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Diamond Ball World Cup Preview 2026
FOREWORD 

To be honest, I haven’t counted the hours I’ve put in, but it ended up being significantly more than I’d originally anticipated. That 
makes me all the happier that this preview is finally seeing the light of day. For a long time, it wasn’t clear whether I’d manage to 
finish it in time or whether the effort would ultimately be worth the reward.

Over the next 500 or so pages, you’ll read plenty about a lack of creativity on the ball, poor defensive organisation, and the 
question of how one can effectively assess a team when it practically never plays against the world’s elite.

A World Cup that, in the run-up, did absolutely everything it could to avoid sparking any euphoria. If I were to list everything that 
could be criticised about this tournament, this preview would probably have ended up twice as long.

All the more reason why I hope that, in the end, the focus will be on the football after all and that we can celebrate the next great 
football festival together.

At this point, a heartfelt thank you to everyone who supported and encouraged me whilst writing this preview, and gave me the 
time to bring this project to fruition. Without you, this preview would never have been possible.

Enjoy the read and have a great time at the World Cup. The World Cup will produce many great football moments and will 
certainly make football history in a positive sense.

However, I still can’t tell you who will end up as world champions.



Mexico v South Africa
11 June, 21:00 – Mexico City

Mexico v South Korea
19 June, 3.00 am – Guadalajara

Czech Republic v Mexico
25 June, 3:00 am – Mexico City

Manager: Javier Aguirre 

Starting formation: 4-3-3 

Qualification: Hosts 

World Cup appearances: 

17



Best World Cup result: Quarter-finals 1970, 1986



Any Mexican would have signed up for two draws against 
Belgium and Portugal – teams that were clearly stronger on 
paper – before the tournament. They have clearly shown 
that they can hold their own against the big names for 90 
minutes – that is certainly encouraging.

Just as encouraging is the relatively easier group in this 
tournament and a thoroughly favourable draw. 
Nevertheless, one will ultimately have to ask: is it enough, 
particularly in terms of quality, to allow the Mexicans to 
dream of more?

The squad is made up of many players from the Mexican 
league and contains comparatively few players who play for 
top European clubs or in European leagues at all. Home 
advantage, the positive trend and the hunger for more are 
certainly a good foundation – but is that enough for a 
successful tournament on home soil?



Squad & Line-up

Mexico operate from a 4-3-3 base formation. In goal is no 
longer veteran Guillermo Ochoa, but Raúl Rangel. There are 
likely to be few surprises in the back four: Jesús Gallardo is 
a certainty on the left, with Johan Vásquez and César 
Montes forming the centre-back pairing. On the right-hand 
side, there are still question marks ahead of the 
tournament. Jorge Sánchez is a classic right-back, whilst the 
alternative would be Israel Reyes, who can play both 
centrally and on the flank.

If Edson Álvarez recovers in time, he is a certainty in the 
holding midfield role. The first alternative would be Erik 
Lira. The central midfield duo consists of Orbelín Pineda and 
Álvaro Fidalgo. Ruiz, who is usually a first-choice, will miss 
the World Cup with a cruciate ligament tear.

In attack, Brian Gutiérrez is likely to start in at least one of 
the wide positions, with Julián Quiñones expected to take 
the other spot. Up front, veteran Raúl Jiménez remains a 
certainty. Armando González, however, would be a younger 
and more dynamic option than the 34-year-old.

Lots of power, (still) little output

Mexico are unlikely to dazzle us with their passing game at 
this World Cup. They rely on simple moves from a classic 4-
3-3 formation, with the distribution of roles being anything 
but revolutionary. The defensive midfielder drops back at 
times between the two centre-backs into the first line of 
build-up, both full-backs provide width, and in the centre 
the wide forwards and the two central midfielders rotate in 
their positions and depths.

However, this structure can be slightly adapted depending 
on the personnel. With Rey in the right-back position, for 
example, he may drop deep into the first line, with the 
defensive midfielder instead completing the back four.

Ultimately, Jiménez ideally ties up the opposition defence 
and keeps spaces open, but also drops back into the 
midfield box from time to time depending on the situation.



During periods of deep possession, Mexico’s play is 
repeatedly characterised by a lack of clarity and numerous 
sloppy errors. This is likely one of the reasons why manager 
Aguirre does not even attempt to play the ball out from the 
back, but instead opts for direct, uncomplicated long balls 
forward. These are, however, sometimes well anticipated.

If Mexico fails to inject dynamism into the game, Jiménez is 
the target of almost every long ball, with the aim of sending 
the player in the half-space near the ball, together with the 
full-back, into space. This approach does not necessarily 
lead to sustained success.

It works better when Mexico manages to break down the 
opposition’s back line. Against back fours, the Mexicans 
consistently position five players in the final line. 
Midfielders and full-backs then continuously make runs in 
behind the opposition defence.



The support in these situations is good, and even if the 
follow-up play in the box is not always executed with great 
precision, it carries enormous power and thus creates 
danger. These moves become even more effective when 
the Mexicans manage to lure the opposition slightly out of 
their deep defensive line.

If the opposition sit deep, the Mexican play becomes less 
direct and incisive. The distribution of roles remains the 
same, but clear and effective sequences to break down 
deep-lying defences are rarely evident.

In these phases, the Mexicans do not always demonstrate a 
clear distribution of space or sufficient interplay. Often, too 
many players are positioned in an arc around the 
opposition’s defensive block, without any central passing 
options.

Elements capable of generating momentum arise primarily 
through counter-movements by the wide forwards and the 
number eights. If they succeed in forcing the opposition’s 
man-marking to rotate, spaces can open up.



In Mexico’s style of play, these spaces are considered prime 
targets: either they are run into directly by the respective 
opponents, or another player from the centre attempts to 
occupy them dynamically. However, the execution of these 
moves still leaves room for improvement. All too often, 
attacks in the final third end in ill-considered crosses or 
shots from distance. Similar patterns can also be observed 
during attacking transitions: there is frequently a lack of 
sufficient players in the right spaces, and there is a shortfall 
in both the tempo of play and the quality of decision-
making.

Even in organised possession play, it is repeatedly 
noticeable that the tactics chosen by Javier Aguirre are not 
consistently implemented. Yet even when much is not 
working, Mexico’s set-pieces remain consistently dangerous 
and are regularly good for a goal.



Defensive rough diamond

The Mexicans have been defending in various 
formations, but always with clear tactics. If we exclude 
the matches played immediately prior to the 
tournament, Mexico have conceded just one goal so far 
in the 2026 calendar year – a spectacular strike from 
Dodi Lukebakio in March.This suggests that the Mexicans 
are doing a lot of things right defensively.

The 4-3-3 formation shifts situationally via a 4-1-4-1 to a 5-
3-1 near the penalty area. The defensive midfielder 
regularly drops back into central defence when the situation 
demands it, whilst Álvarez or Lira otherwise cover the space 
in front of the centre-backs.Generally, Mexico’s approach in 
their own half is very hybrid, frequently switching between 
man-marking and zonal space defence. When the ball is 
nearby, the unit acts proactively and closes down 
opponents aggressively, though this can sometimes affect 
the stability of the back line.

The midfield line is strongly centre-oriented, which prevents 
the back line from pushing up as much as possible. If the 
ball is shifted to other zones, the players consistently drop 
back into their base formation.

In deep block,  this  is  partly achieved without 
significant pressure on the ball-carrier. Mexico 
deliberately allows the opponent space and time, but 
focuses on consistently closing down the centre – which 
they usually succeed in doing. However, this creates 
opportunities for the opponent on the wings. Due to the 
strong focus on the centre, the opponent finds it relatively 
easy to isolate wingers in one-on-one situations.

Due to the numerous defensive rotations, a well-structured 
opponent can capitalise on this: if the nominal full-back is 
pulled out, it is not uncommon for a winger to drop back 
into the back line. This can result in the opponent’s best 
isolation player in the defensive third finding themselves in 
a one-on-one against a player who is actually an attacker.



Although Mexico has plenty of players in and around the 
penalty area when sitting deep, which can help mitigate 
such situations, this approach is not ideal.

However, the deep block is not Javier Aguirre’s first choice. 
Recently, it has been increasingly observed that Mexico 
presses high up near the opposition’s penalty area. In doing 
so, the Mexicans do not take full risks, but usually press the 
opposition’s first build-up line with one player fewer – and, 
including the goalkeeper, are often even outnumbered. 
Nevertheless, Aguirre has a clear plan here too.

It is not Jiménez, but one of the wide midfielders who is the 
key to the pressing. With the opposition’s defensive 
midfielder out of position, he runs at the build-up play in 
arcing movements, closes down the passing lane into the 
centre and deliberately directs play to one side.



The aim is to narrow the pitch and force the opponent onto 
the defensive side, where numerical parity can be 
established. In theory, the timing of this often works well, 
forcing the opponent to play long balls and resulting in ball 
recoveries.

In practice, however, weaknesses still become apparent. If 
the timing or approach angle is off, the opponent can play 
into the space behind the pressing half-space player, either 
directly or via a third player, and gain ground there with 
speed.

In their man-marking press across the entire pitch, the high 
level of aggression in challenges is also striking. Mexico 
frequently takes maximum risks in their attempts to win the 
ball, which means they can sometimes lose these duels. 
Particularly noticeable is the way some of the central 
midfielders push forward, sometimes pressing in situations 
where they are outnumbered, which the opposition often 
exploits with ease.

When Mexico subsequently find themselves in defensive 
transition situations, further problems become apparent.

Their discipline when tracking back could be improved, and 
their general aggression when defending still carries a 
significant risk.



Despite these issues, the Mexicans generally perform well 

to very well when defending. The problems they currently 

still face can all be addressed with proper preparation. 

Mexico’s defence has much of what is needed to play a 

successful tournament.

Prediction

There are many factors in Mexico’s favour in this 

tournament. Home advantage, defensive stability and their 

strength from set pieces. All these factors, combined with a 

bit of luck, could ensure a good tournament for a nation like 

Mexico. Winning the group is a very realistic prospect. If 

they do so, they will face the runners-up from Group B, 

where there is no clear footballing superiority either. If they 

can step up their game, particularly with the ball, it could be 

a good tournament for the Mexicans. A potential altitude 

advantage hasn’t even been factored in yet.



Mexico v South Africa
11 June, 21:00 – Mexico City

Czech Republic v South Africa
18 June, 18:00 – Atlanta

South Africa v South Korea
25 June, 3:00 am – Monterrey

Manager: Hugo Broos

Starting formation: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group C; 5W-3D-2L; 15:9 goals

World Cup appearances: 3

Best World Cup result: Group stage



Career aside, every football fan who sat in front of the telly 
in 2010 will know Siphiwe Tshabalala. To be more precise: 
during South Africa’s opening match against Mexico in 
2010. Sixteen years on, this match is being repeated, this 
time just a little further west with the home advantage 
swapped.The South Africans have high hopes that this time 
it will be enough to progress to the knockout stages. In 
2010, they failed to reach the round of 16 due to a poorer 
goal difference. However, the omens outside of the 
qualifiers are not necessarily the best. In March, they failed 
to beat the supposedly weaker Panama on two occasions, 
and at the Africa Cup of Nations earlier this year, they were 
also defeated twice by the supposedly stronger teams, 
Egypt and Cameroon. So where does this South African 
team stand? Can they achieve more this time, or will they 
ultimately face disillusionment once again against better 
teams?



Squad & Line-up

There shouldn’t be many surprises in coach Hugo Broos’s 
team. In terms of the starting line-up, a 4-2-3-1 formation is 
the most likely. In goal, Ronwen Williams is the undisputed 
first-choice keeper. The same applies to full-backs Aubrey 
Modiba and Khuliso Mudau. In central defence, Mbekezeli 
Mbokazi is a certainty. Siyabonga Ngezana would normally 
be a fixture alongside him, but he is struggling with a knee 
injury. This brings Ime Okon of Hannover 96 into the 
starting line-up. The double six is characterised by two 
rather defensive-minded midfielders: Yaja Sithole and 
Teboho Mokoena. The attacking trio consists of Oswin 
Appollis, Relebohile Mokozeng and Tshepang Moremi. The 
team is completed by star striker and figurehead Lyle 
Foster.

Apollis and the hipster full-backs

It has been a real joy to watch the ‘Bafana Bafana’ play. Not 
because this is the first ‘hipster’ team of the tournament, 
but because this side seems to have more slapstick 
moments in their matches than almost any other.

When the South Africans do actually string a move together, 
there’s always the chance right up to the final whistle that 
the pros will trip over the turf or their own legs. Often, 
these are the only highlights worth mentioning that stick in 
your mind after watching the matches. The rest of their play 
is simple and without much fuss. The South Africans start 
their build-up with defensive midfielder Mokoena 
positioned in front of both centre-backs, or even in a box 
formation. Both full-backs push wide and high up the pitch, 
the wingers tuck in, and the number ten drifts between the 
lines. These structures are evident across the pitch. There 
isn’t actually much variability in positional play. Depending 
on the situation, both wing-backs may drop deeper to 
collect the ball, or the central midfielders fill the half-spaces 
between the centre-backs and full-backs.



From these structures, there are then two attacking 
variations that recur time and again. Variation 1 is the 
classic long ball or chip behind the defence. The balls are 
played from the goalkeeper right up to the number 10. 
Foster, Appollis and co. immediately and consistently offer a 
run into space if the player on the ball is not under direct 
pressure. Thanks to the high full-backs, it is sometimes 
possible to park five players in the opposition’s back line. 
This often provides more than one option for the deep ball 
or, in a more conservative scenario, an option for a switch 
of play.

The slightly more appealing version runs primarily through 
both full-backs, who are the team’s secret playmakers. 
Thanks to the South African structure in possession, both 
full-backs are relatively well isolated. With the ball at the 
full-back, there are now two options: number one is the 
diagonal run into space offered once again by the winger 
and striker. These runs then open up the second option: a 
diagonal run into the centre towards the free-roaming 
number 10.



Unfortunately, a certain susceptibility to errors runs 
through the entire South African game. Particularly under 
pressure, many mistakes and inaccuracies creep in. This 
is also evident in decision-making. If there are no options 
in deep or central build-up play, many players opt for a 
head-on dribble through the defence. Defensive cover is 
in place, but it is not always up to the required standard 
on an individual level. This leads to the team often taking 
the simplest option in the final third: an early shot from 
any position. Ironically, these are genuinely dangerous in 
many cases, so the chance is not so small that we will see 
‘Tshabalala 2.0’ at the tournament.

Depending on the situation, they do show that they can play 
football in the opposition’s half as well. Thanks to the free-
roaming number ten and the wingers tucking in, they can 
occasionally create numerical advantages across the pitch 
and open up spaces in the opposition’s defensive line 
through a mix of passing and running. These moves usually 
begin with counter-movements



Only the speed of decision-making among certain players 
leaves much room for improvement; as a result, they do 
not anticipate the next moves but react more to the 
space that has opened up. This has been sufficient 
against weaker opponents, but it won’t necessarily be 
any easier at a World Cup. If South Africa do find 
themselves outplayed, they have either combined well in 
behind or have a central option via a striker, winger or 
number ten with a link-up option in the opposition’s 
defensive block. It is absolutely essential that South 
Africa improve these elements before the World Cup 
kicks off. Especially against low blocks, Bafana Bafana’s 
play is uninspired and has little to offer apart from 
crosses from the halfway line. At least Appollis is good for 
a moment now and then. With the ball at his feet, he 
repeatedly attempts strong dribbles or shots, but whether 
that alone will be enough is highly doubtful.



South African early praise

If you research South African football under Broos, the 
phrase ‘defensive stability’ keeps cropping up, and the idea 
that South Africa wants to and can win matches through 
their defence. However, if you look at the matches from the 
World Cup year, you have to wonder where the experts saw 
and found this stability. In the Africa Cup of Nations against 
nations such as Zimbabwe and Angola, they were more than 
shaky at the back, and against Panama in the March 
friendlies, they displayed such serious tactical errors that 
one really has to wonder where this image comes from that 
Broos is building a concrete wall with his team.

The South Africans operate from a 4-4-2 base formation. 
The number 10 then moves up alongside the striker to join 
the first line of defence. The approach to high pressing 
varies depending on the opposition’s structure.



When there are two deep-lying playmakers (or, more often, 
centre-backs), the two attacking players mark their 
respective two opponents plus the goalkeeper man-to-man; 
when there are three playmakers, Foster usually drops back 
to the 6 and both wingers swing forward into the first line 
of defence.

Behind them, the double-6 operates as a hybrid between 
zonal and man-marking. One problem with this pushing 
forward of the three forwards against a three-man build-up 
is that there are huge spaces behind for Mokoena and 
Sithole, which they have to defend both vertically and 
horizontally. Furthermore, the spacing within the team is 
not always correct, meaning that a lot of space can open up 
for the opposition, particularly across the width of the pitch.

Ideally, South Africa’s first attacker (usually the number 10) 
can effectively split the pitch and push the play out wide. 
The other first defenders are then less aggressive across the 
width of the pitch and deliberately leave certain passing 
options open, so that the play is directed even more into 
specific zones. If you manage to force the opposition’s play 
out wide, you close them down close to the ball.

This is usually man-to-man on the flanks and in the half-
space, plus one of the central midfielders who can close 
down diagonal passing lanes.



The team then shifts horizontally to cover this, and does so 
more extremely than any other team in this tournament. 
The wing and full-back on the side away from the ball are 
often positioned level with the penalty spot. However, they 
still provide light cover in these situations. Whilst pressing 
close to the ball, they drop back slightly into the space away 
from the ball. This effectively creates a diagonal line 
through South Africa’s midfield, and the winger on the far 
side effectively plays as a defensive central midfielder in 
that space.

This minimal width can become a huge problem for the 
South Africans, as it is also evident in other situations. In 
their low and mid-block, the 4-4-2 formation is maintained 
with a strong central focus. If the opposition manages to tie 
down the full-back and the winger centrally through central 
overload, the player on the flank is simply lost. The problem 
is also exacerbated by the fact that both centre-backs think 
very defensively in their play and do little to no defensive 
work going forward, which means the full-backs have to 
drop back from the back line into the holding midfield area.



It is all the more ironic that, when pressing slightly higher 
up the pitch, there is occasionally an offside trap in the back 
line, but this often only works in terms of timing because 
the opposition are not playing at a high level. The team’s 
tactical play is not at a high level. When it comes to filling 
spaces or marking opponents, they are consistently too 
slow to react. This is particularly evident with second balls 
following set pieces. Here, there is sometimes a complete 
lack of organisation in the box, and their own defence 
descends into a huge mess. There is a lack of clarity and 
conviction throughout. They often resort to clever little 
fouls to help themselves, but that alone won’t be enough to 
survive at the World Cup.

Prediction

Bafana Bafana are, unfortunately, the weakest side in this 
group. With the ball, they are too one-dimensional and, 
above all, far too prone to errors. The occasional flashes of 
inspiration from Apollis and the full-backs are not enough. 
Without the ball, they have problems that simply have no 
place at a World Cup if they want to have any chance of 
success. In short:

Unfortunately, they lack almost everything needed to spring 
any surprises. Anything other than fourth place in the group 
would be a success.



South Korea v Czech Republic
12.6.4am – Guadalajara

Mexico v South Korea
19 June, 3.00 pm – Guadalajara

South Africa v South Korea
25 June, 3:00 am – Monterrey

Manager: Myung-Bo Hong

Starting line-up: 3-4-2-1

Qualification: 1st in Group B, Round 3; 6W-4D-0L-20:7 goals

World Cup appearances: 11

Best World Cup result: Fourth in 2002



South Korea has qualified for every World Cup finals 
tournament since 1986. Their huge success in 2002 raised 
expectations, but since then their run has always come to 
an end at the round of 16 at the latest. The high 
expectations, particularly in recent years, were often pinned 
on one name: Heung-min Son. The standout player, then at 
Tottenham and now with LA in the MLS, was world-class in 
many respects. This will be his final World Cup. At the age of 
34, he captained Myung-bo Hong’s team to this World Cup. 
But what comes after Son? It’s a big question mark. 
Offensive all-rounder Kang-in Lee plays hardly any role at 
PSG and is also not without controversy in this squad. Min-
jae Kim is only Bayern’s third-choice centre-back. At least 
striker Hyeon-gyu Oh has been playing almost every game 
and scoring since his winter transfer from Besiktas. For the 
footballing nation of South Korea, that is probably still not 
enough, but perhaps someone can show that there is a 
world beyond Heung-min Son for South Korea after all.



Squad & Line-up

Hong primarily relies on a basic 3-man defence, favouring a 
3-4-2-1 formation. The goalkeeper position is still up for 
grabs. Much points to veteran Seung-gyu Kim, but Song and 
Jo are also viable options between the posts. The back five 
is led by Bayern’s Min-jae Kim. The places alongside him are 
hotly contested. Tae-hyeon Kim and Yu-min Jo are probably 
the most likely choices, but we shouldn’t be surprised by 
any changes. The full-back positions, meanwhile, are set. 
Young-woo Seol plays on the right and Tae-seok Lee on the 
left. In front of the defence, Feyenoord’s In-beom Hwang 
has his place assured, whilst there are plenty of options 
alongside him. Jin-gyu Kim, Seung-ho Paik or Jae-sung Lee of 
Mainz 05 are the most likely candidates. Jens Castrop 
wasn’t selected last time, but he too could play in the 
centre of defence. Heung-min Son is the designated 
captain; whether he’ll play as a striker or on the left wing 
remains to be seen. On the right, I expect either Kang-in Lee 
or Hee-chan Hwang. Should Son not play up front, Oh from 
Besiktas Istanbul is a clear choice.

No goals scored

The lack of goals in the March friendlies against Ivory 
Coast and Austria doesn’t necessarily suggest a goal-fest, 
but the South Koreans do have some impressive 
attacking play to their name. To get one thing out of the 
way: for fans of possession-based football, they are 
certainly the ray of hope in this otherwise rather physical 
Group A. Hong’s team generally stands out for its 
relational approach. The positioning of players is 
interpreted flexibly by the attacking trio, often creating 
good links with the rest of the team. The typical attack 
starts with the centre-backs spread wide. Both defensive 
midfielders can drop into these gaps as the 
situation demands to draw opponents out and thus 
open up space.The other central defender then positions 
themselves diagonally behind the other defensive 
midfielder. The first pass usually goes to this player, who 
then plays it on directly with one or two touches, usually 
to the full-back who has moved into the opposite 
channel or the attacking midfielder who has dropped 
into the half-space.



The next link is then established between the two wide 
players and subsequently the advancing central midfielders 
or the overlapping attacking players, who are constantly 
trying to get involved in the combinations. Even the centre-
backs push forward from the back line to maintain links and 
occupy certain spaces.

Both wingers in particular repeatedly distinguish themselves 
through their search for free spaces. Where possible, the 
ball is then played directly into these spaces so that they 
can join the combination play with minimal touches. They 
make good use of simple one-two passes here. There is a 
good sense of the spaces created when players drop deep 
to fill in. It is all the better that Paik and Kim in the number 
8 role possess the quality and determination to play balls 
forward under pressure.



These line-breaking passes can then inject a lot of 
dynamism into South Korea’s attacking play. If the 
pass reaches the drifting, cut-in winger, Hong’s team 
can attack the opponent’s back line with full-backs 
who have pushed forward. This is where the 
problems start, however. It is often the final move or 
the final pass that fails to come off. Many attacks are 
often brilliantly worked, but they fail to convert them 
into chances. However, thanks to their discipline and 
the technical precision of the entire team, they 
repeatedly find themselves in situations that can be 
quite promising.

South Korea, however, is not above resorting to the 
long ball either – well prepared, of course. If the 
winger manages to draw the opposing full-back out 
wide, there is often a long diagonal pass to the 
advancing full-back, who then crosses the ball into 
the box from near the byline.



As described previously, it is once again the final action that 
prevents a goal-scoring threat. Due to the constant 
overlapping movements from the back line, there is a lack 
of presence there in these situations. Oh, too, often drops 
back into deeper areas and is thus missing as a passing 
option in the box. It is, however, an isolated problem. When 
South Korea play more from a set formation and less from 
dynamic movement, they manage to occupy the box 
effectively more often. It is just a real shame, as they can 
consistently play sharp, direct and progressive balls forward 
even during transitions. The target man in these situations 
is invariably captain Son, but the final threat is lacking for 
the reasons we know.

Their own physical condition as their Achilles heel

It should come as little surprise that the South Koreans are 
also a very disciplined team tactically when defending. 
Much is well planned and well executed, yet a common 
thread runs through their defensive play: their struggles 
against physically stronger teams. You can be as disciplined 
as ever in theory, but it won’t help you if you lose the 
(crucial) duels due to physical shortcomings.



You’ll find the Koreans defending across all areas of the 
pitch. Low block, mid-block and high pressing are all part of 
their repertoire, and so they tend to define themselves by 
certain phases of their play. When pressing high, it’s clear 
they don’t want to take any unnecessary risks. One reason 
for this caution is surely down to their physicality. The aim 
in high pressing is clearly to prevent the opposition from 
playing through their own centre and, ideally, to win the 
ball high up near the touchline. The striker constantly 
operates with a defensive midfielder in his shadow, whilst 
both wingers position themselves between the full-back (or 
the centre-back furthest from the ball) and the nearest 
central opponent. Behind the opposition’s number 6, the 
team’s own number 6 or
8. This means that play through the centre
in three ways: via the striker’s shadow and the proximity of 
two opponents in each instance. If the opponent is 
determined to go through the centre, the deep defensive 
midfielder in particular finds himself in a South Korean trap.



Although all this takes place in high zones, it is not always 
with great intensity. The intensity is often triggered by the 
ball being played wide, where South Korea can defend with 
the help of the touchline. In these moments, they press 
aggressively and actively go for the ball. They rarely mark 
man-to-man across the entire pitch, and when they do, this 
is still covered by an extra man in front of the defence. 
However, the extra man cannot always mask the 
weaknesses. In addition to the often-lacking physical power 
in direct duels, there is a massive lack of pace, particularly in 
the full-back positions. A long ball behind the back line can 
be enough here to bring the whole structure crashing down.

If South Korea sit deeper, the physical shortcomings are no 
longer immediately apparent, but they are still there. In a 
deep
5-2-3 formation, they sometimes allow themselves to be 
pushed deep into their own box. The pockets next to the 
central midfielders are definitely the Achilles heel here 
when the wingers push forward. If, for example, Son 
pushes forward without being able to apply pressure or 
provoke anything else, the half-back closest to the ball 
often has to step in.



It is not uncommon for South Korea to then find 
themselves in 2-on-2 situations in the half-space. In the 
worst-case scenario, they even find themselves 
outnumbered.

In these phases, the South Korean team tends to be very 
passive. They can build up little to no pressure, and the 
defensive cover is not always ideal when closing down. 
Sometimes they simply play the ball past their opponents 
as if it were a training session in 30-degree heat. 
Consequently, this sets the deep block in motion. The South 
Koreans are also not good at keeping the opposition out of 
the penalty area. This becomes particularly clear during 
transitions. No pressure, box entries for the opposition and 
a block that is sometimes on the move. It is no wonder that 
this team can struggle defensively from time to time. There 
are also individual shortcomings. Apart from Min-jae Kim 
(and even he is far from consistently clean and error-free), 
no one in the squad has enough quality to shine in 
defensive battles. It will be precisely these phases that they 
must survive in order to play a good tournament.

Prediction

Following the sobering results in March against the Ivory 
Coast and Austria, expectations shouldn’t be set too high. In 
my opinion, however, they are very misleading regarding 
this team’s approach. In many phases of their play, the 
South Koreans are tidy, well-prepared and simply a pleasure 
to watch. There really isn’t much Hong needs to correct 
ahead of the tournament. If they can manage that, they’ll 
be in contention with Mexico for top spot in the group. If 
they falter again in the final third and due to their own 
passivity, they’ll be sweating it out to progress. South Korea 
remain a bit of a wild card with the quality to reach the 
round of 16.



South Korea v Czech Republic
12 June, 4.00 pm – Guadalajara

Czech Republic v South Africa
18 June, 18:00 – Atlanta

Czech Republic v Mexico
25 June, 3:00 am – Mexico City

Manager: Miroslav Koubek

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: UEFA play-offs vs Ireland/Denmark

World Cup appearances: 2

Best World Cup result: Group stage



Who would have thought back in November 2025 that the 
Czechs would still be heading to the World Cup after their 2-
1 defeat in the Faroe Islands? Probably very few. But 
Miroslav Koubek, after being appointed for the play-offs, 
managed to turn things around in the UEFA play-offs. Twice, 
after plenty of drama, they went to penalties following 2-2 
draws against Denmark and Ireland, and in the end the 
Czech team are heading to their first World Cup since 2006. 
Back then, with Jan Koller, Pavel Nedved and Tomas 
Rosicky, their campaign in Germany ended after the group 
stage. However, in a group featuring South Korea, Mexico 
and South Africa, they certainly believe they have a chance 
of progressing. Will the drama of the play-offs be followed 
by the greatest success in Czech World Cup history?



Squad & Formation

Admittedly, with a total of just four competitive matches 
ahead of the tournament, the sample size is not particularly 
large. Nevertheless, there are few question marks 
surrounding the Czechs when looking at the starting eleven. 
The goalkeeper’s spot goes to Matej Kovar of PSV 
Eindhoven. The central defence is led by Ladislav Krejci of 
Wolverhampton, with Robin Hranac of Hoffenheim and 
Stepan Chaloupek of Slavia Prague completing the line-up. 
Also from Slavia Prague is left-back Jurasek, whilst the next 
TSG player, Vladimir Coufal, operates on the right. In front 
of the defence, Soucek (Aston Villa) remains a fixture. This is 
probably the only area of uncertainty on the pitch. In the 
play-offs, Vladimir Darida – now at FC Hradec Kralove – 
even played here, as did a withdrawn Lukas Provod (Slavia 
Prague), though I expect him to play a line further forward. 
Another option is Lukas Cerv of Viktoria Plzen. In the other 
number 10 position, Pavel Sulc (Olympique Lyon) is a 
certainty, as is Patrik Schick (Leverkusen) up front. Should 
Provod play deeper after all, Tomas Chory (Slavia Prague) is 
an option for the attacking trio.

European physical football, Chapter 1

To understand how Koubek intends to play, one really only 
needs to look at how the Czechs scored their goals in the 
UEFA play-offs. A penalty and a corner against Ireland, a 
corner and a throw-in against Denmark. In both games, they 
generated just 0.86 xG from open play. Almost half of that 
resulted from a finishing opportunity following a counter-
attack. Generally speaking, the Czechs rarely, if ever, create 
chances from open play, let alone in the opposition’s 
penalty area. They prefer to rely on the 14 corners they had 
in both matches. Or any other set-piece situation. Every 
throw-in and every set-piece on the halfway line brings the 
Czech players’ physical presence close to the opposition’s 
penalty area. From throw-ins, the back four push high up 
into the opposition’s penalty area. Physical football par 
excellence and maximising chances wherever possible.



That said, the Czechs actually have a thoroughly interesting 
spatial distribution when they do have to play with the ball. 
Against Denmark, they only had 23% possession, but even 
that 20% is worth examining. With the ball, the nominal 
right-back drifts wide into the channel. Here, however, he 
does not become a channel player, but essentially acts only 
as a width provider. Coufal then pushes this into the half-
space and sometimes advances as far as the back line. On 
the other side, Provod (when playing as a number 8) 
sometimes drifts wide, and Jurasek works the half-space. In 
central areas, it was usually Darida who acted as the link-up 
player in front of the wide centre-backs. Soucek’s physical 
presence is needed alongside Schick in the back line, as the 
Czechs rely heavily on long balls. Soucek has a lot of 
freedom in his positioning and usually drifts behind Patrik 
Schick.



If the ball isn’t played directly long and far forward, they 
look to form a triangle across the width of the pitch 
involving the deep-lying playmaker and the two wide 
players.They do not necessarily achieve breakthroughs in 
these situations, partly because the players’ profiles – 
particularly on the right – do not lend themselves to it; 
instead, they usually use it to break free, shift play and then 
play long balls from better positions, where they can get on 
the second balls. Should they manage to play down the 
flank, it almost exclusively results in a cross that is 
anticipated by the entire opposition attack. The box 
becomes, as with throw-ins, completely overcrowded and 
overpowered. There are few footballing highlights; the best 
moments are probably the counter-attacks led by Sulc, who, 
depending on the situation, can occasionally show flashes of 
his class.



Good enough for qualification

To understand how the Czechs defend, you only need to 
look at the goals they conceded in the play-offs. Against 
Ireland, it was a penalty and a set-piece, and against 
Denmark, both goals conceded also came from set-piece 
situations. But this time it won’t be so straightforward. The 
Czechs actually have quite a lot to offer in defence; it’s just 
that no opponent has been good enough yet to capitalise 
on it. Overall, they operate from a hybrid of 5-2-3 and 5-3-2. 
The striker splits the two centre-backs or marks the 
opposition’s number 6, and whichever attacking player is 
closest to the ball pushes high and diagonally towards the 
centre-back. The other remains deeper. Behind them, the 
Czechs play man-to-man when necessary. The double 6 is 
always opponent-oriented, and anything floating behind or 
in the pockets is aggressively and proactively intercepted by 
the centre-backs.



The Czechs are so aggressive here that they sometimes 
draw centre-backs and full-backs into spaces where you 
wouldn’t actually expect them. If the assigned opponents 
drop deep, they are consistently pushed through, which 
results in a huge space opening up behind them. This leads 
to the Czechs sometimes defending man-to-man across the 
entire pitch. Here and there, therefore, they are vulnerable 
to unfavourable match-ups when the opposition play simple 
long balls.

We also see these principles in the Czech national team’s 
mid- and low-block. Once again, the assigned opponents are 
tracked, with the problem that this pushing forward is 
rarely well covered. There are two main mistakes that the 
Czechs make time and again. Number 1 is the pushing 
forward of two players from the back line at once, meaning 
there is no properly formed defensive triangle in the unit. 
The space that Hranac, as the centre-back, has to cover 
here becomes enormous. At times, he also has to abandon 
his man-marking to defend the depth behind.



Soucek, as the central defensive midfielder, is often unable 
to intervene, as he too is already tied up by man-marking 
and finds himself in other zones depending on the situation. 
The second problem is the lack of pressure in these 
situations. If the team is too lax, the opposition can easily 
play balls into the back line (or into the space described) 
and thereby force the defence to break through. All these 
defensive ideas mean that, as a result, the opposition can 
create an even or even a numerical advantage at the far 
post. Zero goals conceded from open play paint a picture 
here that does not quite reflect the reality. The Czech 
defence is, on the whole, on shaky ground.

Prediction

It is highly doubtful that the Czechs’ physical style of play 
will produce many surprises. It is more likely that their 
qualification victory over Denmark will remain the highlight 
of their tournament history. However, thanks to the new 
format and a relatively favourable group, reaching the 
round of 16 is far from unrealistic.

Mexico and South Africa are certainly two matches in 
which they could pick up points, and their physical 
advantage also works in their favour against South Korea. 
The matches won’t be pretty to watch if the Czechs are 
involved in this World Cup. That doesn’t mean, however, 
that they will automatically fail to achieve success, 
especially in the group stage. Progressing is certainly 
realistic, but it will likely all be over when they face their 
first opponent who shows any promise with the ball. 
Perhaps it will even prove their undoing right in their first 
group match.



Canada v Bosnia & Herzegovina
12 June, 21:00 – Toronto

Canada v Qatar
19 June, 19:00 – Vancouver

Switzerland v Canada
24 June, 21:00 – Vancouver

Manager: Jesse Marsch 

Basic formation: 4-4-2 

Qualification: Hosts 

World Cup appearances: 

2



Best World Cup result: Group stage



For a long time, the Canadians weren’t exactly known as a 
footballing nation. If anything, they were known for stars 
like Junior Hoilett, whom a generation ago was mainly 
recognised because he was faster than most other players 
in FIFA Ultimate Team. Today, things are a little different. Of 
all three hosts, they bring with them Phonzie Davies and 
Jonathan David, who are arguably the players with the 
greatest international appeal. Manager Jesse Marsch is a 
familiar name to Bundesliga fans at least, but the truth is 
that he has not been able to build on his successful spell in 
Salzburg. For Canadian football, this World Cup is a huge 
opportunity on many levels. The Canadians’ matches are 
sure to be entertaining – that much I can promise.



Squad & Line-up

Marsch relies on a 4-4-2 formation. The final decision on the 
goalkeeper is still pending. Dayne St. Clair (Inter Miami) 
seems to have a slight edge over Maxime Crépeau 
(Orlando). Alphonso Davies will start on the left, though it 
remains unclear whether he will play at left-back or left-
wing. Should Davies play further forward, Richie Laryea will 
take over the left-back position. In the centre, Joel 
Waterman is set to lead the defence, with either Derek 
Cornelius or Kamal Miller playing alongside him. On the 
right, Niko Sigur of Hajduk Split will play somewhat out of 
position at right-back. Ahead of him in the centre is Ismaël 
Koné of Sassuolo. His partner in the centre is Nathan Saliba 
of RSC Anderlecht.
If Davies plays as a left-back, Ali Ahmed (Norwich) will likely 
operate in front of him; an alternative would be Marcelo 
Flores (Tigres). On the right, the situation is somewhat 
clearer: Tajon Buchanan of Villarreal is the clear first-choice 
player here. The same applies to his teammate Tani 
Oluwaseyi up front alongside the star of the attack, 
Jonathan David (Juventus).

Canadian hipster football

Canada’s play with the ball is chaos in action – and by 
design. At least, that is how it will appear to many 
spectators. Behind the Canadian chaos, however, lies an 
idea – an idea with which one could certainly achieve 
success in football. We are, of course, referring to the 
sometimes extreme Canadian overloads in their attack. 
These formations can be seen all over the opposition’s half.
Let’s start with the formations that are the least extreme. In 
deep build-up play, the positional play always shifts 
depending on the chosen attacking flank. Close to the ball, 
the full-back operates high and wide, almost permanently 
forming the wide anchor point in this structure. In the final 
line, Oluwaseyi is the target man, whilst David provides the 
link-up play. On the other side, the full-back furthest from 
the ball operates with minimal width and takes on more of 
a linking role rather than standing wide and deep. The rest 
of the team is constantly on the move. Although both 
central midfielders often operate at the same depth, they 
are quite free in their movement.



Many attacks are then launched by the ball-carrying central 
midfielder. They almost always carry the ball diagonally 
towards the flank. The Canadians look to form diamonds or 
triangles here with the aim of breaking through wide 
towards the byline. Counter-movements are used as a 
means to this end. The target area is then always behind 
the defender who has been drawn out of position.
They also look for space in the final third when opting for 
a flat approach through the middle. David acts as the 
target man under pressure here, and the area around 
him is heavily overloaded with players beforehand. 
The Canadians then attempt to use short one-two passes 
to get behind the defence or to exploit a gap in the 
defensive line. Depending on positioning, a through ball 
leading to a one-on-one on the wing is also possible. 
Ahmed and Buchanan are capable of winning these duels 
and coming out on top.



If a player breaks through behind the defence – regardless 
of the build-up – a simple, powerful cross into the box is by 
no means the result. Quite the opposite: the Canadians are, 
at least intentionally, methodical in their play and often 
look for a low pass to one of the two strikers, who 
frequently position themselves at the penalty spot. 
However, the final product is the Canadians’ main problem. 
All too often, the decision in front of goal becomes too 
complicated. The low ball into the back of the box is 
certainly a good tactical move, but it demands a high degree 
of precision from everyone involved. Unfortunately, recent 
international matches have often shown that there is still 
plenty of room for improvement here. The Canadians’ 
ability to score goals is limited. Even their varied set-piece 
play is not yielding the hoped-for success.



A foreign concept: cover

For the perfect transition from attack to defence, one need 
only look at where the Canadians’ biggest defensive 
problems stem from – namely, they begin in their own 
attacking third. The other aspect of these overloads is the 
risk that comes with them: a severely depleted back line 
with centre-backs who cannot simply defend the entire 
pitch through their athleticism alone. Especially against 
deep blocks, the team with the ball advances almost all the 
way to within 10 to 15 metres of the opposition’s penalty 
area. This certainly makes sense for winning the ball in the 
counter-press, but if a player fails to win his duel, things 
quickly become dangerous at the back.



Also because of these risky defensive thatnot 
necessarily to be expected,that Canada will be on 
the defensive in the next round “shut out” .

Anotherreason is that one
defensivelythe opponent. You see the Canadians 

mostly operating from a mid-block, either in a 4-4-2 or a
4-3-3 Christmas tree formation. The 

strikers – when on the same line – often play towards each 
other and, together with the pair in the double six, 
form a box. This then creates problems with the distances 
to the wide midfielders. Often, these are positioned far too 
wide, and the half-spaces are extremely open. In the 4-3-3, 
where David usually drifts out wide and one of the wingers 
pushes forward, the problems are not quite so glaring. The 
Canadians operate primarily in a space-oriented manner in 
the second line, which makes the lack of penetration less 
noticeable.

In a deep block, the link to the attacking line breaks down 
depending on the situation. The two lines – as in attack – 
close in tightly around the ball and try to create numerical 
superiority.



On the one hand, this opens up the side away from the ball; 
on the other, the team is not always effective enough at 
closing down spaces and passing lanes or winning the ball, 
despite the high risk involved in many of their moves. The 
opposition repeatedly find their way between the lines 
here, with gaps regularly appearing in front of the back four 
in particular. However, the defensive movement is solid, 
meaning the opposition must capitalise on these spaces 
quickly.
Another feature worth mentioning is the pressure applied 
to the opposition goalkeeper. The Canadians take a lot of 
risks here too, treating the goalkeeper practically as an 
eleventh outfield player. So, in the overall structure, it’s 
eleven against ten. Oluwaseyi usually pushes forward. 
Logically, this triggers a chain reaction in which the whole 
team has to follow up. Consequently, this also means that 
somewhere on the pitch, a Canadian has two opponents – 
usually one of the full-backs. This player tends to fill the 
half-space and, with his opponent, maintains the link to the 
defensive line. However, if the opponent manages to get 
into these zones, precision in tracking back and good 
defensive movement are required. This risk can be 
rewarded – or punished.



Prediction

Predicting the Canadians is actually relatively 

straightforward. If it turns out to be a good tournament, 

then they will have got to grips with the aforementioned 

issues of poor finishing and defensive solidity. Should they 

fall short of expectations, then they will have stumbled 

precisely over those very stumbling blocks.

They could well struggle against Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 

defence. Here, they definitely need to be clinical in front of 

goal to get off to a successful start in the tournament. 

Despite all their problems, they should be able to win the 

match against Qatar. Then, in the third game against 

Switzerland, they might even be fighting for top spot in the 

group.

Nevertheless, the Canadians stand out somewhat in their 

style. It will be fun to watch. However, the Canadians 

shouldn’t expect a long tournament.



Qatar v Switzerland
13 June, 21:00 – San Francisco

Canada v Qatar
19 June, 00:00 – Vancouver

Bosnia and Herzegovina v Qatar
24 June, 21:00 – Seattle

Manager: Julien Lopetegui

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: Group winners, Qualifying Round 4; 10W-3D-5L-37:28 goals

World Cup appearances: 1

Best World Cup result: Group stage



Who would have thought ten years ago that a team would 
qualify for a World Cup after drawing with North Korea and 
Afghanistan, suffering a heavy defeat in Kyrgyzstan and 
taking a thrashing against the United Arab Emirates? I 
certainly didn’t. So it is certainly a bit of a surprise that the 
Emirate of Qatar will be at the World Cup in 2026 as well as 
2022. In the fourth round of the Asian qualifiers, they 
eventually beat the United Arab Emirates 2-1, securing top 
spot in the group in this additional qualifying round.

Having been virtually the group’s whipping boys in the third 
round of qualifying (conceding 24 goals in eight matches) 
and still managing to finish ahead of Kyrgyzstan and North 
Korea with 1.3 points per game, the Qataris managed to put 
these defensive problems behind them, at least 
temporarily, over the course of two matches.

This was likely also down to the change of manager, which 
took place shortly before the decisive round. Julen 
Lopetegui stabilised this team when it mattered most. But 
will they achieve more at this World Cup with the former 
Real Madrid manager – or will their campaign end in the 
group stage once again?

Squad & Line-up

In truth, Lopetegui’s team almost picks itself. At least, that was 
the case long before the tournament. With Qatar’s March 
internationals cancelled, the most recent sample of the squad is 
now somewhat older than anticipated. In goal, much points to 



Meshaal Barsham. The back four in Lopetegui’s 4-2-3-1 
formation, from right to left, are Ayoub Al-Oui, Al Hashmi Al 
Hussai, Lucas Mendes and Sultanal-Brake. The double six is 
likely to be Assim Madibo and Khalem Boudiaf. On the left is 
star player and captain Akram Afif, and on the right 
Edmilson. Mohammed Al-Mannai plays in the number 10 
role and Almoeez Ali up front.

Afif and departure

It should come as no surprise that good possession 
structures cannot be conjured up in a team overnight. 
With a national team and comparatively few training 
opportunities, this is even more difficult. The question 
therefore arises as to when one can expect a team like 
Qatar to show signs of well-prepared attacks.
With the end of the qualifiers, Lopetegui has now been in 
charge for nine games – so one would think it is becoming 
clear what kind of football the al-Anabbi (the Wine Reds) 
want to play. However, Qatar’s play with the ball offers 
little to get excited about ahead of this World Cup.
The basic structure in Qatar’s deep build-up play is a 2-4-3-
1. The centre-backs, together with the central midfield duo, 
form a box, whilst the full-backs position themselves wide 
and usually line up level with the central midfielders. If the 
opposition presses high, however, they can also drop back 
as far as the back line to lure the opposition further 
forward. The two wide midfielders also operate wide.



The strike duo move out of sync: one striker (usually Ali) ties 
up the back line in the left half-space, whilst his partner drops 
slightly into the right half-space.

Consequently, it is almost irrelevant that the spacing in the 
first lines of build-up play is not always ideal, even though 
there is theoretically plenty of personnel available. The 
deeper positioning serves primarily to lure the opposition 
slightly, before playing a long ball to target man Ali, who is 
expected to flick the ball on with his head. After a lot of 
passing, a long ball to target man Ali – or diagonally to the 
quick wingers – almost always follows.

In higher zones, not much changes structurally, though 
small variations in the players’ roles are noticeable. 
Centrally, there is a clear division of duties: whilst Madibo 
mostly takes on the defensive role, Boudiaf operates higher 
up and roams primarily in the left half-space.



