture was on full display, and there was an overwhelming feeling of “this is too good to be true.” The host team reached the round of 16, with the help of Tony Meola, Eric Wynalda, Tab Ramos, and Mike Sorber. It lost to Brazil, who eventually won the whole thing against Italy in Los Angeles. Vice President Al Gore handed out celebratory greetings. Even though the US team did not reach the final, there was a festive atmosphere over the Cup. Though Brazil took home the trophy, the US took home a little pride, dignity, and optimism for future endeavors.


One such endeavor that followed the 1994 World Cup was the long overdue inaugural season of Major League Soccer (MLS) in 1996. For the US, soccer was climbing up. From the 1970s into the 80s, soccer in the US was slowly becoming cool, but the success of the 1994 World Cup and the introduction of MLS in 1996 was raising the popularity of US soccer further.


However, the 1998 FIFA World Cup was not to be a ceremonious affair for the USMNT because though it qualified, it couldn’t escape its group. In essence, the growing popularity of soccer in the US didn’t pay off in the 1998 World Cup. Sure, being in a World Cup brought excitement, it moved the needle a little bit. But the overwhelming outpour of support for soccer was still a bit underwhelming. Coach Steve Sampson and crew had to head back to the drawing board.


By 2002, US soccer was on a new path with Coach Bruce Arena, and the team reached the quarterfinals with help from the newer talent of Brian McBride and Landon Donovan. Coach Bruce returned for the 2006 FIFA World Cup, but the team couldn’t escape its group.


A quick rewind: Many people can still recall games from the 1980s, for example, when the USMNT hosted Jamaica—and others—at St. Louis Soccer Park and thousands of people packed the place. Vans with local club flags as far as the eye can see, along with incessant honking, covered the grounds. Empty beer cans, often Coors Light and Budweiser, would be scattered on the ground, often left there absentmindedly by eager dads on the move, right next to those empty red-colored plastic cups that supposedly held the beer for the “Neanderthal soccer dad” (i.e., a primitive soccer fan learning about the game for the first time) who had fallen for soccer largely because their kids played. Yes, many of these dads might have been limited in their knowledge of the game but they exuded great passion. This primitive Yetitype character—who was contracted to hard hours of work during the week to pay for all this—was often dressed in a typical St. Louis short-sleeve polo shirt, tucked into khaki shorts with a belt, and sockless penny loafers—a sign of the time. Yet, it was more or less an isolated event as many people around the nation might not have been gathering at a local bar to watch it on TV.


It was during the 2006 World Cup that the tide was turning for US soccer. Support for it was growing each and every day.


Around 2007, the American Outlaws, a USMNT fan group, formed out of Lincoln, Nebraska. Before that, Sam’s Army had rallied fans together for US soccer at various games. From 2007 on, the growing support from fans became more widespread, and a feeling of “soccer is cool” permeated the country. Many fans who before might have overlooked a friendly game between the US and some random CONCACAF team were finding that certain bars were rally locations with a festive atmosphere, playing the games on their TVs. More and more USMNT games were becoming an event, something to look forward to and participate in.


From 2007 on the likelihood of people across the country gathering at a local bar to watch a friendly game with a CONCACAF foe was gaining momentum. At one point, for another book, I toured the American Outlaws headquarters in Lincoln, Nebraska. There I met the driving force behind this organization, Korey Donahoo, one of its founders. (Justin was out of town.) Part of my tour involved seeing his facility firsthand, which included a merchandise room (organized wall-to-wall) and even a musical jam room. We played soccer-tennis in his warehouse then met his parents and a few others at a local bar for a game. Korey’s group has been referenced multiple times on TV and had even been in a Continental Tire commercial. The momentum of his group and the passion it stirred up around the nation showed a change in the atmosphere surrounding soccer from around 2006-07 to today. Fans around the nation have become electrified, like never before, to see the USMNT play, whether it’s a friendly against some small island from the Caribbean (that few people have heard of) or a primetime World Cup match.