Why this happens on the left of all places is easily explained 
– this is where Qatar’s best player is usually to be found: 
Akram Afif.
The central attacking midfielder’s movement is primarily 
intended to create space for Afif through his runs, with Afif 
immediately looking to turn and drive forward once he has 
the ball and space. The Qataris get the ball to Afif via what 
is arguably their only real means of progression apart from 
the long ball. On the left flank, a diamond formation is 
created by the centre-back, full-back and the two central 
midfielders. Within this structure, Afif drops in front of the 
left-back, often finding himself in a one-on-one situation 
against an opposing defender and immediately attempting 
to turn and drive forward.

Other progressive variations are lacking in Lopetegui’s 
team. Rarely do the centre-backs play through balls that are 
then flicked on by the overlapping wingers to the full-backs. 
And even when this does happen, the follow-up action is 
practically never prepared.



When Afif gets into the flow, Katarein has a clear strategy 
for scoring goals: crosses. The full range of options for 
delivering crosses into the box is utilised here. If they break 
through linearly down the flank, they vary between classic 
crosses to target man Ali and intelligent low crosses. If they 
run into the space behind the defence, this is often followed 
by a cut inside and a cross or a chip from the halfway line.

Afif on the left flank demonstrates considerable versatility, 
whilst the right flank, with Edmilson, is significantly less 
dynamic. At times, he stands there alongside the right-back 
and the

defensive midfielder in an arc around the opposition 
defence, whilst the rest of the team occupies the box and 
simply waits for the cross. There is virtually no vertical 
dynamism in these situations.



In the final third, much of the play seems haphazard. Only 
Afif creates moments of surprise depending on the situation 
and is certainly capable of playing good through balls from 
central areas. To be fair, however, one must acknowledge 
that the opposition’s pressing and positioning were 
nowhere near the standard one would describe as 
professional in Germany.

So the Qataris can count themselves lucky that Afif, in 
addition to his good through balls, also possesses strong 
set-piece skills. Both goals he scored in the fourth round of 
qualifying came from set-piece situations – a weapon that 
had already kept Qatar in the running during the qualifiers. 
Without them, they would probably have missed out on the 
finals.

As open as a barn door

As already described, the Qataris were not exactly known 
for their defensive stability in the qualifiers. The flood of 
goals conceded was certainly anything but a coincidence. 
Nevertheless, Lopetegui did manage to make some progress 
here – without, however, being overly spectacular.

When the opposition takes a goal kick, the Qataris line up in 
a 4-1-4-1. Target man Ali splits the two centre-backs, whilst 
the second striker drops back to mark the opposition’s 
defensive midfielder closely. If the opposition plays with a 
double pivot, the central attacking midfielder pushes 
forward. Behind them, Madibo operates in the space in 
front of the back line, allowing both wingers – depending on 
the opposition’s formation – to position themselves in the 
half-space between the full-back and a potential central 
opponent. By drawing the defence out, Ali directs the 
opposition’s build-up play to one side with an arcing run.

Whilst he slowly presses the centre-back, the rest of the 
team closes down all options near the ball and shifts as a 
unit to the respective side. By leaving the opposition with 
no options, the Qataris often force them to play a long ball 
early on.



The fact that the Qataris press high is usually only evident 
during the opposition’s goal kick. As a rule, they are found 
in a 4-4-2 midfield block, in which the principles, however, 
remain similarly straightforward. The opponent’s first line 
of build-up is hardly pressed at all. The two strikers either 
orient themselves towards the opponent’s second line of 
build-up or operate in a space-oriented manner. If these 
central players from the second line drop out of the block, 
the strikers push forward with them – though without much 
aggression.
The central midfield duo operate in the space behind. Both 
maintain close distances between themselves at all times 
and frequently manage to cover each other’s backs. The 
motto is: cover cautiously rather than press aggressively. 
The aim is to tempt the opposition into playing long balls 
through passive behaviour and only step out once cover 
behind is guaranteed.

However, this structure is not built on entirely solid 
foundations – it begins to wobble as soon as the opposition 
picks up the pace.



If the back line is forced to rush out, options quickly open 
up for the opposition. Qatar is weak in terms of timing, 
marking and spacing; there is also plenty of room for 
improvement in terms of covering opponents.
These are tactical problems that manifest themselves in 
almost every style of play – whether it be offering the 
opponent space and options during a third-man play, or 
jeopardising the entire integrity of the back line through 
individual decisions. Similarly, Qatar’s defence can be easily 
outplayed in the spaces between the lines with simple 
adjustments to off-the-ball movement and positioning – 
actions that regularly trigger chain reactions in al-Anabbi’s 
defensive unit.

Qatar’s deep block is also not entirely watertight. The four-
man midfield line drops extremely deep, right up to their 
own penalty area, and depending on the position of the 
opposition’s wide players, both flanks fill the back line.



However, the transition into this deep cover is not always 
clean either.

As the actual back four usually does not stand wider than 
the penalty area and the wingers work back from a similarly 
narrow position, the entire flank initially remains open to 
the opposition. If the winger then has to push out wide, the 
opposition almost always has the option of playing a back 
pass into the half-space. In this way, the Qataris not only fail 
to put pressure on the opposition, but also invite them into 
one-on-one situations.

Things get similarly messy when the full-back has to step 
out of the deep defensive line. Here too, Qatar’s tactics 
are sloppy and they do not always cover the backline 
reliably, which once again creates space for the 
opposition.
The team compounds all these problems with inconsistent 
tackling and already limited situational awareness. Even in 
the box, the players frequently lack an overview.

As these disorganised moments have become more 
frequent under Lopetegui, it stands to reason that individual 
quality in defence, in particular, is limited.

Prediction

Afif’s shoulders are probably not broad enough to carry 
Qatar to anything more than a World Cup surprise. There is 
a lack of quality in too many areas to describe this team as 
seriously competitive. Anything other than an early exit 
with 0 points would be a success.



Qatar v Switzerland
13 June, 21:00 – San Francisco

Switzerland v Bosnia & Herzegovina
18 June, 21:00 – Los Angeles

Switzerland v Canada
24 June 2021 – Vancouver

Manager: Murat Yakin

Starting line-up: 4-3-3

Qualification: 1st in Group B; 4W-2D-0L; 14:2 goals

World Cup appearances: 13

Best World Cup result: Quarter-finals 1934, 1938, 1954



The Swiss have repeatedly caused minor upsets in recent 
years. At the European Championship on home soil in 
Germany, only a goal from Niclas Füllkrug stood in the way 
of victory over the German national team. At the previous 
European Championship, they defeated the then world 
champions France on penalties after trailing 1-3. This 
generation is on the verge of playing their final major 
tournament. For Shaqiri, who has been in contention for the 
Golden Boot at every tournament, and for Yann Sommer, 
their time with the Swiss national team is already over. For 
Granit Xhaka, this will likely be his final tournament. 
Nevertheless, exciting players such as Dan Ndoye, Ardon 
Jashari and Johan Manzambi are joining the squad for this 
tournament. It will be interesting to see whether they can 
already follow in the footsteps of the older generation at 
this tournament.



Squad & Line-up

Murat Yakin usually opts for a 4-3-3 formation. In goal, 
Gregor Kobel (Dortmund) takes over from Yann Sommer. 
The back four, however, has not changed much. Ricardo 
Rodriguez (Betis Sevilla) still starts on the left. The centre-
back pairing consists of Nico Elvedi (Gladbach) and Manuel 
Akanji (Inter Milan). Silvan Widmer (Mainz) operates 
primarily on the right side of the back four. Should Yakin opt 
for a back three, Michel Aebischer (Pisa) would be an 
option. The same applies to Denis Zakaria (Monaco) for the 
wing-back position. Granit Xhaka (Sunderland) continues to 
pull the strings in central midfield. He is likely to be flanked 
by Fabian Rieder (Augsburg) and Remo Freuler (Bologna). 
Alternatives for a defensive approach would be Ardon 
Jashari (AC Milan) or Johan Manzambi (SC Freiburg), should 
the team opt for a more attacking approach.Manzambi 
could also switch to the wing-forward position. These spots 
will certainly go to Dan Ndoye (Nottingham) on the left and 
probably Ruben Vargas (Sevilla) on the right. Up front, Breel 
Embolo (Stade Rennes) is the only clear centre-forward 
option.

Wing play lacking Swiss precision

One might think that having Granit Xhaka on the pitch 
would automatically provide a significant boost to the 
team’s attacking play. However, in recent months we have 
seen a slightly different Xhaka in the national team jersey: a 
style characterised by plenty of horizontal, and at times 
diagonal, ball distribution, but no longer as vertical as we 
might be used to seeing from him. This is holding the Swiss 
game back against deep-lying defences, and one gets the 
feeling that in many moments there is simply a lack of 
dynamism. Or to put it another way: the dynamism relies a 
little too heavily on certain players.

Switzerland starts deep from a 3-1-(2) build-up structure. 
This remains the case regardless of whether Yakin fields a 
back three or a back four on paper. In basic back-four 
formations, Rodriguez then acts as the defensive midfielder 
in build-up play. Widmer, as his counterpart on the right, 
pushes wide without really becoming offensive.



On the left flank, one sometimes sees a wide-standing 
number eight or Ndoye operating along the touchline. The 
other winger moves into the half-space and operates 
behind the runs of Embolo, who repeatedly creates links in 
the final third. However, Switzerland is not as rigid in this 
regard as other teams. They draw on the anchor and floater 
principles. The anchors here are always the same, 
comprising the players from the back line. Only on the left is 
there occasionally a little variability between the number 
eight and Ndoye. The rest of the team operates largely in 
higher zones.

These principles contribute to the Swiss developing a 
slight tendency towards overload, with the aim of playing 
the ball across the width of the pitch. This is particularly 
evident on the left side of the attack, which tends to have 
more possession. The number eight, who is close to the ball, 
then drops between Ndoye and Rodriguez, who are already 
positioned wide. Due to Ndoye’s high position, the direct 
link to the front line is often lost. Xhaka now moves 
centrally as an anchor to either facilitate one-two passes or 
shift the play horizontally.



Embolo also drops slightly into these spaces to open up 
space for the attacking midfielder on the far side and to be 
available as a diagonal passing option. Thanks to the wide 
positioning of the full-backs, one can at least see the 
formation of triangles from the partially dropping positions 
of the number six, number eight and attacking midfielder. In 
these situations, Switzerland always has plenty of players 
deep in defence and, thanks to the technical quality of its 
players, demonstrates good resistance to pressing.

However, creating attacking danger doesn’t always have to 
be complicated. Sometimes simple runs by the number 
eights, attacking the gaps between the wing-backs and 
Embolo, are enough. Where possible, they prefer the direct 
option. However, Switzerland are also clever enough to 
exploit the space vacated by the number eight, then use a 
one-two or a lay-off to get into the space behind the full-
back. At times, Switzerland can also play through balls to 
the advanced number eight, then switch play out wide to 
create momentum. In these scenes, too, the Swiss right 
flank appears somewhat lacking in dynamism.



This is simply because there is a lack of well-coordinated 
follow-up play. The first pass is good. However, the move 
takes too long to develop positively for the Swiss team.

However, they are not above playing simple long balls to 
Embolo, who is expected to flick them on to Ndoye and 
Vargas making deep runs. This is not necessarily successful, 
though. This applies generally to the whole of Switzerland’s 
play in the attacking third. They are often far too static and 
make life harder for themselves than it needs to be by not 
always occupying space optimally. If Embolo drops deep or 
drifts wide, there is no option in the final third or in the box 
to cause the opposition problems. Breakthroughs occur 
practically only out wide. It is then not helpful when 
Widmer has to deliver a cross into the box where no Swiss 
player is waiting. The irony of it all is that Switzerland pose a 
threat almost exclusively from such situations – but only if 
these situations are set up with good box positioning. With 
a subsequent 3-on-3 in the box, Switzerland then have a 
chance.



The same applies to counter-attacks, which also depend 
heavily on one factor: Ndoye’s position. If he drops deep 
into the back line, there is a lack of options for counter-
attacks when the ball is won. If Switzerland manages to win 
the ball high up the pitch, with Ndoye still defending high in 
the 4-2-3-1, they become a threat far more frequently. The 
same applies to counter-attacking situations arising from 
their own possession. If Switzerland commits a lot of players 
to deep areas, they can use Ndoye’s (or Manzambi’s) quality 
to play quickly and vertically into space. However, there is a 
lack of consistency here.

A defensive approach that no longer suits the squad

As one might expect, winning the ball high up the pitch is 
actually the decisive X-factor in Switzerland’s game. If 
Ndoye can get to the ball high up with little cover from the 
rest of the defence, it usually results in successful matches 
for Yakin and his team. The willingness to take a certain risk 
here is also evident in Switzerland’s defensive play.



Switzerland usually line up in a 4-2-3-1 formation. From 
this setup, the winger closest to the ball moves up into 
the final line alongside Embolo. Behind them, the team 
plays a man-oriented passing game; on the far side, they 
accept being outnumbered, ensuring they are always one 
man up in the final line. The risk then lies in the players’ 
own decision-making. If they see an opportunity to win 
the ball or apply pressure, they push forward with their 
opponent in the cover shadow, creating a 2-on-1 or 
similar situation. Behind them, Xhaka has to cover a lot of 
ground and mark opponents, which doesn’t always work 
out well when you look at the distances involved. Nor is 
Switzerland always good enough at defending the back 
pass in these situations. This allows the opponent to 
break free from their marker and then push forward into 
the space that has opened up.



Although Switzerland has situational success with their play, 
the final conviction is still lacking. The back line rarely 
defends aggressively going forward, which certainly has to 
do with the fact that the back four is no longer the youngest 
or most athletic – three of the four players are over 30. The 
focus here, when it comes to playing the ball out, is more 
on the backward movement of the entire team. This works 
well enough, provided the ball is not faster than their own 
players on the way back into defence. Nevertheless, 
Switzerland is at its most vulnerable during these phases.

And there are several reasons for this. Above all, there is 
too often a lack of intensity in Switzerland’s pressing. Many 
actions seem to be carried out without the necessary 
conviction. Switzerland combines this with gaps that are 
sometimes far too large – both to the opposition and 
between the lines themselves – as the defensive line rarely 
positions itself high up the pitch and with courage.



This may also be due to a fear of long balls, with no players 
capable of defending effectively in the back line. Add to this 
the caution shown in defending from the front, and the 
result is a situation that opponents in possession can 
exploit. When the play moves forward vertically, the Nati 
often just watch from behind and are more focused on 
damage limitation than on pure prevention.

However, if they are quicker in retreating than the 
opponent’s attacking efforts, they drop into a 4-1-4-1, with 
Xhaka playing arguably the most important role. He 
operates in the space in front of the defence to close gaps 
and pick up opponents, so that the back line is not forced 
into defending forward. The two central midfielders in front 
operate in a hybrid manner, balancing spatial and 
opponent-oriented play. The focus here is on securing the 
area through collective tactics and passing – something 
Switzerland has been somewhat sloppy with in recent 
matches. If the opposition pulls the central midfielders and 
Xhaka out of position through man-marking or moves them 
out of the defensive lines, spaces repeatedly open up that 
can be exploited diagonally.



This then forces the centre-backs to take a step forward – a 
chain reaction that ultimately moves the entire Swiss block. 
Something similar happens across the width. Here, 
depending on the opponent’s structure, Ndoye and Vargas 
then fill in the back line. Theoretically, this limits the 
influence on the flanks, but gives up too much in the 
forward lines. With Ndoye playing deep, Ried is then forced 
into high areas on the left flank. This in turn opens up 
spaces between the lines, to which the rest of the team 
must react. Furthermore – as already mentioned – the 
attack lacks the cutting edge provided by these two players.

Prediction

The Nati should get through the group stage despite their 
shortcomings. However, winning the group is far from a 
foregone conclusion. Despite the narrow 3-4 defeat to 
Germany in March, there is currently little imagination that 
Switzerland will once again become the giant-killers. There 
is a lack of consistency and clarity on the pitch. Something 
that could prove Switzerland’s undoing as early as the group 
stage.



Canada v Bosnia & Herzegovina
12 June, 21:00 – Toronto

Switzerland v Bosnia & Herzegovina
18 June, 21:00 – Los Angeles

Bosnia & Herzegovina v Qatar
24 June 2021 – Seattle

Manager: Sergej Barbarez

Starting line-up: 4-4-2

Qualification: UEFA play-offs vs Wales/Italy

World Cup appearances: 2

Best World Cup result: group stage



Sarajevo was in raptures following the penalty shoot-out 
victory over Italy. Following on from 2014, manager Sergej 
Barbarez has led Bosnia and Herzegovina to a World Cup 
finals for the second time. A qualification that, unlike that of 
other play-off teams, is by no means undeserved. Including 
the play-offs, they lost only once, narrowly at home to 
Austria. That defeat, along with two further draws against 
Cyprus and Austria, at least secured a play-off spot, from 
which they went on to win twice on penalties. So now it’s 
the World Cup finals. In a group that is anything but a 
‘group of death’, Barbarez and his team certainly have a 
chance to make history for Bosnian football.

Squad & Line-up

In his 4-4-2 formation, Barbarez often relies on the same 
starting eleven, featuring many names familiar to us from 
the Bundesliga. Nikola Vasilj of FC St. Pauli starts in goal. In 
the back four, Sead Kolašinac (Atalanta) plays on the left. 
The centre-back pairing consists of Tarik Muharemović 
(Sassuolo) and Nikola Katić (Schalke 04).



Amar Dedić of Benfica Lisbon plays on the right. Benjamin 

Tahirović (Brøndby) seems to be a fixture in the centre, with 

the spot alongside him likely to go to either Ivan Šunjić 

(Pafos) or Ivan Bašić (Astana). Amar Memić (Pilsen) starts on 

the left, whilst rising star Kerim Alajbegović (RB Salzburg) 

comes off the bench for now. His counterpart on the right is 

Esmir Bajraktarević (PSV Eindhoven). Up front, Demirović 

(VfB Stuttgart) and Edin Džeko (Schalke 04) are the first-

choice pair. First alternative: Haris Tabaković from 

Mönchengladbach.

Perfected wing play

Bosnia and Herzegovina bring one thing to the pitch: 
physicality. Anyone who wants to get a rough idea of 
exactly what that means should watch the first five seconds 
of the play-off match against Italy. In the very first move, 
Ivan Bašić sets a ‘screen’ against the Italian to allow the first 
long ball to be played to Džeko. But he doesn’t just set a 
screen; he throws himself into it so hard that any referee in 
the world should have blown the whistle.

This move clearly sets the tone Bosnia and Herzegovina 
want to set in their game. The physicality suits them. 
They bring the necessary passion and make it clear to 
every opponent that the next 90 minutes could well be a 
gruelling affair.
Physicality and aerial dominance are at the forefront in 
every phase of possession. Playing the ball out flat from the 
back is a rare occurrence under Sergej Barbarez. The match 
kicks off here with a long ball from Vasilj to the 1.93-metre-
tall Edin Džeko. Even at 40, he still knows how to make his 
mark in these situations. The space around Džeko is then 
congested to ensure the best possible access to the second 
ball. Demirović positions himself diagonally behind Džeko 
and lies in wait for a lay-off behind the defence. The 
remaining midfielders operate to his right and left.



If Bosnia and Herzegovina win the ball, the first pass is a low 
ball aimed down the flank, where both full-backs are 
positioned wide and push up with the ball. The objective is 
then clearly defined: a cross into the box, where there are 
at least three players ready to receive it. To achieve this, the 
same variations are seen time and again. Either they look 
for the direct route by isolating the player on the touchline, 
or they try to create space through pairs or triangles. When 
the Bosnians play a wing pair out wide, you see players 
making runs in front and behind; if they open up space in 
the half-space, a defensive midfielder can step in to deliver 
the cross into the penalty area from there. The basic rule is 
that the player who feels the least pressure from the 
opposition is allowed to cross. In the box, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina have enough quality to capitalise on these 
crosses. In addition, they always manage to position 
themselves well for second balls in case the opposition 
clears. Then the play starts all over again.



If no option presents itself, Bosnia’s play results in a lot of 
unnecessary possession, involving a great deal of horizontal 
passing back and forth, often interspersed with a misplaced 
pass to the opposition, which can then become quite 
dangerous. The Bosnians also take the liberty of looking to 
shoot from distance. However, their set-pieces remain their 
most potent source of danger. Every dead ball is used here 
for a high cross into the box, be it a throw-in or a free-kick 
on the edge of the penalty area.



Cross it, if you dare

Bosnia and Herzegovina possess the ability to make games 
against supposedly better opponents close affairs. 
Admittedly, the comeback against Italy was partly down to 
a bit of luck, but it is also true that they only fell behind in 
the first place because of Vasilj’s mistake.
As in their base formation, the Bosnians defend from a 4-4-
2 formation throughout all phases of the game. However, 
there is no aggressive high-pressing. Rather, the Bosnian 
style of play when defending can be described as measured 
and risk-averse. Keep the centre tight and have an extra 
man in the back line – that is Barbarez’s motto here. To 
avoid potential numerical disadvantages in the centre, the 
midfield line is positioned close together horizontally. In 
terms of width, the defensive back four serves as the 
reference point. Often, the players are positioned even 
closer together than the back four behind them, in order to 
provoke the opposition into playing balls outside the block. 
Depending on the situation, the full-back then steps out of 
the line and the midfielder continues to hold the centre. 
The aim is to deny the opposition any options to link up in 
the centre.



Why do they do this? The answer lies once again in Bosnia’s 
overall style of play. Even if there is a breakthrough down 
the flank, they are strong enough in their own penalty area 
to easily defend any cross. However, this approach also 
poses a slight risk for the Bosnian national team.
Once pushed deep into their own box, both links to the 
strikers are often severed. They then stand in a 4-4 
formation at the same depth and width in front of the 
block. Situationally, however, they make individual tactical 
errors. In some cases, the stepping out and pushing through 
results in defensive behaviour that is not always entirely 
clean. For example, if a full-back jumps diagonally into the 
space in front of him, a gap can quickly open up down the 
flank. The opponent can then play a ball that runs counter 
to the entire defensive movement.

The issue of open channels in the centre runs through the 
Bosnian game to some extent anyway. It’s just that there 
aren’t enough opponents who can provoke it and capitalise 
on it. The best way to break down the Bosnian back line is 
by playing balls over the top into the pressure.



In central areas, they operate with a lot of man-marking. 
The same applies to the centre-back pairing. If one of the 
Bosnian players steps out with his opponent in the cover 
shadow towards the opponent in possession, he often fails 
to stop the passing lane into the back line or the space 
between the lines. A simple one-two to the unmarked 
teammate is then enough, and the Bosnian defence has to 
shift as a unit and reorient themselves. They are not always 
precise enough to regain defensive control. If the central 
midfielders in particular are taken out of the game, things 
quickly become uncomfortable.
The same applies when pressing slightly higher up the pitch. 
Here, too, the aim is to force the opposition to play the ball 
wide – but this time specifically to the right. Depending on 
the opposition’s structure, Demirović drops back to the 
opposition’s defensive midfield, whilst Bajraktarević pushes 
forward slightly more aggressively than his counterpart on 
the left. Here too, Bosnia and Herzegovina again focus on 
the centre; in particular, the left midfielder repeatedly 
drops into a wide defensive midfield role centrally and then, 
depending on the situation, steps up to mark the full-back 
or wing-back.



However, as mentioned, play tends to be pushed towards 
the right, Bosnian side. The cross-field pass to the centre-
back often acts as the trigger for pressing. The pitch is split 
in half, with man-marking closing down and tackling. With 
the defensive midfielders pushed far forward, however, the 
area behind them can become thin. With plenty of space in 
the centre due to the extra man in the back line, the 
opposition could, at least in theory, break free from these 
situations to launch a quick counter-attack. This doesn’t 
even necessarily have to arise from an organised pressing 
situation; occasionally, it’s enough for the two central 
midfielders to be lured a little too far forward to create 
space behind them.

Prediction

Bosnia have plenty going for them to survive in Group B. 
With a bit of luck, they can go toe-to-toe with Switzerland 
and Canada, and they should be superior to the Qataris.

In terms of style of play, the Swiss and Canadians are 
probably stronger, but both struggle somewhat with their 
own finishing. Surprises are more than possible here. It will 
be difficult for Bosnia and Herzegovina if they face an 
opponent who attacks them where they are most 
vulnerable. Then their physicality and set-piece strength will 
no longer be enough.



Brazil v Morocco
14 June, 00:00 – New York

Brazil v Haiti
20 June, 3 am – Philadelphia

Scotland v Brazil
25 June, 00:00 – Miami

Manager: Carlo Ancelotti

Starting line-up: 4-2-2-2

Qualification: 5th place in the South American qualifiers; 8 wins, 4 draws, 6 defeats; 24 goals scored, 17 conceded

World Cup appearances: 22

Best World Cup result: World Champions 1958, 1962, 1970, 1994, 2002



It may sound exaggerated, but the glory days of Brazilian 
football seem to be over, at least for the time being. Since 
winning the World Cup in 2002, the record-breaking world 
champions have reached the semi-finals of a World Cup 
finals tournament just once. We all know how that one 
semi-final in Belo Horizonte in 2014 ended. Their last Copa 
América victory was also seven years ago now. Qualification 
for this World Cup was also far from outstanding. They 
finished in fifth place, with just one win from five matches 
at one stage. The Brazilian Football Confederation reacted 
in May 2025: Carlo Ancelotti is to lead the Seleção to the 
World Cup and restore them to their former glory. But even 
the latest results do not allow the Brazilians to dream of 
more just yet: defeats against Japan and France, and only a 
draw against Tunisia. There is still plenty of room for 
improvement ahead of this tournament, and should Brazil 
be allowed to dream of a title once again, no one will be 
asking about the results before the tournament anyway.



Squad & Line-up

Like other nations, Brazil could probably field more than 

one team at this World Cup given the talent they possess. In 

Ancelotti’s 4-2-4 formation, however, there is still only 

room for eleven players. In goal, there is a contest between 

Ederson (Beşiktaş Istanbul) and Bento (Al-Nassr), in which 

Ederson is likely to have the edge. In the back four, too, far 

from everything is settled. Caio Henrique (Monaco) is likely 

to start on the left, with Douglas Santos (Zenit St 

Petersburg) as the first alternative. The right-back position 

will be occupied by Wesley (AS Roma). Things get more 

complicated in central defence: Gabriel (Arsenal) is likely to 

be a certainty, whilst the race for the second centre-back 

spot is between Bremer (Juventus), Marquinhos (PSG) and 

Éder Militão (Real Madrid). In front of the defence, 

Casemiro (Manchester United) has his place secured. 

Beyond that, it will likely all depend on form and the 

opposition. Andrey Santos (Chelsea) was Ancelotti’s 

preferred choice recently, but Bruno Guimarães (Newcastle) 

would also be an option.

On the left flank, Martinelli (Arsenal) has the edge.

On the right, Raphinha (FC Barcelona) should have the edge 

over Estêvão (Chelsea). Up front, Vinícius Júnior (Real 

Madrid) will of course start. Whether João Pedro (Chelsea) 

or Matheus Cunha (Manchester United) will play remains a 

question mark until the World Cup. As a more traditional 

striker option, Igor Thiago (Brentford) would also be an 

idea.

Editor’s note: Santos, Pedro and others are surprisingly 

absent from the Brazilian national team squad. In central 

defence, much now points to Marquinhos alongside 

Gabriel.

Transition play instead of Joga Bonito

Depth, depth, depth – that is probably how one could 
describe the Seleção in 2026 under Carlo Ancelotti. Little 
short passing, more like sudden (simulated) counter-
attacking situations involving world-class individualists in 
these scenarios.



Through his approach to the game, Ancelotti consistently 
manages to put his players in situations where they are at 
their best: with pace, plenty of space and isolated in front 
of the opposition’s goal. And where possible, it all happens 
in the simplest way.
I am, of course, talking about transition moments. The 
Brazilians set a standard here that is probably not better 
executed by any other team in this tournament. The quality 
they display in these situations is truly impressive. All four 
members of the attacking quartet – whether in the starting 
line-up or coming off the bench – bring depth to the play 
and look for it immediately when they win the ball. Even 
from set pieces, they immediately offer runs into space up 
front, so the opposition must remain 100 per cent focused 
at all times, or they’ll be caught out. The standout player in 
these situations remains Vinícius Júnior. Positioned higher 
up the pitch than the rest of his team, he sometimes drifts 
wide to create even more space for one-on-one situations. 
Once the move is underway, his quality makes him almost 
impossible to stop.



It is precisely such situations that they also try to create in 
their organised, deep-lying possession play. In these 
situations, the Seleção usually start in a 4-2 build-up 
structure, which can shift asymmetrically to a 3-3. On the 
left flank, left-back and former HSV player Douglas Santos 
usually stays deep, whilst on the right Wesley pushes 
forward dynamically without, however, positioning himself 
high up the pitch and in an attacking role too early. The two 
central midfielders position themselves in the channels 
between the deep-lying playmakers, sometimes level with 
each other, sometimes staggered in depth. In the back line, 
Ancelotti then has four players with depth, who also enjoy a 
high degree of positional freedom. Martinelli, who usually 
stays wide on the flank, can certainly fill in centrally at 
times. Vinícius drifts wide at times, as in the transition 
game, Cunha or Pedro drift into the spaces at times to 
create links, and Raphinha also has complete freedom to 
find space. If two of the four attacking players now drift into 
the centre, a box-like structure forms centrally, which 
Ancelotti aims to use to create momentum.

This primarily happens on the right flank, which is down to 
the chosen full-back profiles. The target man is either 
Raphinha, who has dropped in, or Vinícius Jr.’s striking 
partner, who has dropped back. Whether dropping in or 
dropping back, this player immediately pulls a defender out 
of the opposition’s back line. If the striker drops back, 
Raphinha looks to get behind him to draw the opposing full-
back into the centre. Once the intended link-up player in 
the build-up is reached – either directly or via the central 
midfielders – Wesley surges from deep into the space 
created down the flank.The ball is then simply played 
forward, and if the timing is right, there is now plenty of 
space ahead with plenty of pace generated. In some 
instances, the Brazilians can even create 2-on-1 situations 
across the width of the pitch in these scenarios, or Wesley 
looks for the through ball to the attacking players making 
runs into the space.Here, too, there is a simple method: 
often, the playmakers opt for a direct long ball down the 
flank if there is space and a one-on-one situation to be 
found there. Ancelotti relies heavily on the instincts and 
quality of the individual players here.



Following these transition moments, the entire midfield 
pushes forward into the attack – in case the transition does 
not immediately lead to a shot on goal. Even in the 
attacking third itself, Ancelotti relies more on the player’s 
individual solutions than on rehearsed mechanisms. If the 
opposition dig in with a deep block, you see constant 
triangular formations on the flanks. These usually consist of 
a full-back, a central midfielder and one of the four 
dribblers from the attack. The decision on how to play the 
ball then almost always lies with the attacking player. A 
deliberate dribble, a through ball into space or a move 
through the centre – all of this is generally initiated by the 
striker or winger. In the follow-up play, the other two sides 
of the triangle then try to set up the attacking players as 
best they can. It looks very calculated when there is a run 
down the flank. On the left, almost everything in these 
situations goes through Vinícius Júnior. If he cannot find a 
solution, there is also a lot of passing around the block 
among the Brazilians, depending on the situation. With a 
touch of impatience in their minds, this can quickly lead to a 
shot from distance.



Generally speaking, the play loses little of its depth in the 
final third. What is missing is a player in front of the defence 
who can get forward through his passing rather than 
necessarily through dribbling. Although the counter-
movements between the striker and the winger are 
frequently seen, there is often a lack of courage – and 
perhaps also the quality – to then play the ball into the 
space behind the defence. In a friendly in 2025, Lucas 
Paquetá was often the player who could create space from 
the back line and pick out players behind the defence. As a 
result, the Seleção can certainly struggle against a well-
organised low block. Although each of the attacking players 
has enough quality to turn such games around on their 
own, the Brazilian game nevertheless tends to become 
somewhat one-dimensional here. The choice for the 
number eight role alongside Casemiro is likely to be an 
interesting one – particularly against opponents against 
whom they should have more possession.



The question of balance

When the Brazilians establish themselves in the 
opposition’s half, they effectively have two high full-backs, 
attacking-minded central midfielders and number eights, 
and consequently do not necessarily have a strong 
defensive presence in the back line. Brazil’s greatest 
strength is also where they are most vulnerable. In the 
friendly against Tunisia, one such counter-attacking 
moment was enough to secure a 1-1 draw against the 
football giants.
In organised defensive play, the Seleção demonstrate a high 
degree of flexibility. They often adapt to the opposition with 
ease and employ various structures when pressing high up 
the pitch. One thing, however, always remains the same: 
the Brazilians’ strong focus on the centre. This is intended 
to allow them to constantly direct the opposition’s play 
around the block and, with Casemiro in front of the 
defence, create a numerical advantage as often as possible. 
This is achieved through the positioning of the two wide 
midfielders. They drop deep and centrally into the midfield 
line, positioning themselves more as central midfielders 
than as opposing full-backs.



One of the two strikers – usually Vinícius – drops back 
slightly further to take the number six out of the game 
with his defensive cover. However, there is a lack of 
consistency here, as well as a lack of willingness to do 
defensive work.
Once every opponent in the centre has been marked, 
Casemiro can easily drop back from the line and fill the 
space between the lines. He then picks up the dropping 
movements of the opposing strikers and can thus ensure 
that the integrity of the back line remains intact. Casemiro’s 
positioning is arguably the most exciting in the Seleção. He 
often lurks vertically between two opponents in a line, only 
to immediately attack the forward opponent when a pass is 
played. In such situations, he acts as a one-man pressing 
trap.

In these situations, the ball played to the full-back acts as 
the trigger for the press. The team’s own full-back then 
steps out, the midfielder covers the ball into the centre, and 
Casemiro can – if necessary – secure the space behind the 
full-back. If a turnover is achieved here, the counter-attack 
can be launched again.



However, if defensive control is not established beforehand, 
things can get tricky. If Casemiro is tied up higher up the 
pitch – due to a different build-up structure from the 
opposition, for example – the team’s own centre-back is 
forced into a defensive run forward in these situations. 
Depending on the situation, this leaves a lot of space behind 
the back line, which the opposition could exploit using 
simple through-ball and one-two combinations. In the 
worst-case scenario, both full-backs and centre-backs must 
then engage in duels further up the pitch that must not be 
lost. This is likely where the greatest danger lies for 
Ancelotti and his team. If the attacking players in particular 
are outplayed, they do not excel in exemplary defensive 
movement.



This lack of defensive discipline is also evident in deep 
defending. The link breaks down between the two 
nominal strikers. At best, they feel like they are 
‘neighbours of a defensive midfielder’, without actually 
being actively involved in defence. This inevitably leads to 
Brazil defending in a 4-4 formation in front of their own 
box. Whilst this has the advantage of giving Brazil plenty 
of attacking momentum for a quick transition, it 
nevertheless involves a certain risk. Particularly down the 
flanks, the opposition can easily create a 3-on-3 
s ituation,  as the centre-back closest to the ball cannot 
push forward. It doesn’t take much quality or creativity 
to break through. All it takes is an attacking run by the 
player being marked by the winger. The defensive 
reaction speed isn’t there, so the passing in that situation 
didn’t work. In short: there is a lack of basics in collective 
defensive tactics in these situations.



Even if they do manage to defend it or the opponent 
doesn’t want to break through down the flank, it can still 
become dangerous. Once again, Casemiro is the key here. If 
he is needed wide in a defensive triangle, his central partner 
must effectively close down the entire central area in front 
of the defence on his own. Often, a back pass is enough to 
break up the 3-on-3 and shift the play elsewhere – a back 
pass that is almost always possible because the strikers are 
simply waiting for the transition and do not want to be 
involved in winning the ball themselves. Through good 
movement, one can then successfully manipulate 
Casemiro’s partner in his position – be it by exploiting space 
behind the defence or directly with a deep run through the 
channels.
Do you remember the missing number 8 profile
Part with the ball: In the game against the ball, there are 
plenty of arguments for a more defensive approach in this 
position.



Prediction

Brazil undoubtedly have the most direct—and probably the 
best—counter-attacking play we’ll see in this tournament. A 
single moment can be enough to decide an entire match. 
But they also struggle when such moments are few and far 
between. A well-organised defensive block can cause the 
Brazilians problems. Here, much depends on the form on 
the day of Vinícius and his teammates. Against opponents 
who are strong on the ball, they can sometimes find 
themselves in trouble at the back. However, being pinned 
deep in their own half also offers opportunities for direct 
counter-attacks. If Brazil manage to resolve their problems 
when defending in the tournament, they will be one of the 
most dangerous teams in the competition and could pose a 
threat to any side.



Haiti v Scotland
14 June, 3.00 pm – Boston

Brazil v Haiti
20 June, 3.00 pm – Philadelphia

Morocco v Haiti
25 June, 00:00 – Atlanta

Manager: Sébastien Migné

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group C – 3 wins, 2 draws, 1 loss – 9:6 goals

World Cup appearances: 2

Best World Cup result: Group stage



Newcomers to a World Cup finals always bring me a little 
joy. With 48 participants and three host nations, it is not 
unlikely that one or two surprise teams from the CONCACAF 
federation will make it to the World Cup. Haiti kicks things 
off. Having prevailed against Costa Rica, Nicaragua and 
Honduras in the final round of qualifying, they now face 
Scotland, Morocco and Brazil. With the two Premier League 
players Wilson Isidor and Jean-Ricner Bellegarde, they have 
at least two star players in their starting line-up. But is that 
enough to cause an upset in this strong Group C?

Squad & Line-up

Frenchman Sébastien Migné fields the Haitians in a 4-2-3-1 
formation. In goal is 38-year-old captain Johnny Placide (SC 
Bastia). Martin Expérience and Duke Lacroix are vying for 
the left-back position. Ricardo Adé and Hannes Delcroix 
(Lugano) are the first-choice centre-backs. On the right side 
of defence, Carlens Arcus is the classic right-back option, 
though Jean-Kévin Duverne (Gent) can also fill in on the 
right.



Danley Jean Jacques (Philadelphia) and Leverton Pierre 
operate in central midfield. Bellegarde (Wolverhampton) is 
the first-choice number ten. On the flanks, I expect Josué 
Casimir (Auxerre) and Wilson Isidor (Sunderland). Frantzdy 
Pierrot (Rizespor) will lead the line.

The Haitian dribbling half-track

Anyone looking for a Haiti side that plays at the highest 
tactical level is clearly in the wrong place here. Haitian 
football at national team level has something of street 
football par excellence about it: plenty of dribbling, plenty 
of head-through-the-wall determination, plenty of fun on 
the pitch. And right in the thick of it is Premier League 
player Bellegarde, who leads all these ‘vibes’ to some 
extent. Time and again, it is Bellegarde who drops deep 
from his number 10 or left-sided central midfield position in 
the 4-2-3-1 formation to drive Haiti’s play from deep.



Structurally, he drops practically between the advanced 
left-back and the centre-back. Both defensive midfielders 
operate in a box with the centre-back pairing. In front of 
them, Haiti forms a line with number 10 Bellegarde, with 
two players in each half-space, and in the final line, the 
wide players operate on the flanks with a pinning Pierrot in 
the centre. If Bellegarde doesn’t get space to turn – he’s 
also happy to charge headlong into a wall – he looks for the 
long, diagonal ball.
This can either go behind striker Pierrot, who is then to be 
run onto by Isidor on the right, or it goes directly wide to 
the isolated winger. Rarely does one also see the flat 
solution via the player in the half-space. If a Haitian is 
isolated, then their game begins. With great enthusiasm, 
they always seek the one-on-one and the connection into 
the box – be it via wingers, full-backs or indeed via 
Bellegarde.



However, Bellegarde also becomes the key to their play in 
higher zones. In combination with the left-back and 
wingers, they actively try to lure the opponent’s back line 
out of position.
If Bellegarde manages to move well between the lines and 
behind the opposition’s central midfielders, thereby 
drawing a centre-back out of position, the ball is played 
out wide. Whoever occupies that space is really a matter 
of choice. The ball is played wide and the space behind the 
drawn-out centre-back is immediately attacked with a run 
forward. You see the through ball played wide into the 
half-space time and time again with Haiti. After that, it’s 
back to the usual game: dribble, dribble, dribble.

Room for improvement in every phase

If you just look at the ‘vibes’ when they have the ball, you 
might get the idea that they could perhaps even get 
something out of it if everything were to click on the day. 
Unfortunately, however, that hope fades relatively quickly 
when you see their defence.

Situational awareness and timing are arguably Migné’s 
biggest areas for improvement ahead of this tournament. 
Unfortunately, these are also things that cannot be 
mastered overnight, but are also individual issues for the 
players themselves. Haiti often start in a 4-2-3-1 midfield 
block, marking man-to-man. This can lead to the midfield 
and defensive lines becoming widely separated, depending 
on the opponent’s movement. Man-to-man marking is also 
employed in the back line. If the midfield line is drawn out a 
little too far, then firstly the space between the lines 
becomes huge and secondly the centre-backs have to cover 
long distances if they want to defend against players in the 
space between the lines.
Here, it becomes apparent time and again that the timing of the 
back line
Line-breaking disaster. They do rush forward, but so late 
that they cannot put any pressure on the player with the 
ball. As this creates gaps in the line, one could even say 
they exacerbate the problem they already have due to 
the large space between the lines. If the entire line 
pushes forward, Haiti runs into another problem. They 
only generate pressure in unison, so a long ball behind 
the line is enough to cause problems.



When defending deep, the lack of situational awareness is 
particularly striking. Some players in the Haitian back line 
focus too much on the ball. In some cases, this starts as 
early as the midfield. An opposing full-back pushes up 
slowly, and the midfielder scans only the ball. After a few 
seconds, their own full-back is left in a 2-on-1 situation on 
the back line, and since they are once again unable or 
unwilling to apply pressure, a long ball is enough. You see 
almost the same picture when the opposition has the ball 
out wide: full-backs and midfielders are focused solely on 
the player with the ball. Behind them, the opposition simply 
continues running towards the byline.
If a team can manipulate the positioning in this deep 4-4-2
, things can go badly. Man-marking also runs through their 
deep defending. If the opponent standing next to the full-
back pushes wide, a huge gap opens up between the full-
back and the centre-back.



Playing through the middle or similar moves are not 
possible if you are pinned in the centre. The winger must 
now make his way into the centre, but the final decisive 
action is lacking. Often, players stop where they think they 
can close down the passing lane – with the major problem 
that this isn’t always the case. And even if it is, in the back 
line you’re just one ball away from an opponent, leaving 
you outnumbered and chasing the ball. Defending in the 
box then leads to a lot of chaos. High balls in particular 
repeatedly create danger in front of your own goal.

Prediction

Without the three North American hosts, Haiti would 
probably never have qualified. The fact that they managed 
to scrape together four points against Costa Rica in the 
qualifiers laid the foundation for their ticket to the World 
Cup finals. However, there was a lot of luck involved in both 
matches. Simply taking part should be considered their 
greatest achievement. In the best-case scenario, Haiti will 
make history with their first World Cup goal. To secure their 
first World Cup point, they will need a great deal of luck and 
creativity.



Brazil v Morocco
14 June, 00:00 – New York

Scotland v Morocco
20 June, 00:00 – Boston

Morocco v Haiti
25 June, 00:00 – Atlanta

Manager: Mohamed Ouahbi

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group E – 8 games played; 0 wins; 0 draws; 22 goals scored, 2 conceded

World Cup appearances: 6

Best World Cup result: Fourth in 2022



For many experts, Morocco is once again the absolute dark 
horse in this tournament. A flawless qualifying campaign, a 
place in the Africa Cup of Nations final and a squad 
brimming with quality and talent. In Morocco, there is great 
hope that they can even surpass the best-ever African 
World Cup result after 2022. In their opening match against 
Brazil, they will know straight away where they stand. At 
the time of writing this introduction, it has been two years 
since their last defeat during a regular international break 
or a tournament. This is another reason why expectations 
are probably higher than ever before a World Cup.

Squad & Line-up

Ouahbi is opting for a 4-2-3-1 base formation. The 
goalkeeper’s spot remains with Yassine Bounou (Al-Hilal). 
The two full-back positions are also set in stone. Captain 
Achraf Hakimi (PSG) plays on the right and Noussair 
Mazraoui (Manchester United) on the left. In central 
defence, it’s still anyone’s guess at the moment. Nayed 
Aguerd (Marseille) is expected to start on the right.

On the left, it will be a two-horse race between Chadi Riad 

(Crystal Palace) and Issa Diop (Fulham). Things look a bit 

clearer in the centre of defence. The duo consists of Neil El-

Aynaoui (AS Roma) and Samir El-Mourabet (Strasbourg). In 

the number 10 role, Ismael Saibari (PSV) seems to have the 

edge over Bilal El-Khannouss. The attacking trio consists of 



Abde Ezzalzouli (Betis Sevilla) and Brahim Diaz (Real Madrid) 

on the wings. Ayoub El-Kaabi (Piraeus) completes the team 

in the striker position.

With brains in the back
Morocco has clear patterns and principles in its build-up 
play. Ouahbi largely relies on the same sequences, though 
without being particularly spectacular or groundbreaking. 
The Moroccans’ entire game begins with an asymmetrical 
structure. Mazraoui stays wide as the left-back, thereby 
helping to shore up the back line. El-Mourabet acts as the 
anchor in front of the defensive line, whilst right-back 
Hakimi pushes high up the flank.



If he is positioned almost in the back line, near the 

withdrawn Diaz, then number 8 El-Aynaoui drops in 

between the centre-back and Hakimi. El-Aynaoui drops 

centrally out of a triangle that he constantly forms with the 

number 10 and the number 6. If he drops out, Diaz tries to 

re-establish the connections. On the left flank, which 

generally gets somewhat lost when Morocco are in 

possession, Ezzalzouli acts as a wide player.

When playing deep in their own half, they are by no means 
averse to playing a long ball directly to target man El-Kaabi. 
Ideally, this creates a counter-attacking dynamic with plenty 
of momentum towards the goal. However, the preferred 
option is the flat variation down the right flank, which 
naturally has a lot to offer individually with Hakimi and Diaz. 
In combination with Saibari or El-Khannouss, they form 
triangles on the right flank at almost every level. Here, they 
simply try to play their way through the open space.

It is often the case that two of the three drift out into the 
half-spaces, allowing a breakthrough down the flank. The 
individual quality on the right flank is so high that this works 
very effectively in Morocco’s play.

This is also combined with overloads in the final third. If 
Morocco spreads their ball-near triangle slightly, the aim is 
to get behind the defence either directly or via an 
intermediate step. Sometimes with the number 8, El-
Aynaoui, who fills the wide space, and the striker El-Kaabi 
pushing forward, Morocco brings a lot of players to their 
own right flank. If the number 10s Saibari and Diaz in 
particular are positioned slightly higher up, they make a 
deep run to free up the space in front of the back line. El-
Kaabi then acts as a passing option to play the ball directly 
behind the back line.



Once behind the defence, Morocco’s attacking quality 
becomes apparent. Their attacks and runs are often 
superbly timed, staggered and prepared. The winger on the 
far side always occupies the space at the far post, whilst 
there is plenty of flexibility in front of him. Sometimes the 
players specifically target the space around the five-yard 
box, leaving the space behind the defence open – which is, 
of course, occupied by the Moroccans. At other times, both 
players move towards the near post and the third player 
runs through behind. In any case, this is always followed by 
a well-timed, low cross that almost always creates danger.



The same patterns can be seen in the attacking 
transitions: looking for depth and width, a low cross, a 
shot. However, it is particularly noticeable here that 
the right decision is sometimes lacking. In these 
situations, the team often looks to link up in the box a 
little too early. Unfortunately, poorly prepared crosses 
from the halfway line are not uncommon. Generally, 
the Moroccans’ play often seems a little one-
dimensional, though they cope well with this, as they 
can still win games through their set-pieces if 
necessary.



Defensive perfection

Just two goals conceded in qualifying. The same in the 
Africa Cup of Nations. The two goals conceded in this 
tournament: a penalty and a lucky strike. Against Nigeria in 
the semi-final, they conceded 0.08 xG; against Cameroon, 
there wasn’t a single shot on target against keeper Bounou. 
And it’s no coincidence. The Moroccan defence is as good as 
it looks on the stats sheet. It is one of the best we are likely 
to see at this World Cup.

The foundation of their defensive success is their discipline. 
They are consistent in their runs, outstanding in their 
retreating movements and clear in their procedures. And 
they are often rewarded for it. Morocco start from a 4-1-4-1 
base formation. There is no high pressing; instead, they 
stand patiently in a midfield block and, depending on the 
situation, apply light pressure 5 metres behind the halfway 
line. Every defensive run by the Moroccans is then 
combined with a coherent movement by their teammate.



A brief example. Number 10 Saibari starts from his half-
position and moves forward into the opponent’s back line. 
The run is vertical, at a moderate pace, with his marker on 
his back. At the same time, striker El-Kaabi drops diagonally 
back, closing down diagonal passing options into the centre. 
The centre-back now has only the option of a cross-field 
pass to his centre-back partner or to the player occupying 
the wide position. If he plays the ball to the centre-back, the 
left midfielder now pushes forward into the back line. He 
too came from a slightly wide position. Depending on the 
positioning of the full-back, he picks his marker so that the 
latter is taken out of the game by his run. If he also presses 
a central opponent in his vicinity, either the number 8 or 
the number 6 moves a line higher. Number 6 El-Mourabet, 
in particular, always manages to position himself well in 
space to capitalise on such situations. Every run forward is 
covered by the rest of the team at the back.



The opponent is now left with only the option of a long ball 
forward or a back pass to the goalkeeper, who then finds 
himself just as out of options as his teammates a line 
further forward.

If the centre-back opts to mark the winger, the Moroccans’ 
pressing is triggered. With great intensity, they close down 
close to the ball and almost always manage to create 
numerical superiority in the area. They aim to win the ball 
through this. Morocco are more aggressive here than other 
teams at the World Cup. The numerous minor fouls also 
disrupt the opponent’s rhythm.



Even when defending deep, the principle of closing down 
close to the ball to win possession across the width of the 
pitch is repeatedly evident. In a sort of 4-2-3-1 formation, 
the entire back line operates in a hybrid manner between 
man-marking and zonal marking. If they manage to push 
the opposition wide deep in their own half, they close down 
mercilessly once again. The opponent in possession is 
effectively forced into isolation. Morocco are so good at 
closing down and closing the gaps that practically no spaces 
open up for the opposition. The gaps and space exist where 
Morocco want them to be: on the other side of the pitch.



This is perhaps where an opportunity lies for the 
opposition. By luring them wide and shifting horizontally, 
one could set the block in motion. The gaps in the back 
line also offer at least some attacking opportunities. The 
full-back must always find the right balance here between 
closing down and maintaining width in defence. Another 
possibility seems to be the positioning of both wingers. If 
they are tied too high and wide to their opponents, a 
passing lane into the centre opens up, at least briefly. But 
this requires precision, quick decision-making and timing, as 
Morocco are too disciplined in closing down and will resort 
to a foul if necessary. If Morocco are forced into deep 
defence, however, the far post should be the target. A box-
crashing winger can certainly create a one-on-one situation 
here.

Prediction

Morocco effectively have everything it takes to play another 
successful World Cup. They are incredibly well-organised 
defensively, have well-rehearsed attacking moves and can 
save themselves through set-pieces if necessary. Practically 
everything a good tournament team needs. Their defence in 
particular will manage to make every game a close affair, 
especially against the supposed favourites. It’s not at all far-
fetched, not to say very realistic, that Brazil will struggle 
against them right from the start in their first group match. 
They could show right from their first World Cup match that 
they’ll be a force to be reckoned with again in 2026.



Haiti v Scotland
14 June, 3.00 pm – Boston

Scotland v Morocco
20 June, 00:00 – Boston

Scotland v Brazil
25 June 00:00 – Miami

Manager: Steve Clarke

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group C – 4 wins, 1 draw, 1 loss – 13 goals scored, 7 conceded

World Cup appearances: 8

Best World Cup result: Group stage



Hampden Park, Glasgow. 18 November 2025. An evening 
that went down in the annals of Scottish football history. 
Thanks to a dream goal from McTominay and a last-minute 
winner from Kieran Tierney, the team qualified for the 
World Cup finals for the first time since 1998. Just like in 
1998, they are once again facing Brazil and Morocco. Back 
then, they finished bottom of the group with a single point 
and, as in every World Cup, were knocked out early. That is 
set to end now. The knockout stages are the target. Can the 
Bravehearts go all the way this time?

Squad & Line-up

Scott Clarke has actually opted for a 4-2-3-1 base formation, 
but a back three or back five cannot be entirely ruled out 
for the Scots. If fit, the now 43-year-old Craig Gordon (Heart 
of Midlothian) will likely be in goal. The first alternative is 
probably Angus Gunn (Nottingham Forest). On the left of 
the back four, the spot still belongs to captain Andy 
Robertson (Liverpool). The right-back position goes to 
Nathan Patterson (Everton). In central defence, it is likely to 
be Scott McKenna (Zagreb) and Jack Hendry (Al-Ettifaq).



The third option in a back three is John Souttar (Rangers) or 

Kieran Tierney (Celtic). In central midfield, Clarke has plenty 

of options. Lewis Ferguson (Bologna) should be a certainty, 

whilst alongside him it looks more likely to be Ryan Christie 

(Bournemouth) rather than Billy Gilmour (Napoli). The other 

Neapolitan is a certainty in the number 10 role: Scott 

McTominay. He will be flanked by John McGinn (Aston Villa) 

and Ben Doak (Bournemouth). Should Clarke opt for two 

strikers, Tommy Conway (Middlesbrough) could also start. 

Up front, Che Adams (Torino) has the edge over George 

Hirst (Ipswich).

All that remains is McTominay magic

With Scotland, you’re in for episode 3 of European 
physical/wing-based football, this time with the variable 
of Scott McTominay. McTominay is the sole reason the 
Scottish game isn’t entirely stuck to one track. There is, in 
fact, a ‘threat’. All Scottish players position themselves 
outside the centre to some extent. Thus, both pairs stick 
to the flanks.

Ferguson, the number 6, sometimes shifts between the 
outside centre-back and full-back to create links; Christie 
does the same, but in higher areas. McTominay then acts as 
a free agent. Sometimes behind Adams in the back line, or 
sometimes as the sole link-up player in the centre.

There are, however, moments when Scotland do not just 
look for power from the cross, but actually play flat and 
diagonally through the centre. If McTominay is not linked 
up closely but holds the back line behind Adams, Robertson 
has little choice at first but to play the ball along the line. 
Christie can, however, also drop deep between the left 
midfielder and the striker. If he times this run well enough, 
he offers the option of moving into the half-space, thereby 
opening up diagonal passing lanes to Adams.



He can then either play it straight on to Christie or even 
bring McTominay into play behind him. The latter is 
arguably the most promising option. McTominay must have 
the ball so that Scotland can create danger in the attacking 
third through something other than crosses.

In deeper possession, Gilmour is a useful player. With 
McTominay dropping back, the pair manage to break free 
from the press from time to time and then shift the play 
wide. In these situations, Scotland then play along the 
flanks as planned. The only problem is that McTominay is 
then too often missing from the box when he has dropped 
deep to help build up play. The crossing game itself makes 
perfect sense. Scotland have enough players with good runs 
and timing. They also have the right players. Hirst, Dykes, 
Conway and McTominay all have enough height to cause 
problems for the opposition.



However, Scotland sometimes creates problems for 
themselves from their own possession. With full-backs 
pushed up, the remaining defence often consists solely of 
centre-backs, whom one would not necessarily describe as 
covering a lot of ground or being particularly quick. 
Scotland’s attacking play involves plenty of crosses, plenty 
of chance and plenty of McTominay. Factors that do not 
necessarily bode well for sustained attacking play.

The statistics don’t back you up

The Scots have, defensively, the ability to weather periods 
of pressure from the opposition relatively unscathed. In 
their last three qualifiers, they conceded 58 shots. In 4 of 
the 6 qualifiers, they conceded more xGoals than they 
generated themselves. Logically, this is also reflected on the 
pitch, and time and again the Scottish defence has one key 
player: Scott McTominay.

Of course, it is somewhat more complicated than pinning it 
down to one man, but he is nonetheless the player who can 
make the decisive difference for Scotland here.



The phases in which Scotland line up somewhat passively in 
a 4-5-1 midfield block are the ones that can prove so 
dangerous for the team. McTominay, alongside Christie, fills 
the gaps in Ferguson’s system. On the flanks, the approach 
is strictly man-marking, with players dropping back to 
reinforce the defensive line. Depending on the situation, 
Scotland can therefore defend from a 6-3-1 formation. If 
there is discipline in the team’s defending, the Scots 
manage to maintain vertical and horizontal compactness. 
The problem is that this discipline, and also the tactical 
group movements should anyone leave their position, are 
too rarely demonstrated.

There are several situations here where they find 
themselves in trouble. Problem number one is the space 
behind Ferguson when McTominay and Christie operate a 
line higher up. This can happen if they allow themselves to 
be drawn out of position by the opposition’s build-up play.



Scotland then push forward and go 2-on-1 on the ball-
carrier if the extra man manages to successfully cut the 
opponent off from the rest of the team. In this example, the 
striker manages to take the centre-back out of the game via 
his angle. This is seen more frequently, particularly in high 
man-to-man pressing.

If the opponent manages to shift the play, Clarke’s defence 
can quickly become exposed. If Ferguson is pushed wide by 
his opponent’s marking, there is a complete lack of cover 
behind him. If McTominay and Christie fail to close down 
the passing lanes beforehand, the opponent can also play 
directly into the spaces that have opened up.From the back 
four, the team is often not bold enough to cover the space, 
leaving the opposition room to operate. The problem is 
primarily evident with the centre-backs in a back four. The 
full-backs are somewhat bolder here, especially when the 
wingers drop deep.

If Scotland sit deeper in their 4-2-3-1, they also become 
more vulnerable to overloads across the width of the pitch. 
In the friendly, Japan managed to constantly put the Scots 
in a 3-against-4 or 4-against-5 numerical disadvantage here. 
Additionally, they attacked the gaps and spaces behind the 
defence with runs. It is moments like these that ultimately 
plunge the Scottish block into chaos. The spaces in front of 
the central defenders, combined with the Scottish defence 
being pushed deep, cause the block to stretch in practically 
every direction. It can be broken down simply: if 
McTominay moves out of the defensive line and it does not 
result in winning the ball, things can quickly become 
uncomfortable.



The Scots would be better advised to press high and 
show some courage. High, long balls may sometimes 
cause problems, but the chance of winning the ball high 
up the pitch also significantly increases the Scots’ 
chances of victory. Alternatively, defending from a back 
three would be another option to bring more stability to 
the defence. Even if, playing a 5-4-1 formation, they are 
unable to consistently close the gaps in front of the 
defence.

Prediction

Scotland’s defensive problems cannot be overlooked. They 
are likely too significant for the team to survive in a group 
featuring Brazil and Morocco. The opening match against 
Haiti must be taken seriously enough to secure as many 
points as possible. If that goes wrong, it will probably be 
another first-round exit for Scotland at the World Cup.



Australia v Turkey
14 June, 6 a.m. – Vancouver

USA–Australia
19 June, 21:00 – Seattle

Paraguay–Australia
26 June, 4 am – San Francisco

Manager: Tony Popovic

Starting line-up: 3-4-2-1

Qualification: 2nd in Group C, Qualifying Round 3; 11W-4D-1L; 38:7 goals

World Cup appearances: 6

Best World Cup result: Round of 16 in 2006, 2022



By the end of 2024, things were looking grim for the 
Socceroos on their path to the World Cup. Following an 
opening defeat against Bahrain and a draw against 
Indonesia, Tony Popovic was appointed as the new manager 
of the Australian national team. It was the right decision. In 
the end, Australia qualified without suffering another 
defeat. Even against Japan, the Australians picked up 4 
points from their two qualifying matches. Popovic has 
demonstrably stabilised the Socceroos. So what can the 
Australians achieve at this World Cup?

Squad & Line-up

Popovic is sticking with a 3-4-2-1 base formation. In goal is 
the now 34-year-old Matt Ryan (Levante). The trio in central 
defence consists of star player Alessandro Circati (Parma), 
Cameron Burgess (Swansea) and Milos Degenek (Nicosia). 
The 18-year-old Lucas Herrington (Colorado Rapids) would 
be another option. Jordan Bos (Feyenoord) is a certainty on 
the left. On the right, it is a two-horse race between Kai 
Trewin (NY FC) and Jacob Italiano (Grazer AK). Playing 
centrally in front of the defence are Aiden O’Neill (NY FC) 
and Connor Metcalfe (St. Pauli).



The attacking midfield positions are still very much up for 
grabs. Metcalfe could also feature here. More likely, 
however, is a combination of Riley McGree 
(Middlesbrough), Ajdin Hrustic (Almelo) or even Nestory 
Irankunda (Watford). Up front, there is likely to be no 
getting past Mohamed Touré (Norwich).

Jordan Bos’s showcase

Australia are solid, but not necessarily spectacular in 
possession. Nevertheless, they have solutions for many of 
the problems they will face at the World Cup. In deep build-
up play, the three centre-backs form a 3-2 structure with 
both defensive midfielders. Both wing-backs vary their 
positioning significantly. If the opposition presses high, they 
are often found in flatter positions. The wingers move into 
the half-space and also vary their positions. Sometimes they 
link up with the number 6, and sometimes one of the two, 
depending on the player’s style, acts as a sort of classic 
number 10. This is seen more often when Irankunda is on 
the pitch, as he primarily wants to operate in the final third.

The Australians then have a simple remedy for high pressing 
from the opposition. Long balls, if possible diagonal, behind 
the defence. But any long exit ball into the final third serves 
its purpose here. Simply avoid taking risks and causing 
unnecessary, deep turnovers. The exit ball may not always 
be well prepared, but for Popovic, ‘safety first’ seems to be 
the motto here.

If the Socceroos face slightly less pressure, it becomes a bit 
clearer what they intend to do with the ball. Namely, to get 
into the final third dynamically via the wingers. On the left 
flank in particular, Jordan Bos brings a lot of quality to the 
game, using his pace to make an impact. The Australians 
open up play flat to one of their two central midfielders. 
These players then try, where possible, to move the ball out 
wide. They often find Bos positioned flat. With simple one-
two passes, they then combine their way into higher areas 
of the pitch.



Against deep-lying opponents, they increasingly look for flat 
solutions through the centre. Although paired with the 
same objective, they initially play flat through the half-space 
or even through the centre. In these situations, Australia 
exploits the spaces through their floating wingers. The 
entire team acts in a very forward-thinking and solution-
oriented manner in these situations. Although the quality is 
occasionally lacking, meaning mistakes creep in time and 
again, their footballing philosophy is exemplary.

That is also the main reason why things aren’t quite clicking 
in the final third yet. The end product in many situations is 
often a solid 6 out of 10. If you exclude the Curacao friendly, 
the Australians have only managed to score more than one 
goal in one of their recent friendlies. A glimmer of hope, 
however, is likely to be Jordan Boss, who, thanks to his 
central positioning (or minimal width), manages time and 
again to actively integrate himself into the attacking play.



The ideas and moves he brings to the table are better 

than those of the rest of the team. Unfortunately, 

however, he cannot do much to change the fact that 

many of his crosses are then simply fumbled. 

Australia currently look like a team that scores a lot, but 

what is that worth if you don’t score goals?

Average with a downward trend

The end result of the attack carries less weight if you 
manage to stay compact or even generate important, high-
pressure transitions from your own defence. This is 
achieved through man-oriented, high pressing. Australia is 
consistently clever in these moments at pushing through 
and also at occupying the spaces correctly. This becomes 
particularly clear when pressing, or rather when involving 
the goalkeeper. In their attacking press, Australia bring a lot 
of players close to the ball. Sometimes the goalkeeper is 
pushed up preventively away from the ball, forcing the 
opposition all the more into long balls.



However, the risk the Socceroos take here does not lie in 
the open spaces on the far side of the ball, but in the high 
defensive line in these situations. The Australians’ back line 
has little speed to defend the space behind them. Against 
Colombia, they found themselves in two identical situations 
where a single long ball was enough to cause them 
problems.

The problem also becomes clear when pressing high is 
effective. With the ball on the full-back, Australia press 
forward. Bos must then, depending on the opponent’s 
structure, shift from one wide player to the other. This then 
forces the back line to shift horizontally. This is where the 
timing sometimes falters, so that a fraction of a second is 
enough to break through the press. If the centre-back then 
has to defend high up with space behind him, things get 
tricky again.



Something similar can also be seen in the Australians’ 
midfield block. Problems arise here particularly when 
Irankunda is on the pitch. The Socceroos operate from a 5-
2-3 or 5-4-1 formation during these phases. Both central 
midfielders then push up into the front line when they are 
covered by their flanks. The wide midfielders stand out here 
due to their close links with the midfield line. However, 
Irankunda is not as effective as other options on the pitch. 
He often positions himself too high, too wide or, generally 
speaking, simply isn’t good enough for a compact midfield 
block. This then triggers a small chain reaction on the left 
flank. With Irankunda on the pitch, Bos is always slightly on 
the move forward to cover the back of the player in front of 
him. Consequently, this can lead to similar situations to 
those seen with high pressing. If the Australians are also 
caught with their number 6s pushed forward, the Australian 
defence becomes exposed.



However, the number 6s do not always make a positive 
impression in deeper situations either. They intercept deep 
attacking runs from the centre too rarely, or their reaction 
time is too slow. If the opposition lacks pace and dynamism, 
Australia manages to stay compact and repeatedly create 
numerical advantages close to the ball to win possession. 
Suddenly, the ball movement through the entire block 
works well too. So one can assume that Popovic is giving his 
team the right foundations on the pitch, but that they 
simply lack quality from time to time.

Prediction

Australia are unlikely to spring any major surprises or cause 
problems for the favourites en masse. They lack the 
finishing touch in front of goal, and their defence tends to 
become too porous too quickly. Against opponents of a 
similar calibre, Australia can be a tough nut to crack. In 
Group D, I see only Turkey as clearly superior. Against the 
USA and Paraguay, they are certainly on a par.



Australia v Turkey
14 June, 6.00 pm – Vancouver

Turkey v Paraguay
20 June, 6 pm – San Francisco

Turkey v USA
26 June, 4 am – Los Angeles

Manager: Vincenzo Montella

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: UEFA play-offs vs. Romania/Kosovo

World Cup appearances: 3

Best World Cup result: Third in 2002



It is hard to believe that this is only Turkey’s third World 
Cup. After 1954 and 2002, when they lost to the eventual 
world champions in both tournaments, they managed to 
qualify for this World Cup via the play-offs. Their 
performances against Romania and Kosovo were often 
lacklustre, but no one will be asking about that on 14 June 
at 6 am when they face Australia in their opening match. In 
recent years, a small golden generation has emerged in 
Turkey, who are now set to compete in their second major 
tournament following the European Championship two 
years ago.For rising stars Arda Güler and Kenan Yildiz, aged 
20 and 21 respectively, this will be the first of hopefully 
many World Cups. After 24 years and a fourth-place finish 
back then, there is a great longing in Turkey for a new 
national football miracle.



Squad & Line-up

Vincenzo Montella continues to rely on a 4-2-3-1 base 
formation, in which we shouldn’t see too many surprises in 
terms of personnel. The undisputed number one is Ugurcan 
Cakir (Galatasaray). Equally undisputed is left-back Ferdi 
Kadioglu (Brighton). Zeki Celik (AS Roma) is likely to start on 
the right, though Mert Müldür (Fenerbahçe) is also an 
option. The centre-back position is arguably the most 
intriguing ahead of the tournament. Abdülkerim Bardakci 
(Galatasaray) seems certain of his place. There are three 
other options alongside him: Ozan Kabak (Hoffenheim), 
Merih Demiral (Al-Ahli) or even Samet Akaydin (Rizespor). 
However, Kabak remains the most likely option. The 
double-6 roles are shared by Hakan Calhanoglu (Inter) and 
Ismail Yüksek (Fenerbahce). The attacking wide positions 
are also set, with Kenan Yildiz (Juventus) on the left and 
Arda Güler (Real Madrid) on the right. In central midfield, 
there is a strong case for Orkun Kökcü (Besiktas). Up front, 
Kerem Aktürkoglu (Fenerbahce) completes the Turkish 
squad.

Playing to their strengths

Just by looking at the starting eleven, it quickly becomes 
clear that the Turks possess an enormous amount of 
technical quality. A midfield comprising Calhanoglu, Yildiz 
and Güler is the envy of many other World Cup participants. 
Montella is well aware that these three are key to the 
team’s attacking success, so he tailors Turkey’s play 
precisely to these three players.

As a result, these three are consistently found in the same 
roles on the pitch. Calhanoglu is the playmaker in the deep 
midfield, supported in his role by Yüksek. Yüksek can line up 
either as a partner in the number 6 role or even as a right-
sided centre-back in a back three. When he plays deeper, he 
moves forward into space and acts as a further anchor in 
the Turkish game.



Yildiz provides width and is a master of isolating opponents 
on the left flank. Ferdi Kadioglu, positioned behind him, is 
frequently found dropping back into the half-space. Arda 
Güler has complete positional freedom. Whether in the 
number 10 role or nominally on the right wing, he fills in 
wherever he is needed across all areas of the pitch. With 
Celik on the right flank, there is a classic wide player in the 
Turkish side’s system. With Güler’s freedom of movement 
on the right side of the pitch, Kökcü operates on the left 
side, though with far more of a drive to get into deep 
positions than his partner Güler.

The idea behind Montella’s system is relatively simple: 
to bring together a lot of technically strong players and 
get the ball to these three key players.
The primary aim is to achieve this through overloads near 
the ball and subsequent isolations. Calhanoglu sometimes 
drops deep to initiate play from the back line. Ahead of 
him, Aktürkoglu and Kökcü now push up to the right flank. 
Celik, as a wide player, is an option anyway, just like the 
space-seeking Güler. The intended solutions then involve 
playing the ball flat to Güler.



Here, Kökcü and Aktürkoglu act more to create space than 
to constantly link up play. With no pressure on the deep-
lying ball-carrier, they make runs into space to stretch the 
defence. This then gives Güler the necessary space and time 
when he drops in. Away from the ball, Yildiz and Kadioglu 
now wait for the switch of play. Sometimes the ball goes 
directly to the Juventus winger, sometimes via an 
intermediate player.

The whole sequence unfolds from phases of possession 
with a high degree of control. The Turks are also difficult to 
press in deeper areas of possession and consistently find 
sustainable, horizontal solutions should the opposition 
press high. Furthermore, using the same principles, they 
manage to create artificial transition situations for the 
team, following more or less the same pattern: finding 
Güler in the right half-space and then shifting the play via 
Kadioglu or Kökcü to Yildiz.



In the final third, the Turks also rely heavily on their 
individual quality. In his forced one-on-one duels, Yildiz 
repeatedly looks for a direct run towards goal, with the odd 
shot from outside the box. Güler and Calhanoglu constantly 
strive to be creative. Although the burden is spread across 
three players, it does not necessarily guarantee success if 
the players run out of ideas.

However, Turkey still has a secret weapon in their attacking 
play who, with clever runs and superb timing, can 
repeatedly break down static situations. I am talking about 
Ferdi Kadioglu. He must be reckoned with in the attacking 
third from almost any position. If Yildiz drops deep and ties 
up more than one opponent, he can break the deadlock by 
running forward from deep. The same applies to runs into 
the channel when Güler is given a little too much time in 
the right half-space. The timing of these runs consistently 
stands out. The left-back also times them so that there is 
always a teammate on the ball who can play the decisive 
pass in these situations.

However, Turkey’s play around the box is still a little too 
haphazard. Impatience and, as a result, shooting from 
unfavourable positions bring Turkish attacks to an end 
sooner than absolutely necessary. In Turkey’s 
build-up play, they can quickly fall into phases of control 
that look more like pointless possession than a constant 
threat.

Turkey are not yet a top-class defensive side

Since the 0-6 defeat to Spain, in which they were 
repeatedly caught out on the counter-attack without any 
recourse, a lot has changed in the Turkish defence. So 
much has changed, in fact, that they were able to 
confidently defend a 1-0 lead throughout both play-off 
matches. Turkey can now defend a game cleanly for 90 
minutes from various formations. Against Kosovo, this 
was achieved primarily through a 5-1-2-2 high-pressing 
system. Yildiz supported Aktürkoglu on the front line, 
whilst Güler and Kökcü formed a box behind them, which 
Calhanoglu secured in front of the back five.



When it came to pushing forward and pressing, they 

showed themselves to be quite versatile. Sometimes Güler 

would step out to mark the full-back, and at other times the 

full-back would push up into the first line. The key was that 

Calhanoglu was constantly able to cover his back. A diagonal 

run by Güler quickly denied the opponent many options. 

Aktürkoglu also runs onto the back pass from a central 

position. Linear movement leaves you locked in a duel with 

the Turkish full-back, whilst a diagonal run through the 

centre is blocked by Güler’s cover. Any space that might still 

be open, due to poor marking or a numerical advantage in 

the situation, can now be closed down by Calhanoglu, or he 

can simply cover Güler’s man. Turkey thus repeatedly 

manages, with few players, to cause problems for the 

opposition using the touchline. This non-aggressive pressing 

– or rather, closing down – requires a great deal of patience, 

but it is often rewarded.



Montella can change the balance in an instant via Yüksek’s 
position. If he operates not as a right-back but as a 
defensive midfielder, the Turkish play becomes more 
aggressive. From a 4-1-3-2 formation, they then look to win 
the ball higher up the pitch and capitalise on ball recoveries 
with the attacking players pushed higher up.

Turkey are very disciplined in what they do. They have to 
be. Nevertheless, they become slightly vulnerable if they 
cannot operate from their organised structure. If the Turks 
allow themselves to be manipulated too much centrally by 
the opposition’s pressing, it is possible to play quite 
vertically through the Turkish block. If Güler is tied up 
centrally, there is a bit of space in Calhanoglu’s pockets. 
After shifting to their own right flank, one can successfully 
cause problems for the defensive midfielder. If he is lured 
out near the ball, there is a complete lack of cover behind 
him.



If he doesn’t drop back, the back line is forced to defend 
forward. The opposition can then exploit the open spaces 
directly or via third men. In situations like these, the Turks 
quickly drop back and prefer to secure the area rather than 
unnecessarily going for a tackle.

The Turkish midfield then operates deep in their own half, 
occupying the space. The aim is to force the opposition to 
play around the block and, above all, prevent them from 
getting into the box. They allow a strong opponent a great 
deal of control in such phases. With plenty of players, they 
secure their own penalty area, are consistently disciplined 
in filling gaps in the line and rely on patience. Opponents’ 
long-range shots are accepted, as long as the box is secure. 
Things become critical when an opponent with good passing 
ability knows how to manipulate such behaviour. In their 
qualifying matches, the Spanish repeatedly pushed the 
Turks deep in front of their own goal and, through deep 
runs down the flanks, constantly created passing lanes into 
the centre in front of the penalty area.



Often, immediate pressure cannot be generated in these 
situations, meaning that defensive success then depended 
heavily on the individual quality of the players involved in 
the crucial duels. The Turks concede too much in these 
situations. They will have to survive these phases if they 
want to have a successful tournament.

Prediction

Turkey are the best team in Group D. Be it their general 
defensive organisation or simply the quality of the players 
on the pitch. However, it is still too early for them to play 
the
‘dark horse’ role, however, this World Cup is still too early. 
Up front, there is a lack of sustained structural output; at 
the back, they will probably not be able to successfully park 
the bus against better teams. Turkey is rock-solid in much of 
what it does. No more, but no less either.



Manager: Gustavo Alfaro

Starting line-up: 4-3-3

Qualification: 6th place in South American qualifiers; 7 wins, 7 draws, 4 defeats; 14 goals for, 10 against

World Cup appearances: 10

Best World Cup result: Quarter-finals 2010

Paraguay v Australia
26 June, 4 am – San 
Francisco

Turkey v Paraguay
20 June, 6 am – San 
Francisco

USA v Paraguay
13 June, 3 am – Los 
Angeles



Paraguay are the sixth team from the CONMEBOL 
federation to qualify for this World Cup. But sixth place in 
the qual i f iers  perhaps tel ls  a  misleading story.  
Sixth place meant they were level on points with 
Colombia, Uruguay and Brazil. In the qualifiers, Paraguay 
were very hard to beat since coach Gustavo Alfaro took 
charge. Just one defeat in 12 matches laid the foundations 
for their first World Cup since 2010. Back then, they were 
knocked out in the quarter-finals by the eventual world 
champions. What can the South Americans achieve this 
time?

Squad & Line-up

Alfaro fields his team in a 4-3-3 formation. In goal, Orlando 
Gill from the Argentine first division is the undisputed first 
choice. Juan Cáceres (Dynamo Moscow) starts on the right 
of the back four, with Junior Alonso (Atlético Mineiro) on 
the left. Captain Gustavo Gómez (Palmeiras) partners Omar 
Alderete (Sunderland) in central defence. Alfaro fields 
Brajan Ojeda (Orlando City) in front of the defence.



The midfield trio is completed by star player Diego Gomez 
(Brighton) and Damian Bobadilla (Sao Paolo FC). Paraguay’s 
most famous player, Miguel Almirón of Atlanta United, is 
likely to start on the left wing. Julio Enciso (Strasbourg) will 
play as a deep-lying striker. Up front, it will be a two-horse 
race between Alex Arce from the Argentine league and 
Antonio Sanabria (Cremonese). Another attacking option 
would be Ramón Sosa (Palmeiras).

Headfirst through the wall

With an average possession of 37.9%, Paraguay were the 
team with the lowest possession of all the teams in South 
America. The same applies to goals scored in the 
qualifiers. With just 14 goals, or 0.8 per game, they fell 
short of expectations here too. Of these 14, 9 were 
scored from open play. If you break this down in simple 
terms, you could say that Paraguay only scores a goal 
from open play in every second game. If you look at the 
Paraguayans’ matches, you can quickly see why things 
aren’t going to plan.

The Paraguayan national team’s attacking play is tailored to 
the individual players who are strongest on the ball. That 
means dribbling, one-on-one situations and the ability to 
get out of tight spots under pressure. The player tasked 
with delivering all this is Julian Enciso. He leads this ‘head-
through-the-wall’ attack devised by Gustavo Alfaro. Enciso 
primarily operates in the left half-space. He drifts frequently 
between the lines and, depending on the situation, drops 
deep to receive the opening pass from number 6, Ojeda. 
The space is created by the striker pushing high up the 
pitch, who rarely gets involved in deeper areas. Almiron 
holds the width in high areas and then drops into central 
spaces when Enciso drops back. Bobadilla, as a classic 
number 8, drifts out wide to the right, between the right-
back and Diego Gomez, who occupies the right flank. In 
short: the entire half-space actually belongs to Julio Enciso.



In these situations, Enciso looks for the opening pass 
from the front line. This can come directly from 
Alderete, breaking the line of defence, or from Ojeda. 
Depending on the pressure, Enciso immediately turns 
and goes for a dribble in these situations. If he has too 
much of his back to goal, there’s also a one-two with the 
number 6, who then plays Enciso into the space he’s 
created. Enciso certainly brings a high level of technical 
finesse to the game, but in many situations he separates 
himself from the ball  far too late and doesn’t make 
consistently good decisions. He can look quite 
spectacular in these moments, so I wouldn’t be surprised 
if a team were to pay far too much for the man from 
Strasbourg after the World Cup, especially if the output is 
there.



With Enciso operating around the penalty area, there is no 
clear plan. Alfaro places a great deal of trust in his own 
players, but they too rarely find intelligent solutions. Even in 
situations where Diego Gomez tries to take control of the 
game, there is a lack of consistency in the attacking play. If 
Alderete and Ojeda fail to find Enciso, Gomez drops deep 
from his right-wing position into the number 8 area and 
looks for the diagonal, direct link. Thanks to Bobadilla’s 
deep positioning, there is consistently the space Gomez 
needs here. Bobadilla is then an immediate option for a 
one-two with the full-back. He can either play him in 
directly or, in combination with right-back Gomez, set him 
up high, with Gomez immediately running into the space 
after receiving the ball.

For the frequently chosen crosses, there is then a lack of 
power in the box. Often, only the striker is in the 
immediate vicinity of the penalty spot. Here too, it is all too 
often a case of charging headlong into a brick wall. Overall, 
there is then too little output in the phases where one 
needs to generate precisely that.



If the opposition presses Paraguay’s flat build-up line high 
up the pitch, the team immediately opts for a long ball 
down the flank. In theory, Enciso is supposed to win the 
second ball here or run onto the through ball, but in 
practice one too often sees poorly prepared moves.

Back in qualifying mode

The third-worst attack is supported by the second-best 
defence in the qualifiers. With just 10 goals conceded, only 
Ecuador (5) have done better than Paraguay. But the 
defensive structure has been shaky ever since it became 
clear that Paraguay would be going to the World Cup. 
Defending in a 4-4-2, they rarely press high up the pitch, 
preferring instead to sit deep or in a mid-high block. Even 
counter-pressing moments are not necessarily part of the 
plan under Alfaro.Instead, they prefer to drop back in an 
organised and structured manner. Enciso usually operates 
here alongside the striker in the first line of defence. With 
relatively little intensity, they attempt to force the 
opposition into play around the block.

When pressing, the striker furthest from the ball runs 
towards the opposition’s number 6, both central 
midfielders operate in the centre in a man-marking manner, 
and both wingers position themselves between the wide 
and half-space players to be able to close down both. 
Although Paraguay repeatedly adjusts their pressing in the 
details, the main objective remains a compact centre.

With the ball out wide, the winger and the full-back are now 
closing down the opponent. It is precisely in these patterns, 
however, that Paraguay are also vulnerable if they are too 
sloppy in their defensive positioning. The main problem lies 
in man-marking. Often, it is not entirely clear in Paraguay’s 
back line who is actually responsible for which opponent. 
This sometimes happens as early as the first line, where the 
dropping striker struggles to identify his opponent when 
there are many players around him or there is a lot of 
movement. A similar situation can also be seen between the 
defensive midfielder and the wing.



If opponents position themselves between the wing and the 
central midfielder, there is often a lack of clarity as to who 
should close down the opponent should a pass be played. In 
such situations, Paraguay are too often too far away and 
cannot effectively put pressure on the opponents. 
Furthermore, both defensive players often react to the 
pass, which automatically opens up spaces elsewhere.

With the low intensity of the front line and the man-
marking approach in central midfield, there is also a 
complete lack of cover should a player be pulled out of their 
zone from central midfield. Paraguay does not press 
through consistently enough here, and in some cases not at 
all. Equally devastating are the marking problems that arise 
when players assume that another teammate is responsible 
for the unmarked opponent in the space. There are indeed 
instances where opponents are simply not marked at all. 
This may be because the striker does not consistently track 
his run or because the team is struggling with numerical 
superiority. Paraguay are too rigid in their patterns here.



Once the opposition applies pressure, this triggers a lot of 
reactive play from the back line. They do close down with 
great intensity, but their defensive behaviour is often not 
clever enough. In many situations, a single movement by an 
opponent is enough to leave them completely out of the 
action. This sets off a chain reaction where players from all 
sides try to win the ball.

In summary, there is often a lot of disorganisation in the 
back line. The retreating movement and defensive effort 
are actually okay, but the team is often not sharp enough in 
their own play.

Prediction

On paper, with their 28 points and solid defence, Paraguay 
might even be favourites to top the group. However, given 
the problems on both sides of the ball, that would take a lot 
of imagination. That said, the problems in the back line are 
far from insurmountable.

If they can sort those out, then progressing moves a step 
closer and they might be just an Enciso dribble away from 
winning the group. In Group D, anything is possible for 
Paraguay from 1st to 4th place, though 3rd or 4th is 
probably a fair bit more realistic.



Manager: Mauricio Pochettino 

Formation: 4-3-3 

Qualification: Hosts World 

Cup appearances: 12

Best World Cup result: Semi-final 1930

Turkey v USA
26 June, 4 am – Los 
Angeles

USA v Australia
19 June, 21:00 – 
Seattle

USA v Paraguay
13 June, 3 am – Los 
Angeles



I don’t want to say much. Go and vote. Get informed. 
Please don’t believe everything that populists spread on 

social media. Fight for an open society in which we 
accept everyone unconditionally and look out for one 

another.
Hate has no place in our society; let’s fight to keep it that 

way.



Squad & Line-up

If you want to know how much the American media 
landscape actually knows about this sport, you only need to 
consider what they think Christian Pulisic actually is. The 
facts say 29 games in Serie A, roughly half of them in the 
starting line-up with 12 goals. In the world of FOX News and 
the like, he’s the LeBron James of football. At least in the 
world’s top 10, if not higher. One thing is certain. He’s a 
first-team regular under manager Mauricio Pochettino, who 
is just one poor tournament away from being torn to shreds 
on Truth Social.

In goal, the race for the US spot is still wide open. Whether 
it will be Patrick Schulte (Columbus Crew) or Matt Freese 
(NYC FC) cannot be said with 100% certainty at this stage. 
The same applies to the starting line-up. Pochettino is still 
searching for his ideal formation here. The shortlist includes 
a 3-4-2-1 or a 4-2-3-1.

The latter seems more likely to me at the moment. Chris 
Richards (Crystal Palace) and Antonee Robinson (Fulham) 
are set to start in the back four. Richards’ partner in central 
defence will likely be Auston Trusty (Celtic Glasgow), whilst 
the right-back position goes to Sergino Dest (PSV). Another 
candidate for the right-back position is Timothy Weah 
(Marseille). However, I think it’s more likely that he’ll play in 
a slightly more attacking role. In the double-6, Pochettino 
will have to get a bit creative. With Tanner Freeman and 
Johnny Cardoso, two regular starters are missing the 
tournament.

I think the most likely option is a double-6 pairing of 
Weston McKennie (Juventus) and Tyler Adams 
(Bournemouth). On the left, the choice naturally falls on 
Christian Pulisic (AC Milan). The number 10 role is filled 
by Leverkusen’s Malik Tillmann, and up front, Folarin 
Balogun (Monaco) will have the chance to show what he 
can do.



The hosts’ deep-lying attackers

One of the things that always annoys me as a tactics blogger 
is this reduction of play to a back four or back five. The 
focus on the principles actually being applied gets 
somewhat lost, and often the discussion completely misses 
the point, thereby rendering the whole debate pointless. Of 
course, different structures always bring a different 
balance, but fundamentally a manager can change a lot 
about this spatial distribution before and during the match. 
Just how irrelevant it is whether you play a back four or a 
back five can be seen in Pochettino’s USA side. In principle, 
you do the same thing in many phases with and against the 
ball, with just the small adjustments mentioned.

The role of the third centre-back, or in this case the third 
deep-lying playmaker, is taken on by the deep-lying number 
6, Tyler Adams. He drops deep centrally in these situations, 
thereby allowing Richards and Trusty to stay wide, as one 
might be accustomed to seeing in a back four. In front of 
the defence, the number 8, McKennie, then operates with 
situational support for the attack, with all players except 
Balogun repeatedly dropping deep to fill the gaps there. The 
USA therefore has plenty of players in deep zones, resulting 
in a solid defensive structure and, against an opponent 
pressing man-to-man, plenty of space in other parts of the 
pitch.



Consequently, the American attacking play is also all about 
exploiting these spaces, and they seek to do so via two 
recurring variations. Variation 1 is not necessarily 
complicated in its execution, but nevertheless targets 
certain strengths of the USA, namely the threat posed by 
deep runs from players such as Weah and Balogun. Thanks 
to Adams dropping deep, Richards can at times dribble 
without a direct marker, thereby drawing the opposition’s 
attention. The high-positioned Weah and Dest then set off 
on runs into space almost in parallel. A chip is enough, and 
Weah in particular manages to exploit his speed advantage 
time and again. If Dest and Weah are both deep and the 
situation arises more from a counter-attacking moment, 
one also sees Balogun starting into these spaces from his 
central position.

On the left, this looks slightly different due to Pulisic’s lack 
of depth. The same applies should Tilman or Luna be 
playing there. The attacking player’s movement is then a 
strong, spontaneous cut-in, whilst the chip is played to 
Robinson making a run into space.



Through their deliberate deep runs, they manage to 
manipulate the opponent’s defensive thinking somewhat. 
Variation 2, in fact, runs flat through the centre. Once again, 
Richards has time and options in deep possession; once 
again, you can see the tendency for depth on the right flank. 
Instead of the chip, however, Richards can also opt for a flat 
ball to Tilman or the dropping Balogun. Whilst Pulisic cuts 
inside slightly, this opens up the shift to the overlapping 
Robinson on the left flank.

The USA thus repeatedly managed to get their good 
individual players into promising situations. This is also 
evident time and again in the transition game. The pace 
that Weah and Balogun bring, coupled with the technical 
skills of Pulisic and Tilman, give the USA – at least on paper 
– solid starting positions with the ball time and again.



Deliberately different

With 48 teams in this tournament, it is inevitable that one 
will see repetitive patterns time and again. The USA, at least 
in the details, is somewhat different. Pressing high up the 
pitch, they rely, at least at first glance, on a classic man-to-
man press with a ‘plus one’ cover in front of the defence. 
But, as always, the devil is in the detail. Balogun and one of 
the wingers are the main players here. Both come from 
fairly central positions to compensate for the numerical 
disadvantage as best they can. With the defensive 
midfielder in support, Balogun then joins the press against 
the opposition and also closes down the opposing 
goalkeeper. The angle at which he does this must be right 
here so that the USA can subsequently generate pressure. 
Either Balogun manages to push the play wide and then slot 
it to the centre-back, or, if the opposition plays the ball to 
the number 6, he applies pressure on the ball and the 
opponent at the right moment.

The minor observation that Balogun still has room for 
improvement in terms of angle and timing is not chosen at 
random. Often enough, the necessary distances for a 
successful defensive action in the opposition’s penalty area 
are simply not there. The opposition can then play the ball 
flat through our own lines, forcing the USA into more 
movement than might be necessary.



The positioning of the centre-backs can bring another 
particular challenge. If Dest is pushed high up the pitch, 
centre-back Richards must shift wide to cover the wing that 
is left open. Against Belgium, Doku was repeatedly wide and 
unmarked on the flank. Richards, however, often positions 
himself centrally and only moves out onto the wing once 
the ball is played out wide. This can then lead to a one-on-
one situation, which could prove problematic for the USA, 
as the attacking line in particular does not always excel in 
defensive cover.
But once they’ve dropped back, you often see the USA playing 
out of a 4-1-4-1, though again with their own peculiarities. 
Peculiarity number one is the recurring tendency to fill the 
gaps in the back line.



It is certainly not unusual for Adams to play in this role as 
a deep-lying number 6. However, it is not all that 
common to see this being done by an attacking number 8 
or a winger. Forming a back five, however, is something 
you see time and again when players are positioned deep 
within the defensive block. The wingers, too, often drop 
deep into the back line when they are away from the ball. 
It is not uncommon to see Pulisic or Tilman playing as 
wing-backs.

Another distinctive feature is defending across the width of 
the pitch. If the ball is played to the opposition’s wing-back, 
it is not the respective full-back who steps out of the line, 
but the winger who pushes out wide. The designated 
defensive midfielder then also moves towards the 
opponent. In this example, the home side’s right-back stays 
deep behind Weah and is effectively only covering the 
opponent’s runs behind or in front of him.

The gaps to the back line can become so large that the 
opponent can sometimes play the ball directly into them 
from these situations. The remaining defence in these 
scenes often appears somewhat frozen in place.

The opposition is sometimes given far too much freedom on 
the edge of the penalty area, and the defence as a unit is 
focused solely on the ball. Consequently, in situations 
where the team is defending on their own goal line, the 
space behind is completely neglected.

Prediction

The USA at least have weapons against certain types of 
opponents that will repeatedly help them achieve success. 
They lack a bit of a Plan B when they need to create 
something against deep-lying opponents. Ideally, however, 
their high pressing and strong transition play generate 
enough that this does not become a decisive factor at the 
end of a match. Against opponents with better individual 
quality, however, their patchy defence could prove their 
undoing. For me, as for many others, the USA remain a bit 
of a wild card ahead of this tournament. They shouldn’t be 
considered serious contenders for the final stages, though, 
as they are too underdeveloped in many respects. Pulisic 
alone certainly won’t be enough to turn things around.



Germany v Curaçao
14 June, 19:00 – Houston

Ecuador v Curaçao
21 June, 2.00 am – Kansas City

Curacao v Ivory Coast
25 June, 10.00 pm – Philadelphia

Manager: Fred Rutten

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group B; 3 wins, 3 draws, 0 losses; 13:3 goals

World Cup appearances: 0

Best World Cup result: /



The next newcomer to this World Cup. After a 0-0 draw in 

the decisive group match against Jamaica, it was clear that 

Dick Advocaat would celebrate a historic success with 

Curaçao and qualify for the World Cup finals. Qualification 

was followed by a series of setbacks and the resignation of 

the legendary Dutch manager. On Advocaat’s own 

recommendation, former Schalke manager Fred Rutten was 

appointed. Following disappointing results in his first few 

matches, a sense of unease began to develop on the ABC 

Islands. After protests from the players, Rutten stepped 

down after just two matches, and the old-new manager, 

Advocaat, was brought back in.