Incidentally, one of the best things about CONCACAF is that teams you’ve possibly never heard of will play the USMNT. It’s very unique to world soccer. Most people are used to the notion of the USMNT vs. Mexico. But how about the USMNT vs. Belize? Or maybe the USMNT vs. Bonaire? Or vs. Saint Vincent and the Grenadines? That’s what makes CONCACAF perhaps the best region in the world. And now, thanks in part to organized support from the American Outlaws, US fans are electrified for each and every game.


In 2010, the craze for American soccer reached a fever pitch! Finally, it seemed, soccer in America was mainstream cool. That was the year that fans began fervently gathering across the nation in bars and other locations to watch the USMNT in the FIFA World Cup. The 2010 World Cup was hosted by South Africa. Even former president Bill Clinton made the trip. How did the team do that year? Not bad, actually. Following the switch from Bruce Arena to Bob Bradley, the United States—equipped with Landon Donovan, Clint Dempsey, and Michael Bradley—made the round of 16 during a tournament accompanied by vuvuzelas which—like it or not—were heard around the world. During that exciting run, the US caused a lot of excitement with a late-winner against Algeria that earned a place in the round of 16. Unfortunately the US lost to Ghana, 2-1.


As for 2014, the United States made the round of 16 at the FIFA World Cup played in Brazil. It was another tough but early exit for the US, which had been a grim prediction by its coach Jürgen Klinsmann. He is recorded as saying before the tournament that the team would not win the whole thing, and he was right.


Many thought 2018 was going to be different…and it was. The US didn’t even qualify! So much for that! Led by Bruce Arena, Part II, who came in to replace Klinsmann, the team couldn’t escape the grueling qualification process in CONCACAF. The United States watched the World Cup from home.


Then came the 2022 FIFA World Cup from which the US again left early with a loss in the round of 16—a clinical defeat at the hands of the Netherlands. By that time, Gregg Berhalter (aka Mr. Water Bottle; he always had one nearby) coached the team through a tumultuous Middle Eastern forest of intrigue as this, that, and the other was said regarding his relations with Gio Reyna. As you may have heard, former US captain and friend of Berhalter, Claudio Reyna (Gio Reyna’s dad) was speaking out alongside his wife. The papers sort of took it from there. A lot of things were said. Depending who you asked, Berhalter was either a scumbag or a great guy! Be that as it may, Berhalter somehow held on to his job following the return to the US and guided the team a bit longer before being replaced by Mauricio Pochettino.


So here we are, at the 2026 FIFA World Cup. Some critics of Coach Pochettino suggest his style is very basic, and he makes his decisions based on hunches. Some people fear a “let the players play” approach. Some fans want more guidance, a creative pulse on the team that beats the dynamic dribbling drum across the field. Has the US final found that perfect coach to guide them to a win? That remains to be seen.


Does the US need 36 knights in shining armor to even have some kind of chance on its home turf? Probably. Is it a team that might additionally need a high priest who communes with higher powers to intercede on its behalf? Anything would help at this point. The USMNT has about as good a chance as Paraguay, as in a true underdog contender. I firmly believe the US will one day win the FIFA World Cup. (And I also believe that Paraguay is unlikely to ever win it.) But that day is still down the road. Just a bit.


CONCACAF COMPETITIONS


In recent years, the United States has performed quite well within the realm of CONCACAF. Originally, the CONCACAF Championships were held from 1963-89. There was a name change and the CONCACAF Gold Cup (often called the Gold Cup) followed from 1991 to the present. The US has won the Gold Cup in 1991, 2002, 2005, 2007, 2013, 2017, and 2021.


Despite their strong showing in CONCACAF, the United States—and Mexico for that matter—still haven’t reached a FIFA World Cup final. With time, one would hope that will no longer be the case, but the US still isn’t there yet (as I explain at length in my book, Why American Soccer Isn’t There Yet, which is basically a guide that shows how the US has failed at the highest levels and how it can gain a foothold on the soccer world stage).


As always, American soccer will be there when the USMNT wins the FIFA World Cup. That time is getting close. Soccer in the US is more popular than ever with some believing it will soon surpass baseball in popularity. MLS is more popular than ever. The quality of the USMNT is increasing with time. Things are on the move. The historic 2026 FIFA World Cup should be a good indicator for how long it could take before the USMNT is in a place to win a World Cup. (Sorry to those hopefuls who were convinced the USMNT is there now!)
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