Squad & Line-up

Advocaat is likely to continue relying on his 4-3-3 formation, 
which he used in the qualifiers. Eloy Room is in goal. The 
back four consists of Sherel Floranus (PEC Zwolle), Armando 
Obispo (PSV), Roshon van Eijma (Waalwijk) and Shurandy 
Sambo (Sparta Rotterdam).



The central midfield duo is made up of Livano Commencia 

(FC Zurich) and captain Leandro Bacuna. Juninho Bacuna 

(Volendam) is set to play in the number 10 role. There could 

still be changes on the flanks. On the right, Tahith Chong 

(Sheffield) or Sontje Hansen (Middlesbrough) are options. 

On the left, it will come down to Kenji Gorré (Haifa) or 

Jeremy Antonisse (Kifisia). Up front, it will be a battle 

between Jürgen Locadia and Brandly Kuwas (Volendam).

The Bacunas as the playmakers

In the qualifiers, a 7-0 win against the Bermuda national 
team stands out in particular. Whether Bermuda can be 
taken as a benchmark for a World Cup is, however, open to 
doubt. From various basic formations, the lads from the 
southern Caribbean repeatedly try to get into the same 
rhythm. The full-back sits wide and varies his position. At 
times he operates almost as a last line of defence, at others 
he drops back to fill the gap in the back four or five, which 
Curaçao forms with Leandro Bacuna playing in a deep-lying 
role.

When Bacuna is positioned higher up, he also likes to drop 

into the space between the full-back and the winger. 

However, none of this plays a significant role in their direct 

play going forward. Rather, it serves to create passing lanes 

into space or to absorb the opposition’s pressing. This is 

because Curaçao seeks the depth of the pitch very directly. 

If they can’t create any space, they opt for a simple long ball 

forward. Juninho Bacuna, just like the winger, then attacks 

the run of striker Locadia. However, Curaçao have also 

shown that they can do more than just plough straight 

forward.

If they find a gap for a low ball forward, they are happy to 
play it. The key player and space creator here is Juninho 
Bacuna. Coming from his position as almost a second 
striker, he drops back slightly to secure the ball whilst the 
rest of the team can push forward.



In these tight spaces, Curaçao then even play out certain 
pressing situations quite fluidly and wait patiently for the 
opportunities they are looking for.

The situations I am referring to take place across the width 
of the pitch and are once again orchestrated by the Bacuna 
brothers. The key to the effectiveness of their play is the 
variable occupation of space on the wing and in the half-
space, or to put it another way: The aim is to attack the 
space that the winger can create through his positioning 
and movements. If Gorré plays on the left more as a second 
striker alongside Locadia in the centre, then a large gap 
opens up in the half-space with the wide-ranging Floranus. 
Enter Juninho Bacuna, who then pushes into the spaces 
from a deeper position via one-twos with the full-back or 
his brother Leandro. If Gorré is playing wide, Bacuna can of 
course still attack the space, but the same applies to 
Floranus too. Running forward, via one-twos, the aim here 
is to break through in the half-space.



This is followed by a flurry of low crosses into the box. 

Curaçao’s strength lies in their consistency in sticking to 

their principles. In the qualifiers, it felt as though almost all 

their goals were scored from situations arising from these 

very sequences.

Overconfidence that can (and will) be punished

At least in the qualifiers, Advocaat’s Curaçao were a team 
that certainly took more risks than many other national 
teams on the planet. The risk they take is called man-to-
man pressing, but with a slightly modified approach. The 
difference lies in the role of the central midfielders, who are 
sometimes pushed into these situations without a real 
opponent. It is not always entirely clear whether this is 
really intended as a tactical device or results from a 
misperception. In the example, Leandro Bacuna moves 
forward from his deeper position towards the opponent 
into the congested space where Curaçao aims to win the 
ball.



He does this knowing that right-back Sambo can pick up his 
unmarked teammate, and that the wide player furthest 
from the ball plays no part in this situation. If Curaçao wins 
the ball in these situations, the reward is immense. Plenty 
of players in high areas, plenty of opportunities to switch 
play and almost immediate danger for the opposition’s goal. 
However, if the opposition manages to break free, things 
could quickly become uncomfortable. With the remaining 
defence sometimes outnumbered in certain situations and 
not much quality on an individual basis, problems could 
quickly arise in the tournament.



We’ll see just how aggressively Advocaat sets his team up in 

the opening group match against Germany. Perhaps it’s 

more likely that we’ll see them operating from a 4-2-3-1 

formation, or whether the five-man backline project – with 

Leandro Bacuna dropping in between the two centre-backs 

– will be revived. In qualifying, Curaçao at least showed a 

strong focus on the centre. Both wingers, alongside Juninho 

Bacuna, lined up with striker Locadia in a flat diamond in 

front of the opposition’s build-up. Direct play through the 

centre or via the number 6s was thus practically impossible; 

instead, they gave the opposition plenty of space on the 

flanks. Both wingers then track their markers down the 

flanks as the ball is played. The full-backs and the respective 

defensive midfielders behind them stay with their zones 

and markers. Gorré on the left or Chong on the right then 

attempt to force the opposition into action using the 

touchline – either through a pass into a forward duel or by 

dribbling.



If Curaçao win the ball here, it goes quickly forward to 
Juninho Bacuna, who is always positioning himself for the 
counter-attack. Even in non-dynamic defensive situations, 
they wait for the moment to switch play forward. It is 
therefore not surprising that even in these scenes there are 
too few players around the ball and behind the ball.

Prediction

Under Rutten, the team looked absolutely disastrous. Even 
though many of the principles have remained similar, 
Advocaat should give the team a bit more stability. 
Nevertheless, it will be anything but easy to survive in a 
group against Germany, Ecuador and the Ivory Coast. The 
team with the best away kit of the tournament is unlikely to 
play more than three World Cup matches, but it is quite 
possible that the games against Curaçao could prove 
entertaining.



Germany v Curaçao
14 June, 19:00 – Houston

Germany v Ivory Coast
20 June, 22:00 – Toronto

Ecuador v Germany
25 June, 22:00 – New York

Manager: Julian Nagelsmann

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group A – 5 wins; 0 draws; 1 loss; 16:3 goals

World Cup appearances: 21

Best World Cup result: World Champions 1954, 1974, 1990, 2014



Quo vadis, German national team? After the Euro drama 

surrounding Marc Cucurella’s left arm, this year’s World 

Cup couldn’t have come soon enough for many. Now, a few 

weeks before the tournament, that anticipation has 

evaporated as if it had never existed. The media focus is 

often negative, there is much talk about personnel issues, 

and national coach Julian Nagelsmann does not exactly 

shine with composure when defusing these topics. Yet on 

paper, things don’t look all that bad. Since the disaster (it 

seems an exaggeration, but that’s exactly what it was) in 

Slovakia, the German national team has won all seven of its 

matches. In their play with the ball, there are plenty of 

promising signs that leave you wanting more, and the pool 

of players Nagelsmann can draw from for this World Cup 

could, at least on paper, be more promising than his squad 

two years ago. So why are we all so pessimistic ahead of the 

tournament, just as we were in recent years under Joachim 

Löw? Probably because the points mentioned above aren’t 

good enough to mask the national team’s problems.

All too often, the back four wobbles against smaller 
opponents; all too often, the thin back line comes unstuck; 
and the criticism levelled at players such as Leon Goretzka, 
Leroy Sané and even Manuel Neuer is too harsh.

So what does this national team ultimately need to get back 
on a similar track to where they were two years ago at the 
European Championship on home soil? There will be no 
simple answer to that question. Rather, it will be factors 
that even Julian Nagelsmann can only influence to a limited 
extent. A successful World Cup requires clarity on the 
squad. That starts in goal with Manuel Neuer, who was still 
struggling with his calf at the end of May. If Neuer isn’t fit, 
this decision and the path taken will be nothing short of an 
absolute disaster for the German national team. We won’t 
know until the tournament kicks off whether Baumann can 
fulfil the role of the ever-ready backup keeper. The 
circumstances would even suggest immediately calling up 
Jonas Urbig and putting him between the posts, as he is 
familiar with the situation from Bayern throughout the 
entire last season.



The next key personnel issue is the position and reliance on 
Joshua Kimmich. How will Nagelsmann react if the double-
six pairing of Nmecha and Pavlovic doesn’t work and the 
best German playmaker is needed in other areas? Can 
Lennart Karl even start if Kimmich has to cover him from 
behind? What will Nagelsmann do if he is injured or 
suspended? Nene Brown? A centre-back? Jamie Leweling in 
a back five? The question of how to balance Joshua 
Kimmich properly will play a bigger role than many realise.

What happens in the number 10 role following Gnabry’s 
injury? Musiala is still searching for the form and fluidity he 
had before the Donnarumma incident.



Woltemade has recently been in a slump. A mix of 
Havertz and Undave seems unlikely. A Goretzka as a box-
to-box number ten in the absence of a proper number 
nine in the squad is unpopular with German fans. The 
same question arises for the right wing. Are we ready for 
Lennart Karl, or will Leroy Sané get his last chance to 
shine in the DFB jersey after all? And what is Maxi Beier 
actually up to?

This makes it all the more important for Germany that all 
other parts of the team function. But there aren’t many left 
there. For one thing, the centre-back duo of Tah and 
Schlotterbeck must be called upon to deliver. 
Uncompromising in the back line, clear with the ball at their 
feet. The same applies to the double six, who could 
complement each other well, at least on paper. Nmecha 
could also certainly make an impact in defence, something 
that might be lost with Karl and Kimmich on the right flank. 
Florian Wirtz must rediscover his Leverkusen form 
somewhere in the ‘witch town’ of Salem, take control of 
games and ultimately win them. Up front, Kai Havertz must 
show that there is really no getting round him thanks to his 
versatile skill set.

These are the pillars on which Germany must stand this 
summer. If a solid foundation is laid here, perhaps the 
rest of Nagelsmann’s system can be fine-tuned again. 
But what exactly is this Nagelsmann system?

An idea that can win tournaments

Nagelsmann certainly hasn’t made it easy for us to stand 
unconditionally behind this national team. Apart from the 
communication disaster, the performance on the pitch also 
left a lot to be desired, at least for a while. A barrage of 
justified criticism rained down on the DFB side, but at least 
when it comes to playing with the ball, the German team 
seems to have pulled itself together just in time. As was the 
case at the European Championship on home soil, Germany 
will be among the teams with the most possession in this 
tournament.
But that, too, should come as no surprise to anyone.



Germany primarily builds up play from a 3-1 formation. 
Kimmich acts as a makeshift defensive midfielder, moving 
up from his position as right-back to help with the build-up, 
whilst Pavlovic plays as a holding midfielder behind the back 
line. Together, all four players form a diamond in 
Nagelsmann’s system. A diamond that helps to effectively 
counter many of the opposition’s attacking ideas. Firstly, 
the DFB side can operate with a numerical advantage in 
many situations thanks to the four players in the build-up, 
unless the opposition attacks the Germans man-to-man. But 
even that is easily resolved in these situations. Thanks to 
this diamond structure, Kimmich and Schlotterbeck can 
constantly adjust their positions in terms of depth and 
width, thereby presenting the opposition with ever-
changing problems should they push forward. Furthermore, 
the two are arguably also the best when it comes to playing 
with the ball at their feet in such situations. Their 
footballing class, combined with the flexibility that the 
diamond formation affords the Germans, makes them a 
team that is difficult to press.



Should they do find themselves under pressure, players 
operating in the second or third lines can also drop back to 
help out. Brown repeatedly cuts inside from his position as 
left-back, thereby creating a better link-up with Pavlovic in 
the number six role – an ideal passing lane should 
Schlotterbeck be on the ball – and also opens up a wide 
channel for an onrushing Wirtz.On the left, Germany is 
extremely versatile in its positioning and thus constantly 
finds new ideas on the pitch. Musiala and Nmecha can also 
drop deep when required and steer the play into new 
dynamics.

The second diamond then exists in this so-called second or 
third tier. This time, it comprises the attacking players of the 
German national team. Whilst in the German system two 
players always maintain the width (variable on the left 
between Wirtz and Brown, on the right it is primarily Karl), 
the opposing defence is also drawn across the entire width 
of the pitch. This results in the diamond formation in 
midfield now having slightly more space.



Within this structure, Germany are then extremely versatile, 
and that is no understatement. As was the case at Euro 
2024, the Germans repeatedly seek to penetrate the 
opposition’s press here too. They aim to constantly provoke 
reactions from the opposition and capitalise on their 
defensive movements. In the centre, Nagelsmann’s side 
then display almost every element that can be useful in 
such situations. Plenty of rotations, lots of passing and 
running, and also playing through the third man help the 
Germans to manoeuvre behind the opposition defence 
under pressure. After playing the ball into the block, this 
forces the opposition to make more and more decisions, 
and with more decisions comes a greater chance of them 
making mistakes.

The absence of Serge Gnabry is doubly bitter in these 
scenes. In the rotations with Kai Havertz, he posed an 
immediate threat from the centre behind the back line. 
Musiala has also shown that he is good at this (remember 
the 1-0 win against Denmark two years ago), but Gnabry 
demonstrated in his Bayern season that he can perform at 
the highest level in these situations.



It will be exciting to see how Musiala and Havertz put this 
into practice in this tournament.

The Germans look to penetrate the block, but not 
necessarily from the front line; increasingly, they do so via 
the wide positions. When Karlim has the ball, the German 
attack lines up in the space between the lines like a string of 
pearls, repeatedly seeking to apply pressure in front of the 
opposition’s back line. The defensive implications are then 
similar to what is attempted from the centre. Once again, 
difficult defensive decisions are required. Germany can then 
either play through the chain in the narrowest spaces in the 
half-space or look for alternative solutions in other parts of 
the pitch.

One solution is for Karl, after playing the ball, to 
immediately make a run into the box. Due to Nmecha’s 
high position, the opponent defending his back is tied 
up. Whether through a combination play via Havertz or 
directly – the chance that Germany will once again find 
the gap for Karl here is quite high.



Alternatively, Havertz or Nmecha can also shift the play 
wide, where the next diamond (or triangle) is just waiting to 
get involved. On the left flank, the X-factor Florian Wirtz 
comes into play. He has shown time and again that he can 
create chances out of nowhere, no matter where he is on 
the pitch. Nene Brown’s flexibility works to his advantage 
here.

If Wirtz is played wide, he has a deep pass from the 
overlapping Musiala or Brown almost immediately. 
Germany then look for the space behind the defence, or 
Florian Wirtz decides to resolve the situation himself with a 
perfectly weighted cross from the halfway line. In the box, 
Germany are well-manned and repeatedly manage to 
create danger. The Germans have also created similar 
opportunities on their way to this World Cup through set-
pieces. Perhaps these could yet become even more 
important than the footballing world might believe.



A ride on a razor’s edge

There is counter-pressing, and then there is Nagelsmann’s 
counter-pressing. Effectively, this means nothing other than 
taking a lot of risks and, hopefully, winning the ball back 
high up the pitch. All German outfield players not named 
Schlotterbeck, Tah, Kimmich and Pavlovic have the task of 
immediately switching to counter-pressing after losing 
possession. The interesting part, of course, is how the 
German 3-1 backline behaves in these situations. The key 
player here is Aleksandar Pavlovic. The question of balance 
between attack and defence can decide German matches 
here. If the Germans, and Pavlovic in particular, fail to get a 
grip on the opposition’s play, the game can very quickly 
swing in the other direction on the pitch. Probably too 
quickly for the Germans’ liking. But if Pavlovic finds 
precisely this balance between attack and caution, it can 
provide the German defensive play with much-needed 
stability in the back line.



Things get similarly interesting when the Germans lose 
possession on the right flank. If the counter-pressing fails 
here, Joshua Kimmich in particular is forced into a situation 
that isn’t necessarily suited to his strengths. In such 
scenarios, Kimmich then has to defend a lot of space and, if 
necessary, mark players who are far superior to him in 
terms of speed and agility. Felix Nmecha could provide 
some positive relief in the number eight role. He offers 
slightly more defensive coverage than other options in the 
right-sided number eight role. This is certainly one reason 
why Nmecha is a regular in this DFB side. In addition to 
tracking back, Nmecha can also close down the ball when it 
is played to Kimmich’s opponent. On a flank featuring Karl 
and Kimmich, Nmecha brings much-needed defensive 
balance to the German team.



Even away from the counter-press, Germany essentially go 
all out. The Germans press high up the pitch in the 
opposition’s half, marking man-to-man. With a centre-back 
behind him, Havertz surges towards the opposition keeper 
and attempts to put pressure on both the ball and the 
goalkeeper. Whatever the keeper decides to do, for 
Germany there is only one option: attack. In aggressive one-
on-one duels, the Germans aim to win the ball. There is 
actually no safety-net marking in Nagelsmann’s system. It is, 
of course, obvious that this carries a certain risk. If, in this 
example, Brown loses his duel on the left flank, Germany 
once again finds itself with very few players in the back line.

The good news is that the Germans are actually aggressive 
enough in these situations. Furthermore, they are also 
consistent in their retreat and manage time and again to get 
enough players behind the ball.

The Germans then line up in a 4-4-2 or 4-2-3-1 and wait for 
the chance to strike again. This usually comes when the 
opposition decides to play the ball back and rebuild their 
attack.

But where do the other dangers lie in the German defensive 
system? What immediately springs to mind are the physical 
disadvantages in the full-back positions. Kimmich and 
Brown can quickly look out of their depth against high balls. 
A central, vertical game played through the third man has 
also caused the Germans problems in the recent past. In the 
North American heat, they will also have to take the odd 
breather from pressing. And, as is well known, the error 
rate rises with fatigue.



Prediction

How far will the German national team go? The potential 
round of 16 clash against France hangs like the sword of 
Damocles over every German World Cup prediction. 
Regardless of the group stage, they are unlikely to go into 
that match as favourites. But one thing is certain: the 
French probably won’t be too keen to face us in a round of 
16 tie either. If Germany can bring their strengths to bear 
on the pitch, they can beat any team in this tournament. 
Compared to other top nations, they lack defensive stability 
or consistency, whatever you want to call it. If Nagelsmann 
manages to get a grip on these issues, they can beat France 
and have a successful World Cup.



Coach: Sebastian Beccacece

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 2nd place in South American qualifiers; 8W-8D-2L; 14:5 goals

World Cup appearances: 4

Best World Cup result: Round of 16 in 2006

Ecuador v Germany
25 June, 22:00 – New York

Ecuador v Curaçao
21 June, 2 am – Kansas 
City

Ivory Coast v Ecuador
15 June, 1 am – Philadelphia



The team that caused the most trouble in the CONMEBOL 

qualifiers was undoubtedly Ecuador. With just 2 defeats and 

5 goals conceded in 18 matches, they comfortably qualified 

for another World Cup finals. Provided they do not lose 

their matches in May, their last defeat will have been over 

two years ago by the time the tournament kicks off. 

However, there are two sides to every coin. In their last six 

friendlies, they have managed to win just one. Is this 

defensive quality enough to make them dark horses, or do 

they need to step it up to even survive the group stage?

Squad & Line-up

Sebastián Beccacece has opted for a 4-3-3 formation. In 
goal is 39-year-old Hernán Galíndez. The heart of the team, 
the back four, is packed with big names from top European 
clubs. Willian Pacho (PSG) and Joel Ordóñez (Club Brugge) 
form the central defensive partnership.



Piero Hincapié (Arsenal) on the left and Alan Franco 

(Mineiro) on the right. In front of the defence, Moisés 

Caicedo (Chelsea) and Pedro Vite (UNAM) share the double-

6 role. Gonzalo Plata (Flamengo) operates in front of them 

as a free-roaming attacking midfielder/striker. The wide 

positions go to Nilson Angulo (Sunderland) on the left and 

John Yeboah (Verona) on the right. The number one 

alternative here is Pervis Estupiñán (AC Milan). Up front, 

much points to legendary striker Enner Valencia (Pachuca).

Offensive let-down

The aspect that tends to dampen the euphoria is Ecuador’s 
performance with the ball. The output is, to put it mildly, 
too little for a dark horse. In 18 qualifiers, they have scored 
just 14 goals, 10 of them from open play. Four of those 14 
came in a single match against Bolivia. In the remaining 17 
matches, they scored just 10 goals.

If you look at the recent matches of Beccacece and his 
team, it quickly becomes clear why they are failing to find 
the net. The whole game is characterised by one-
dimensional build-up play from deep and ends with a lack of 
ideas in the final third. Deep down, the back four sit very 
flat. Hincapié sometimes pushes forward on the left, but 
otherwise does not stand out for his attacking drive. Franco, 
on the other hand, sometimes sticks wide to the touchline, 
or drops deep into the centre to fill the space in the 
diamond formation alongside Caicedo. However, this 
doesn’t really matter, as there is practically only one option 
in the build-up play: the long ball behind the defence to the 
striker or the wide wingers.

The long ball is a real stylistic device under Beccacece. Win 
the ball deep? Long ball to Valencia up front. Goalkeeper 
Galindez catches a set-piece, another long ball to Valencia.



That might once have been a good strategy, but it wouldn’t 
have gone amiss if someone had told the Ecuadorian team 
that Valencia is now 36 years old and nowhere near as lively 
as he once was. You can be sure that the first look after 
winning the ball will be towards Valencia and the 
opposition’s remaining defence.

If there’s no through ball, Ecuador do actually have a second 
option. The number 8 drifting into the half-space or the 
number 10, Plata, dropping into the right half-space, drop 
back to receive the opening pass. The ball is then 
immediately played out wide. However, the winger is then 
consistently left in the lurch by the rest of the team.



There are occasional glimmers of hope where they try to 
link up play down the flanks via the full-back or the number 
8, but this remains a rarity. Often, Angulo or Yeboah go for 
dribbles, frequently charging headlong into the defence. 
There is a complete lack of follow-up options in these 
situations; even the crosses resulting from the dribbles are, 
for the most part, poorly prepared.

These issues run throughout Ecuador’s game and are all 
the more evident in the final third. Impatience, poor 
decision-making and a frequent failure to execute often 
result in desperate attempts from distance. 
Ecuador’s attacking play relies on pure chance.



Ecuador: Defensive behemoth

It is almost hard to believe that this team can be so 
ineffective on one side of the ball, yet on the other they are 
among the best in the tournament. In just one of their last 
26 matches have they conceded more than one goal. 
Ironically, neither of the two teams, Italy and Venezuela, are 
going to this tournament.

Beccacece relies primarily on aggressive attacking pressing, 
as one would expect, man-to-man across the entire pitch. 
Valencia starts right at the front and pushes the ball 
through from the centre-back to the keeper. In the centre, 
it seems, at least, that the opponent is given an option to 
open up for the keeper. Behind him, however, Moisés 
Caicedo is already lying in wait, attacking his opponent with 
tremendous intensity the moment the ball is played. The 
opposing defensive midfielder is left with no choice but to 
play a quick one-two with the now-free teammate, or to 
lose possession – something Caicedo is consistently able to 
force in these situations. With a quick one-two to the 
deeper build-up player, Caicedo drives straight through.



The opponent is now forced to make a quick decision again. 
The goalkeeper remains covered and the left midfielder 
often positions himself between the full-back and the half-
space. The exact positioning here is critical for Ecuador. He 
must manage to be close enough to the full-back when the 
ball is played to him to put him under pressure when 
passing or even intercept the pass, whilst at the same time 
securing the passing lane into the back line. But even when 
the ball reaches the back line, the opposition has not yet 
won anything. Ecuador’s back line is better than many 
teams at defending deep, and in Pacho they likely have one 
of the best last-line defenders in the world in their ranks.

Pressing situations like this are frequently seen in Ecuador’s 
play, and they are often well adapted to the opponent’s 
structure. When the opponent has a double-six, both are 
attacked and the
‘opposite-side’ 6 runs through and anticipates the 
opponent’s back pass to force the opponent into a 
pressured situation.



If the ball does not go straight down the line, the midfielder 

does not jump into the 1-on-1 as aggressively. Here, there is 

actually a little less risk involved. You are effectively forcing 

the opponent into a situation where they have no options. 

The back pass is cut off; moving forward, the attacking 

players must hold onto the ball with their backs to goal 

against this strong defensive line, and every option in the 

centre is closed down by the wing-back’s shadow. Ecuador 

consistently manages to win the ball here, whether through 

direct duels or elsewhere on the pitch.

During periods of calm, they drop back into a 4-4-2, and if 
they struggle to cope with pressure or fail to succeed, they 
should take a closer look at this in pre-season. There are, 
after all, at least minor vulnerabilities on display. First, 
however, it should be said that they are performing at a 
high level here too. The whole team is good at filling gaps in 
the back line and within the defensive unit.



The speed of action required and the quality of their 
tackling generally leave few gaps in Beccacece’s defence. 
The central midfielders, in particular, are doing an 
excellent job here, but the fact that Caicedo is a capable 
defender should come as no surprise.

Nevertheless, as in any defence, there are gaps and 
opportunities to be found. For Ecuador, these are centred 
around right-back Franco. In short: Franco occasionally 
allows himself to be drawn out of Ecuador’s general 
compactness in his individual defensive play. When an 
opponent makes a run into space, he tends to step out of 
the compact formation a step too early, depending on the 
situation. Depending on the situation, this opens up the 
space in front of him or the gap between him and centre-
back Ordóñez. When Ecuador lose their shape, they usually 
don’t give away any more than that. It could be a tough 90 
minutes for any opponent at this World Cup.

Prediction

In theory, in this new World Cup format, you could probably 
become world champions without scoring a single goal. 
Three 0-0 draws should be enough to progress, and the rest 
will be decided by penalties in the knockout stages. Joking 
aside. Ecuador’s defence and intensity will be a tough nut to 
crack for any team at this World Cup. A single moment, a 
set-piece or whatever else might happen to lead to a goal 
could be enough for this national team to progress. They 
are too weak offensively to be considered dark horses, but a 
strong tournament for Ecuador is by no means unlikely.



Ivory Coast v Ecuador
15 June, 1.00 am – Philadelphia

Germany v Ivory Coast
20 June, 22:00 – Toronto

Curacao v Ivory Coast
25 June, 10.00 pm – Philadelphia

Manager: Emerse Fae

Starting line-up: 4-3-3

Qualification: 1st in Group F; 8W-2D-0L; 25:0 goals

World Cup appearances: 3

Best World Cup result: Group stage



This is the Ivorians’ fourth World Cup appearance. After 

being knocked out three times, they are determined to 

make it past the group stage this time. Following a 

disappointing Africa Cup of Nations, where they were 

defeated by Egypt in the knockout stages, they are now 

making a fresh start. Manager Emerse Faé and assistant 

manager Guy Demel have a starting eleven of exceptional 

quality, but will it be enough to withstand the German 

attacking power and the Ecuadorian defensive wall?

Squad & Line-up

Under Faé, Ivory Coast are playing a 4-3-3 formation. Yahia 
Fofana (Rizespor) is the undisputed first-choice goalkeeper. 
The same applies to the centre-back pairing of Ousmane 
Diomandé (Sporting) and Evan Ndicka (AS Roma). However, 
Odilon Kossounou (Atalanta) and Emmanuel Agbadou 
(Beşiktaş) would also be valid options for the starting line-
up. In the full-back positions, Faé usually opts for another 
natural centre-back.



On the left, Clément Akpa (Auxerre) is one option; on the 

right, it would be Wilfried Singo (Galatasaray). Ghislain 

Konan (Gil Vicente) or Guela Doue (Strasbourg) are 

available as classic full-back options. In the centre, the trio 

is effectively set. Ibrahim Sangare (Nottingham) plays the 

classic ‘6’, whilst the ‘double 8’ is covered by Seko Fofana 

(Porto) and Franck Kessié (Al-Ahli). Christ Oulai 

(Trabzonspor) is the first alternative. In attack, too, there is 

no getting past Yann Diomandé (RB Leipzig), Amad Diallo 

(Manchester United) and Evann Guessand (Crystal Palace).

Winged attack

The star players of the attack, Diomandé and Diallo, 
naturally play the biggest role in scoring and creating goals 
for the Ivory Coast. Virtually every attack initiated runs 
down the two flanks or is intended to run down the wide 
channels. The Ivory Coast’s play starts flat from both centre-
backs.



Depending on the profiles in the full-back positions, they 
either drop back flat into the first line of build-up or, like 
Diomandé and Diallo in front of them, maintain the width. 
Central midfielder Sangaré positions himself slightly deeper 
than the two attacking midfielders, who always stand 
relatively close together in a trio. There are then several 
options for opening up the play to involve both flanks in the 
action.

The simpler option is certainly to open up play via the full-
back. He then either looks for a direct route into the duel on 
the flank or plays through a linking number 8 or a dropping 
striker, who then immediately shifts the play wide. The 
support from the rest of the team is consequently solid and 
varied. The full-back is constantly making runs both forward 
and back to either provide a passing option or create the 
space the isolation specialists need for their moves.

The number 8 also gets involved in these moves time and 

again. If a Diomandé drops slightly on the left flank, the 

space behind the full-back is consistently attacked. This, 

too, generates another passing option or the necessary 

space for the wide players to cut inside.

When the Ivory Coast open up the play flat through the 
centre, you see the same patterns at the end of the move, 
yet the build-up to it is exciting to watch. If the centre-back 
pairing cannot play the number 8 directly on the half-space, 
the winger closest to the ball drops diagonally into the 
channel. This is also seen time and again in situations where 
the opposition presses high. Diallo repeatedly drops into 
the role of the attacking midfielder in the centre, before 
shifting wide. Similar movements are also seen time and 
again from Guessand, who then gives up all presence high 
up in the final third, but restores a presence in the box at 
the end of the move through solid overlapping runs.



A problem for the Ivory Coast is the creeping in of 

numerous sloppy errors in their flat build-up play. 

Slapstick misplaced passes are far from a rarity in deep 

areas, and too many touches in the Ivory Coast’s build-

up play in front of the opposition’s penalty area are a 

recurring issue. Put simply, it just takes too long. The 

opposition often has the chance to regroup following 

technical errors. It all looks a bit rigid in front of the 

opposition’s goal, and generally, play tends to revolve 

around the box.

The problems are somewhat less evident in the transition 
game. Here, the Ivory Coast consistently find their two 
wingers, who then impress with their drive towards goal 
and can pose a threat through their speed, both on and off 
the ball. If they can get a grip on their poor finishing in these 
situations and generally in front of goal, then things could 
go the Ivory Coast’s way.



A bulwark with gaps

Alongside Ecuador, the Ivory Coast also looks like a 
defensive powerhouse. The fact that they conceded zero 
goals in qualifying certainly speaks in favour of Faé and his 
team. Admittedly, the group opponents in qualifying were 
of a different calibre to those faced by Ecuador, but this is 
still worth noting as a positive.

High pressing is rarely seen under Faé; more often, the Ivory 
Coast press from midfield, which at first glance often looks 
somewhat confusing. This is due to the asymmetry in the 
system. On the left side of defence, wing-back Diomandé is 
permanently positioned almost on a line with striker 
Guessand, whilst Diallo on the right sometimes drops back 
to the level of the defensive midfielder and only moves up 
to the front line following a team shift. The reason for this is 
that Diallo is supposed to cover for the number 8’s runs 
forward on the right flank. If the number 8 pushes forward 
onto a double-6, a half-back or a centre-back, Diallo drops 
back slightly.



Guessand’s pressing behaviour in these situations is also 

confusing. At first, he appears almost detached from the 

structure, until he then positions himself horizontally to the 

opponent. He then begins to press, but this sometimes 

happens with pressure coming from behind, thereby forcing 

the opposition’s play forward. The number 8s close down 

the half-spaces and, depending on the situation, mark the 

man; the number 6 reacts in space or against the opponent 

in front of the back line. Often, the opponent is then left 

with no choice but to dribble past. ‘Often’ does not mean 

‘always’, however, as the number 8s in particular do not 

always manage the switch between zonal and man-marking 

defence cleanly. Occasionally, vertical and diagonal passing 

lanes through the block are possible here.

The left side of the defence around Diomandé is also 
patchy. His high positioning in the left half-space causes 
positioning problems for his teammates. This can lead to 
the left-back having to defend against two opponents at 
times.



Due to the lack of vertical compactness and the generally 
deep line of the defensive back four, none of the centre-
backs can effectively defend forward. If the opposition 
manages to get enough players into the left half-space 
during these moves, the marking becomes chaotic. With the 
number 8 pushed forward, there is a lack of presence all 
over the pitch.

However, if the number 8 sits deep, there are problems 
further forward. It is a bit of a vicious circle on the left side 
of defence. If the opposition gains a presence in the second 
line, the number 8 is missing further forward. The 
opposition can then easily play through the first two lines 
without there being any chance of a quick turnover.

Ivory Coast combines all this with a very speculative 
defensive approach. The opponent’s movements and passes 
are anticipated early, and they react accordingly. If, for 
example, a centre-back hints at a cross, the back line reacts 
immediately and adjusts their run.



This happens when pressing the player with the ball and 
also away from the ball, where, for example, the striker or a 
number 8 runs towards the second centre-back. A quick 
movement then immediately leaves both defenders out of 
the game, leaving large gaps behind them.

When defending deeper, the team is somewhat more 
cautious with such actions and generally less vulnerable 
than when defending from the mid-block. This is because all 
the central midfielders work well together and always cover 
each other effectively. Across the width, the number 8 
closest to the ball moves out with the winger and full-back 
to use his physical presence to win the ball back and then 
quickly transition into attack. Behind them, the number 6 
and the other number 8 provide constant cover. However, 
you have to be anything but quick to make horizontal 
movements here. Often, a back pass under pressure is 
enough to exploit the sloppiness in the follow-up 
movements.

On the right, it is Kessié who sometimes rushes out a bit too 
hastily at the ball-carrier and then leaves a gap behind him. 
However, these are all gaps that the rest of the defence can 
consistently close.

Prediction

Overall, Ivory Coast are a rock-solid football team. A big win 
against Curaçao will probably be enough for them, 
regardless of the results of the first two group matches. 
Nevertheless, the clash against Ecuador will likely be the 
decisive one. If they manage to break down the defence, 
they’ll likely be very close to second place. However, they’re 
unlikely to be a dark horse. Defensively, they’re simply too 
porous for a major upset, with too little consistent attacking 
output.



Netherlands v Japan
14 June, 22:00 – Dallas

Tunisia v Japan
21 June, 6.00 pm – Monterrey

Japan v Sweden
26 June, 1:00 am – Dallas

Manager: Hagime Moriyasu

Starting line-up: 3-4-2-1

Qualification: Group 1, Qualifying Round 3; 13W-2D-1L; 54:3 goals

World Cup appearances: 7

Best World Cup result: Round of 16 in 2002, 2010, 2018, 2022



At the latest following the 1-0 win in England, Japan are no 
longer a dark horse. Word has now got around that Hajime 
Moriyasu’s team aren’t half bad. They breezed through 
qualification and, in the subsequent friendlies, beat first 
Brazil and then England. And now? Group winners? Semi-
finalists? Finalists, perhaps? But is there really any truth in 
the
'dark horse' Japan? Are they as good as everyone says, or is 
it all just hot air from friendly matches?

Squad & Line-up

Moriyasu’s 3-4-1-2 formation still raises a few questions 
ahead of the tournament. The goalkeeper position, 
however, is not one of them. Zion Suzuki (Parma) is the 
undisputed first choice. The central defensive trio is led by 
Hiroki Ito (FC Bayern). He is flanked in the centre by 
Tsuyoshi Watanabe (Feyenoord) and Ayumu Seko (Le 
Havre). On the right-hand side, the odds are heavily in 
favour of Ritsu Doan (Frankfurt), whilst on the left, Daizen 
Maeda (Celtic Glasgow) is the favourite.



Kaishu Sano (Mainz) occupies one of the double-6 positions. 

Daichi Kamada (Crystal Palace) is in pole position for the 

attacking role. Ao Tanaka (Leeds) would also be an option. 

Things are a little clearer in the attacking midfield positions. 

Kaoru Mitoma (Brighton) will be causing havoc on the left, 

and Takefusa Kubo (Real Sociedad) on the right. Yuito 

Suzuki (SC Freiburg) would also be a valid option for the 

right-wing position. Ayase Ueda (Feyenoord) completes the 

attack.

Japanese Tiki-Taka

If you want to talk about good link-up play on the pitch at 
this World Cup, you cannot do so without mentioning the 
Samurai Blue. Japan line up almost perfectly across all areas 
of the pitch when in possession, combining this with a fluid 
rhythm. Anyone wishing to turn this into a drinking game 
could simply take a sip every time a triangle or diamond 
formation is created – and by the end of the second half, or 
even sooner, they won’t remember a thing.



The discipline the Japanese display in their positional play 
deserves every praise. But let’s take a closer look. The three 
centre-backs fan out wide, so wide that the full-backs 
sometimes push out as far as the touchline. A gap often 
opens up between the right half-back and the central 
centre-back, which is repeatedly filled by Sano as the deep-
lying number 6. Kamada in front of him then drifts up and 
down the pitch, whilst the wingers tuck in, and the full-
backs – who are likely defined more by their attacking than 
defensive qualities – maintain the width.

The magic of the Japanese then becomes apparent in 
their movement patterns. At times, the wingers and 
Ueda, by making suggestive runs into space with the ball 
in the first line, repeatedly push a few metres further 
back. Mitoma and Kubo, in the roles of the central 
attacking midfielders, do not drop back to help build up 
play in these situations, but simply hold their positions.

By pushing the deep runs back and the first line moving up 
slightly, they are automatically better integrated into the 
Japanese game.

The ball is then played to the half-back. On the left flank, 
the first triangle in which the team looks to build play is 
now formed by the advanced Maeda and Mitoma, who is 
closer to the ball. Depending on Mitoma’s position, Kamada 
can also drop back from his central position to join them, 
forming a diamond or box across the width of the pitch. If 
Japan decides to rebuild, they repeatedly find themselves in 
the same situations through a new attempt. Theoretically, 
the diamond is also present in the centre through a deep-
lying Kamada, an advancing Ueda and the wingers tucking 
in. Japan has options from almost all positions and 
formations to free themselves from pressure or less-than-
ideal situations.



The options Japan creates for itself in these situations are 
also effective. Either the Japanese break down defences 
dynamically through a variety of moves and runs, or they 
look to play the first ball out of the diamond. Occasionally, 
both approaches occur. For example, if Kubo breaks down 
the play on the right flank via one-twos with the deep-lying 
Ueda, who keeps Kubo involved in the move with a further 
one-two, the Japanese also push forward aggressively. The 
first shifting pass may then be to isolate Maeda, but in 
these scenes Ito starts from the back line and pushes 
forward to the byline before delivering a low cross. 
Furthermore, the whole sequence happens with such good 
timing that the opposition often just looks on in these quick 
moves.



Another way of getting into space is through the constant 
counter-movements of the entire attack. These are by no 
means limited to just one pair; they take place across the 
entire back line. With the ball on the left flank, Ueda can cut 
inside depending on the situation. Ideally, he times this 
movement to coincide with that of the left-wing player, 
Maeda. Mitoma and Kubo, who are attacking behind Ueda, 
then look for the ball in space, perfectly in sync with the 
rest of the team.



Diamond and triangle formations combined with space-
creating runs into the channels are then the Blue 
Samurai’s chosen tactical approach in the attacking third. 
Once again, the team seeks to link up on the flanks. 
Initially, they open up the central area of the diamond 
with a run into the channel, directing play towards the 
centre. With the ball at his feet, Ueda then starts a 
diagonal run from the centre towards the half-space. 
However, a pass to Ueda makes little sense in this 
scenario due to his theoretical body position. Therefore, 
the run is not intended to play the ball into space, but to 
free up the space behind the defence, where Mitoma or 
another Japanese player can now cut into the penalty area.

All these fine moves are thwarted by Japan’s failure to 
convert chances. Their lack of finishing is, unfortunately, 
glaringly obvious. In some cases, even the final product is 
problematic. The Japanese urgently need to improve here. 
As there is no absolute goal machine in the squad, they 
must address this collectively.



Unflappable

Their defensive approach is just as well-considered as their 
attacking play. Here too, they are characterised by a high 
level of discipline and defensive commitment. Unless 
Moriyasu experiments with a back four again (and thus also 
changes the profiles in the full-back positions), Japan will 
line up in a 5-2-3 formation. Often from a mix of high 
pressing and waiting in a mid-block. They tend to press 
man-marking style. Ueda then consistently tries to split the 
field with his pressing so he can get out wide. The full-backs 
then step out from the back line onto the opposing full-
back. To avoid having to take excessive risks in the back line, 
they shift horizontally, forming a back four. As the wide 
midfielders also come from central positions and the 
opposing number 6 always defends well with his shadow, 
the Japanese do not have to immediately abandon their 
central presence when pushing forward. Sano and Kamada 
can either mark their men directly or close down the space 
in front of the defence.



If the Japanese do manage to play a ball towards the 
double-6, they are immediately attacked aggressively. 
Ideally, with plenty of players and pressure, they win the 
ball back straight away; alternatively, they are probably also 
satisfied if they disrupt the opponent’s follow-up action to 
such an extent that the ball ends up either with the 
Japanese or back in harmless areas a few seconds later. 
However, if the double-6 is too far away in these situations, 
they prefer to drop back to provide cover. Thanks to the 
good defensive movement of the attacking trio, the task of 
winning the ball initially falls to the wingers.

The Japanese thus manage to maintain defensive control 
for long periods, particularly against weaker opponents. 
This is partly down to the quality of the opposition, but also 
to their low error rate in their build-up play. Fortunately for 
the Japanese, there aren’t necessarily many other national 
teams that can boast such a possession-based game. 
However, England showed in March that it is certainly 
possible to penetrate into dangerous areas against Japan.

In the moments when Japan comes under pressure with the 
ball, options open up for the opposition. As many players 
close to the ball immediately close in, spaces and options 
naturally open up away from the ball. The reasons for 
getting the ball into these areas in the first place can be 
varied. Sometimes it’s down to momentary lapses in 
coordination, or occasionally a poor approach angle. One 

thing is clear: the Blue Samurai are not perfect, even if they strive to 
be.

If, as a result, the Japanese centre-backs are drawn out of their 
positions, things do become structurally chaotic for Japan. It can 
also become problematic if these situations are forced whilst 
defending deep. Then gaps do open up 20 to 25 metres in front of 



the goal. To create these situations, the opposition would 
be well advised to build play from the flanks via the centre-
backs or full-backs.

Given the lack of exceptional individual defensive strength, 
there is certainly potential in duels on the flanks. Diagonal 
options into the back line also open up time and again if 
Sano and Kamada can be successfully drawn out of the 
centre. The Japanese manage to sort out many of these 
situations, but these are definitely not periods of calm 
defensive control.

Prediction

The results, coupled with Japan’s fundamental style of play, 
make the Blue Samurai absolute dark horses for an upset at 
this World Cup. They have shown on multiple occasions that 
they can trouble and defeat the world’s top teams. Perhaps 
what is missing for truly great success is a clinical finisher in 
front of goal who can tip close games in Japan’s favour. That 
could prove their undoing as early as their first group match 
against the Netherlands. It will be the first test of their 
mettle. If they can master this, everyone at this World Cup 
will know that a tough opponent awaits them in the Blue 
Samurai.



Netherlands v Japan
14 June, 22:00 – Dallas

Netherlands v Sweden
20 June, 19:00 – Houston

Tunisia v Netherlands
26 June, 1 am – Kansas City

Manager: Ronald Koeman

Starting line-up: 4-3-3

Qualification: 1st in Group G; 6W-2D-0L; 27:4 goals

World Cup appearances: 12

Best World Cup result: Runners-up 1974; 1978; 2010



Things have gone rather quiet around Ronald Koeman and 
his Elftal. Following the lost final in 2010 and third place in 
Brazil, the results have been somewhat sobering. In 2018, 
they even failed to qualify, and in 2022, their run ended in 
the quarter-finals against eventual world champions 
Argentina.At least the last European Championship should 
give the Dutch hope. They reached the semi-finals. And this 
year? With Japan and Sweden, they’ve certainly drawn 
some tough group opponents. The tournament draw 
doesn’t look particularly easy either. Will it be another 
disappointment, or can Holland throw another football 
party from left to right?

Squad & Line-up

The 4-3-3 formation is virtually synonymous with the 
Netherlands. That won’t change in 2026 either. Bart 
Verbruggen (Brighton) is in goal. A centre-back usually fills 
the left-back position.



Micky van de Ven (Tottenham) is the first choice ahead of 

Nathan Aké (Manchester City). On the right, Koeman is 

spoilt for choice with Denzel Dumfries (Inter), Jeremie 

Frimpong (Liverpool) or Lutsharel Geertruida (Sunderland). 

In central defence, veteran Virgil van Dijk (Liverpool) 

partners Jurriën Timber (Arsenal). Alternatively, Brighton’s 

van Hecke could also line up alongside Van Dijk. There is 

also no shortage of defensive midfielders, meaning Koeman 

can constantly alter the balance in his 4-3-3 formation. The 

number one choice is Ryan Gravenberch (Liverpool), ahead 

of Jerdy Schouten (PSV). Following Xavi Simons’ 

(Tottenham) serious injury, Tijani Reijnders (Manchester 

City) and Frenkie de Jong (Barcelona) are likely to be the 

first-choice options in the number 8 positions. In attack, the 

left flank goes to Cody Gakpo (Liverpool), Donyell Malen (AS 

Roma) leads the line on the right, and in the centre it’s a 

race between Memphis Depay (Corinthians) and Brian 

Brobbey (Sunderland).

Gakpo in focus

The Oranje could well be a joy to watch in this tournament. 
A willingness to take risks, a high level of commitment to 
their own attack and, generally speaking, plenty of quality 
make the Netherlands one of the teams that could certainly 
put on a show on the pitch. Koeman has worked with his 
team to seek and find solutions to various challenges. The 4-
3-3 formation is immediately evident during phases of deep 
possession. The back four initially sit flat, with Frenkie De 
Jong acting as a holding midfielder in front of them; 
Gravenberch and Reijnders occupy the central midfield 
positions and the wingers are both wide, whilst Depay drifts 
in behind the line.

Depending on the opponent’s behaviour, the dynamics of 
the Oranje’s play then change. If the opponent presses high, 
a lot of players drop deep into their own half. The build-up 
usually starts with repeated probing passes to de Jong, who, 
however, often simply plays the ball back to the first line of 
build-up.



The flat back four usually provides de Jong with more than 
one passing option. If the opposition’s pressing is triggered, 
Gravenberch also drops back into the situation as a second 
anchor. The Oranje then do not shy away from absorbing 
the opposition’s pressing and initially attempt to stretch the 
opposition horizontally through their passing play. The high 
positioning of the attacking trio pulls the opposition’s back 
line high up the pitch, thereby stretching the opposition’s 
defensive line vertically as well. The wide spacing, combined 
with the passing sequences in the front lines, also forces the 
opposition to push through situationally and make decisions 
in certain situations. To cut a long story short: the 
opposition starts making mistakes in these situations. They 
may not be major ones, but they are enough for the 
Netherlands to break out of their deep-lying play into an 
artificially created transition situation.



With a pass to the full-back, the defensive midfielder then 
moves out of the opponent’s shadow into the free space 
and either turns with plenty of room or sends the ball 
directly into the remaining 4-on-4 situation towards the rest 
of the attack.

If the opportunity arises, the Oranje also opt for the long 
ball straight away, particularly towards Gakpo, who can 
almost always create something from one-on-one 
situations. If the opposition drops back slightly, the Oranje 
try to break up the block with a lot of players. The role of 
the full-backs then depends heavily on the players selected. 
With Dumfries or Frimpong, there is a strong presence 
across the width of the pitch on the right flank. They also 
frequently push up into the final line after Malen drops back 
slightly. On the left, with van de Ven and Aké, the approach 
is slightly more inverted. Here too, they operate in a flatter 
line than their counterparts on the right and fill the space to 
the left of de Jong. Gravenberch also operates level with de 
Jong, Reijnders pushes forward into the left half-space all 
the way to the back line, whilst Gakpo remains wide here as 
well.



The idea of how to break down the block is then quite 
similar to how one aims to lure the opponent into pressing. 
Here too, one repeatedly provokes the opponent into 
stepping out with balls from van Dijk to Timber into the 
second line of build-up. At times, Memphis Depay also 
drops back from his high position for these one-two passes. 
If the opposition then push out slightly, the Netherlands 
look to play the ball out wide. Either directly into a one-on-
one for the respective wingers, who can then supply the 
well-crowded box, or through overloads on the left half of 
the pitch.

With Gakpo, Reijnders and the returning de Jong, they have 
arguably the best players in these situations. Van de Ven 
simply covers this at the back and does not lose his 
attacking drive here; Reijnders, together with Depay, works 
the half-space and constantly makes himself available for 
the deep option. The Oranje try here to create space and 
options for direct depth through counter-movements, or to 
open up a passing lane in the centre with their movements.



With Reijnders making a run into space and Depay making 
himself available, they often pull the opposition centre-
backs out of their ideal positions. With well-timed 
movement or short passes from Gakpo, they now open up a 
passing lane to Malen, who has also cut inside. The Oranje 
repeatedly demonstrate great tactical intelligence in playing 
out these situations, whether by continuing to link up play 
down the left flank or breaking through the centre.

With players like De Jong on the pitch, a combination play 
isn’t always necessary. Here and there, a run in behind and 
a chip over the back line is enough to create danger in front 
of the opposition’s goal. If one were to look for points of 
criticism, it might be the consistency against better-
organised opponents. It is then noticeable that solutions 
aren’t found as sustainably as they were against underdogs 
in the qualifiers. But that too can be worked on. Koeman’s 
team has a wide variety of set-piece options, which, at least 
in the recent past, have led to goals time and again.



Clearly capable of more

The Oranje also possess the necessary clarity when playing 
out from the back. Primarily, they operate from a 4-4-2 base 
formation. Reijnders moves out from his wide position 
alongside Depay into the front line. Both wingers work 
closely in tandem with the double-6. Depay and Reijnders 
begin their defensive work level with the opposition’s 6. 
With their opponents behind them, they then press the 
opposition in the first line of build-up following a cross-field 
pass. Against a three-man build-up, Malen moves up from 
his deep position, whilst the right-back is also constantly on 
the move forward. De Jong, who ideally acts as the ‘plus 
one’ in front of the defence, then provides cover in tandem 
with Gravenberch. The high central compactness then 
almost automatically pushes the opposition’s play out wide 
across the pitch.

The defensively strong full-backs are then expected to work 
together to create numerical superiority, win the ball back 
and subsequently make a quick transition. The whole thing 
would theoretically be based on the idea from the 4-3-3, 
but here they occasionally deviate from their own structure.



When pressing high, Reijnders tends to focus more on the 
number 6 rather than the opposing centre-back, but the 
compact centre remains intact. On the flanks, however, 
opportunities arise time and again. If you open up the play 
against the Netherlands, you usually force Malen or Gakpo 
to push forward from their deep central positions. In such 
situations, Gravenberch or Reijnders are then left 
unmarked. If the two are tied up, the full-back can quickly 
find themselves in a 1-on-2 situation. The half-space option 
is covered by the shadowing and the overlapping runs, but 
theoretically, the player can be reached via the wing-back.

You then almost deliberately give the opponent space 
across the width of the pitch. The defenders’ focus is 
constantly ‘centre first, flank second’. If the opponent 
makes a dynamic run here, it requires good defensive 
movement from the individuals and the whole team, which 
is, however, quite solid.

However, the opposition repeatedly manage to get crosses 
into the box through these situations. But even that isn’t 
really a problem for the Dutch back line. Van Dijk and co. 
regularly clear everything that flies high into the box. The 
Oranje are also strong at defending deep; they can almost 
fill the space in and around the box with all their outfield 
players, even if this does mean their transition strength 
suffers somewhat.

So how can you hurt the Netherlands? It’s not easy. 
Alongside ideas down the flanks, it’s arguably the defensive 
transition moments that are the biggest weakness in the 
back line. Dumfries’ wide positioning and van de Ven’s push 
forward also create space out wide here. In central areas, a 
lack of intensity in the counter-pressing often means there 
is no immediate pressure. It is not unlikely that, should they 
lose possession in the centre, they could be quickly played 
through in precisely that area.



Prediction

The Netherlands possess many of the qualities required of a 
good tournament side. Defensively, they are solid with a 
few exceptions; offensively, they can find solutions against 
any opponent, and if necessary, the Oranje still have their 
set-piece strength to fall back on. They can more than hold 
their own against the other big names. It is by no means 
unlikely that the Netherlands will still be playing 
competitive matches in mid-July, even if they could well get 
off to a bumpy start against a strong Japanese side.



Sweden v Tunisia
15 June, 4.00 pm – Monterrey

Netherlands v Sweden
20 June, 19:00 – Houston

Japan v Sweden
26 June, 1 am – Dallas

Manager: Graham Potter

Starting line-up: 3-4-2-1

Qualification: UEFA play-offs vs Ukraine/Poland

World Cup appearances: 13

Best World Cup result: Runners-up in 1958



Sweden is celebrating nothing less than a historic 
qualification. For the first time in the long history of the 
FIFA World Cup, Sweden has qualified as the bottom team 
in a qualifying group. In what was effectively the play-offs of 
the UEFA qualifying system, they ultimately prevailed 
against Ukraine and Poland. For many, myself included, it is 
absolutely incomprehensible that, with a mere two points in 
the qualifiers, a team gets the chance to qualify for a World 
Cup in a home play-off. But well, it is what it is. Graham 
Potter, who was brought in specifically for the final push in 
the qualifiers and the play-offs, has made it happen. At least 
in terms of personnel, the Swedes are set to receive a few 
upgrades just in time for the tournament.

Squad & Line-up

Potter is opting for a 5-2-3 formation in Sweden. Whether 
this is set in stone is something only he knows. It is quite 
possible that he will make further adjustments in the details 
before the tournament kicks off to field the best possible 
starting eleven.



In goal, Potter is relying on the experienced Kristoffer 
Nordfeldt (AIK). In the wing-back positions, Gabriel 
Gudmundsson (Leeds) plays on his preferred left flank, 
whilst BVB defender Daniel Svensson has to switch to the 
right. In the centre, captain Victor Lindelöf (Aston Villa), Isak 
Hien (Atalanta) and Gustaf Lagerbielke (Brage) form the 
central defensive trio.

In front of the defence, it will likely come down to Jesper 
Karlström (Udinese) or Hugo Larsson (Frankfurt), though 
there is still some speculation regarding the other position. 
Yasin Ayari (Brighton) was the preferred option, at least in 
the play-offs, but Lucas Bergvall (Tottenham) returns as 
another option ahead of the World Cup. Anthony Elanga 
(Newcastle) will operate in the right-wing position. On the 
other side, the question is completely open. Potter could 
field Alexander Isak (Liverpool) in the midfield position or as 
a second striker, and Dejan Kulusevski (Tottenham) could 
also play a part. Should he remain with the play-off squad, 
Benjamin Nygren (Celtic Glasgow) would be an option. Up 
front is Arsenal striker Viktor Gyökeres.

The Gyökeres aura

To stay on topic: it will be very exciting to see how Isak, 
Kulusevski or Bergvall can change this attack. As things 
stand in the World Cup play-offs, Sweden relies primarily on 
counter-attacks via Gyökeres and set-piece situations. The 
creative elements also repeatedly follow the pattern of ‘first 
ball to Gyökeres’.

Under Potter, Sweden are unlikely to thrill us with hipster 
attacking football. Even if they want to break out of certain 
pressing situations flatly, that doesn’t mean Sweden are 
now reinventing possession football. This simple approach 
is already evident in throw-ins. A throw-in in their own half 
means hurling the ball as far forward as possible to gain 
ground simply and without risk.



With the ball at their feet, many Swedish players drop deep 
into their own half when under pressure. Sweden then 
effectively adopts a 3-4 structure with plenty of players 
near the ball. Even wing-back Nygren repeatedly dropped 
deep in the play-off matches to help out. As previously 
mentioned, however, the aim is not a short passing game 
but the long ball forward. After a few passes, the first 
unmarked or unpressured player plays the long ball to 
target man Gyökeres, who is certainly no slouch when it 
comes to holding up the ball. In combination with Elanga, 
this gives the rest of the team time to push forward, before 
shifting the play out wide. There, they look to break through 
and play the ball into the box.

If the ball does go flat through the centre, Gyökeres is once 
again the man the Swedes are looking for. If he cuts inside, 
he immediately flicks the ball out to the wing. The centre of 
the attack is then unoccupied. On the wing, a pair forms 
once again, whilst number 8 Ayari lurks on the edge of the 
box alongside Elanga.



Gyökeres’ presence – or rather his aura – can make all the 
difference here. When he comes from deeper areas, his 
presence draws the centre-backs out of their positions. It 
almost seems as though one has no choice but to react to 
his run. This penetration, even if it lacks great dynamism, 
then opens up space for Ayari and Elanga in front of the 
defence.

Over the course of 90 minutes, however, these scenes 
become increasingly rare, particularly when Sweden are in 
the lead. Then they barricade themselves at the back in a 
deep block, which simultaneously takes away some of 
Sweden’s counter-attacking threat.

Ready for tournament football?

Barricading in a deep block is precisely the key phrase here. 
It is something one can likely expect against Japan and the 
Netherlands. The Swedes are now able to absorb periods of 
pressure and weather difficult moments with little 
possession. Deep down, they operate in a 5-2-3, which 
occasionally drops back into a 5-4-1.



All players, including striker Gyökeres, work with discipline 
against the ball and repeatedly drop back behind the 
opponent in possession.

The high level of discipline is evident throughout the team. 
Gaps and open spaces are immediately closed by 
teammates defending from the front. They are level-headed 
in their tackling and immediately retreat to their original 
positions in the defensive block after losing possession. 
They leave the opposition virtually only space on the flanks, 
which often leads to a lot of wasted possession, as there are 
almost always enough Swedish players around the ball.

If an opponent manages to shift the play quickly 
horizontally against the Swedes, they can create isolation 
on the flanks. These are duels that Potter’s team does not 
win quite as regularly as in other areas of the pitch. This 
results in many opportunities and crosses from the 
opposition into the box. However, this is not yet a cause for 
concern, as Lindelöf and co. usually clear almost everything 
that flies into the penalty area with their heads.

Sweden can also play high pressing and utilise this more 
frequently, making the phases in the deep block feel 
almost like short breather. They operate from a 3-4-3 
formation and attempt to build pressure in the first lines 
with as few players as possible, forcing the opposition into a 
long ball.

As the first presser, Gyökeres attempts to split the pitch, 
running in an arc towards the centre-back and goalkeeper. 
Either Elanga or Isak (in the qualifiers it was Nygren) then 
moves out to mark a defensive midfielder. If the opposition 
have a double six, one of the Swedish double sixes pushes 
forward in anticipation to close down the passing option 
early. Due to the pressure from Gyökeres, the opposition 
are usually left with no option but to play a long ball 
forward, where Sweden can then almost always create a 
numerical advantage with a player.

The number 10, who may have been left unmarked – in this 
example initially covered by Karlström before he pushed 
forward – is practically unreachable from the first line.



Depending on the situation, the three attacking players also 
swap roles. At times, Gyökeres can be seen in the six 
position, whilst both wing-backs push forward into the final 
line. The timing of this structure is essential. If, in particular, 
the number six fails to push up or Elanga fails to drop back, 
the house of cards quickly collapses, as the Swedes do not 
necessarily stand compact vertically in these situations. 
Should the opposition manage to break free from the 
pressure, the Swedes are heavily reliant on their good 
defensive movement.

Prediction

It would be typical of football if the Swedes, having never 
really been expected to qualify, were nevertheless to 
play a part in this tournament. Not to win a title, but at 
least to upset a favourite for once. They have a lot going 
for them. They are disciplined when defending and 
possess enormous individual quality up front.

Graham Potter has the chance during the build-up to shape 
Sweden into a strong tournament side. Against Ukraine and 
Poland, they have already shown that they are up to the 
task.



Sweden v Tunisia
15 June, 4.00 pm – Monterrey

Tunisia v Japan
21 June, 6.00 pm – Monterrey

Tunisia v Netherlands
26 June, 1 am – Kansas City

Manager: Sabri Lamouchi

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group H; 9W-1D-0L: 22:0 goals

World Cup appearances: 7

Best World Cup result: Group stage



Unfortunately, Tunisia is one of the teams I’m looking at in 
this preview where the sample size is very small. Since the 
Africa Cup of Nations in January, there has been a new face 
on the touchline: Sabri Lamouchi. After the penalty shoot-
out against Mali, it was time for a change, and so the former 
coach of Stade Rennes and Nottingham Forest was brought 
in. In the opening matches, he shook up the squad quite a 
bit. Players such as Hannibal and former captain Ferjani 
Sassi were completely absent. As a result, the team’s style 
of play, line-up and squad for this tournament will remain 
something of a mystery.

Squad & Line-up

One thing is clear: Lamouchi will start with a 4-2-3-1 
formation. However, as of the time of writing, it 
remains a big question mark as to who will play 
where.

In goal, many options have been tried out recently. I would 
nevertheless assume that Aymen Dahmen remains the 
Tunisians’ first-choice goalkeeper. Nothing is likely to 
change on the left side of defence either.



Here, Lamouchi continues to rely on Ali Abdi (Nice). In 
central defence, Montassar Talbi (Lorient) was absent from 
the March friendlies. Should he be fit, however, a place in 
central defence is likely to be his. Alongside him, much 
points to Adam Arous (Kayserispor).

The right-back position, on the other hand, is a big question 
mark. The most likely option is likely to be Yan Valery (YB 
Bern). In the new double six, there is a strong case for a 
Bundesliga duo of Rani Khedira (Union Berlin) and Ellyes 
Skhiri (Frankfurt). In front of them, however, things become 
a bit unclear again. On the left, Sebastian Tounekt (Celtic 
Glasgow) would be one option, as would Elias Saad 
(Hannover). Hannibal Mejbri (Burnley) could start in central 
midfield. However, he could also take up the left flank. 
Another option for the centre would be Ismaël Gharbi 
(Augsburg). I expect at least one of them to play out wide, 
though, as there is a slight lack of alternatives there. Up 
front, Lamouchi could spring a surprise with Ben Farhat 
(Karlsruhe) or opt for Hazem Mastouri (Dynamo Moscow).

A first attempt with the ball

Things haven’t quite clicked in front of goal so far. Just a 1-0 
win against minnows Haiti and a 0-0 draw against hosts 
Canada. You don’t need to be a prophet to see that there’s 
still plenty of room for improvement here.

What does look very good, however, are Tunisia’s transition 
moments. Whether following deep ball recoveries or 
successful counter-pressing situations. As soon as the ball is 
won, the striker immediately drops into the space towards 
the ball and receives the first pass of the transition. 
Meanwhile, both wingers make deep runs into the 
channels. Depending on the striker’s body position, the play 
then moves to one side or the other. Tunisia always play 
directly and vertically in these situations.



A similar pattern can be seen even without an advanced 
opposing defence, but simply when the opposition leaves a 
little too much space. If one of the four attacking players 
has too much space, the play is immediately switched. This 
can almost be described as a general stylistic feature of the 
Tunisian attack, as they seek out precisely these situations 
even when facing deeper-lying opponents with a flat 
defensive line.

Tunisia line up somewhat asymmetrically. The left-back fills 
the first line flat, whilst the right-back operates slightly 
higher up. Centrally, Skhiri, Khedira and the nominal 
number ten move vertically in a line, which does not 
necessarily make playing the ball out flat any easier. On the 
right side, the winger drops back slightly deeper, whilst the 
number ten starts horizontally in parallel. The ball should 
reach the number ten in the space between the lines as 
directly as possible, who can then play a one-two with the 
advanced right-back. Ideally, the latter has plenty of space 
in front of him and can drive forward to the byline. 
However, there is often a lack of players in the box for the 
subsequent cross. Usually, there is only one striker there.



The whole thing also still seems a bit rough and unpolished, 
which is certainly logical, but still needs to be addressed. 
The conversion of chances, particularly after transitions, is 
at times disastrous. Not everything is working yet, but 
Lamouchi still has a pre-tournament preparation phase 
ahead of him. Nevertheless, it is already clear where the 
journey is headed: fast and vertical forward.

Every beginning is difficult

One goal scored was admittedly a bit meagre, but two clean 
sheets are certainly something to be proud of for Lamouchi 
and his defence.

In the first match against Haiti, it was evident, particularly in 
the opening minutes, that there was a high level of 
motivation to consistently implement the new tactics. The 
Tunisians took to the pitch with great intensity and 
noticeably improved communication. Against Haiti, arguably 
a weaker opponent, they relied heavily on high pressing 
from a 4-4-2 formation.



The main focus here was on the horizontal shifting of the 
midfield block. In these situations, the number 10 
repeatedly moved alongside the striker. As the opposition 
shifted horizontally, the player furthest from the ball 
dropped back to the nearest defensive midfielder with great 
discipline. From this deeper position, both players attacked 
the build-up player depending on the side of the ball and 
covered the defensive midfielder in the blind spot. This 
forced the opposition’s play out wide.

With the ball on the full-back, the wide midfielder initiates 
the pressing run and applies pressure. Tunisia then pushes a 
lot of players close to the ball. The striker blocks the back 
pass, the number 10 stays with the defensive midfielder, 
and in addition, either Skhiri or Khedira pushes aggressively 
into the situation to force a turnover through numerical 
superiority. The other defensive midfielder covers for his 
partner’s run, whilst the wide player furthest from the ball 
moves in almost as an additional central midfielder.



However, not everything works perfectly here either. When 
Skhiri pushed forward, the opposition were simply able to 
play past him in certain situations and occupy the half-space 
without the space being effectively closed down. Tunisia 
invests heavily in the first pressing lines. The two strikers, in 
particular, cover an enormous amount of ground with high 
intensity when pressing.

However, this intensity is scaled back somewhat against 
opponents who have more possession. Furthermore, the 
formation is adjusted, with a more defensively oriented 
player brought in instead of a classic number ten. The 
whole setup then operates more from a 4-3-3, with the 
centre playing tightly together and both wingers moving 
vertically between midfield and attack.

Although the additional central midfielder repeatedly 
pushes forward, genuine pressing moments remain the 
exception. While Tunisia manages to close down the centre 
in this system, it allows the opposition too much freedom 
across the width of the pitch.

If the opposing playmaker dribbles slightly, the winger’s 
focus immediately shifts to the ball-carrier. Due to the full-
back’s narrow positioning, the flank is often inadequately 
covered. In other words: there is simply a lack of the correct 
distance from the opponent.

If the winger is then beaten by a pass out to the flank, the 
Tunisian back line must break out of their formation early 
and push forward. This opens up plenty of space and 
passing lanes for the opposition.

Although Tunisia attempts once again to win the ball 
through numerical superiority, the necessary pressure and 
the defensive quality of individual players are often lacking. 
Generally speaking, the opposition is granted slightly too 
much space on the flanks. Even when defending deep, the 
full-back frequently takes on the wide midfielder, allowing 
the opposition to play the ball past the defensive line with 
ease and then exploit the gaps created by Tunisia’s 
defensive line shifting.



The gaps between the centre-backs and full-backs are often 
too wide to allow them to get into the action effectively.

The fact that Tunisia managed to weather these phases, 
particularly against Canada, was down more to Canada’s 
inability than to the quality of Tunisia’s defence.

Prediction

It is probably still a little too early to pass final judgement 
on the Tunisians. However, the list of areas needing 
improvement is by no means short. To play the 
successful counter-attacking football that Lamouchi is 
likely aiming for, the team currently lacks defensive 
compactness.

Against the strong Japanese and Dutch sides, however, they 
will need to raise their game by significantly more than just 
one level. Given the limited individual quality, too, one must 
probably expect the Tunisians to be knocked out of the 
tournament early.



Belgium v Egypt
15 June, 21:00 – Seattle

New Zealand v Egypt
22 June, 3 am – Vancouver

Egypt v Iran
27 June, 5:00 am – Seattle

Manager: Hossam Hasan

Starting line-up: 3-4-1-2

Qualification: 1st in Group A; 8W-2D-0L; 20:2 goals

World Cup appearances: 3

Best World Cup result: Round of 16 in 1934



Mohamed Salah’s so-called prime appears to be over. After 
many years at Liverpool FC, a move looks likely this coming 
summer. The now 33-year-old has certainly had anything 
but an easy year at Liverpool FC. The same applies to the 
other Egyptian star in the Premier League.Omar Marmoush 
moved to the island in the winter of 2026 with high 
expectations. With just three goals, he would certainly have 
imagined his first season going differently.

Both sides of the Egyptian national team are in crisis ahead 
of this World Cup. At the Africa Cup of Nations, they 
narrowly lost in the semi-finals to eventual winners Senegal. 
So, after this long season, what is still possible for Salah, 
Marmoush and co. in this tournament?

Squad & Line-up

I wouldn’t bet on the 4-2-3-1 formation from the March 
friendlies becoming Egypt’s tournament formation just yet. 
At the Africa Cup of Nations, they started with a back three. 
I therefore suspect that the 3-4-1-2 will also be the 
preferred option at the World Cup.



Oufa Shobeir is the first-choice goalkeeper. The central 
defensive trio will likely consist of Ramy Rabia, Hossam 
Abdelmaguid and Yasser Ibrahim, from left to right. 
Mohamed Abdelmonem (Nice) will probably also be an 
option again following his cruciate ligament rupture.

Ahmed Fatouh and Mohamed Hany are likely to start on the 
flanks. Hamdy Fathy, who can also fill in as a centre-back in 
a back four, will form the double six alongside Marwan 
Ateya. There will be a battle for the number ten role 
between Emam Ashour and Trezeguet. The strike 
partnership will be formed by Mohamed Salah (Liverpool) 
and Omar Marmoush. Should Salah drift out wide more 
often, Mostafa Mohamed (Nantes) would be the first 
alternative.

The false nine

Whether playing from a back three or a back four, Egypt’s 
build-up play almost always follows the same pattern. 
When Fathy operates as a defensive midfielder in front of 
the defence, he frequently drops back into the first line 
during build-up play.

As a result, Egypt often line up in a 3-1 structure and 
circulate the ball from the left to the right.

The term ‘possession structure’ was not chosen at random 
here. Movements into open spaces are scarce in deep 
possession, particularly from this 3-1 structure. If Fathy is 
positioned slightly higher up, the play does appear more 
dynamic, but this does not necessarily increase the team’s 
output. His role as an anchor in front of or between the 
defence gives defensive midfielder Ateya a little more 
freedom of movement. This allows him to fill the space 
behind the advanced full-backs.

However, this does not automatically bring the ball into 
higher zones. Rather, it ensures that Egypt retains control 
against slightly aggressive opposition pressing. The 
dynamism then arises primarily – if not exclusively – 
through Mohamed Salah.



This may come as little surprise, yet he is the starting point 
for almost every move in which Egypt attempts to play the 
ball out from the back in a flat formation. Salah drops back 
from his position as a right winger or striker alongside Ateya 
and then utilises his outstanding one-on-one skills. 
Meanwhile, the rest of the attack breaks through the back 
line. With both full-backs, the striker and the number ten, 
Egypt provides enough presence in the final third to 
generate momentum.

The preferred target – provided Salah doesn’t have a flash 
of inspiration through the centre – is the width of the pitch. 
The first pass Salah usually plays is to the advanced right-
back. In the final third, his teammates then make diagonal 
runs out wide and into the spaces left by the defender who 
has hopefully been drawn out of position. If Salah himself 
occupies the wide area, number 10 Ashour can also take up 
this position and start dribbling from there.



Against deep-lying opponents, Egypt seeks to create these 
situations through triangular formations between the 
winger, the defensive midfielder and the full-back. This can 
be achieved through constant overlapping and under-
running, or quite simply through runs into space along the 
offside line.

However, one important factor is still missing from the 
equation of Egypt’s attacking play: pace. Egypt are really 
slow on the ball. Be it in general circulation, in their 
movement off the ball, or simply in the time it takes the 
outfield players to release the ball.

At times, even Salah and Marmoush adapt to this 
rhythm. The problem here seems to lie more in their 
teammates’ movement off the ball and their pace of 
decision-making than in their own quality. This means 
they often struggle, particularly against deep-lying 
opponents. Added to this is some problematic play in the 
final third.



Even when they manage to get into the desired areas 
through their own possession play, there is often a lack of 
options in and around the penalty area. With Marmoush as 
the sole target man, he is simply not enough to create a 
constant threat against the many back threes in this 
tournament.

Salah and Marmoush are much more effective when Egypt 
play simple long balls against high-pressing opponents. The 
ability to recognise and capitalise on such situations could 
still help Egypt score a few goals at this World Cup.

Simply not good enough

Seen from the outside, it seems almost paradoxical that 
Egypt’s strongest aspect is their defence, even though they 
have two stars in attack in Salah and Marmoush. Yet that is 
precisely the case.

Whilst they struggle to score goals up front, they are usually 
solid at the back and thus manage to keep games tight.

The roles are clearly defined. Salah and Marmoush sit in the 
first line and block the vertical passing lanes into the half-
spaces. Ashour marks the opposition’s defensive midfielder 
from behind and surges forward into the first line when the 
situation demands it. However, this does not always look 
well-rehearsed, as he is often the only player applying any 
aggressive pressure on the ball.

If the opposition have a double six, one of the Egyptian sixes 
pushes forward, whilst the other provides cover or fills in 
man-marking.

The full-backs often push forward from the midfield press to 
the level of the strikers. At times, this even happens with 
opponents behind them, which forces the half-backs into 
wide defensive spaces. In front of the defence, however, 
they generally attempt to defend with a man-up advantage.

The opposing full-back furthest from the ball is often 
deliberately left unmarked. This depends heavily on the 
opposition’s structure, but Egypt usually appear well 
prepared for the defensive game plan at hand.



As they rarely find themselves outnumbered in the centre, 
the opposition is automatically forced out wide or into 
playing the ball back. Much of this appears almost passive. 
It almost seems as though Egypt willingly relinquishes 
control. For Hossam Hassan and his team, however, this 
poses no problem.

When defending deep, the entire team is often positioned 
behind the ball. The defensive commitment of almost all 
players is highly commendable. At the same time, however, 
the deep block deprives the Egyptians of many 
opportunities for their own counter-attacking play. 
Clearances therefore often end up directly with the 
opposition goalkeeper or the centre-backs.



Another problem is the lack of flexibility in their defensive 
play. One often gets the impression that the coaching staff’s 
instructions are being followed to the letter. As already 
described, right-back Hany only presses the opposing full-
back. In these moments, Egypt defend in a very man-
marking style.

As there is little through-ball play outside of the exchanges 
between the right-back and the centre-back, spaces and 
passing lanes regularly remain open. As a result, large 
sections of the Egyptian defensive block can be bypassed 
relatively easily.

When Hany moves out from a winger onto the full-back, 
centre-back Ibrahim quickly finds himself in defensive 
situations he would rather avoid.



The centre-backs, however, represent the biggest weak 
point in the entire defence. Both their man-marking and 
their zonal marking could prove problematic in this 
tournament. The same applies to their handling of high 
balls, with the entire back five failing to make a particularly 
convincing impression in this regard.

Conceding goals from set pieces is therefore not 
uncommon. Shobeir, too, is prone to letting in rebounds 
from goal. Collectively, Egypt manages to rectify many of 
these situations, but this defence is by no means 
impenetrable.

Prediction

The group is both a blessing and a curse for Egypt. On 
paper, with Iran and New Zealand as rivals for second place, 
it seems entirely feasible. At the same time, both teams will 
likely force the Egyptians to dictate the play themselves – 
and that is precisely where the biggest problems lie.

Of course, a stroke of genius from Salah or Marmoush could 
make all the difference at any time. However, it is at the 
very least doubtful whether both will reach their peak form 
again after this long and difficult season.

Progressing to the next round is therefore far from 
guaranteed. The Africa Cup of Nations matches against 
Zimbabwe and Benin have already clearly shown that Egypt 
struggles with precisely this type of game.



Belgium v Egypt
15 June, 21:00 – Seattle

Belgium v Iran
21 June, 21:00 – Los Angeles

New Zealand v Belgium
27 June, 5:00 – Vancouver

Manager: Rudi Garcia

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group J; 5W-3D-0L; 29:7 goals

World Cup appearances: 14

Best World Cup result: Third in 2018



As perennial dark horses over the past decade, the Red 
Devils have failed to win a single title – they haven’t even 
reached a final. Apart from finishing third at the World Cup 
in Russia, they have consistently fallen short of 
expectations. However, apart from Eden Hazard, there are 
still a few players from that generation in manager Rudi 
Garcia’s World Cup squad. With Kevin de Bruyne, at least 
one of them will have another chance at a successful World 
Cup. However, following their group-stage exit in 2022, the 
Belgians are no longer considered title favourites – or even 
dark horses. But can we simply write off a team with so 
much quality?

Squad & Line-up

The announcement of the Belgian squad caused quite a stir. 
No Mika Godts, no Roméo Lavia and no Nathan De Cat, but 
Romelu Lukaku is there. The number one striker, however, 
is not a natural centre-forward, but Charles De Ketelaere 
(Atalanta Bergamo).



The rest of the attack also looks pretty much set: Kevin de 
Bruyne (Napoli) in the number ten role, Jérémy Doku 
(Manchester City) on the left and Alexis Saelemaekers (AC 
Milan) on the right. Leandro Trossard (Arsenal) would also 
be an option, which could see Doku switch to the right.
In the double six of the 4-2-3-1, Amadou Onana is a 
certainty, with Youri Tielemans (Aston Villa) likely to line up 
alongside him. Nicolas Raskin (Rangers) would be the more 
defensive alternative. The situation at right-back is still 
somewhat unclear. Former Dortmund player Thomas 
Meunier (Lille) is an option, but I expect Timothy Castagne 
(Fulham). On the left, Maxim De Cuyper (Brighton) is a 
certainty. The same applies to Zeno Debast (Sporting) in 
central defence. Alongside him, Arthur Theate (Frankfurt) 
had long been the frontrunner. Koni De Winter (AC Milan) 
does not currently appear to be an option for the left-sided 
centre-back position.
In goal, it looked for a long time like it would be Senne 
Lammens (Manchester United), but it will be Thibaut 
Courtois (Real Madrid) after all. Please ignore the graphics 
for the goalkeeper position.

The documentation of the Belgian attack

To date, Jérémy Doku has played 41 international matches 
for the Red Devils, scoring 21 goals and assists. That’s quite 
an achievement for the Manchester City left winger. These 
are the kind of statistics that Eden Hazard, the face of the 
golden generation, once produced on the pitch.
So, after Hazard comes Doku. Doku, who is likely to be 
among the best one-on-one players in this tournament, has 
a Belgian system built around him that is very much geared 
towards these qualities.
In terms of spatial distribution, much depends on whether 
Garcia starts with Saelemaekers or Trossard. However, this 
hardly alters the fundamental asymmetry emerging from 
the back four. Castagne operates much more forward-
thinking on the right flank, ensuring that Saelemaekers can 
move into the half-space more frequently. De Cuyper on the 
left, by contrast, is much flatter and generally less involved 
in the attack.



The double six of Onana and Tielemans are often staggered 
in position. The asymmetrical 2-3 structure in build-up play 
is a regular feature, with Onana often operating slightly 
deeper. Thanks to his immense physicality and good body 
control, he often manages to take the opposition’s pressing 
out of the game with simple turns and orient himself 
towards the opposition’s goal with the ball.

The preferred build-up solution looks different, however. 
Belgium much more frequently looks for combinations on 
the right flank, where both players stand out for their high 
activity throughout the match.
Generally speaking, Belgium’s positioning is relatively 
free. Trossard repeatedly drops deep alongside Onana to 
collect the ball and create links. Charles De Ketelaere is 
also frequently found in areas one would not typically 
associate with a classic number nine. Even Doku regularly 
makes forays into the centre.



This allows Belgium to deploy a wealth of technically gifted 
players in key central areas, where they can resolve 
situations cleanly even under intense opposition pressure. 
However, technical errors creep in time and again, 
particularly in the first third of the pitch, and these could 
well come back to haunt Belgium.
If De Ketelaere drops deep into the build-up in the absence 
of Trossard, Saelemaekers occupies the classic striker 
position behind him. Ideally, these movements draw the 
opposition players into deeper zones. This opens up space 
for Castagne along the touchline or diagonally through the 
block. It is precisely this space that the Belgian side 
consistently seeks to exploit.



Whether through a direct run by De Ketelaere or 
combinations in the centre – the next long ball is often 
played to the overlapping Castagne. Alternatively, the 
isolated Doku is sought out on the left flank.
Belgium sometimes even opts to play the ball to Doku 
without a flat build-up. If there is an opportunity to utilise 
his pace directly, Belgium exploits this consistently. The 
follow-up moves in the final third are then truly strong.
Doku deliberately takes his foot off the gas depending on 
the situation and does not blindly run into every opponent. 
Instead, he often waits for the overlapping De Cuyper. Kevin 
de Bruyne, who prefers to drift into the left half-space, also 
tries to draw opponents out of their positions.
This presents the opposition with a difficult dilemma: do 
they go for a direct one-on-one against Doku, or do they 
double him up, thereby opening up space for his 
teammates?



Thanks to De Cuyper’s runs and De Bruyne’s movements, 
Doku can also resolve the situation through his solid passing 
and shift the opposition’s problems to other areas of the 
pitch.
Belgium’s quality does not end with Doku’s actions. 
Although they lack a classic centre-forward to receive 
crosses, Belgium compensates for this with intelligent 
movements in the penalty area.
Whilst De Bruyne, Saelemaekers and co. attack the six-yard 
box from the right, Doku often positions himself 
deliberately towards the penalty spot, where he can be 
played in by Castagne. From the left, it looks almost 
identical. Here, it is often Tielemans who attacks the back of 
the defence.
Through their movement patterns, Belgium regularly 
manage to create a free man in the penalty area – 
regardless of whether the opposition are sitting deep or the 
team are in a counter-attacking situation. With the ball on 
the byline, Belgium will cause problems for almost any 
opponent. This is also because Doku is likely to make life 
very difficult for every full-back in this tournament for 90 or 
120 minutes.

The big question mark: Belgium’s defence

The friendlies against the USA and Mexico are of limited use 
when it comes to seriously assessing the Belgian defence. 
Even the qualifying group, with Wales as the strongest 
opponent, provides only limited insights.
In open play, the Belgians generally look solid. However, 
they occasionally lack that final bit of concentration from 
set-pieces, which is why conceding goals from corners is not 
uncommon.
The approach remains the same, however: Belgium either 
defends man-marking from a 4-4-2 or 4-3-3 formation, or 
slightly deeper in a classic 4-4-2 midfield block.
In both systems, Belgium is flexible in its distribution of 
roles. At least in the first line of press. In the 4-4-2, Doku, De 
Bruyne and De Ketelaere rotate regularly. De Bruyne and De 
Ketelaere frequently work in the cover shadow of the 
opposing central midfielders.



If both approach the player on the ball in an arc, Onana and 
Tielemans each push a line forward. The play is then often 
deliberately directed to Doku’s side. Not because he 
possesses exceptional defensive qualities, but because he is 
immediately available as a transition weapon after winning 
the ball.
This pattern is also frequently seen in the counter-press. 
Belgium commits a lot of players near the ball in order to 
find the key players in attack as quickly as possible after 
winning the ball.
However, man-marking defence works less well against 
opponents who integrate many players into their first line 
of build-up. In such cases, Saelemaekers must move up 
alongside the other two attacking players into the first 
pressing line. If the Belgian central midfielders are 
simultaneously tied up in central areas, spaces open up on 
the flanks.



Castagne then sometimes has to cover long distances to put 
pressure on his opponent. This, in turn, creates larger 
spaces in the Belgian defence. Although Onana possesses 
the athleticism and reach to resolve many of these 
situations, it is noticeable that against more versatile 
opponents, the distribution of tasks does not always appear 
clear or individual adjustments are made too late.
If Belgium has to defend deeper, the familiar 4-4-2 structure 
returns. The aforementioned lack of clarity then largely 
disappears. The aim is to consistently win the ball on the 
flanks. There, Belgium attempts to create a two-on-one 
situation through the combination of winger and full-back.
Meanwhile, the rest of the team shifts back as a unit, so 
that, in theory, there should be access to the follow-up 
action everywhere.



If the opposition look for space behind Castagne in these 
situations, Onana often drops back as a right-sided centre-
back to form the back line, once again demonstrating his 
qualities in defence. Tielemans intelligently fills the 
resulting spaces, whilst De Bruyne also makes runs into his 
own defensive third.
This allows Belgium to withstand prolonged periods of 
pressure and maintain a compact formation even when 
stretched. At times, their play can even appear somewhat 
passive. It remains to be seen how much of an impact this 
will have against the tournament’s top teams.

Prediction

It may be a while before we see the true face of this 
Belgian team. The group featuring Iran, New Zealand and 
Egypt should, in principle, pose no major problems for 
Belgium.
But just how good are the Belgians really?
They certainly struggled against Mexico in March, although 
several regulars were missing from that squad. They beat 
the USA convincingly, but the hosts remain a difficult team 
to assess.

A group win would see them face a third-placed team in the 
round of 16. Beyond that, the draw could also be 
favourable, as potential opponents would come from 
Groups B or D, which are also not among the strongest in 
this tournament.
We probably won’t know for a long time just how strong 
Belgium actually are – unless the Belgians trip over their 
own feet in the group stage sooner than expected.



Manager: Amir Ghalenoei

Starting formation: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group A, Qualifying Round 3; 11W-4D-1L; 35:12 goals

World Cup appearances: 6

Best World Cup result: Group stage

Egypt v Iran
27 June, 5.00 am – 
Seattle

Belgium v Iran
21 June, 9.00 pm – Los 
Angeles

Iran v New Zealand
16 June, 3 am – Los 
Angeles



Iran has now become a familiar face at the FIFA World Cup. 
Having qualified for three consecutive tournaments, they 
once again managed to secure their place at the 
tournament in North America. However, they have never 
progressed beyond the group stage. In 2022, they narrowly 
missed out on a place in the round of 16 after losing to the 
USA in the decisive group match. In a group featuring Egypt, 
New Zealand and Belgium, progressing this year seems 
anything but a pipe dream. With Mehdi Taremi (Piraeus), 
Iran’s most successful World Cup goalscorer is back in the 
squad and was also instrumental in securing qualification 
once again. But is the quality of the two strikers enough to 
make Iranian football history this time?

Squad & Line-up

Amir Ghalenoei experimented somewhat unusually with a 
back five in this year’s friendlies. This was likely also due to 
the absence – or rather the exclusion – of Sardar Azmoun, 
who is not travelling to the World Cup for political reasons.



Dennis Dargahi (Liège), who was well known in the DFB sphere 

under Dennis Eckert-Ayens, could, however, quickly change 

that again. What is certain is that Taremi (Piraeus) will be on 

the pitch alongside him. The attack is completed by Mehdi 

Ghayedi (Al-Nasr) on the left and Mohammed Mohebi (Rostov) 

on the right. The double-6 role goes to Saman Ghoddos and 

probably to Saeed Ezatolahi. Changes involving Mohammed 

Ghorbani or Amir Mohammed Razzaghini are certainly possible 

here. The back four consists of Milad Mohammadi and Arya 

Yousefi on the flanks and Shoja Khalilzadeh and Hossein 

Kanaan in the centre. The first choice for the back three is Ali 

Nemati. In goal, Alireza Beiranvand is the clear number one.

Part of the duo

Against opponents such as Kyrgyzstan and North Korea, the 
Iranians enjoyed long spells of possession during the 
qualifiers for this tournament. These were periods that 
were not always characterised by beautiful football. Rather, 
Amir Ghalenoei’s team relies on a simple tactical approach 
that has practically carried them into the finals on its own. 
However, it is not the flat build-up play from the front line. 
Nevertheless, it is an aspect that opposing teams in 
particular can try to capitalise on. Structurally, it probably 
comes closest to a 4-diamond-2 formation. The back four 
spread out wide across the entire width of the pitch; the 
nominal double-6, together with both strikers, forms an 
elongated diamond in midfield, and both wingers initially 
hold the width, whilst on the right side in particular, players 
frequently tuck inside. When the right-back pushes forward, 
the right central midfielder in particular repeatedly drops 
into the right-back’s space to build play from there.



This is of enormous importance for Iran, as there is a 
significant lack of quality, particularly among the full-backs 
when they have the ball. They repeatedly stand out for their 
erratic decision-making and high error rate when in deep 
possession.

Iran faces further problems with the team’s spacing relative 
to the first line of build-up, or rather to both centre-backs 
when they are on the ball. Often these are completely 
isolated, making the positioning of the right-sided central 
midfielder all the more crucial; otherwise, there are only 
poorly executed long balls, which the opposition can easily 
win.

If they do manage to play the ball out from a controlled 
position, Iran look to play it either along the touchline from 
the full-back area or look for a low, diagonal ball into the 
half-space. Usually, one of Taremi, Azmoun or the right-
winger positions themselves in the space between the lines.



However, even in the qualifiers, this approach was the 
exception rather than the rule in many matches. Iran lack 
good off-the-ball movement and generally well-coordinated 
running patterns amongst themselves when in possession. 
There are often sloppy moments in many situations. If an 
opponent gets a foothold in these situations, things quickly 
become uncomfortable.

The lack of quality in the front lines may contribute to 
Taremi and Azmoun repeatedly dropping deep into the 
midfield diamond.In theory, this creates space in higher 
zones that can be exploited dynamically. But it often 
breaks down again in the front line, where the players 
are not operating at the required level in these 
situations, particularly in terms of speed of decision-
making. It works better when the two attacking players 
receive the ball in higher zones and can turn and shoot 
immediately.

Taremi and Azmoun often link up diagonally and look to 
play one-twos with each other. They then directly attack the 
space behind the centre-backs, who have been pushed out 
of position. In moments like these, you really see why Iran 
are heading to the World Cup as group winners.

Even in higher zones, the two strikers are the linchpins of 
the game. If the opposition defends in a deep block, they 



continue to look for Taremi or Azmoun in the space 
between the lines. However, if no space opens up for a 
combination in the centre, the pair look for the direct 
route down the flank to immediately push into the box. 
The wing player will then constantly overlap or run 
ahead. However, they also frequently opt for a cross into 
the half-space. The cross is, in any case, the preferred 
method for scoring goals. Crosses from all angles are an 
absolute rarity.



Like many teams, the Iranians also resort to long throw-ins 

into the box whenever possible. With Taremi and Azmoun, 

they also have two target men, both of whom stand at 

around 1.80m tall.

A major area for improvement

The statistics alone reveal that there is something amiss in 
Iran’s defensive play. Of all the qualified teams from the 
Asian Confederation, they have the third-worst expected 
goals against figures. Only Qatar and Jordan are worse than 
the Iranians over the same period. The Iranians lack the 
necessary compactness in many phases when defending. 
The problems begin as early as the high press. Iran operate 
here from a 4-4-2 formation and often do not appear ideally 
set up to deal with the opposition. If the opposition 
commits a lot of players to deep zones during their own 
build-up, marking problems quickly become apparent.

If, for example, the opposition builds up play with a 3-2 

formation and also brings in full-backs who stay high up the 

pitch close to the ball, the wide midfielder in the 4-4-2 in 

particular quickly appears overwhelmed. There is then a 

lack of clarity in the marking, meaning the opposing team 

can constantly find the unmarked man. The Iranians are also 

too cautious in their overlapping, which then gives the 

opposition even more space to play the ball out. This then 

triggers a chain reaction. At the end of the chain of errors, 

the centre-backs have to pay the price for the delayed 

covering, having to step out of the line without adequate 

cover. The Iranians’ actual strategy of forcing long balls does 

not work consistently enough against better teams.



As a result, the Iranians often find themselves in a mid- 
or low-block formation during many phases of the 
game, with an interesting structure. Both wide 
midfielders drop deep into the line here, creating a sort of 
6-2-2 formation. However, it is often more of a 6-2-0, as 
Taremi and Azmoun do not necessarily define themselves 
by a high defensive work rate when dropping back. So it 
doesn’t take much imagination to picture the problems with 
this structure. Firstly, the spaces behind the double six are 
huge. Especially when one of the two pushes forward 
slightly, immense spaces open up in front of the back line 
for the opposition. As with high pressing, this triggers a 
chain reaction. Here, it is primarily the dropped full-back 
who steps out of the back line to pick up opponents in front 
of the back line. Consequently, Iran should actually close 
down the space behind the full-back, but they do so 
inconsistently and often not effectively enough.



In some instances, the wide midfielder also moves forward 
from his deep position, forcing the withdrawn full-back into 
a wide position as the Iranians push forward. Here, vast 
spaces open up behind both defenders once again, which 
the opposition could exploit. In these situations, the full-
backs lack good timing above all else. The centre-backs are 
then unable to do much to rectify the situation in these 
instances, as they lack the ability to cover ground. Inside the 
box, the chaos of the Iranian back line becomes complete. 
Situational awareness of what is happening off the ball and 
behind them is, in many situations, at a very low level. This 
leads to things getting completely out of hand in their own 
box at times. Many of Iran’s conceded goals bring the word 
‘slapstick’ to mind. The defence will be their Achilles’ heel in 
this tournament.



Prediction

So where does that leave Iran? The absence of Azmoun will 
certainly have a negative impact, and the same applies to 
the gaps in their 6-2-2 formation. The lack of match practice 
among many players could also prove a factor. 
Nevertheless, they should be superior to New Zealand. 
Against Egypt, they will likely go into the match as 
underdogs, but the Iranians certainly have no reason to 
hide. With a bit of luck, second place is definitely within 
Iran’s reach in this weak Group G.



Iran v New Zealand
16 June, 3.00 am – Los Angeles

New Zealand v Egypt
22 June, 3 am – Vancouver

New Zealand v Belgium
27 June, 5:00 – Vancouver

Manager: Darren Bazeley Basic 

formation: 4-2-3-1 Qualification: 

Oceania Qualifiers World Cup 

appearances: 3

Best World Cup result: Group stage



New Zealand probably had the easiest route to this 
tournament – after the hosts. Following Australia’s switch 
to the Asian Confederation, Oceania actually lacks any 
serious competition. A 7-0 win in the semi-final against Fiji 
and a 3-0 victory over New Caledonia make the task of 
World Cup qualification seem not quite as demanding as it 
perhaps really is.
Coach Darren Bazeley will certainly be back – and perhaps 
even if New Zealand were to achieve the best result in its 
football history, should it make it to the round of 32.

Squad & Line-up

Manager Darren Bazeley is likely to stick with his 4-2-3-1 
formation at the World Cup. In goal, Max Crocombe 
(Millwall) currently has the edge. The centre-back positions, 
too, with Tyler Bindon (Sheffield United) and Finn Surman 
(Portland Timbers), are likely set in stone.



The right flank is likely to go to Tim Payne (Wellington 
Phoenix), whilst Ben Old (Saint-Étienne) is the favourite on 
the left. However, Bazeley has alternatives in Liberato 
Cacace (Wrexham) and Francis de Vries (Auckland FC).
In central midfield, the positions go to Joe Bell (Viking FK) 
and Marko Stamenic (Swansea City). In the number 10 role, 
it is a two-horse race between Sarpreet Singh (Wellington 
Phoenix) and Callum McCowatt (Silkeborg IF). The left flank 
is also still up for grabs. It could be that McCowatt moves 
out there, or a classic left winger like Jesse Randall 
(Auckland FC) starts.
Elijah Just (Motherwell) is likely to start on the right, and up 
front Chris Wood (Nottingham Forest) will be hunting for 
goals at his next World Cup.

In New Zealand, they don’t play down the right, but 
down the left

Perhaps there are relevant statistics on other platforms, but 
they are not available to me here. I am, of course, referring 
to data on which side a team prefers to launch its attacks 
from.

In New Zealand’s case, this is extremely pronounced. The 
right flank is almost completely neglected, at least in the 
initial phase of the attack.
The left-sided nature of their play stems primarily from the 
number six Marko Stamenic.The otherwise rather

rarely back fourback four is between left 
centre-back and full-back by him. In his role as 
left-sided defensive midfielder, Stamenic is then also 
expected to open up the New Zealand defence. One line 
ahead, number ten Sarpreet Singh – or the nominal number 
ten of the moment – drops back into the double six . The

additional players Stamenic not just
many theoretical  practice stations, but
also a certain safety net in case New Zealand 

loses the ball whilst attacking and has to switch to defence.
The team’s defensive movement and overall fitness are 
simply not at the level required for a long tournament.



Whilst Singh drops back, Elijah Just moves into the 
unoccupied number ten position and acts as a second 
striker alongside Wood.
After that, it becomes relatively straightforward. New 
Zealand attempts to get behind the opposition defence via 
the left-sided midfielders. Whether directly through a long 
ball from Stamenic or via Singh, who links up with the 
forward players.
When Singh receives the ball in these situations, he rarely 
looks for complicated solutions, but instead immediately 
spots McCowatt making a deep run down the left flank. Just 
and Wood then make themselves available in the penalty 
area for the cross. One rarely sees such active overlapping 
from other players.
Similar principles can also be seen in other phases of play. 
The left-sided bias remains, as does Singh’s role in linking 
up play or the very loosely defined position of Just, who 
also likes to occupy the left half-space.
The long ball followed by a cross into the box remains the 
primary – and indeed only – tactical device from open play.



However, it is also a tactical approach characterised, 
much like New Zealand’s transition play, by a sluggish 
tempo and an attacking rhythm that is not always 
optimally chosen. One often gets the feeling that the 
New Zealand style of play lacks the right attacking 
drive.
Set-piece situations, on the other hand, are much 
better orchestrated. These are truly remarkably 
varied, whether through rehearsed throw-in 
variations or constantly changing runs from 
corners.
Having beaten Chile in March almost exclusively through 
set-piece situations, this will also be a key weapon in this 
tournament.

The problems with athleticism

I had already hinted at the lack of athleticism in their build-
up play. Unfortunately, it is a much bigger issue and runs 
through many of New Zealand’s defensive situations.



In the 4-2-3-1 formation, Chris Wood tries to direct play to 
one side of the pitch. He does not act particularly 
aggressively against the opposing centre-back, but rather 
prevents the opponent from looking to shift play.
One could say that he deliberately pushes the opposition’s 
play forward.
Behind him, New Zealand marks almost everything man-to-
man. Right-winger Just positions himself high up between 
the centre-back and full-back, so that he can intercept a 
cross-field pass whilst simultaneously closing down parts of 
the half-space.
The double six, as well as the centre-backs and full-backs, 
press closely onto their opponents. Singh, in turn, is the 
player who ultimately forces the opponent into action. 
From his position on the opponent’s six-yard line, he 
presses out with the opponent in the cover shadow onto 
the ball-carrying centre-back, who is thereby practically 
forced to play the ball forward.



The best solution then often lies with the centre-
back’s direct opponent. Here, Bindon and Surman 
frequently lack the courage and conviction when 
defending forward. There are likely reasons for this, 
which I will address shortly.
The time this gives the opposition is often enough for them 
to turn and play out. Meanwhile, the full-back pushes 
diagonally into the half-space to apply pressure on the ball. 
Logically, this opens up space behind the right-back. 
Depending on the reaction time, the opposition can play 
into this space immediately or reach it via a roundabout 
route.
If Bindon and Surman dare to push further forward to the 
halfway line or even beyond, similar problems arise. 
Problems that New Zealand find difficult to solve due to a 
lack of athleticism.

Once again, everything is being pushed forward near the 
ball. As Bell and Stamenic try, depending on the situation, 
to take opponents out of the game by using their defensive 
cover, opportunities arise through the middle. Here too, the 
centre-backs sometimes lack quality in one-on-one 
situations, reaction speed and situational awareness.
If the opposition come into these situations with 
momentum, New Zealand have enormous difficulty getting 
enough players behind the ball. Physicality – and everything 
that goes with it – is their Achilles’ heel here.
This probably also explains why the New Zealand back four 
rarely defends on the halfway line. Phases in which they 
generate little pressure – and there are quite a few of these 
– are frequently punished with long balls behind the 
defence, which New Zealand then have to chase after.
Deep in their own half, they drop back into a 6-3-1 and are 
sometimes tightly pinned down there. Both wingers drop 
back into the back line as additional full-backs.



Bell, Stamenic and Singh then constantly switch between 
man-marking and zonal marking. However, it is noticeable 
that the timing of these transitions is often prone to errors.
Often, players move a second too late or a metre too far to 
the right, thereby suddenly opening up spaces through 
which the opposition can break through the deep block.
Pushing through and shifting as a unit is particularly prone 
to errors. The man-marking, which is particularly prevalent 
on the wings, is sometimes implemented too rigidly.
When a player pushes forward to put pressure on the 
player with the ball, he often simply looks for his original 
opponent again, who is not always covered by a teammate.
The same applies to defending in the penalty area. Players 
often focus too much on the opponent with the ball and 
neglect their actual duties.
New Zealand defend deep with ten outfield players – but 
not always as a well-functioning unit.



Prediction

Despite being in a relatively manageable group with Iran 
and Egypt, it is hard to imagine that New Zealand will make 
football history.
Individually – with the exception of Chris Wood – the 
players are not performing at the level required for a 
successful World Cup.
They are unlikely to make it through to the knockout stages 
on set-pieces alone.
However, if a bit of luck and a few successful set-pieces 
come together, there could perhaps be a New Zealand 
sensation in the end.



Spain v Cape Verde
15 June, 18:00 – Atlanta

Uruguay v Cape Verde
22 June, 00:00 – Miami

Cape Verde v Saudi Arabia
27 June, 2:00 am – Houston

Manager: Bubista

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group D; 7W-2D-1L; 16:8 goals

World Cup appearances: 0

Best World Cup result: World Cup debut



Having been in the job for six years, Bubista is one of the 
longest-serving managers at this tournament. This has now 
been crowned by the country’s first World Cup 
qualification. In Group D, they managed to finish ahead of 
Cameroon. This was certainly partly down to Cameroon’s 
poor qualifying campaign (just 19 points from ten games), 
but you don’t just pick up 23 points on your own. They still 
missed out on the Africa Cup of Nations, however, and 
finished bottom of their group in 2024, behind Mauritania 
and Botswana.
So quite a lot must have changed in this short space of time. 
Or did the qualification simply come at the right time?

Squad & Line-up

If you look at Cape Verde’s last eight matches, it quickly 
becomes clear that consistency is not necessarily one of 
Coach Bubista’s strengths. I must admit here: predicting 
Cape Verde’s starting eleven ahead of the final friendlies in 
May is no easy task.
Nevertheless, there are a few key players in this team 
without whom this qualification would probably not have 
been possible. One of these key players is Vozinha in goal.



Centre-back Lopes is also one of this team’s stalwarts. The 
same applies to the defensive midfield duo of Semedo and 
Lenini, although both are also happy to play in other 
positions.
The same applies to captain Mendes, who has played in 
almost every position, both centrally and on the right flank. 
The final name on the list of regulars is striker or right 
winger Livramento.
Behind them, things become much more variable. On 
paper, the next players are those active in prestigious 
European leagues, such as Pina, Cabral or Costa. Should 
they be fit and selected, they are likely to feature 
somewhere on the pitch. Cabral, in particular, can be found 
in almost every area of the pitch.
In the end, the only positions left are left-back, where I 
expect Moreira, and the number 10 role, where Arcanjo has 
featured most frequently so far.
The 4-2-3-1 formation remains a constant feature on the 
African coast. At least here, there should be no major 
surprises.

Street-island football

W h it it S l a p s t i c k a a 
qualifying campaign was evident in Cape Verde’s journey to 
this tournament. I recall a comment from last year, when I 
watched Cape Verde play Libya live: at times, you get the 
vague feeling that you’re witnessing a match-fixing scandal. 
That’s how absurd one of Cape Verde’s three goals in the 3–
3 draw against Libya looked.
However, to reduce Cape Verde solely to its highlight reel 
would be disrespectful. After ten matches, they were 
ultimately four points ahead of Cameroon. They have 
therefore thoroughly earned their place.
They have achieved this through a style that, at least at 
times, looks like simple street football.
Bubista adopts a bold and attacking approach. Initially, 
Cape Verde tries to play the ball out from the back with 
short passes, committing a lot of players to the attack.



Semedo and the centre-back pairing form a triangle. Lenini 
then drops, as he sees fit, either alongside Semedo or into 
the spaces between the full-backs who have pushed high up 
the pitch – the full-backs being the real key players in the 
build-up.
The first pass is almost always played out wide. Ahead of 
Moreira and Pina, the respective wingers position 
themselves wide and then drift into the half-space at times 
to open up the channel for the full-back.
Maintaining the width at all times also means that the full-
backs are constantly filling in the gaps in the opposite 
direction. However, these rotations are often merely an end 
in themselves and bring little additional benefit to the 
attacking play.
Ideally, one manages to isolate the wide player quickly. 
Either directly along the touchline or via the striker or 
number ten in the centre.

With the full-back subsequently moving into the half-space 
and the number 10 occupying the left or right-hand 
position, there is often only one defender left. It is precisely 
this one-on-one situation that Cape Verde seeks to force.



It is in these one-on-one situations that Cape Verde’s 
true intentions become apparent: dribbling, step-overs, 
taking risks and as many individual moves as possible.
Number 10 Arcanjo in particular stands out time and again 
for constantly looking for solutions through dribbling – if 
you can even call it that.
Together with the full-back dropping back, a small diagonal 
line towards the centre often forms, into which Arcanjo cuts 
and calls for the ball.
Although the space created in the back four by these 
movements is regularly exploited by runs from the full-back, 
all too often the dribbling attempt is not yet complete 
before these runs even become relevant.
It all seems very individual as a result.
It is reminiscent of times on the street or the local pitch, 
when someone always had to prove they were the best on 
the pitch. With their eyes on the ball, players often lose 
sight of their teammates.



The culprit is right there

Given the many turnovers when in possession, it is already a 
success that Cape Verde are not constantly being caught on 
the counter-attack. This is probably one of the reasons why 
they rely on rather unconventional methods in their high 
press.
Whilst the rest the football world relies

man-to-man pressing, Cape Verde takes a 
different approach. Normally, the pressing is carried out 
solely by the two wingers and the striker. However, the 
wingers do not start from wide positions, but rather closer 
to the centre, using the cover provided by their teammates.
Behind them, the remaining central midfielders form a 
triangle. Semedo provides cover in front of the defence, 
whilst Lenini and Arcanjo operate in front of him in 
staggered positions.

As a result, Cape Verde often has plenty of players behind 
the ball, but logically generates only limited pressure in the 
first pressing lines.



Yet the triggers for pressing are quite clearly defined. When 
the ball is with the opposition full-back, Cabral and Mendes 
shoot out from their central positions towards the flanks 
and attack.
However, the team’s subsequent push forward often 
appears sluggish. Even the movement itself is not always 
executed cleanly. At times, they anticipate the pass to the 
full-back too early, allowing themselves to be drawn out of 
the centre unnecessarily.
It is not uncommon for the opposition to combine 
relatively easily into deeper areas, as the speed of action 
and decision-making simply do not meet the required 
standard.
Pressing slightly deeper makes little difference, as Cape 
Verde often lacks confidence in these situations.
It almost seems as though they rely too heavily on other 
parts of the team or individual teammates.
This becomes particularly clear when looking at the 4-5-1 
midfield block, which we are likely to see more often at this 
World Cup.



It is a defensive structure in which not everyone involved 
gives the impression of really wanting to participate in the 
defensive play.
Once again, much of it is reminiscent of a local football 
pitch. There is a regular lack of communication and 
connection between the wingers and the central 
midfielders.
The opposition can easily exploit these spaces without 
being consistently prevented from doing so.
The back line, too, often shows little ambition to prevent 
the opposition from exploiting these spaces.
Instead, whilst the pass is being played, there is 
gesticulating and the player next to them is blamed for the 
gap.
The allocation of defensive responsibilities appears 
chaotic in many phases.
As a spectator, one rarely gets the feeling that Cape Verde 
maintains genuine defensive control for any length of time.

Prediction

Cape Verde’s matches at this World Cup could well prove 
entertaining. If they manage to bring their slapstick style to 
the tournament, they could certainly secure more than just 
a point against Saudi Arabia.
If they also manage not to go completely under against 
Spain and Uruguay, then, ironically, even progressing is 
possible.
However, that is unlikely.
Defensively, they are simply not convincing enough in many 
respects. At times, their defensive play looks so patchy that 
one should be rather concerned for Cape Verde if they are 
allowed to face Spain.



Saudi Arabia v Uruguay
16 June, 00:00 – Miami

Spain v Saudi Arabia
21 June, 18:00 – Atlanta

Cape Verde v Saudi Arabia
27 June, 2:00 am – Houston

Manager: Georgios Donis

Starting line-up: 4-3-3

Qualification: Group winners, Qualifying Round 4; 10W-3D-5L-37:28 goals

World Cup appearances: 6

Best World Cup result: Round of 16 in 1994



Alongside Qatar, the Saudis also had to go through the play-
off round in the Asian qualifiers. In a chaotic match, 
characterised above all by numerous VAR interventions, 
they initially prevailed 3-2 against Indonesia, meaning that a 
subsequent 0-0 draw against Iraq was enough to qualify for 
the World Cup. This means they will be back in 2026 as well 
as 2022.
Those who followed the 2022 World Cup in Qatar will 
remember how Saudi Arabia started the tournament back 
then: with a 2-1 win over eventual world champions 
Argentina. A perfect start – yet in the end, they were 
knocked out in the group stage, finishing bottom of their 
group.
This year, everything is set to change, not least because no 
other smaller footballing nation invests as much in the sport 
as Saudi Arabia. The fact that the current trend was not 
enough for the footballing hierarchy was demonstrated by 
Hervé Renard’s sudden sacking in April. Georgios Donis is 
now taking over and is expected to lead Saudi Arabia to a 
successful World Cup.



Squad & Line-up

Following the match against Ecuador, the Saudis appear to 
be opting for a 4-3-3 formation.
Mohammed Al-Owais was in goal against Ecuador. In the 
back four, Moteb Al-Harbi and Nawaf Boushal started on 
the flanks. Hassan Tambakti and Abdulelah Al-Amri played 
in the centre.
Abdullah Al-Khaibari played just in front of the defence. 
Salem Al-Dawsari and Mohammed Kanno shared the 
central midfield roles. Mohammed Aboulshamat and 
Musab Al-Juwayr occupied the wide positions. Firas Al-
Buraikan started up front.

Potential for surprises with the ball?

Personally, I didn’t have a good feeling when the Saudis 
parted ways with Renard in April. On the one hand, I didn’t 
think the team was all that bad, at least in the qualifiers; at 
the same time, I’m not a fan of making hasty changes 
immediately before a major tournament – especially given 
what Saudi Arabia still has to face in terms of football.

Their performance against Ecuador shortly before this 
tournament was all the more of a positive surprise. In the 
first half in particular, they produced many good spells with 
the ball, which at least gives hope that they won’t go down 
without a fight at this World Cup.
Under Donis, the Saudis play a 4-3-3 formation. The roles of 
the two central midfielders are particularly interesting. 
Kanno interprets his role much more defensively than his 
counterpart Al-Dawsari, who tends to operate as a left-
sided playmaker.
The right-winger Aboulshamat is the one most likely to act 
as a right-sided playmaker; from his position on the wing, 
he repeatedly cuts inside extremely far and also drifts 
towards the already stronger left side. Right-back Boushal 
also regularly moves into the centre and into the right half-
space.
You can probably see where this is heading: Saudi Arabia 
almost completely neglects the right flank in their build-up 
play.



Consequently, the Saudis are frequently seen overloading 
the flanks and half-spaces, whether in deep build-up play or 
in the final third. Left-back Al-Harbi repeatedly fills the 
spaces between the striker, the number 10 and the wing – 
wherever he is needed at the time. Sometimes wide, 
sometimes as a deep-lying anchor in the triangle of the left 
half-space.
Behind this structure, Aboulshamat regularly makes runs 
into the channels and waits to be set up. More often, 
however, Saudi Arabia are seen playing out these overloads 
amongst themselves.
The relatively high error rate remains a problem. Against 
Ecuador, they at least scored the second goal of their 1-2 
defeat themselves. In the first friendly under new 
management, however, that is still to be expected.



In the final third, the Saudis often look for solutions through 
simple one-twos, give-and-go movements and 
combinations centred around Al-Dawsari. At times, 
however, they still seem a little too impatient and resort 
too early to crosses from the halfway line, without this 
offering any real prospect of success.
Nevertheless, they managed to create chances against a 
strong Ecuador side. That should give them the confidence 
that they will also create opportunities at the World Cup.

Time on the ball

The team’s play when defending is somewhat less fluid.
Although they did not concede an excessive number of 
chances against Ecuador, a closer look reveals that the 
Saudi defence still has considerable room for 
improvement. Many of the problems lie in  the f ine-
tuning of  positioning and the distribution of roles.



The Saudis appeared to be using a mix of 4-4-2 and 4-3-3. 
When pressing high up the pitch – genuine attacking 
pressing was rarely seen – they usually lined up in a 4-4-2.
The two forward players marked the opposition’s double six 
and pushed forward aggressively from this position. The aim 
was to force Ecuador into playing long balls.
With the deep-lying midfielders and the back four, Saudi 
Arabia then had plenty of players available to collect first 
and second balls.
At the same time, however, this approach often leaves too 
much space open for the opposition behind the two 
strikers.
On the wings, too, the necessary intensity is sometimes 
lacking. This may be partly due to the friendly nature of the 
match, but ultimately I cannot assess it any further than 
that.
When the ball is shifted out wide, Kanno sometimes has to 
track back deep into the wide areas, whilst the entire half-
space remains open and is not covered by either the second 
central midfielder or a dropping attacker.

The full-back usually remains more defensive in his 
approach – regardless of whether he is already marking an 
opponent or not.
It is clear that the Saudis prefer a conservative approach 
and generally carry out their moves more cautiously rather 
than taking bold risks.
They then drop deep into a 4-3-3. The midfield line operates 
relatively flat and shifts strongly close to the ball.
As a result, Saudi Arabia brings a lot of players into the 
immediate ball zone and makes the spaces there extremely 
tight. Since Aboulshamat also sometimes steps out to mark 
central opponents, there is often a lack of width in their 
own play against the ball – similar to when in possession.
Even the full-back furthest from the ball sometimes tucks in 
significantly. This naturally opens up opportunities on the 
opposite flank.



Opponents can relatively easily create isolated situations 
there and then combine their play into the Saudis’ shifting, 
as adjusting the marking often takes a moment longer than 
necessary.
It is clear that this system is still new in many areas. The 
preparation time will certainly help to iron out some of 
these shortcomings.
However, there isn’t much time left until the first group 
match.

Prediction

For Saudi Arabia, third place will likely be the best they can 
hope for.
The head-to-head clash with Cape Verde is likely to be 
decisive. Looking solely at their performance against 
Ecuador, the Saudis should even go into this match as slight 
favourites thanks to their refreshing style of play. However, 
if they fail to get their defensive problems under control by 
then, it could be a very short spell at this World Cup.



Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group E; 5W-1D-0L; 21:2 goals

World Cup appearances: 17

Best World Cup result: World Champions 2010

Uruguay v Spain
27 June, 2.00 am – 
Guadalajara

Spain v Saudi Arabia
21 June, 18:00 – Atlanta

Spain v Cape Verde
15 June, 18:00 – Atlanta

Manager: Luis de la 
Fuente



Here comes the first title favourite, with whom there is 
absolutely no doubt as to whether they can go all the way. 
That question simply does not arise with the Spanish. No 
other nation is likely to bring as much quality to the pitch as 
Spain. The reigning European champions and 2010 World 
Cup winners are ready for their next triumph. With their 
continued dominance in possession and the familiar Spanish 
control of the game, Luis dela Fuente is now heading to his 
first World Cup. Will a similar cycle of success begin again 
following the 2008 European Championship victory?

Squad & Line-up

Nothing embodies the Spanish football DNA quite like the 4-
3-3 in all its variations. Be it a slightly more defensive 
version with Fabián Ruiz (PSG) or a more attacking one with 
Fermín López (Barcelona) – although a broken foot could 
make his World Cup participation touch-and-go – or Dani 
Olmo (Barcelona) as the likely first alternative.



Indispensable in central midfield are Pedri (Barcelona) and 
Rodri (Manchester City). Behind them, Spain continues to 
boast a depth of squad that other nations can only dream 
of. With Martín Zubimendi (Arsenal) and Mikel Merino 
(Arsenal), Luis de la Fuente has a wealth of options.
Spain’s second-best – if not the best – asset, however, is 
Lamine Yamal (Barcelona). The 18-year-old is causing a stir 
in attack alongside Mikel Oyarzabal (Real Sociedad) and 
Álex Baena (Atlético Madrid).
The back four consists of Marc Cucurella (Chelsea), Pau 
Cubarsí (Barcelona) and Aymeric Laporte (Athletic Bilbao). 
On the right, it is still a neck-and-neck race between Marcos 
Llorente (Atlético Madrid) and Pedro Porro (Tottenham). 
Unai Simón (Athletic Bilbao) remains Spain’s number one 
goalkeeper.

A game of chess

My first real encounter with the Spanish national team took 
place in 2006 during our ‘summer fairy tale’. Back then, we 
didn’t really know what was in store for Spanish football in 
the coming years. But you could already sense it.
When I think back to the 4-0 win against Ukraine in the 
group stage, you can already sense that the first hints of 
tiki-taka were in the air. It was no coincidence that this was 
followed by Spanish dominance with three consecutive 
tournament victories.
The generation following Xavi, Iniesta and Carles Puyol has 
definitely arrived. And with it, the next stage in the 
evolution of the 4-3-3, which embodies a thoroughly 
Spanish identity.
It is no secret that possession, control and high pressing are 
also the keys to success under La Fuente. But what do the 
Spaniards do better than other teams who also aim to 
dominate with and against the ball?



In short: they are often more than just one step ahead of 
their opponents. They plan runs and movements at 
moments when the opposition isn’t even expecting them. 
Just like in a game of chess.
On the pitch, the classic 4-3-3 formation is initially evident. 
Rodri, as a deep-lying midfielder, links the two centre-
backs. Llorente and Cucurella operate wide with the 
wingers, whilst Pedri and Olmo occupy the half-spaces.
The difference – aside from the immense technical quality 
of all ten outfield players – lies once again in their 
anticipation of the situation. If the first ball goes out wide 
via a centre-back or Rodri, Yamal and Olmo immediately 
shift towards Llorente.
This immediately gives Spain a multitude of options to 
break free from the opposition’s press. The constant 
formation of triangles can be seen – for anyone new to 
Spanish football – practically everywhere.
Llorente can play vertically along the line, link up with Olmo 
in the half-space, or shift the play through the centre 
alongside Rodri.



Opponents brave enough to press Spain high up the pitch 
are often punished. Nevertheless, I believe that this is 
precisely the right approach against Spain. This is partly 
because de la Fuente’s team can break up a deep block with 
relative ease.
In higher zones, the Spaniards are increasingly found in a 2-
3-5 or, at times, even a 3-1-6. Llorente is the player who 
rotates most frequently between all three lines.
He can be found in the first line alongside the centre-backs, 
in midfield when Dani Olmo occupies the back line, or 
directly in the back line to cover runs into space or to mark 
the exceptional Lamine Yamal.
Left-back Cucurella is somewhat more one-dimensional in 
this regard. He classically occupies the width and repeatedly 
makes himself available for diagonal chip balls over the 
defensive line.



However, the true magic of Spain’s play takes place in 
the centre. All attacking players regularly drop back from 
their positions in the final line to create links and 
facilitate combinations.
For Spain, this results in numerous opportunities to create 
danger in front of goal.

Variation 1: Attacking the half-spaces

One of the most important variations is attacking the half-
spaces – either between the full-back and centre-back or 
behind the centre-back.
Spain repeatedly uses counter-movements from the back 
line to draw opponents out of specific areas and then strike 
precisely there.
On the left flank in this example, Baena drops back towards 
Cucurella, who is once again positioned wide. Together with 
Pedri, this creates another of those typical Spanish 
triangles.



Behind Baena, Oyarzabal breaks into the space behind the 
half-back. Olmo moves into the centre in parallel, and Spain 
thus easily sets the entire opposing block in motion.
Cucurella or Pedri can now either look for a direct route to 
Oyarzabal or play through the centre to disrupt the 
opposition’s defensive movement.
Pedri and Rodri are so technically adept that they can 
exploit even the smallest passing windows with ease. They 
can find Olmo in the centre or look for a direct route to 
Yamal.
Due to the horizontal movement of the opposition’s 
defensive line, there is a high probability that Yamal will 
find himself in a one-on-one situation on the right or even 
receive the ball with no direct marker.
Breaking down the back line forces every opponent to make 
difficult decisions. Thanks to the multitude of options, Spain 
almost always finds a solution that is difficult to defend 
against, at least initially.

Variation 2: Change of rhythm

However, complex rotations are not always needed to 
create danger.
Spain can create momentum from a static situation with 
quick changes of rhythm within small groups of players.
Olmo then drops back from the back line to join the wing 
duo. Together with Rodri acting as the anchor, this 
sometimes even forms a diamond shape.
The situation can be resolved via Rodri, who redirects play 
with a touch, or through short combinations.
A typical stylistic device here is the constant interplay of 
passing and running.
Llorente plays the ball to Olmo or Yamal and immediately 
sprints into the space. Whilst Yamal attacks the space 
behind Olmo, he automatically opens up the line for the 
overlapping Llorente.
Olmo can now create momentum out of nowhere with a 
simple one-two.
Out on the wing, Llorente then has the choice of continuing 
the build-up or looking for a cross into the penalty area.



Sometimes high, sometimes low. The main thing is variety.
The entire Spanish game possesses such a high level of 
precision in its movements and technical execution that 
you can’t really afford to take a breather for 90 or 120 
minutes.
Added to this is the strong counter-pressing with which 
Spain frequently wins the ball back within a matter of 
seconds.

Dominance with residual risk

The Spanish counter-pressing is probably the most 
important element that determines success or failure.
If Pedri, Rodri and co. do not win the ball back immediately, 
the defensive cover quickly becomes thin.



Laporte and Cubarsí often act as the sole remaining 
defenders – sometimes 60 to 70 metres from their own 
goal. Ideally, one of the full-backs provides support.
My personal question mark remains Laporte. Cubarsí 
regularly plays in an extremely high defensive line. For 
Laporte, now 32, that is not necessarily the most 
comfortable task.
Transition moments are therefore among the few areas 
where Spain can really be caught off guard.
However, one must look specifically for these weak spots in 
Spain’s ‘Death Star’.
Also fromtheir pressing , Spain

enormous defensive dominance. The distribution in 
the first line is clear. Oyarzabal presses the ball-carrying 
centre-back or the goalkeeper. The wingers orient 
themselves towards whichever centre-back or full-back is 
free. The midfield trio operates – depending on the 
opposition’s structure – either man-marking or zone-
marking.



As a result, Spain almost always defends with a numerical 
advantage in their back line.
The attacking mechanisms are equally clear. Oyarzabal 
directs play out wide. Yamal or Baena push onto the wider 
playmaker, whilst the midfield pushes forward.
What is particularly interesting is the behaviour of the 
winger furthest from the ball.
Rather than dropping back, he also pushes into the space in 
front of his opponent. With a player in the space ahead and 
Rodri behind, Spain almost always creates a local numerical 
advantage.
Of course, this also carries risks.
If Rodri is already involved near the ball and Spain fails to 
create an immediate breakthrough, the opposition can 
penetrate the reduced back line.
If you manage to win the ball against the Spanish press and 
then move up cleanly, you can become dangerous.
The only problem is: that rarely happens.
And even when they do, Spain usually gets enough players 
back near the ball very quickly.



Another potential weak point is the space in front of 
Rodri.
If the opposition brings two midfielders up to his level, 
opportunities could theoretically arise there.
If, for example, you lure Rodri into the half-space near the 
ball and then play through a third man, you can find 
unmarked players in the centre.
But here too, the rest of Spain’s defence usually reacts 
quickly and intelligently.
In summary, it can be said that Spain possesses such 
resilience when defending that a single mistake is rarely 
enough to create a dangerous situation.
Almost every opposition chance is preceded by a whole 
chain of errors.
This chain of errors can be provoked with courage and 
quality – but that is easier said than done.



Prediction

I won’t be making a definitive prediction here as to who will 
be crowned world champions at the end of the tournament.
Spain, however, is very high up on my list of favourites.
They do almost everything they set out to do well to very 
well.
Nevertheless, it is also true that they make mistakes. They 
simply cope with these mistakes better than other teams or 
ensure that they no longer matter by the final whistle.
Spain is not unbeatable.
But it is unlikely that anyone will go into a match against the 
Spaniards as favourites in this tournament.



Saudi Arabia v Uruguay
16:06 – Miami

Uruguay v Cape Verde
22 June, 00:00 – Miami

Uruguay v Spain
27 June, 2:00 am – Guadalajara

Manager: Marcelo Bielsa

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 4th place in South American qualifiers; 7W-7D-4L; 22:12 goals

World Cup appearances: 15

Best World Cup result: World Champions 1930; 1950



Uruguay has been a regular fixture at the FIFA World Cup 
for years. In 2010, they finished fourth for the first time 
since 1970, making an impressive comeback after years in 
which they had ceased to play the same role in the major 
tournaments. Players such as Diego Forlán and Luis Suárez 
have left their mark on Uruguayan football – for better or 
for worse.
Following their early exit in 2022, they are now looking to 
make a comeback. In the tight CONMEBOL qualifiers, they 
showed with a victory over Argentina that they can still 
compete with the best. The next tough test comes against 
Spain in a group from which they should nevertheless 
secure qualification. Or is Uruguay not as strong as many 
think?

Squad & Line-up

If all of Marcelo Bielsa’s Sky Blues are fit – and there are still 
a few question marks here ahead of the tournament – he 
should have a clear starting XI in his 4-2-3-1 formation.



That does not apply to the goalkeeper position, however, 
where Bielsa has been testing various options for months. 
As Santiago Mele (Monterrey) was the first choice in 
qualifying, I expect this to be the case at the World Cup as 
well.
Due to Joaquín Piquerez’s (Palmeiras) cruciate ligament 
rupture, Mathías Olivera (Napoli) is a certainty on the left 
side of defence. The same applies to José Giménez (Atlético 
Madrid) and Ronald Araújo (Barcelona) in central defence. 
On the right, the signs point to Guillermo Varela 
(Flamengo).
Manuel Ugarte (Manchester United) and Federico Valverde 
(Real Madrid) are indispensable in the centre. In the 
number 10 role, Giorgian de Arrascaeta (Flamengo) is the 
first choice, though he is also still struggling with an injury.
Should he be ruled out, Rodrigo Zalazar (Braga) could be an 
option, though I expect him to feature on the right wing. 
Maxi Araújo (Sporting) will be causing havoc on the left. The 
striker’s spot is likely to go to Federico Viñas (Real Oviedo) 
rather than Darwin Núñez (Al-Hilal).

High five

Anyone wishing to observe over 90 minutes how well the 
‘third man’ play works will find it in Uruguay.
After almost three years in charge, Bielsa has virtually 
perfected the art of using a one-two to constantly generate 
momentum for his own attacking play. Combined with 
numerous rotations, this could pose problems for many 
opponents at this World Cup.
Marcelo Bielsa’s 4-3-3 or 4-2-3-1 formation is immediately 
recognisable even when the team is deep in their own half. 
All four wide players initially operate across the width of the 
pitch. The only players who are slightly more versatile at the 
start are Ugarte, Valverde and de Arrascaeta.



Although even that isn’t entirely accurate.

Ugarte is permanently the deep anchor in front of the 
centre-back pairing. Valverde drops back situationally as a 
second defensive midfielder, but usually stays slightly 
higher up on the right flank. Even higher up, in the left half-
space, de Arrascaeta moves just in front of the opposition’s 
defensive line.
Movement into the Uruguayan attack then comes primarily 
through the inverted runs of the full-back. Due to 
Valverde’s positioning, this happens predominantly on the 
right flank.
Varela moves almost alongside Valverde into the half-space. 
Araújo then times his vertical passes so well that Valverde 
often only needs one touch to play the ball on to set up 
Varela.
This verticality in their passing distinguishes Uruguay in 
many phases and is repeatedly exploited to their 
advantage.



The full-back is also sought out following rotations between 
Valverde and Varela. Here, too, the excellent timing is 
striking. There are also rotations between Valverde and de 
Arrascaeta.
If the right-back stays wide, the number 10 moves into the 
right half-space behind Valverde. Valverde seems to have a 
sixth sense for his teammates’ movements and then surges 
forward in the exact opposite direction to the number 10’s 
run.
Once again, Uruguay look for the vertical ball. De Arrascaeta 
is expected to play it directly to Valverde with one or two 
touches. A one-two with the full-back would also be 
possible, but if you can get the ball to Valverde, that’s 
usually what you do.
The follow-up action then takes a different form of 
verticality – this time in terms of running and dribbling.



Valverde either plays a direct ball deep to left-winger 
Araújo or looks for him slightly flatter if the opposition has 
already dropped back far enough.
Both wingers – who consistently maintain the width – are 
supported by the runs of the full-backs.
It is then often up to the individual player to decide 
whether to take on a defender or combine along the 
touchline to the byline.
The Uruguayans often resolve many of these situations 
through individual actions and then look to get back out 
wide, where Valverde or a full-back has already made an 
overlapping run.

At the end of Uruguay’s attacking play, there is often a cross 
– and one with a good chance of success. Uruguay 
overloads the box like hardly any other team in this 
tournament. At times, six players are waiting for the cross,

whilst only only three outfield 
players are outside the penalty area.



Open defence

When seven players are positioned around the penalty 
area, logically there aren’t many players left to stop the 
opposition’s counter-attacks early on.
Vulnerability to counter-attacks is something Bielsa has 
never fully got to grips with over the last few years. 
However, this is also down to the way he wants to play 
football.
This vulnerability is already evident the moment Uruguay 
play forward.
With the right-back tucking in or the rotations between the 
defensive midfielder and the attacking midfielder, a strong 
forward-pushing dynamic develops across the whole team.
If the opposition manages to win the ball during this phase, 
the situation can quickly become critical.



If Uruguay lose the ball during the transition, there is often 
hardly anyone from midfield or attack behind the ball.
Similar problems arise in the counter-press. If Valverde or 
Ugarte in particular push forward aggressively, a direct 
route towards the back line often opens up.
From there, the opposition can repeatedly catch Uruguay 
on the counter-attack.

Nevertheless, the basic idea remains to go full throttle at 
the opposition. Playing from a 4-4-2 formation, Uruguay 
brings enormous intensity to the early stages of pressing.
With what is at times full man-marking, Federico Viñas and 
de Arrascaeta press the front line. Behind them, Valverde 
and Ugarte also frequently defend on a man-to-man basis.



Just how much Bielsa’s system is based on man-marking is 
particularly evident in the wingers.
Instead of maintaining a link with the midfield line, they 
stay extremely wide and mark the opposition full-backs.
However, this compromises Uruguay’s horizontal 
compactness.
If the opposition’s double six are close together, Valverde 
and Ugarte are also drawn further into the centre. This 
automatically opens up the half-spaces.
The opposition can then play through the block and 
immediately force Uruguay into situations where the 
centre-backs have to defend deep.

Nevertheless, the back line often manages to prevent a 
direct breakthrough because they cover each other well as 
a unit.
One way to gain more control in the centre would be to 
adjust the way they move forward.
If, for example, de Arrascaeta drops back and a winger takes 
up a position in the first line instead, Uruguay would have 
more security in front of the back four with Ugarte playing 
deeper.

However, this would mean conceding a lot of space on the 
flanks and forcing the full-backs to cover long distances.
When defending deeper, Uruguay usually drop back into a 
4-4-2.
De Arrascaeta constantly shuttles between the front line 



and the midfield line.
In general, the entire block appears quite versatile. 
Valverde and Ugarte, too, are frequently found between 
the lines before pushing forward into midfield again.
Once again, the wide positioning of the wingers is striking.
As a result, Uruguay regularly struggles with open half-
spaces even when defending deep.
When the opposition plays into these areas, a certain lack 
of enthusiasm in their defensive behaviour is noticeable.
In fact, only Valverde and Ugarte consistently track back. 
With the rest of the attack, one occasionally senses a 
certain sluggishness.



As a result, Uruguay at times defends in a sort of 4-2 
formation, in which the space behind the second defensive 
midfielder often remains vulnerable.
It is fortunate for Uruguay that Valverde and Ugarte are 
likely to be among the best ball-winners of the tournament.

Prediction

It is not easy to predict Uruguay’s performance accurately.
Their possession-based play is well thought-out, well 
prepared and therefore always a threat. This is also 
reflected in the results.
They regularly manage to hold their own even against 
nominally better opponents.
Uruguay is definitely a team that could easily knock a 
favourite out of the tournament in the knockout stages.
However, the pendulum can also swing the other way.
If they aren’t clinical enough in front of goal, that high-risk 
approach will be punished quickly.

I’m a bit doubtful as to whether they can already cause 
Spain any trouble. Should Spain have nothing left to play for 
in their final group match, however, Uruguay – buoyed by 
the momentum of a possible group victory – could well 
become one of the surprises of this tournament.



Saudi Arabia v Uruguay
16 June, 00:00 – Miami

Uruguay v Cape Verde
22 June, 00:00 – Miami

Uruguay v Spain
27 June, 2:00 am – Guadalajara

Manager: Graham Arnold

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: Winners of the Intercontinental play-offs vs Bolivia

World Cup appearances: 2

Best World Cup result: Group stage



The Iraqis had what was probably the craziest route to this 
tournament – I think you could say that.
After winning the Asian qualifying play-offs, in which they 
beat the United Arab Emirates in two matches, and then the 
intercontinental play-offs with a 2-1 victory over Bolivia, 
they joined the Democratic Republic of the Congo in 
completing the line-up for this World Cup.
They are now rewarded with a group comprising France, 
Norway and Senegal.
Whether they are dreaming of the play-offs again or are 
simply happy to be there at all, I cannot judge from the 
outside.
How the Iraqis try to play football, however, I can.
So: what can we expect from them in this ‘group of 
death’?



Squad & Line-up

Iraq made it to the World Cup via the play-offs and then the 
next round of play-offs, playing in Graham Arnold’s 4-4-2 
formation.
Ahmed Basil is likely to be in goal for this tournament. The 
central defence is made up of Zaid Tahseen and Akam 
Hashem. Hussein Ali plays on the right, Merchas Doski 
(Viktoria Plzeň) on the left.
Amir Al-Ammari (Cracovia) and Aimar Sher (Sarpsborg) 
operate in central midfield. The two wide positions are 
occupied by Marko Farji (Venezia) and Ahmed Qasem 
(Nashville SC), arguably the best-known Iraqi internationals.
The strike partnership consists of Aymen Hussein and Ali 
Al-Hamadi (Luton Town).

Have they run out of luck?

If you look at Iraq’s performance with the ball – and also 
without it – you’re quite surprised that they’ve actually 
made it to this World Cup.

Against Bolivia, one didn’t really get the impression that 
Graham Arnold’s team possessed the quality to turn the 
match in their favour.
The same could be said of the play-off second leg against 
the United Arab Emirates.
When they conceded what looked like a 1-2 goal shortly 
before the end, the goal seemed almost inevitable given the 
course of the match.
In the end, however, they secured last-minute qualification 
for the intercontinental play-offs in Mexico. The goals 
scored?
Set-pieces and long balls forward. Set-pieces,

which fromthe flanks viewed don’t 
even particularly well work , but rather benefit 
from the opposition’s sometimes disastrous defensive play.
Sometimes success is also achieved through second balls, 
which are then hit back towards the two strikers on the off 
chance.



At least against the United Arab Emirates and Bolivia, that 
was enough to make the difference.
Otherwise, Iraq adopts a very simple approach when in 
possession.
Long balls to the two strikers.
With a flat back four and deep-lying midfielders, there are 
generally few players in the advanced areas, and the focus 
is clearly on defending their own half.
The two strikers are expected to hold up the long balls or 
play them straight out to the wingers.
Iraq regularly demonstrates that the wingers’ dribbling 
can certainly be a stylistic device.
If one of the two gets into a one-on-one situation, the 
strikers attack the penalty area, a cross is delivered and 
they hope for the best.
Hoping that the balls will fall just as favourably as they did 
throughout the entire play-off marathon.



The problems of the rise in standard

To be honest, I’m worried that Iraq might get lost in this 
group.
Almost like Zaire or Haiti did some 50 years ago, who set 
the negative record for a World Cup group stage with 14 
goals conceded.
With France, Senegal and Norway, all of whom possess 
immense attacking quality, three very tough matches could 
lie in store for Iraq.
After all, even in the months leading up to this tournament, 
the team showed significant defensive problems.
Primarily, Iraq are seen playing in a midfield block within a 
4-4-2 formation.
The two wingers either stick to the opponent’s third 
playmaker in the first line or track the opposing full-back 
across the entire pitch, without maintaining a link with their 
teammates.
The double six sits close in front of the back four and pushes 
out when their direct opponents receive the ball.



These are the few moments in which Iraq actively seeks to 
apply pressure.
Otherwise, even the pressing from the two strikers is 
geared more towards closing down spaces and passing 
lanes rather than specifically forcing turnovers.
This is difficult anyway, as the rigid man-marking on the 
wings means there are rarely enough players near the ball.
This becomes particularly problematic when the opposition 
starts to overload the flanks.
In some cases, simple diamond formations are enough to 
force Iraq to defend with just three players.
Logically, this opens up gaps somewhere in the defensive 
line, which the opposition can exploit with ease.

The second major issue with the Iraqi defence is their 
behaviour within this rigid man-marking system once they 
are pushed deep into their own penalty area.



If the opposition rotates between wingers and full-backs, 
the handover is not clean.
Instead, the opponent is strictly tracked – whether moving 
forwards or backwards.
This can result in the entire space behind the full-back 
suddenly being left open.
The result is plenty of space on the flanks and in the half-
spaces.
If a striker then drifts outwards, things quickly become 
chaotic.
Sometimes even minor ambiguities in marking are enough 
to open up dangerous gaps.
If, for example, an opposing attacking player positions 
themselves between the full-back and centre-back, there is 
often a lack of communication about who is now 
responsible.
This can lead to both players moving in the same direction, 
thereby creating space for the opposition once again.
In conclusion, it must be said that practically every 
defensive unit repeatedly makes individual errors.

This ranges from the goalkeeper, who regularly misjudges 
high balls, to the striker, who merely marks his direct 
opponent whilst the next player breaks free behind him.
And all these problems were already evident against 
opponents such as the United Arab Emirates or Bolivia.

Prediction

It is therefore to be expected that the three group 
opponents will repeatedly demonstrate the difference in 
class.
In my view, Iraq are among the five weakest teams in this 
tournament.
That is by no means intended to detract from their 
performance in the qualifiers, however.
Their entire journey to the World Cup was remarkable. Even 
if it is likely to be a tough challenge on the pitch, the Iraqis 
should enjoy every moment of this tournament.
It is unlikely to amount to much more than that.



Manager: Didier Deschamps

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group D; 5W-1D-0L; 16 goals

World Cup appearances: 17

Best World Cup result: World Champions 1998; 2018

Norway v France
26 June, 21:00 – Boston

France v Iraq
22 June, 23:00 – Philadelphia

France v Senegal
16 June, 21:00 – New 
York



The perennial favourites for over a decade are, of course, 
back in the tournament once again. For Didier Deschamps, 
this will be his final tournament and thus the end of an era. 
A World Cup title in 2018, a European Championship final in 
2016, and another World Cup final in 2022. A track record 
to be proud of, and one that is now set to be further 
enhanced. Following in the footsteps of Germany and Brazil, 
they aim to become the third team to reach three 
consecutive World Cup finals. In truth, there is little to 
suggest the French will falter in this tournament; the real 
question is: who on earth can keep up with this formidable 
squad?

Squad & Line-up

No joke is made as often as the one that France could 
actually send two or three teams to this World Cup. The 
truth is, however, that it’s actually true.



The depth of the French squad is simply mind-boggling, 
meaning that manager Deschamps probably has more 
scope than any other coach in this tournament to change 
the game from the bench.

France varies between a 4-2-3-1 and a 4-3-3 in their basic 
formation. In goal, Mike Maignan (AC Milan) is the 
established number one. The right-back position is usually 
occupied by Jules Koundé (FC Barcelona), though depending 
on the opposition, we could also see a more attacking 
option here in the form of Malo Gusto (Chelsea FC). On the 
left-back side, Lucas Digne (Aston Villa) has recently been 
preferred over Theo Hernández (Al-Hilal) on more 
occasions.

In central defence, the quality is simply overwhelming. With 
Dayot Upamecano (Bayern Munich) and William Saliba 
(Arsenal), they arguably have the strongest centre-back 
pairing in the world. The first alternative behind them is 
Ibrahima Konaté (Liverpool).

After years, Aurélien Tchouaméni (Real Madrid) has taken 
the starting spot in defensive midfield from veteran N’Golo 
Kanté (Fenerbahçe).

As a backup, Adrien Rabiot (AC Milan) remains a regular 
under Deschamps. Warren Zaïre-Emery (PSG) is another 
option, as is Manu Koné (AS Roma).

The options in attack are equally impressive. In the battle 
for the left wing, Bradley Barcola seems to have a slight 
edge over Désiré Doué (both PSG). On the right, Michael 
Olise (FC Bayern) would be an option, or perhaps Maghnes 
Akliouche (AS Monaco). Rayan Cherki (Manchester City) 
could play in the number ten role, or there are hybrid 
solutions involving Ousmane Dembélé (FC Barcelona).

The only player who always plays when he can is Kylian 
Mbappé (Real Madrid). Should Deschamps deem it 
necessary, more traditional striker options such as Marcus 
Thuram (Inter Milan) or Randal Kolo Muani (Tottenham 
Hotspur) are available alongside Mbappé.

Deschamps is spoilt for choice. However, knowing him, he is 
likely to prioritise continuity over versatility in this 
tournament as well.



Deschamps’ Last Dance

Many of us probably associate France with classic 
tournament football. The
“Deschamps-style” low block has, after all, consistently led 
to success. It certainly helps to have a Kylian Mbappé up 
front to turn the game around, but the French haven’t 
exactly been serving up the most beautiful football in recent 
years. So I was all the more surprised when I watched the 
recent friendlies; the match against Colombia, in particular, 
left me speechless. At least for a moment.

I was genuinely pleasantly surprised by what the French 
put on the pitch against Brazil and Colombia. In fact, they 
merely confirmed the trend that was already evident in 
the qualifiers, but the French are now bringing a quality 
to their possession play that leaves many other nations in 
awe. Short passes, few touches, high fluidity. The French 
will be a real joy to watch in 2026 if you’re a fan of this style 
of football.



In build-up play, the French start from a 3-2 structure. 
Tchouaméni acts as the deep-lying anchor here and is 
supported situationally by the number eight, Rabiot (or 
Zaïre-Emery). The positioning of the full-backs then varies 
slightly. Koundé and Digné usually position themselves so 
that they sit technically between the two lines.This allows 
France to establish good interplay early on, and the players’ 
close proximity to the ball makes them difficult to press. Up 
front, this is supported by the dropping runs of Doué, Olise 
and Dembélé. Time and again, they fill the gaps and relieve 
some of the pressure from the opposition.France has a 
decisive advantage thanks to the quality and speed of its 
attacking players: no one dares to press aggressively up 
front against Mbappé and co. with little cover behind. 
Conversely, this means that many opponents cede a great 
deal of control to the French in the first lines.



If any pressure does build up, France are also incredibly 
clever at breaking it down almost effortlessly. If an opposing 
defensive midfielder presses Rabiot and Tchouaméni a little 
harder, France are very cautious and usually opt for a 
simple pass back to the front line, but only to immediately 
pick up the pace again in the same space. Whilst the 
defensive midfielder breaks away from his French opponent 
and drops back into his position, Olise and Dembélé break 
away from the back line and fill the space behind that 
defensive midfielder without him having any idea they’re 
coming. Of course, this stands or falls on the scanning 
behaviour of the respective opponent, but the movements 
are so well-timed that it becomes difficult even for better 
players to react immediately. Furthermore, Rabiot doesn’t 
exactly vanish into thin air straight away and remains a 
potential option in the French passing game.

Every dropping movement naturally triggers a follow-up 
movement from a teammate.



Whilst Olise drops into deeper areas, Koundé moves up the 
right flank to exactly the right depth so that Olise can 
theoretically play the ball on with a single touch. France 
have perfected this. Similar patterns can also be seen when 
the French are pressed on the touchline. If a full-back is 
pinned wide, Rabiot immediately drops into the space 
between the full-back and the winger. Alongside this, the 
number 10 then fills the deep position in the double six, or 
the French have enough space to combine immediately into 
the space with a one-two.

However, Les Bleus do not necessarily need their short 
passing game in the deep zones. If there is the option to 
play a vertical, direct pass, they take it. Thanks to the many 
dropping movements and rotations, the French manage 
time and again to open up passing lanes into the final line. 
Rabiot drops wide, thereby pushing Koundé higher up the 
pitch, Dembélé drops back, and suddenly a direct line opens 
up for Saliba or Upamecano to Mbappé. What France also 
does better than many other teams in the tournament is 
anticipating the follow-up move.

Even before Mbappé has the ball, Olis has already 
positioned himself to receive Mbappé’s pass. If he too drops 
back into the centre, this simultaneously opens up space for 
Koundé, who also recognises the situation. Whatever 
France have in mind, they often have more than one option 
up their sleeve and can become dangerous in the blink of an 
eye from any situation. It is impossible, or at least very 
difficult, to press the French effectively without taking a risk 
in the back line.

In their own attacks, they stifle their opponents with sheer 
control, sometimes operating from a 2-7-1 formation. That 
is, of course, a deliberate exaggeration, but there is 
probably a grain of truth in it. As playmakers and ball 
distributors in the back line, only Upamecano and Saliba are 
available; the rest of the French players spend most of their 
time off the ball. It then makes little difference in which 
zone you look to break through. The French are technically 
sound across the board and can play into the tiniest of 
spaces and handle pressure on the ball with ease.



Thanks to their positioning in the opposition’s half, every 
ball carries the potential for a follow-up option, and with so 
many players, they once again force the opposition to ask 
themselves how on earth they are actually going to defend 
against the French effectively. If you press them with a lot 
of players close to the ball, isolated players open up on the 
other half of the pitch. If you commit too few players, the 
French play you off the pitch with ease and effortlessly drift 
into the space behind your defence and in front of your own 
goal. In almost every situation, you see some sort of 
marking problem, and the French always bring with them a 
superb sense of the space available.

They are most effective when exploiting their triangles and 
diamond formations in the half-space. Their combination of 
passing and movement, attacking into space and their 
immense individual quality consistently create 
breakthroughs on the flanks, and they execute this with 
such nonchalance that you wonder if they’re playing a 
different sport.



However, they punish the opposition again if they focus too 
much on one defensive flank; in the centre, there is still 
Mbappé, who waits on the edge of the box alongside Olise 
(or Doué) to be brought into play. They have enough quality 
to outwit three or four opponents even when 
outnumbered, or to exploit Koundé’s long-anticipated run 
towards the byline.

Anyone expecting France to simply send clumsy crosses into 
the box is mistaken. That can certainly happen, especially 
with a target man in the centre, but more often than not 
the build-up is well thought out. Mbappé, Olise or whoever 
else happens to be wandering around in the centre attacks 
the five-metre area. Thanks to their presence or the 
intuition of their opponents, they automatically draw more 
than one defender towards them. There is now almost no 
one left behind the defence to prevent the low cross to the 
penalty spot.



Sometimes they go for the direct finish, sometimes they 
even work the situation out further. If one were to find fault 
with the French attacking play, then perhaps that is 
precisely it. They are sometimes too playful or not sharp 
enough at the last moment, so that the output in front of 
goal is not yet as high as it could be. What should cause 
further fear and concern are the options Deschamps can 
bring on from the bench at any time. With the quality and 
variety of players at his disposal, he can alter the dynamics 
of any match.



A new approach

France has also undergone a minor paradigm shift in their 
play against the ball. Instead of sitting deep and chasing the 
ball through their three central midfielders, they have 
reinvented themselves somewhat through high-pressing. 
France are then often seen in a 4-4-2 formation. Mbappé 
and Dembélé together in the front line, with a back four 
behind them to provide cover. Here, things don’t run as 
smoothly as with their new philosophy on the ball, and that 
is likely to make it easier for any opponent to realise that 
even the French can, after all, be beaten somehow. This is 
primarily down to the intensity and quality of Mbappé’s 
defensive work. If he starts in the first line, he doesn’t 
manage to close down the passing lanes to the number six 
regularly enough, forcing Tchouaméni into duels he’d rather 
avoid.



The actual idea behind the French defensive system is to 
push the opposition’s play out wide, then move out into 
man-to-man marking, and then use the defensively strong 
Rabiot and Tchouaméni to create numerical superiority out 
wide and strike brutally.However, if the defensive 
midfielder first has to engage in a duel in the centre, this 
naturally delays the press down the flank. This is also 
because the French immediately go in like a fire brigade 
whenever an opponent receives the ball with his back to 
goal. It is a French principle that the opponent should feel 
the pressure on his back immediately, and this is applied 
with absolutely no compromise. Uncompromising pressure 
is generally a key feature of the French defensive system. If 
Dembélé pushes the opposition’s play out wide, the aim is 
to generate pressure immediately. This means the French 
manage to put the opposition under such pressure that 
they sometimes overlook the free options in the centre. If 
the opposition play with three central midfielders, 
Tchouaméni and Rabiot are inevitably outnumbered in the 
centre. Tchouaméni then usually positions himself slightly 
deeper, whilst Rabiot moves between the two remaining 
defensive midfielders or central midfielders.



Although Dembélé cuts off the direct route into the centre 
when he closes down, it is possible to combine play via the 
full-back behind him. If Rabiot then makes the wrong 
decision, it is relatively easy to bypass the press.

The situation is similar when more than one player closes 
down an opponent centrally or in the half-space. If an 
opponent manages to break free slightly in the half-space, 
there is a degree of confusion in the defensive marking. 
Without a direct opponent, the right or left-back may also 
push high into these zones. If, at the same time, the home 
side’s full-back breaks free behind Olise or Doué, the 
opposition can also quickly play the ball past the French 
defensive block here. All this, however, relies on French 
errors across the board, but they do occur. In the rest of the 
defence, Saliba and Upamecano – arguably the best centre-
back pairing of the tournament – can still make up for a lot, 
but consistently keeping a clean sheet is no longer part of 
the French identity, something that should give hope to 
anyone who has to play against France.



Prediction

Perhaps I’m letting myself be too dazzled by their play on 
the ball, but for me the French are the absolute favourites. 
Their style of play, coupled with their quality, is simply 
outstanding and will pose the ultimate challenge for any 
defence in this tournament. To beat France, you certainly 
need a bit of match luck, but also the right balance in many 
aspects of your own game. If you can manage that, you 
might have a chance. With courage against the French 
pressing and the right match plan, you’ll be able to create 
chances against France, provided you bring enough quality 
to withstand the pressure that Tchouaméni and Rabiot can 
generate.



Iraq v Norway
17 June, 00:00 – Boston

Norway v Senegal
23 June, 2 am – New York

Norway v France
26 June, 21:00 – Boston

Manager: Ståle Solbakken

Starting line-up: 4-4-2

Qualification: 1st in Group I; 8W-0D-0L; 37:5 goals

World Cup appearances: 4

Best World Cup result: Round of 16 in 1998



The last time the Norwegians featured in a major 
tournament was in 2000. That was the European 
Championship. Now they are back for the first time in 26 
years. After a flawless qualifying campaign in a group 
featuring Italy, they didn’t drop a single point. 8 matches, 8 
wins, 37 goals scored to 5 conceded. A qualifying campaign 
worthy of a top-class side. With Erling Haaland on the pitch, 
they certainly have what it takes. The next big challenge 
awaits in a group featuring France and Senegal. Progressing 
from this group is far from guaranteed or a foregone 
conclusion. Does Norway have what it takes to take the 
next step?

Squad & Line-up

How do you fit as many of Norway’s top footballers as 
possible into a single formation? The answer, likely from 
many football experts and Ståle Solbakken himself, is 4-4-2.



With a line-up featuring Erling Haaland (Manchester City), 

Alexander Sørloth (Atlético Madrid) and Jørgen Strand 

Larsen (Crystal Palace), Norway needs at least two strikers 

on the pitch. With Antonio Nusa (RB Leipzig) and Oscar 

Bobb (Fulham), two options are needed for wingers, and 

Sander Berge (Fulham) and Martin Ødegaard (Arsenal) 

should ideally also fit into the starting eleven, meaning a 4-

4-2 formation is the natural choice. The team is completed 

at right-back by Julian Ryerson (Dortmund). His counterpart 

on the left will be David Wolfe (Wolverhampton). Kristoffer 

Ajer (Brentford) and Torbjørn Heggem (Bologna) form the 

central defensive partnership. In goal, Ørjan Nyland (Sevilla) 

is Solbakken’s first-choice keeper.

The best attacking force in this World Cup

37 goals in qualifying also meant the best attack according 
to Expected Goals in European qualifying. The 11-1 win 
against Moldova certainly had a significant influence on 
that, but it nevertheless shows that the Norwegians do not 
score goals by pure chance.



Norway does this through clear ideas and instructions, 
particularly in the attacking third. The basic 4-4-2 formation 
is quickly evident on the pitch. From time to time, 
Solbakken also opted for a 4-3-3 with Sørloth as the 
nominal right winger, although in this role he also acted as a 
second striker alongside Haaland.

With the ball, Norway are one of the more direct teams in 
their forward play. If you press the Norwegians high up the 
pitch, you can find yourself on the back foot sooner than 
expected. Norway build up play against high pressing from 
the opposition with Berge in front of the defence. Both full-
backs are positioned wide and level with each other, but 
due to their position on the touchline, they are not always 
involved in the build-up. Ødegaard floats behind them, 
slightly deeper, and is the first target man in these 
situations. The ball is then distributed deep via Ødegaard. 
Either this happens directly through slight rotations 
between Sørloth and Haaland, or the ball goes to the team’s 
primary target man: Antonio Nusa. With sometimes three 
passes or fewer, Norway then finds itself in a counter-
attacking situation.

Norway also does not shy away from simply playing a long 
ball to Sørloth, who is then expected to lay it off deep for 
Haaland; nevertheless, Ståle Solbakken’s team is somewhat 
more dangerous when playing the ball flat. If Nusa is on the 
ball after Ødegaard’s pass, he has two options: turn with 
the ball or look for a through ball to Haaland, who 
immediately offers depth. This can also happen around 
Sørloth, but always with the aim of getting into a one-on-
one situation in the penalty area.

In the attacking third, full-back Wolfe also gets involved on 
the left flank. However, his runs are primarily intended to 
create space for Nusa’s moves and to keep opponents off 
him. Otherwise, Norway is rather one-dimensional in the 
final third. That may sound negative, but they are extremely 
good at what they do. Nusah can either break down the 
play on the left using his dribbling ability and then look for a 
direct finish into the far corner, or he looks for the two 
strikers in the penalty area. Their movements around each 
other are varied and ensure that almost always one of the 
two can get away from their marker.



Often, Sørloth and Haaland are the only options near the 
ball when a cross is delivered. The rest of the team positions 
itself tactically around the box to get an immediate reach 
on the second ball, and that works exactly as they intended. 
After that, the play starts from the front, and if you want to 
look for a route down the right flank, there’s also crossing 
specialist Julian Ryerson, who can also pick out the 
Norwegian strike duo perfectly.

The entire attacking play is so perfectly tailored to the 
players up front that it’s almost logical that it works so well. 
Norway always stick to the same patterns and they always 
manage to score their goals.

Rock-solid in a 4-4-2

Conceding just 5 goals in 8 games is also an impressive 
record. Norway’s approach when defending, like their 
approach in possession, is once again rock-solid and based 
on a clear plan.



Here too, a 4-4-2 is the preferred formation, from which 
they usually operate in a mid-to-low block. When the 
opposition take a goal kick, they often press high, but never 
without securing the whole thing with at least one or even 
two extra players on the back line. The aim is not 
necessarily to win the ball high up the pitch, but rather to 
force the opposition into playing long, uncontrolled balls 
forward.

Nor are they reliant on winning the ball high up the pitch, as 
they remain extremely strong at transitioning from deeper 
areas. In their 4-4-2, Haaland primarily positions himself 
against the opposition’s defensive midfielder. If Sørloth 
moves more down the right flank, Bobb drops back slightly 
and the striker blocks the direct route into the channel with 
his presence. The rest of the team switches between zonal 
and man-marking. In their pressing, every opposing 
defender is at least lightly pressured.



Sørloth comes out of his right-hand position and pushes 
forward into the first line, with Haaland then anticipating a 
cross-field pass from centre-back to centre-back. Bobb does 
the same on the right flank. As a winger, he always positions 
himself between moving into the half-space and closing 
down the opposing full-back, thereby managing to offer 
himself for a pass or two before ultimately defending the 
ball. If one of the wingers makes an active run, it is always 
such that the centre is closed off by his angle of approach. 
Norway thus maintains its high vertical and horizontal 
compactness.

Just how compact they are is evident in their deep 4-4-2, or 
rather 4-4-1-1, as Haaland, acting as a lone striker, 
frequently moves towards the halfway line and does not 
drop deep to help out. But that is not necessary either. The 
two lines of four, in particular, leave hardly any gaps. They 
consistently push through and back up, and you rarely catch 
the Norwegians making tactical errors. So you really have to 
come up with something if you don’t want to strike with the 
ball in front of goal from a set piece or following a 
Norwegian mistake.



In any case, a high level of technical precision is required 
to break down the Norwegian low block. This is 
particularly true in situations where they do occasionally 
show a lack of compactness. One example would be 
stepping out of the deep block. If Norway pushes the 
opposition out of the deep zones again, it may happen 
that you want to apply pressure on the 
opposition.Sørloth then tracks the ball upright all the way 
to the opponent’s first build-up line. Behind him, Norway 
consistently pushes forward, without being too 
aggressive. What happens, however, is that Norway 
shifts the block. To put it very simply: Norway now has to 
defend more space with the same players than they 
would a few metres deeper. Those few extra centimetres 
can then make the difference for technically strong 
teams, giving them what they need to hurt the 
Norwegians. But if you’re not precise enough, the ball is 
quickly back with the lone striker with the long, blond 
mane – and perhaps even straight into your own net.

Prediction

Norway are a force to be reckoned with in this tournament. 
Their clear attacking patterns and their almost 
impenetrable defence make them a genuine dark horse. 
Haaland’s class up front could then make the decisive 
difference, which may well be needed as early as the group 
stage matches against France or Senegal. Norway will be a 
major hurdle for any opponent in this tournament and are 
certainly on a par with many of the designated favourites. 
Norway are a force to be reckoned with in this tournament.



Manager: Pape Thiaw

Starting line-up: 4-3-3

Qualification: 1st in Group B; 7W-3D-0L; 22:3 goals

World Cup appearances: 4

Best World Cup result: Quarter-finals 2002

Senegal v Iraq
26 June, 21:00 – 
Toronto

Norway v Senegal
23 June, 2 am – New 
York

France v Senegal
16 June, 21:00 – New 
York



They qualified for this tournament in commanding fashion, 
finishing ahead of the Democratic Republic of Congo 
without suffering a single defeat. They also went unbeaten 
in the Africa Cup of Nations, if one deliberately disregards 
the defeat awarded on a technicality. So, judging by their 
recent competitive matches, Senegal are anything but a 
team in poor form. Their last defeat in a competitive match 
came in the 2025 Africa Cup of Nations, again against 
Morocco, on penalties. The defeat before that was also in 
the Africa Cup of Nations – again on penalties. So it will be 
anything but easy for Norway, France and Iraq to get the 
better of Senegal. The Africa Cup of Nations holders – 
assuming the trophy is still in the custody of the Senegalese 
military – are ready for their next challenge.

Squad & Line-up

Despite experimenting with a back three, Pape Thiaw is 
likely to revert to his 4-3-3 formation for this World Cup, the 
same system that made him a winner of the Africa Cup of 
Nations on the pitch. Édouard Mendy (Al-Ahli) remains the 
first-choice goalkeeper, even though he missed the recent 
friendlies.



In central defence, Moussa Niakhaté (Lyon) is at least a 

definite starter, with Kalidou Koulibaly (Al-Hilal) likely to line 

up alongside him. However, I suspect we are more likely to 

see 20-year-old Mamadou Sarr (Chelsea). At right-back, 

Krépin Diatta (Monaco) is the first and only choice. On the 

left, El Hadji Malick Diouf (West Ham) starts ahead of Ismail 

Jakobs (Galatasaray). At 36, Idrissa Gueye (Everton) remains 

an indispensable part of the Senegalese team. Pape Gueye 

(Villarreal) is a regular alongside him. The third spot in 

central midfield will be contested by Lamine Camara 

(Monaco), Pape Sarr (Tottenham) and Habib Diarra 

(Sunderland). The Senegalese squad also boasts plenty of 

talent in attack. Iliman Ndiaye (Everton), Nicolas Jackson 

(Bayern) and Sadio Mané (Al-Nassr) are the first-choice 

players, whilst Thiaw has plenty of options to fall back on in 

the form of Assane Diao (Como) and Ismaïla Sarr (Crystal 

Palace).

The supposed family business

With players like Mané and Ndiaye on the pitch, one might 
think they are the stars of the Senegalese national team. In 
terms of shirt sales, international reputation and everything 
else that goes with it, that may well be the case. On the 
pitch, however, nothing works without the two Gueyes. 
Idrissa and Pape are the ones pulling the strings from start 
to finish. They initiate the move forward and often finish off 
the move themselves. Perhaps it is worth mentioning again 
at this point that the two are not related, even if one might 
be tempted to believe so.

Idrissa and Pape Gueye can be found in every position in 
Senegal’s build-up play. Sometimes Idrissa fills in as a left-
sided defensive midfielder in the first line, then you find 
both of them deep between the two centre-backs. In the 
next phase, they form a classic double six. The one constant 
with both of them is that there is no constant. With this pair 
in central midfield, Senegal automatically possesses an 
element of unpredictability.



The first pass then also goes forward into midfield. The two 
full-backs behave somewhat in contrast to one another in 
build-up play, whilst the one closest to the ball pushes 
forward to the level of the defensive midfielders. As Pape 
Gueye receives the ball, Idrissa also drops into the situation, 
if he isn’t already involved in the action. This is followed by 
what is arguably the most typical Senegalese movement 
pattern. Whilst Gueye plays a one-two with right-back 
Diatta, Ndiaye drops deep to the flank. Gueye then 
immediately attacks the space that opens up with a through 
ball. These rotations between the winger, the number eight 
or even the full-back are seen time and again, as is the deep 
ball into the spaces opening up behind the defender.

At certain moments, Senegal even manage to weave 
their way through as if on a ladder between the centre 
and the half-space. Through repeated diagonal balls 
between the central midfield and the two wide players, 
Ndiaye is eventually brought into the action.



He can then either take matters into his own hands in a 
one-on-one situation or immediately look for depth via 
Nicolas Jackson, who is constantly expected to offer that 
depth. Depth is a good keyword, as Senegal also likes to 
simply play long balls straight towards the attack. The 
attacking quartet is not afraid to repeatedly exploit their 
speed advantage here.

However, the Senegalese attack lacks consistency. In the 
moments when they perhaps want to play their way 
through, they simultaneously tend to get bogged down in 
their own feet. The connections between them, whether 
positionally or in terms of thinking about the next move. 
This means that certain parts of the team, despite their 
physical proximity, are not really involved. This is often the 
case in the final third. Much then falls to Ndiaye and Mané, 
who try to solve things on their own a little too often. For 
many, the focus is solely on the goal, and there are also 
long-range shots here and there, which, however, find their 
way into the opposition’s net more often than the statistics 
suggest.



A defence with two faces

When defending, Senegal’s play sees two extremes collide. 
In moments when they manage to implement their 4-3-3 
pressing on the pitch and subsequently win the ball high up 
the pitch, one thinks it looks pretty good. Five minutes later, 
they’re stuck in a midfield block, struggling with marking 
issues where neither space nor opponents are being 
defended properly. The statistics, however, do speak in 
Senegal’s favour. In their last nine matches, they have kept 
a clean sheet six times after 90 minutes. Something that 
gives fans of this team cause for optimism.

So let’s start with the positives. In the 4-3-3, both wingers 
play wide and drop back slightly in depth at times, so that it 
sometimes resembles a 4-2-3-1. Jackson sets the pace in the 
build-up. Whilst Idrissa Gueye and Kamara fill the space 
close to the double six, Jackson starts the press on the ball-
carrying centre-back.



Due to Mané’s initially wide position, playing the ball to the 
full-back is not the preferred option. With the cross-field 
pass to the centre-back, Gueye also surges forward with the 
defensive midfielder in his cover. Mané then tucks in 
slightly, whilst Ndiaye secures the ball on the left-back. 
Senegal has then cut off any follow-up play for the 
opposition and initially has a numerical advantage in the 
centre. If the opposition then look for the next back pass, 
Senegal press forward aggressively and switch completely 
to man-to-man pressing. This is followed either by winning 
the ball back via a long ball or, capitalising on the 
opposition’s overconfidence, by winning the ball high up 
the pitch thanks to their physical strength in the centre.

Physicality is also one of the decisive advantages in deep 
defending. In their deep 4-5-1, they do repeatedly offer the 
opposition options on the far flank, as the full-backs 
sometimes push out into the half-space, but any high ball 
into the box is often cleared without difficulty.



The patience they show in their own half when defending is 
probably one of the key reasons why they have managed to 
keep so many clean sheets recently.

Let’s look at the phases that make one wonder why Senegal 
appear to be so solid defensively. In most cases, the origin 
lies in a centralised midfield block in a 4-3-3. Both wingers 
are positioned wide of the full-backs, and the midfield trio 
forms a triangle, operating as a hybrid between man-
marking and zonal marking. This is probably also where the 
trap lies that Pape Thiaw has set for himself in his system. 
The transition from one to the other is often too choppy. If 
Ndiaye runs from his wide position towards the centre-
back, he automatically pushes the opposition’s play into the 
half-space, as Jackson defends the horizontal shift. Due to 
Gueye’s hybrid position on the right side of midfield, he 
often lacks the decisive step needed to defend the pass 
along the line.

After all, Senegal are strong enough to usually clear the 
danger in the second or third phase, partly because their 
central midfield is quite solid at winning the ball back. 
Nevertheless, a stronger opponent will exploit those few 
extra metres ruthlessly to their advantage if given the 
chance.

They also show vulnerability on the flanks, or perhaps even 
primarily on the flanks. If Senegal shift their man-to-man 
pressing onto the flanks, you often find space between the 
full-back and the winger that you can exploit. Gueye is 
usually too central to proactively push into that space, and 
Diatta, even when unmarked, is often a bit too cautious in 
his actions. Occasionally, Senegal cannot break through, but 
when the opportunity arises, they are too hesitant in these 
moves. The wingers dropping deep also stand out time and 
again. Often, they choose their positions so poorly that you 
can easily play the ball past them. A simple one-two is 
enough to get behind Mané or Ndiaye. Here, the intensity 
of the two attacking players is somewhat lacking.



This lack of compactness then runs like a thread through 
certain phases. Even when switching from a 4-3-3 to a 
deeper 4-5-1, it often takes a moment longer for the 
midfield line to settle into the right shape. There is often 
chaos during transitions, with Gueye defending wide and 
then finding himself in a defensive no-man’s-land, as 
Ndiaye, a row further forward, struggles somewhat to 
adjust his position.

Prediction

Senegal’s success will hinge on the defensive form they 
display in the tournament. They can be brutally effective – a 
nightmare for any opponent, capitalising immediately on 
every mistake. However, they can also run into massive 
problems if they fail to carry out their tasks properly. With 
the ball, they aren’t intimidating, but they shouldn’t be 
underestimated either. Even when they aren’t creating 
anything, a long ball is enough to pose a threat behind the 
defence. I’m finding it hard to make a prediction for 
Senegal; to me, they remain a bit of a wild card with 
quarter-final potential.



Manager: Vladimir Petkovic

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group G; 8W-1D-1L; 24:8 goals

World Cup appearances: 4

Best World Cup result: Round of 16 in 2014

Algeria v Austria
28 June, 4am – Kansas 
City

Jordan v Algeria
23 June, 5 am – San 
Francisco

Argentina v Algeria
17 June, 3 am – Kansas 
City



For two Algerian rising stars, this will be their first – and 
probably not their last – World Cup. With Rayan Aït-Nouri of 
Manchester City and Ibo Maza (Bayer Leverkusen), the 
team is bringing plenty of fresh talent to the international 
stage. Twelve years after being defeated by future world 
champions Germany only in extra time, they are returning 
to a major tournament. In qualifying, only Guinea managed 
to secure a win and a draw against the Algerians; the rest 
were often won comfortably. With Vladimir Petković, there 
is an experienced figure on the Algerian touchline. In his 
seven years with the national team, he notably secured a 
spectacular victory over France in the round of 16 at Euro 
2021. Can he build on that and cause an upset against 
Argentina, Austria and Jordan?

Squad & Line-up

Manager Vladimir Petković is still facing a number of injury 
concerns ahead of the tournament. Goalkeeper (and son of 
World Footballer of the Year Zinedine Zidane) Luca Zidane 
(Granada), the first-choice number one, is sidelined with a 
broken jaw.



His replacement, Anthony Mandréa (Caen), is also unfit. In 

his 4-2-3-1 formation, centre-back Ramy Bensebaini 

(Dortmund) is still struggling with an ankle injury. 

Fortunately, his partner Aïssa Mandi (Lille) has no injury 

concerns. The situation looks somewhat more relaxed for 

Petković in the rest of the team. The full-back positions are 

occupied by Rayan Aït-Nouri (Manchester City) and Rafik 

Belghali (Hellas Verona). There are currently few question 

marks in the centre either. The double six is occupied by 

Ramiz Zerrouki (Twente) and Hicham Boudaoui (Nice). In 

the number ten role, rising star Ibo Maza (Leverkusen) is 

causing a stir.On the right wing, we’ll see captain Riyad 

Mahrez (Al-Ahli) again. On the left, I expect Fares Chaïbi 

(Frankfurt). Up front, Petković has two options: Mohammed 

Amoura (Wolfsburg), who could also play on the left in 

place of Chaïbi, or Amine Gouiri (Marseille). Nadhir 

Benbouali would be a slightly more physical option.

Structural chaos

Petković hasn’t necessarily brought Swiss precision to 
Algeria. The Algerian game is simply too disorganised in all 
phases and too often reliant on chance. It should therefore 
come as no surprise that the long ball is the most frequently 
used option in Algeria’s attacking play when it comes to 
pushing forward. There are still periods of possession, just 
without any reward. Periods of possession in which things 
happen that, as an outsider, you can’t really explain. 
Mohammed Amoura, for example, who in his game actually 
relies on his depth and pace, keeps popping up behind left-
back Aït-Nouri. Yet he does little to contribute to Algeria’s 
passing game. As Amoura’s positioning effectively takes the 
left-back out of the game, the Manchester City player is, 
however, clever enough to at least position himself higher 
up the pitch. In the final third, where one would actually 
expect Amoura to be (and where he is often seen), Maza 
fills the space.



Algeria has managed, albeit indirectly, to form a triangle 
here, but the passing angles are so unfavourable that 
nothing can be created from it. Furthermore, after initially 
standing in front of Aït-Nouri, Amoura then positions 
himself in front of Bensebaini, effectively preventing him 
from participating in the play.

The next ineffective triangle is found centrally between the 
striker, the number eight and the number six. To maintain 
control deep, the full-back closest to the ball drops deep 
into the first line, ensuring that there is at least always a 
horizontal option to play the ball forward. Making 
something happen from the ball going forward is then 
somewhat more difficult than anticipated. In Algeria’s play, 
the number eight, Boudaoui, does not always stand out for 
his good timing and spatial awareness; even when he 
receives the ball, he rarely finds good passing options. His 
runs into space do not help either. However, these do have 
a positive aspect. When the number eight starts from his 
position on the right side of midfield, it often creates space 
for right winger Mahrez, who is then even better isolated 
against space and opponents.



Otherwise, however, the number eight’s movements are 
rarely well supported. When Boudaoui drops into wide 
spaces, no Algerian player often thinks to occupy them. A 
lack of options is quietly creeping into Algeria’s attacking 
play. Only Maza stands out now and then with good 
attacking moments, which also involve finding space 
effectively. Logically, this is then followed by another long 
ball. With Gouiri as the central striker, however, it will 
certainly be more difficult to win the duels, as at just 1.80 m 
tall he does not necessarily have an advantage against the 
centre-backs in this tournament. If the ball does get 
through, it can become dangerous via the pacy Amoura, 
who then acts as a second striker.

In the attacking third, Algeria then has a clear plan. First, the 
formation of a triangle out wide, supported either by Maza 
or Boudaoui, followed by a cross to the far post.



All three of Algeria’s attacking players then position 
themselves close to one another, so that at least one of the 
three can be marked out of the game. Ultimately, however, 
too much depends on the individual quality of the 
respective players. Defensively, they are very prone to 
errors, and in the attacking third they are far from flawless.

Plenty of cover

It is therefore almost logical that Petković does not 
immediately throw everything forward. When they lose 
possession, there are always enough players behind the 
ball. On the one hand, this enables a swift counter-press; on 
the other, it massively improves protection against counter-
attacks. Nor are they overly aggressive in their own 
pressing. The focus here is on creating situational numerical 
superiority close to the ball, in the hope of quickly breaking 
into space, particularly through Amoura.



Structurally, they vary somewhat between a 4-5-1 and a 
4-2-3-1. In the 4-2-3-1, the double sixes are deep and 
close together, whilst Mahrez and Maza cover the double 
sixes. Amoura is, in this whole setup, something of a free 
spirit within the system. At times he finds himself in areas 
that are hard to fathom, but he is actually the player who 
initiates the Algerian press. From his position on the left-
back, he pushes forward slightly. Gouiri blocks the 
passing lanes to the other side, whilst the six or double 
six is marked man-to-man. The Algerians then push out 
from behind the opposition and try to catch them in a 
three-on-one situation, as all the routes forward and to 
the side are open. This is, of course, not without risk. If 
the angles and timing are off, opponents can easily get 
behind the advancing Algerians via other players. 
However, as the number six, Zerrouki, often operates in 
front of the back line without a direct opponent, he can 
quickly rectify many situations. If necessary, this 
sometimes involves numerous minor fouls, which at the 
very least disrupt the opponents’ rhythm.



Things get more complicated when Algeria wants to 
transition from this high defensive cover up front into man-
oriented pressing. Once again, one of the wingers initiates 
the first aggressive defensive run forward. Striker Gouiri 
shuttles between the defensive midfielder, the goalkeeper 
and the centre-back and, following Amoura’s run, is forced 
to make a decision. If he makes the right choice in the 
situation, Mahrez can either cover behind him without any 
trouble or also push up. If Gouiri goes for the wrong man, at 
the wrong moment, at the wrong angle, a single pass is 
enough to nullify Amoura’s run. However, thanks to the 
high defensive line – in which even Maza is sometimes 
positioned – this is manageable.

What cannot be managed, however, is the behaviour in 
their own penalty area. If one were to seek an adjective, 
one could not avoid using “catastrophic”. In the Africa Cup 
of Nations exit against Nigeria, every high cross posed a 
pure threat to their own goal. Ramy Bensebaini is 
sometimes forced into duels there that he not only cannot 
win, but his individual standard is so low that one wonders 
how this can work for 90 minutes.



This is probably why Petković tried out a back three in 
March. The problems also extend to defensive set-pieces. 
Probably no team is as vulnerable as Algeria from set-
pieces.

Prediction

The Algerians’ target will likely be a respectable third place. 
They are favourites against Jordan and are probably hoping 
for a point against Austria and possibly even a close game 
against Argentina. However, I can’t see any real grounds for 
that on the pitch. Everything they do well defensively in 
high areas is undone by this glaring behaviour in their own 
box. Their attacking output is too dependent on flashes of 
inspiration from their better players. Third place will be the 
maximum aim, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Algeria finished 
bottom of the group.



Argentina v Algeria
17 June, 3.00 pm – Kansas City

Argentina v Austria
22 June, 19:00 – Dallas

Jordan v Argentina
28 June, 4 am – Dallas

Manager: Lionel Scaloni

Starting formation: 4-3-3

Qualification: 1st place in South American qualifiers; 12W-2D-4L; 31:10 goals

World Cup appearances: 18

Best World Cup result: World Champions 1972, 1986, 2024

Here comes the reigning world champions and one of the 



favourites for the title in this tournament. After Italy (1934 
and 1938) and Brazil (1958 and 1962), Argentina would like 
to become only the third nation ever to defend their World 
Cup title. For Argentina, this would be their fourth star, 
putting them on a par with Germany and Italy. In the 
qualifiers, at least, everything went smoothly. Finishing top 
of the table with a nine-point lead in the highly competitive 
South American qualifiers is an impressive achievement. 
Add to that the best attack and, alongside Paraguay, the 
second-best defence. The foundation is in place for the next 
triumph from Messi, Scaloni and co. A squad that could 
scarcely be more unchanged if we look back four years to 
2022.

Squad & Line-up

Of the 2022 World Cup-winning squad, only Ángel Di María 
is missing from all line-up predictions. We could well see all 
the other outfield players, plus goalkeeper Emiliano 
Martínez (Aston Villa), starting for Argentina in this 
tournament as well.



The World Cup-winning back four is likely to remain 

unchanged in three positions. Nahuel Molina (Atlético) 

continues to play on the right. The same applies to Nicolás 

Tagliafico (Lyon) on the left. In central defence, Nicolás 

Otamendi (Lyon) is also likely to feature in this tournament. 

Alongside him, Cristian Romero (Tottenham) remains a 

fixture. In the three-man midfield, we could once again see 

Alexis Mac Allister (Liverpool), Enzo Fernández (Chelsea) 

and Rodrigo De Paul (Inter Miami). Leandro Paredes (Boca 

Juniors) is also a viable option, however. The big question 

remains whether the former best footballer on the planet 

has a place in Scaloni’s starting XI. Lionel Messi’s (Inter 

Miami) main rival is Nico Paz (Como). On the left, there is an 

Atlético derby. Nico González or Thiago Almada will lead the 

line alongside fellow Atlético striker Julián Álvarez.

And yet it’s still Lionel Messi

The range of options available to Lionel Scaloni in attack is 
certainly something many coaches at this World Cup envy 
him for. With Lautaro Martínez, Nico Paz and Franco 
Mastantuono, players are being left on the bench (or even 
sent home) who would likely be undisputed regulars in at 
least
40 other nations. If not more than 40. In the end, however, 
it is once again Lionel Messi who is the face of South 
America’s best attack and who will once again make his 
mark on the tournament.

Thus, much of Argentina’s attacking play continues to 
revolve around Lionel Messi, even if one must admit that 
the Inter Miami Messi bears less and less resemblance to 
the Barcelona Messi. Nevertheless, he is the player 
everyone looks for with the ball, whether deep in build-up 
play or high up in the attacking third. To make all this 
possible, Argentina overloads the half-spaces and the 
centre of the pitch. The deep-lying six, in my example Enzo 
Fernández, stands close together with Rodrigo De Paul (or 
whichever number eight is playing) in front of the two 
centre-backs.



Molina on the right is actually constantly wide and more 
attack-minded than Tagliafico on the left, who is primarily a 
defensive cover. The player who then dictates how the rest 
of the attack should behave is, logically, the former best 
footballer in the world. His range of movement is no longer 
as vast as in his prime, yet he remains the absolute free 
spirit in this team when it comes to finding his position and 
creating opportunities. Through his runs, he dictates the 
behaviour of Mac Allister, who also flits about in the right 
half-space. His drifting movements ensure that González 
constantly drifts back into the centre from his left flank to 
provide effective cover there. One is almost tempted to say 
that every Argentine movement off the ball is tailored in 
such a way that Messi ultimately benefits from it.



What the Argentine structure also brings with it is 
effectively an ‘unpressability’. Via Molina and Tagliafico on 
the flanks, there are constant flat exits from pressure. There 
is also plenty of movement in central areas, which 
repeatedly disrupts the opposition’s momentum when they 
press. The deep-lying midfielder can also drop flat between 
the centre-backs, thereby drawing opponents out of spaces 
that can then be played into via his teammates. Whilst 
Argentina may not immediately manage to gain significant 
ground, they bring enormous control to the game. Nor is 
Argentina ever above involving goalkeeper Martínez deep in 
the build-up and, if necessary, restarting the build-up from 
there. If they lure the opposition into one half of the pitch, 
they often opt for a half-height chip to the full-back furthest 
from the ball, looking to exploit the transition and the depth 
of the pitch.



To put it simply, Scaloni and Argentina are always looking 
for a solution that finds the most direct route forward, 
provided one exists. If the opposition commits a lot of 
players to areas close to the ball, the direct route to the 
other side is the objective. If you offer Argentina space 
through the middle, they gratefully accept it. Thanks to the 
numerous rotations and overloads in the centre, the 
Argentinians consistently manage to open up options 
through the middle. As MacAllister, Álvarez and co. shift 
back and forth, they also manipulate their opponents in the 
process. The player who remains the most manipulative, 
even if his movements no longer follow textbook dynamics, 
is Lionel Messi. The aura he possesses automatically draws 
the eyes and movements of the opposition towards him. If 
Álvarez, González or whoever else creates space for Lionel 
Messi – which can also happen indirectly – the opponents’ 
focus quickly shifts entirely to Messi. As Messi moves into 
the space, right-back Molina consistently anticipates and 
surges forward. If the chance arises to play the ball through, 
Messi naturally seizes the opportunity.



This ability to seize opportunities wherever they arise 
defines Argentina’s attacking play. It is by no means always 
necessary to play the ball flat through a third man. If the 
opposition apply no pressure and sit too deep, a direct ball 
forward is sometimes the preferred option. Messi is no 
longer the player who shines with his ability to drive deep, 
but he is still good enough to hold onto the ball in these 
situations and set up the follow-up perfectly. If Argentina 
can play forward, then that is exactly what they do.

Many attacks then start down the flanks, primarily on the 
right. In combination with a central midfielder and right-
back Molina, Argentina tries to wriggle out of trouble. Even 
at 38, Messi can still make a difference in these situations.



Either he breaks the deadlock directly by dribbling past one 
or more opponents, or he looks for Molina, who is starting 
wide. Argentina almost always finds a solution, even if it is 
merely one that shifts the play to the other side. The final 
pass is then played with care. As Álvarez, due to his habit of 
constantly making runs forward, sometimes stays away 
from the back line, there is often a lack of a direct passing 
option in the centre. Certainly, the odd cross or two goes to 
waste, but for the most part the Argentinians look for low 
crosses to Álvarez, who is constantly making runs to the 
near post.

And when even Lionel Messi cannot work miracles, 
Argentina still has a weapon with which they scored a third 
of their qualifying goals: set-pieces. Argentina thus brings a 
certain unpredictability to the game, which they can use to 
turn matches around even when things are going against 
them with the ball.

The Scaloni System

How does one devise a match plan or a defensive strategy 
like Lionel Scaloni? Which of my players’ strengths must I 
exploit, or which weaknesses must I conceal as best I can? 
With Scaloni and Argentina, it is perhaps the weaknesses 
that dictate how one must deploy one’s strengths. Let’s 
start with weakness number 1: the physicality of the back 
four.

I’m doing Nahuel Molina a bit of an injustice with the 
previous sentence. He is the one who stands out positively 
from the rest, but he is also the player in the back four who 
is most involved in attack and therefore frequently pushes 
high up the pitch. Romero, Otamendi and Tagliafico, on the 
other hand, are not known for their expansive deep-lying 
defence. At least not in 2026. Would you want to play with 
these three players (or two, if Tagliafico does push forward) 
as the back four? Probably not.



Scaloni addresses this by positioning a number eight (De 
Paul) and the number six (Fernández) in front of the back 
four. In combination with Tagliafico, this provides excessive 
cover, but it also gives the two defensive central midfielders 
a certain degree of freedom in the counter-press. When 
they are not directly involved, they initially wait in the back 
line for the moment to pounce – partly on their own, partly 
as a unit. Their strength in one-on-one situations then 
makes up for much of what is lost up front.

Weakness number 2 is (unfortunately) the defensive 
behaviour of their icon. Messi’s influence on the pressing is 
limited. It is actually confined to the run of the left-back. 
The left-back is positioned outside his area of responsibility, 
meaning Mac Allister effectively has to do the work of two 
players on the right flank. If Messi is beaten, he consistently 
moves out of his hybrid midfield position to cover the left-
back.



Argentina then presses as a unit (with the exception of 
Messi) and closes down the ball. If the opposition then plays 
the ball back, the press is triggered. Ironically, this is 
triggered by Lionel Messi’s run. Álvarez then pushes 
forward either towards the goalkeeper or the centre-back, 
and the team attempts to apply high pressure on the ball.

This is actually atypical for Argentina, as man-to-man 
pressing is not necessarily suited to many of the team’s 
players. Consequently, the odd long ball played behind the 
defence does pose a threat to their own goal. Consequently, 
they are more comfortable in a 4-4-2 or 4-3-3 midfield 
block. As a striker, Álvarez sometimes tracks the 
opposition’s defensive midfielder all the way into his own 
half, with only Messi remaining behind on the halfway line. 
The team’s approach is then a hybrid of zone and man-
marking. The centre-backs are uncompromising and 
effective going forward, covering a lot of ground that 
Fernández and his teammates are unable to close down in 
certain situations. Argentina are then incredibly compact 
against the ball, despite having only nine active defensive 
outfield players.



The Argentinians concede an average of 0.7 expected goals 
against and fewer than nine shots per game. A statistic that 
is more than impressive given their opponents in the 
qualifiers. If you can’t catch Argentina out through their 
weaknesses, it will be difficult to get the better of them. 
Scaloni’s team puts the manager’s ideas into practice 
perfectly on the pitch and makes hardly any mistakes. 
Argentina have conceded more than two goals just three 
times since their last World Cup title. The last match in 
which they conceded three or more goals was the World 
Cup final in Qatar.

Prediction

Argentina will be in contention for the title again this year. 
The team may have aged, but they are no worse for it. If 
they struggle to find their rhythm in attack, set-pieces will 
do the job, and as they concede virtually nothing at the 
back, that single goal could be enough to make the 
difference in the end. Against Argentina, you have to make 
the most of every chance you get, as there won’t be too 
many of them.



Austria v Jordan
17 June, 6.00 pm – San Francisco

Jordan v Algeria
23:06 – San Francisco

Jordan v Argentina
28 June, 4 am – Dallas

Manager: Jamal Sellami

Starting line-up: 3-4-2-1

Qualification: 2nd in Group B, Qualifying Round 3; 8W-5D-3L; 32:12 goals

World Cup appearances: 0

Best World Cup result: World Cup debut



One of the bigger surprises of the qualifiers is undoubtedly 
Jordan’s first World Cup appearance. Having been knocked 
out by Uruguay in the intercontinental play-offs in 2014, 
they managed to qualify this time without needing a play-
off. This surprise had already been hinted at during the last 
Asian Championships following the 2014 campaign. After 
all, Jordan are taking none other than the 2023 Asian 
runners-up to the World Cup, a team that managed to beat 
South Korea, among others, in the final round. They then 
faced South Korea again in the third round of the Asian 
qualifiers. Although they only picked up a single point there, 
they still qualified early for the World Cup finals. One name 
stands out in Jamal Sellami’s squad: Mousa Tamari of Stade 
Rennes. The right winger is the only Jordanian international 
currently earning his keep in Europe. Alongside Yazan Al-
Arab (FC Seoul), he is one of the very few playing abroad at 
all. Is that enough quality to survive in one of the World 
Cup’s toughest groups, or is the team perhaps good enough 
after all?



Squad & Line-up

The most important news first: Jordan’s promising striker 
Yazan Al-Naimat will miss the World Cup due to injury. 
Against Switzerland, it looked as though Jordan would now 
make up for this with an additional midfielder, but this 
preview is still based on a system with three forwards. I 
expect Yazeed Abulaila to start in goal. In their 3-5-2 
formation, Mohammed Taha and Ehsan Haddad will start 
on the flanks. In central midfield, Mohammed Abualnadi, 
Yazan Al-Arab and Saed Al-Rousan are the favourites for the 
starting line-up. In central defence, Noor Al-Rawabdeh is 
the replacement for the injured Al-Naimat, flanked by Nizar 
Al-Rashdan and Mahmoud Al-Mardi. Ibrahim Sadeeh would 
also be an option here. Up front, of course, top star Tamari 
(Stade Rennes) will play alongside Ali Olwan.

The Taremi Show

If you look at the statistics in isolation, you might think that 
Jordan laid the foundations for their first-ever World Cup 
appearance primarily through their attack.

An average x-goals figure in the upper half of the 
qualified teams. The same applies to the x-goals-per-shot 
figures. On paper, the problems seemed to lie in defence. 
I was all the more surprised, then, when I took a closer 
look at the Jordanians’ possession play. With the ball, 
they employ a 3-1-4-2 base structure in deep build-up 
play. The wing-backs both push higher than the second 
line, level with the more attacking central midfielder. The 
nominal wingers both move into the half-space, but they 
still bring slightly different roles to the pitch. Whilst star 
player Tamari operates higher up, the left winger 
sometimes drops back to the level of the number eight. 
With Olwan as the left winger in the starting line-up, 
there is an additional dynamic with striker Al-Naimat, as 
they constantly swap positions.

In terms of positional play, there are recurring patterns 
among the Jordanians. In combination with the wing-back, 
the half-space winger and the number eight, they 
repeatedly seek to form triangles across the width of the 
pitch.



The first pass in the Jordanians’ build-up play is usually to 
the wing-back. He then utilises one of three options: 
dribbling in a one-on-one situation with a clear objective to 
break through linearly down the flank, playing a through 
ball into the half-space to ideally get behind the advancing 
centre-back, or playing a direct diagonal ball to the centre-
forward. At first glance, this actually sounds reasonably 
promising. The problem, however, is the utterly inadequate 
execution of these three principles in many instances. In 
many cases, players dribble headlong into a wall, play 
sloppily into the space behind the defence, or have 
absolutely no follow-up option after a successful diagonal 
ball into the centre of the pitch. The Jordanians also lack 
patience in many aspects of their play. They often resort to 
ill-prepared long balls that land in no man’s land and rarely 
pose a threat.

Opposing pressure acts as a catalyst for these negative 
effects. This is where the Jordanians’ play becomes 
unpredictable in a negative sense.



Depending on the situation, they are sometimes able to 
break the line of defence with a pass to the three 
attacking players from the first line of build-up; however, 
the subsequent play depends on how successful they 
are with their dribbling. There is practically no 
combination play here.

When playing against a deep block, their basic approach 
does not change much. Structurally, they remain almost 
identical to their build-up in other situations; only the 
position of the double six adjusts. What is striking here is 
that there are constantly a lot of players outside the block; 
this is mainly due to the position of the double six, who 
usually try to maintain their link with the first line of build-
up, the only problem being that this results in a loss of 
connection with the rest of the team. Thus, in many cases, 
the only option here is to play around the block. From these 
structures, the target area is usually high up the pitch. After 
the ball is played down the flank, the winger then surges 
forward from the half-space position and looks to find a 
way into the box. Either via a direct cross or, once again, 
with a dribble, which does not necessarily have to be 
against just one opponent.



Alternatively, the central midfielders or wingers also like to 
opt for the half-space cross, even if it isn’t particularly well 
prepared. In organised build-up play, almost every move 
has a significant element of chance that determines success 
or failure. The only bright spot in Jordan’s attacking play is 
their counter-attacking moments. Here, the play is usually 
driven straight forward with quick runs into space via 
diagonal through balls, but it is highly doubtful whether the 
opposing back line in the Jordanian group will perform at a 
similar level to that seen in the qualifiers. So, to close the 
parenthesis from the first paragraph: I was surprised that it 
was possible to qualify for a World Cup finals almost 
exclusively through luck and set-piece situations.

Poor prospects

Unfortunately, in footballing terms, things aren’t necessarily 
much better on the other side of the ball. Coach Sellami 
adjusts his general defensive approach slightly depending 
on the opponent. Against teams that aren’t clearly inferior, 
they usually press higher up the pitch in a 3-4-3 formation.

The roles of the central midfielders are also adapted to the 
opposition. If they are nominally playing with equal 
numbers in the centre, the two central midfielders mark 
man-to-man. If they are playing against a three-man 
midfield with two high-pressing eights, both half-space 
centre-backs press aggressively forward with a defensive 
midfielder in the space in front of the defence.

The main problem with high pressing is the intensity of the 
first line. Sometimes no pressure is built up at all, which 
makes it relatively easy for the opposition to play a long ball 
behind the high line. However, in many situations the 
opposition can also play the ball flat through the first line, 
as the first line rarely closes down spaces and passing lanes 
through intelligent positioning. The double six is then 
sometimes overwhelmed in their marking duties and 
generally does not look good against the ball. Often there is 
a lack of distance, timing and, indeed, good tackling 
behaviour.



Consequently, the Jordanian national team’s defensive 
structure then collapses like dominoes. The resulting chaos 
in marking forces the half-backs and full-backs into 
positions from which the opposition can capitalise relatively 
easily. If these two players are pinned high up the pitch, the 
entire depth of the flank often opens up.

The Jordanians are also relatively easy to manipulate in 
their marking. Against nominally stronger opponents, the 
intensity issue is not as pronounced as against other teams; 
here, the problems lie much more in pushing through, 
which simply does not happen in certain situations. If, in 
particular, you can tie down the Jordanian wing-back deep, 
you can often outplay the Jordanian press by pushing a 
defensive midfielder out wide or by occupying the flanks 
with two players. The situational awareness of the first line 
of press is, in some cases, poor.



For Jordan, these situations are doubly frustrating, as they 
are actually intended to act as pressing triggers in many 
phases of the game. When the ball comes down the 
opposition’s flank, the defensive line pushes out 
aggressively, provided they have no positioning issues.

But even when they can, it is simply not good enough in 
many situations. The centre-backs, in particular, repeatedly 
take up aggressive positions and push far out from the back 
line. However, they rarely manage to build pressure on the 
opponent, which in turn means there is space deep in the 
field that harbours significant danger.

The Jordanians usually defend deep in a 5-4-1 formation. 
As in other zones, the ball moving wide acts as a pressing 
trigger here too, allowing them to quickly transition into 
a counter-attacking game. If these mechanisms fail, it 
quickly turns into a battle of attrition in defence.



Thus, the Jordanians neglect their half-space relatively 
quickly, leaving the opposition with immense space in 
some areas. This space is then not well covered by the 
midfield line, which once again operates from 
unfavourable positions and leaves gaps in coverage, and 
is hardly, if at all, defended proactively. In other words: 
the otherwise aggressive centre-back who pushes up 
simply finds himself far too reactive, which gives the 
opposition time and, above all, room to manoeuvre.

If the opposition are also rotating a lot amongst themselves, 
things quickly become critical for Jordan’s low block. Here, 
spaces open up almost constantly due to poor pushing 
forward and, at the same time, poor cover. This pattern 
then carries over into the defence of the box. The full-backs 
are particularly conspicuously poor here, repeatedly failing 
completely in terms of positioning and anticipation – one 
really has to put it that bluntly. And if that isn’t enough to 
concede goals at the World Cup, they also have their 
problems with set-pieces, where things can quickly start to 
get dicey in their box.

Prediction

Jordan go into Group J as underdogs. Against Argentina 
and Austria, they will likely be left helpless as the latter 
exploit every defensive gap they find. However, if Algeria 
fails to get a grip on their problems, Jordan might just go 
home with more than a few points. If they put up a brave 
fight against Argentina and Austria, anything is possible 
in a tournament of this calibre.



Manager: Ralf Rangnick

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group H; 6W-1D-1L; 22:4 goals

World Cup appearances: 8

Best World Cup result: Third in 1954

Algeria v Austria
28 June, 4 am – Kansas 
City

Argentina v Austria
22 June, 7pm – Dallas

Austria v Jordan
17 June, 6 am – San 
Francisco



The next ‘dark horse’ in this tournament are the 
Austrians. Following Euro 2024, which actually ended too 
soon for Austria, Ralf Rangnick’s team have qualified for 
the biggest tournament in international football for the 
first time since 1998, and they’d like to pick up exactly 
where they left off in 2024 with their 3-2 win over the 
Netherlands. With two semi-final appearances in 1934 
and 1954, it’s about time they finally celebrated 
international success in football in the 21st century. So 
why not this year, eh?

Squad & Line-up

Rangnick definitely has a more established core in his 4-2-3-
1 formation. There probably won’t be many surprises in the 
starting line-up, yet there are still positions up for grabs in 
the Austrian squad. The role of the second centre-back, for 
example. Alongside Kevin Danso (Tottenham Hotspur), it is 
not yet clear whether the position will go to Philipp Lienhart 
(Freiburg), Marco Friedl (Werder Bremen) or captain David 
Alaba (Real Madrid).



The same applies to the right midfield position. Kevin 
Wimmer (Wolfsburg) faces competition here from Romano 
Schmid (Werder Bremen). The final question mark probably 
lies in attack. Is Marko Arnautović (Red Star Belgrade), at 
37, still the right man for the job, or is Michael Gregoritsch 
(FC Augsburg) perhaps the better choice after all? The rest 
of the team is a little simpler. In goal, Alexander Schlager 
(Red Bull Salzburg) is the number one. The full-back 
positions go to Phillipp Mwene (Mainz) and Konrad Laimer 
(FC Bayern). The double six is occupied by Nicolas Seiwald 
and Xaver Schlager (both RB Leipzig). The number 10 spot 
belongs to one of Austria’s best: Christoph Baumgartner (RB 
Leipzig), and in left midfield, Marcel Sabitzer (Borussia 
Dortmund) completes the Austrian line-up.

Spain-light

One reason why Austria are once again heading into a 
tournament as dark horses is Rangnick’s style of play with 
the ball. Austria display fluidity, good passing and a strong 
attacking drive.



Rangnick’s brand of football is simply entertaining and even 
more a joy to watch. The fact that they thrashed Ghana 5-1 
at home in March and effectively sacked Otto Addo is 
anything but a coincidence.

The at least structural similarities to the Spanish national 
team can no longer be denied. Playing from a 3-1-6 
formation, the movement patterns and the generally 
chosen flat approach are constantly reminiscent of the 
Spanish style of play. So what does this look like in detail for 
Austria? Austria varies its build-up play in the second line. 
Sometimes Seiwald and Schlager are positioned as a double 
six in front of the centre-back pairing; at other times, 
Seiwald drops into a half-back position and builds play from 
there with an eye on the opposition’s goal. This is where the 
interplay of positions begins. The player who rotates the 
least is probably left-back Mwene, who tends to stick to the 
touchline. However, this allows Sabitzer, in his left-sided 
position, to fill in wherever he deems it appropriate.

The same applies to the positional play of Schlager and 

Baumgartner, who, although they often operate at different 

levels, nevertheless interpret the whole thing in a fairly 

positional-free manner. On the right flank, there is frequent 

interplay between Laimer and Wimmer. Time and again, the 

pair rotate back and forth between the touchline and the 

half-space. Arnautović doesn’t stay in the back line 

permanently either; he too drops deeper into the 

opposition’s half time and again. But clever positional 

rotations alone don’t guarantee good play on the ball. The 

difference between Austria and many other nations is how 

they can use these rotations to their advantage.



The main point I’m getting at is the frequent overloading in 
almost all zones in the opposition’s half. Austria often 
manages to get more players around the ball than the 
opposition, and with such good links between them that 
they retain a lot of control of the game even in these zones. 
On the left, number 10 Baumgartner and number 8 Schlager 
now push out wide. It is by no means a rarity for even 
Seiwald, Arnautović or Laimer to join in the push. The fact is 
that the opposition rarely have enough players to 
effectively defend against these diamond formations. The 
movement patterns are also so well coordinated that 
Rangnick’s side can react flexibly to whichever part of the 
pitch the opposition prioritises in defence.Take, for 
example, Baumgartner or Sabitzer starting from a half-
position and making a run into the space behind the 
defence: they can either look to break through directly 
down the flank or choose the open channel into the centre, 
before shifting the play into the half-space (or down the 
wing). The combination of passing and running, along with 
the immediate exploitation of the spaces created, then 
enables this attractive one-touch football.



However, these overloads do not necessarily have to occur 
only out wide. Sometimes this pentagonal shape also forms 
in the centre. With so many players close to the ball, there 
are plenty of opportunities for Danso and Alaba to create 
space. Playing the ball into the press is then a popular 
option. Via Arnautović and Gregoritsch, and then via an 
attacking player who has dropped back, the team then 
quickly looks to play the ball out wide. The fact that, 
through rotation and overloading, they can even completely 
open up the channel here is probably Rangnick’s ideal 
scenario for this situation, but how Austria ultimately 
scored will be of no concern to Ralf Rangnick. What is clear, 
however, is that it usually arose from an overload, at least 
from organised possession.

A rewarding risk

Alongside the overloads, the second key element in 
Rangnick’s system is arguably the relentless, aggressive 
counter-pressing. I can’t think of many teams that are as 
bold and as good at this as the Austrians.



When they lose possession, the movement is immediately 
towards the loose ball or the opponent, and that involves 
taking a risk. Even the two centre-backs defend 
courageously with a forward mindset. Naturally, they do so 
knowing that this is a duel they cannot afford to lose, as 
things could quickly look bleak for the rest of the defence 
otherwise. But every single player brings enough 
conviction to win those duels. There is no hesitation, only 
the quick recovery of the ball.

Otherwise, as was the case two years ago, Austria can once 
again be seen sitting deep in a 4-4-2 formation. Austria 
operates here with a hybrid of man-marking and zonal 
marking. Initially, they sit in this 4-4-2 formation around 
their own halfway line. The defensive and midfield lines 
maintain compact distances between them, and depending 
on the situation, the link to the first two attacking players, 
Arnautović and Baumgartner, can occasionally break down.



However, this is not really a problem. Often, the two 
manage to force the opponent quickly towards a long ball 
through clever pressing, where the team then has a 
numerical advantage to win the ball. The press is then 
applied once the play has been pinned back into one half of 
the pitch. The entire team then switches from zonal to man-
marking and closes down the respective opponent 
aggressively. Combined with the pitch becoming narrower, 
the aim here is to win the ball back quickly.

However, this is not without risk either. The problems are 
similar to those they already faced at the European 
Championship two years ago. At times, Austria fails to close 
down passing lanes effectively in these situations, or they 
struggle to cope with the opposition’s numerical 
superiority.



In the centre, alongside Schlager and Seiwald, there is a lack 
of a third central midfielder who can either provide 
additional cover in the space in front of the back line or 
mark a third man.Depending on the opponent’s movement, 
it is possible to play the ball straight through to the Austrian 
back line in certain situations. DansoundCo. can often 
defend this well, as they bring aggression to their pressing, 
but a small residual risk in covering the space remains 
nonetheless.

There is, of course, also a risk in Austria’s deep block, 
although ‘risk’ sounds somewhat exaggerated. The 
overloads with the ball are evident here too. Once again, 
the aim is to create space on the wings. With Baumgartner 
dropping back from his forward position and the two 
midfielders pushing forward, Austria repeatedly leaves the 
opposition with little breathing space. The danger then lies 
in the opposition being able to break free from these 
situations.



The entire block is so narrow that there is plenty of space to 
operate on the other side of the pitch. Of course, you have 
to get there first, but the way out of the pressure should, 
for anyone playing against Austria, primarily be towards the 
other side.

Prediction

It is not without reason that Austria are once again one of 
the dark horses of this tournament. Their ball-playing is of 
such a high standard that they can pose a threat to anyone. 
The conviction they bring to their counter-pressing will also 
leave many opponents feeling thoroughly frustrated. Given 
Argentina’s lack of depth, they could even be a team that 
suits the Austrians better than others. If they have the 
chance to top the group, they should do everything in their 
power to do so, as the team likely to await them in the 
round of 16 is the one most comparable to the Austrians in 
terms of possession play – and is even a notch above them. 
With a bit more luck in the draw, it could be a good 
tournament for the Austrians.



Manager: Sébastien Desabre

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: Intercontinental play-offs vs Jamaica

World Cup appearances: 2

Best World Cup result: Group stage

DR Congo v Uzbekistan
28 June, 1.30 am – Atlanta

Colombia v DR Congo
24 June, 4.00 am – 
Guadalajara

Portugal v DR Congo
17 June, 19:00 – 
Houston



The Democratic Republic of Congo also had a long road to 
qualification. From the regular African qualifiers, through 
the AFC play-offs, right up to the intercontinental play-offs, 
they were, along with Iraq, the last remaining teams to 
qualify for this tournament. In Group B, they initially 
finished second behind Senegal. This was followed by a 
semi-final against Cameroon and, in the end, a dramatic 
penalty shoot-out against Nigeria, which they managed to 
win. Following a disappointing Africa Cup of Nations, they 
then beat Jamaica 1-0 in the play-off tournament in Mexico. 
After 1974, when they set the record for the most goals 
conceded in a group stage, they are now back in the 
competition for the first time. Under the leadership of 
Sébastien Desabre, the aim in Group K is certainly to 
progress.

Squad & Line-up

Desabre varies his basic formation between a 4-2-3-1 and a 
4-3-3. It depends heavily on which players he selects for the 
central attack.



The now 35-year-old Cédric Bakambu (Betis Sevilla) is one of 
the key players and is virtually a certainty alongside Simon 
Banza (Al-Jazira). Things get interesting behind them. With 
Yoane Wissa (Newcastle), he has a classic second striker 
option, with Wissa playing somewhat in Bakambu’s shadow, or 
he might opt for a third central midfielder after all. Noah Sadiki 
(Sunderland) is the first-choice here. The same likely applies to 
Samuel Moutoussamy (Athens). The third man is therefore 
Ngal'ayel Mukau (Lille). On the flanks, Nathanaël Mbuku 
(Montpellier) is causing havoc on the left and Théo Bongonda 
(Spartak Moscow) on the right. The back four is led by Aaron 
Wan-Bissaka (West Ham). Alongside him, Axel Tuanzebe 
(Burnley) and Chancel Mbemba (Lille) operate in the centre. 
Arthur Masuaku (Lens) occupies the left-back position. In goal, 
Lionel Mpasi-Nzau (Le Havre) is the clear number one.

High and wide provides security

The attack is not necessarily Congo’s strong point. In their 
last five competitive matches, they have scored more 
than one goal on just one occasion. This is, of course, 
linked to the Congolese style of play.



It is, in fact, risk-averse and, if one were to criticise it, also 
rather one-dimensional. When playing deep in their own 
half, the Congolese do not have many players pushing high 
up the pitch. In fact, it is only Mbuku, Bongonda and the 
strike duo. The rest stay back, helping to move the ball 
around and, effectively, waiting for a gap to open up in the 
final third or for at least a one-on-one situation against a 
high defensive line.

The ball is then played directly and long forward to the 
quick wingers. On the right, Wan-Bissaka also surges 
forward at pace, making himself available for the next ball 
played in behind. Bongonda can then either break the 
deadlock with a dribble or set up a cross via the advancing 
full-back. These moves work better sometimes than others. 
If the opposition aren’t putting them under pressure, Congo 
can often play the move out in a focused and patient 
manner. If the Congolese come under a bit of pressure, the 
distribution of the long balls automatically becomes a bit 
more scattered.



But a team like this, which is individually superior to one or 
two other sides, still has to contend with opponents who sit 
deep. The end result is often a cross, but it’s aimed at the 
two isolated strikers in the centre. To put them in the best 
possible position, Sébastien Desabre’s team adopts an 
interesting approach. They don’t bring many players into 
the box, but rather around it. In the half-space, the wingers, 
full-backs and central midfielders come together, whilst 
defensive midfielder Moutoussamy covers the space well 
beyond the penalty area. The winger on the far side also 
stays away from the box and tends to lurk on the edge of 
the penalty area. This can lead to Wissa and Bakambu 
finding themselves in a 2-on-3 or even 2-on-2 situation 
inside the box. These are scenarios they are certainly 
capable of winning thanks to their quality.

However, in many situations there is still too much of a 
‘head-through-the-wall’ mentality, particularly in those 
where certain players are forced into a run or a dribble. 
This also manifests itself in pointless shots from 30 
metres, which have little chance of success.

The low block is alive and well

Anyone wanting to know just how good Congo are at 
defending should definitely take a look at the latest 
statistics. 0.93 non-penalty xG against was the average from 
their recent matches. In their four matches at the Africa Cup 
of Nations, their opponents also failed to exceed a value of 
3.5 xG (excluding penalties). So, at least statistically 
speaking, Congo are proving to be a tough nut to crack.

Unlike many other teams in this tournament, Congo 
primarily rely on deep defending and quick transitions down 
the wings. Structurally, they initially line up in a 4-1-4-1, 
which can then shift deep into a 5-4-1. Occasionally, the 
Congolese press the opposition high up the pitch. This is 
particularly noticeable, for example, during opposition 
throw-ins. Here, Congo’s ball-winning midfielders do indeed 
go for a higher press. However, this is far from the norm.



Deep in defence, they consistently close down the gaps 
well. Sadiki, in partnership with Moutoussamy – who 
defends the space in front of the back line – repeatedly 
demonstrates a solid instinct for covering the half-space. As 
for winning the ball, others are responsible for this, at least 
initially: namely the full-backs and wingers. On the flanks, 
they consistently double-mark the opponent in possession 
and, after winning the ball, try to transition directly down 
the wing.

If the ball is lost during the transition, you can catch the 
Congolese off guard. The strong overlapping then pulls the 
defensive block so far apart that you can easily thread 
passes into the gaps.



Prediction

The DR Congo will certainly not be a team that causes a 
sensation or puts on a spectacle. It is more likely that 
all three group matches could even end 0-0. Up front, there 
are some issues with consistency, but if they are as solid as 
they have been recently, then Portugal and Colombia will 
struggle against Congo’s low block.However, their attacking 
output is too meagre for a long tournament.



Manager: Nestor Lorenzo

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 3rd place in South American qualifiers; 7W-7D-4L; 28:18 goals

World Cup appearances: 6

Best World Cup result: Quarter-finals 2014

Colombia v Portugal
28 June, 1.30 am – 
Miami

Colombia v DR Congo
24 June, 4.00 am – 
Guadalajara

Uzbekistan v Colombia
18 June, 4.00 am – Mexico 
City



From 2022 to July 2024, the Colombians did not lose a 
single match. 28 games unbeaten, with victories against 
Germany and Spain. It looked like the next
‘dark horse’ from South America. After that, things suddenly 
and rapidly went downhill. Of the next 11 matches, they 
won only two. One of those was against South American 
bottom-of-the-table side Chile. Although they managed to 
claw their way out of the slump, it is still unclear exactly 
what to expect from the Colombians in this tournament. 
What face will Colombia show at this World Cup?

Squad & Line-up

From the outside, it looks as though the only question mark 
ahead of the tournament is the goalkeeping situation. 
Álvaro Montero (Vélez Sarsfield) seems to have the edge 
over veteran Camilo Vargas (Atlas Guadalajara). After that, 
assuming everyone is fit, we’ll likely see the same 10 
outfield players on the pitch. The centre-back positions are 
occupied by Jhon Lucumí (Bologna) and Dávinson Sánchez 
(Galatasaray).



Johan Mojica (RCD Mallorca) and Daniel Muñoz (Crystal 
Palace) will defend on the flanks. Richard Ríos (Benfica 
Lisbon) and Jefferson Lerma (Crystal Palace) are absolute 
certs in the central midfield roles. The number 10 position is 
still held by James Rodríguez (Minnesota United). On the 
left is the exceptional Luis Díaz (Bayern Munich). His 
counterpart on the right is Jhon Arias (Palmeiras). Up front 
is Luis Suárez (Sporting Lisbon).

Playmaker James Rodríguez

Colombia excelled in virtually every offensive statistic during 
the qualifiers: expected goals, shots on target, crosses into the 
box. They were number one across the board. It is therefore 
no surprise that they finished third in the qualifiers, but the 
question remains: How can such an offensive powerhouse 
have started to falter in the meantime? The answer to the 
perhaps lack of consistency lies in the team’s reliance on a 
creative number 10. For Colombia, that is James Rodríguez. In 
Néstor Lorenzo’s team, he has every freedom imaginable on 
the ball.



The 2-4 formation does not necessarily serve the 
intention of building everything up from the back and 
breaking down defences. Rather, it serves as a good 
safety net should mistakes creep into Colombia’s build-
up play once again. Things get interesting when James 
Rodríguez drops deep into his own half from his number 
ten position. He is then sought out and found. After the 
pass to James, he is then free to do pretty much 
whatever he likes. But above all, he has one thing: his eye 
on the front. That’s where the next ball goes. Ideally, a 
long ball behind the defence to the onrushing Suárez or 
Arias. However, playing football in deep areas is James’s 
domain and that of no one else in the Colombian national 
team.

In the attacking third, things look a little different. Here, 
other players are allowed and expected to get involved 
actively, even though James naturally plays a major role in 
determining success or failure. Attacks usually start on the 
right flank. Both wide players, in this case Arias and Muñoz, 
form a triangle or a diamond with the central players and 
are patient enough to work the ball out of this shape. As a 
follow-up, there are often two outcomes from these 
diamond formations.



The first is playing the ball out along the wing. This is 
followed by one of many crosses, where Luis Díaz and, 
depending on the situation, left-back Mojica crash the 
box and look for the finish. Sometimes a pass to James is 
enough; after turning from the halfway line, he immediately 
looks to link up in the box. Variation 2 is the ball played to 
isolate Luis Díaz on the left flank.

Mojica then sometimes creates space around Díaz with his 
runs, giving the exceptional dribbler all the freedom he 
needs to express himself. In many situations, a cross is also 
an option, but Díaz is known for his varied play and can 
cause serious problems for any full-back in this tournament. 
When Díaz prepares to cross, it is usually well set up 
centrally. Colombia brings a tremendous amount of power 
to these situations and can capitalise on it. Should the box 
not be overloaded at times, the players are clever and 
skilled enough to create space for themselves with good 
movement around each other. Ultimately, however, they 
may be too reliant on the number ten and also on the left 
winger.

Where is the journey heading?

If Colombia lose the ball high up the pitch, the entire team 
immediately engages in aggressive counter-pressing. They 
manage to get plenty of players around the ball early on, 
and once possession is won, the focus immediately shifts to 
the left, where Luis Díaz is usually already waiting for the 
transition. This clarity is missing in their organised play with 
the ball, even if that is perhaps not quite the right way to 
put it. Rather, one wonders where the path is actually 
leading. Colombia has shown many approaches in the 
recent past. Some more successful than others.

We are likely to see many different faces in Colombia’s 
defence at the World Cup as well. Against weaker teams, 
they will probably look to stifle the opposition with their 
aggressive pressing. Colombia always adapts to the 
opponent here and goes man-to-man in pursuit of the 
ball.



The aim here, too, is to get the ball to Luis Díaz in 
dangerous areas. Against supposedly stronger opponents, 
they will then adopt a slightly more conservative approach.

Although the marking still looks like man-to-man, the 
Colombians rarely initiate a proper press. In their 4-4-2 or 4-
3-3 formation, they wait patiently with a high block for the 
right moment to pounce. When to pounce is decided 
primarily by Suárez, who sets the tempo in the front line. If 
Suárez pushes forward in tandem with James, the double 
sixes follow suit. Colombia then almost always has a 
numerical advantage centrally near the ball and forces the 
opposition into long balls. The remaining defence that 
Colombia has in these situations is not to be 
underestimated. But the space Colombia concedes in front 
of the back line offers plenty of opportunities to create.

The more conservative the approach, the more open the 
Colombian defence becomes. During periods of calm (or 
when showing too much respect for the opposition), they 
are usually seen in a 4-2-3-1 midfield block.



Suárez rarely makes a proper run into the first line 

anymore, and pressing moments are also almost never 

triggered. Instead, the pressing is largely dictated by the 

double six. If an opposing defensive midfielder or centre-

back is in possession in front of the block, the defensive 

midfielder defending the channel sometimes moves up 

alongside Suárez into the first line. Alongside this, there is a 

rotation. If Ríos pushes up, Lerma covers the channel and 

number 10 James drops deep towards the second defensive 

midfield position. The defensive rotation is then somewhat 

stuttering, however, and anything but a fluid cover. Due to 

the high position of the wingers, a huge gap then opens up 

in the central midfield area away from the ball – or indeed 

across the entire half-space – which the opposition can 

exploit either directly or indirectly. Consequently, a 

Colombian defensive player is forced to step out of the back 

line to defend the space. Logically, this also creates gaps 

that Colombia must then close down again.



Prediction

If you look at Colombia’s performances over the last few 
weeks, you get the feeling that there’s a real lack of 
conviction that this team is a force to be reckoned with. 
Against teams that are stronger on paper, they rely 
exclusively on a counter-attacking game via Luis Díaz and 
expose defensive gaps that he cannot close with his 
attacking output. Nevertheless, Colombia has what it takes 
to play a good World Cup. There aren’t that many teams 
that are clearly superior, and with a bit of luck they could 
prove a nuisance here too. I wouldn’t bet on it, though.



Portugal v DR Congo
17 June, 19:00 – Houston

Portugal v Uzbekistan
23 June, 19:00 – Houston

Colombia v Portugal
28 June, 1:30 am – Miami

Manager: Roberto Martinez

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group F; 4W-1D-1L; 20:7 goals

World Cup appearances: 9

Best World Cup result: third in 1966



20 years, 6 World Cups. That will be Cristiano Ronaldo’s 
record after this summer. A record that loses some of its 
lustre, however, when you look at the achievements. CR7 
has only one semi-final to his name, where a certain Bastian 
Schweinsteiger ultimately stole the show in the third-place 
play-off. So this final attempt is supposed to be the one 
where it all comes together, above all to draw level with 
Lionel Messi and
“GOAT debate”. Looking at the squad surrounding Ronaldo, 
Portugal arguably has one of the strongest squads in the 
country’s history. But is the 2016 European champion, who 
had to play much of the final without CR7, really ready to 
impress at a World Cup as well?

Squad & Line-up

Will manager Roberto Martínez dare to bench the 41-
year-old Ronaldo and start Gonçalo Ramos (PSG) instead? 
It’s doubtful. Ramos, who hasn’t spent a year in the 
spotlight at Paris, is simply not attractive enough as an 
alternative to really push Ronaldo onto the bench.



It is also still unclear who will be playing alongside Ronaldo. 

There are plenty of options with Rafael Leão (AC Milan), 

Pedro Neto (Chelsea), Francisco Conceição (Juventus) or 

even Francisco Trincão (Sporting). If that’s not enough, you 

can always count on Bernardo Silva (Manchester City). The 

midfield trio, however, is set and, at least on paper, is one 

of the best in the world. The double six belongs to the PSG 

duo João Neves and Vitinha. In the number ten role, Bruno 

Fernandes (Manchester United) pulls the strings. The same 

applies to left-back Nuno Mendes (PSG). Rúben Dias 

(Manchester City) and Inácio (Sporting) are certainly no 

slouches either. At right-back in Portugal’s 4-3-3, Martínez is 

spoilt for choice between Matheus Nunes (Manchester 

City), Diogo Dalot (Manchester United) or perhaps João 

Cancelo (Barcelona). In goal, the choice is clear. Diogo Costa 

(Porto) is the number one between the posts.

Undervalued

Let’s rewind two years to the 2024 European Championship 
in Germany. After a second 0-0 draw in the knockout stages, 
it was all over for the Portuguese, and one reason for this 
offensive desolation can be found in the cross statistics. 
Only 3 out of 34, just under 10%, found a teammate. For a 
team like Portugal, which relies primarily on this tactic, 
these are not good prospects. Two years later, with the 
same manager, Portugal now faces the next major 
tournament and once again one has to ask: why does 
Roberto Martínez, with the world-class players he has, opt 
for such an approach even after the disappointing European 
Championship?
But let’s start with the phase before the cross. With the 
phase where one doesn’t yet suspect that Portugal’s 
attacking play is driven solely by individual quality and is 
likely also largely masked by Martínez’s system. In build-up 
play, Portugal are often seen in a 3-2-5 formation. Vitinha 
repeatedly drops between the two centre-backs, pushing 
them slightly further into the half-spaces.



That is where João Neves and Bruno Fernandes operate. 
Thanks to the full-backs’ often inverted positions, Portugal 
always have plenty of options for short passes in the first 
lines, thereby exuding a great deal of control in the opening 
stages of the game. The width is often maintained by just 
one Portugal player. In phases of deep possession, this is 
primarily the nominal winger, but the wingers and full-backs 
are constantly rotating on both flanks, allowing the wingers 
to occupy the attacking half-space as well. Due to the high 
technical quality of the players, Portugal are harder to press 
in this system than some other nations at this World Cup.
If, however, the opposition boldly opts for aggressive man-
to-man pressing against the Portuguese, one sees the 
aforementioned rotations throughout the entire attack. 
Initially, Vitinha and both centre-backs can find themselves 
out wide following a switching movement if the opposition 
fails to intercept it effectively. But these movements also 
occur in the centre of the pitch. When Ronaldo and 
Fernandes drop back to receive the ball, the wingers who 
have moved inwards always fill the spaces that have opened 
up.



Portugal can then play the ball quickly and directly into 
space via their individual talents. The depth that Portugal 
brings through their wide players is then always a lurking 
threat to the defenders in the back line.
This is also a key aspect of Portugal’s attacking play. Bruno 
Fernandes, Vitinha and co. all possess the quality to create 
something out of nothing, thereby bringing a certain 
unpredictability to their attacking play. They need this 
quality when they reach the final third, as that is where 
Portugal’s obsession with crosses begins. Portugal then 
constantly form diamonds and triangles across the width of 
the pitch and try to move from these towards the byline to 
find Ronaldo in the air. Portugal are a bit of a 50-50 
proposition in these situations. In the instances where their 
play works, it looks really well executed from the first pass 
right through to the finish. A lot of it simply comes down to 
the quality they possess.



But Leão, Neto or whoever plays on the wings all have the 

class to cause problems for any full-back in this tournament. 

They also consistently offer something as a team that gives 

you hope they have developed their crossing game in a 

sustainable way. If, in this example, Leão drops back to 

Nuno Mendes, it immediately causes a shift in the 

opposition’s defensive block. It is precisely into this forward 

movement that Mendes then cuts in with a perfectly timed 

cross, which Ronaldo still anticipates perfectly on the edge 

of the offside line and then often converts with ease. If you 

look only at Portugal’s goals, you get the feeling that much 

of what they aim to do with the ball could really be good 

enough for a World Cup title.

But it is precisely what you don’t see in every highlights reel 

that should be causing concern for Portugal fans ahead of 

this tournament. When the Portuguese push their 

opponents deep into their own half, they also lose a bit of 

their own structure in possession. Due to the high 

positioning of the entire team, they do always have good 

access to the ball in counter-pressing and on second balls 

(even if that involves a bit of risk, but more on that later), 

but the only pass Portugal can play in their formation is the 

ball out wide to isolate a player, as the whole team 

stretches out between the half-spurs and isn’t particularly 

well connected there. With the ball out wide, the play then 



starts from the front. The desired switching movements and 

runs into space within the diamond and triangle formations 

on the flanks are then too often absent or simply poorly 

coordinated. Often, a Portuguese player starts a run behind 

the defence, whilst Nuno Mendes has actually already 

positioned both the ball and his body for a shift to the other 

side.



In the next scene, the winger simply fails to make the right 
run, meaning no space opens up for Portugal to exploit 
effectively. The shifts they do manage to play are also 
unworthy of the team. Due to the high positioning of the 
three central midfielders, Portugal too often has to take the 
longer route via the centre-backs. The ball then moves from 
one isolated player to the next, and often the rest of the 
team is so poorly positioned on the pitch that more than 
one opponent can attack the wing, leaving Neto with little 
choice but to play the ball back again in this example.
One must also be allowed to ask what Cristiano Ronaldo 
actually has left in the tank. Facing Hungary, Armenia and 
Ireland in the qualifiers is by no means the same level of 
opposition he will face at a World Cup. One is at least 
entitled to have serious doubts as to whether he still has 
what it takes to be a game-changer against the best centre-
backs in the world.

Portuguese pressing power

To start with a fitting segue, one must also ask whether 
Ronaldo’s attacking influence still justifies having to do 
without him when the ball is in play – and that in a system 
where every outfield player is actually needed.
All this begins the moment Portugal lose possession. We 
won’t be seeing any more intense counter-pressing from 
Cristiano Ronaldo in this tournament either. That’s down to 
his teammates. Depending on the situation and the team’s 
position, this works well at times and less well at others. 
When losing possession in midfield, Portugal always have 
enough players around the opposition in their 3-2-5 
formation and consequently have a high success rate in 
these situations. They are also far better covered here, as 
Vitinha often positions himself towards the second line and 
then covers the attacking runs of his forwards in front of the 
defence. The quality of the players involved in defensive 
duels is, of course, a boost for quickly regaining possession. 
The situation is somewhat different when Portugal loses the 
ball in high areas.



Due to the whole team pushing up so high, there is then no 
cover in front of the back line. Furthermore, given their 
focus on width, Portugal often lacks the means to 
effectively engage in counter-pressing. Consequently, the 
back line is forced to win their duels whilst defending deep 
and make up for what went wrong with the ball earlier.
It is therefore doubly bold of Martínez to opt for a man-
marking, aggressive pressing approach with Ronaldo, who is 
now 41 years old. Portugal often operate from a 4-4-2 
formation in this area. Bruno Fernandes moves up as a 
number 10 alongside Ronaldo and effectively tries to lure 
the opposition’s play to the non-Ronaldo side. The reasons 
for this are fairly obvious. Across the width of the pitch, the 
wingers initially block the direct passing lane into the half-
space and then also push aggressively towards the 
opposition’s full-back. Behind them, Nunes surges forward 
and gets involved in the situation. This is both a risk and an 
opportunity for Portugal.



Although they leave a lot of space open at the back, up 
front they have the chance, thanks to their strong full-
backs, to win the ball high up the pitch and switch play 
directly towards the opposition’s goal. Portugal are then 
extremely aggressive off the ball in many phases and are 
rewarded for their bold approach. Even if the opposition 
manage to play one or two passes against the press, 
Portugal are so well-structured that they can adapt time 
and again after every ball to apply pressure on the ball. This 
is already very impressive to watch in many phases.
The risk once again lies in the lack of cover in front of their 
own goal. If Leão is forced into one-on-one situations on the 
left flank – which, according to the system, he shouldn’t 
really be getting into – it could trigger a minor chain 
reaction in Portugal’s defence. Firstly, Portugal must push 
forward and cover the gaps whilst outnumbered, whilst 
always operating with a certain residual risk in the back line. 
The opposition can then either thread their way through 
the advancing defence or, quite pragmatically, opt for the 
long ball and immediately look to create a 3-on-3 or 4-on-4 
situation in the back line.



It gets particularly exciting when Mendes or Nunes have 
pushed up and Dias and Inácio have to defend against many 
players in a lot of space. Portugal’s defensive efforts are 
then fine, but one shouldn’t expect Vitinha, Fernandes and 
Neves to suddenly be the sort of players who can defend 
such a large area in the blink of an eye.
Deep in their 4-4-2, things are less open. Portugal have no 
trouble relinquishing control there and wait patiently in the 
4-4-1 block, whilst Ronaldo up front, as a one-man hold-up 
man, can reflect on the time after his career. By 2026, he 
will no longer have the pace for direct, vertical counter-
attacking play.



Portugal’s defensive set-pieces are certainly worth 
mentioning too. The tallest Portuguese player stands at 
1.88 m and plays on the left wing. The estimated average 
height of the rest of the team is probably around 1.70 m. 
That could well become a problem against physically 
imposing teams in this tournament.

Prediction

The squad automatically makes Portugal one of the main 
favourites for the World Cup. Their play on the pitch, 
however, is somewhat sobering rather than wildly 
exhilarating. They have had proven success with this style of 
play against smaller nations, but at the European 
Championship two years ago, the pendulum swung swiftly 
in the opposite direction. Relying solely on crosses and 
hoping for a flash of inspiration from Bruno Fernandes is 
unlikely to make them world champions in 2026 either. It 
also remains to be seen whether and how Portugal’s 
pressing game can hold up against top teams. Conceding 
four goals in the Nations League final against Spain 
suggests, at the very least, that there was still plenty of 
room for improvement as recently as last year.



Uzbekistan v Colombia
18 June, 4.00 pm – Mexico City

Portugal v Uzbekistan
23 June, 19:00 – Houston

DR Congo v Uzbekistan
28 June, 1.30 am – Atlanta

Manager: Fabio Cannavaro

Starting line-up: 5-4-1

Qualification: 2nd in Group A, Qualifying Round 3; 10W-5D-1L; 27:11 goals

World Cup appearances: 0

Best World Cup result: /



It was a late autumn evening in 2025 when I started work 
on this preview. Before watching any matches, I tried to get 
a feel for nations like Uzbekistan – which players were being 
fielded and what the statistics might reveal. For Uzbekistan, 
the defence stood out during the qualifiers. In the end, they 
qualified comfortably behind Iran. Watching their first few 
matches, I was also pleasantly surprised by their defensive 
work and thought they might well snatch a draw or two. 
The Uzbek Football Federation clearly saw things 
differently. Why they ended up appointing Fabio Cannavaro 
(unnecessarily) remains a big question mark for me. 
Perhaps it was a form of tournament-driven decision-
making, or could Cannavaro actually represent the next step 
forward?

Squad & Line-up

Under Cannavaro, there have inevitably only been friendly 
matches, and even with a lot of research, it’s quite difficult 
to answer the question of who will make the starting XI for 
the World Cup.



Players such as Abbosbek Fayzullayev (Başakşehir) do not 

seem to be playing a role yet under new manager 

Cannavaro. However, the best-known Uzbek, Abdukodir 

Khusanov (Manchester City), is a certainty. Whether as a 

left-back or a central defender, I cannot say. As for the rest, 

we’ll probably have to wait until mid-June to see exactly 

who will be on the pitch for Uzbekistan. In goal, I expect 

Abduvokhid Nematov. Alongside Khusanov in defence, 

Ashurmatov and Aliqulov are my favourites. On the flanks, 

I’m tipping Nasrullayev and Alijonov. In the centre of 

midfield, the signs point to Shukurov alongside 

Khamrobekov. Out on the wing, Fayzullayev is also an 

option, but Uronov and Gʻaniyev seem to be a step closer to 

the starting line-up here. Up front, Fayzullayev’s teammate 

Eldor Shomurodov leads the line.

The set-piece specialists from Tashkent

If you were to claim that Uzbekistan were favourites in any 
respect (and this is not meant to be a negative record), 
people would probably think you were mad. I believe they 
actually have a realistic chance of beating what are 
perhaps the most dangerous set-pieces of all the 
participants. If you look at the recent matches under 
Cannavaro, you immediately notice a wide variety of set-
piece options. Time and again, new variations on how to 
free up the player at the far post. It has something of a 
screen play in American football about it. Their success 
proves them right. Two of the three goals against Gabon 
came from set-pieces, and they had several more chances. 
The only problem for Uzbekistan is that there probably 
won’t be as many set-pieces in the tournament as there 
were against China or Gabon. This is also because their 
general play with the ball isn’t exactly top-notch.



In terms of possession structure, there is a primary 
objective after scoring a goal: to get the ball and the wing-
backs dynamically to the byline and then look for 
Shomurodov with a cross. That looks just as exciting as it 
sounds. Uzbekistan mainly play direct long balls from the 
back line. Either to flick on via the striker or even straight to 
Alijonov or Nasrullayev. But there are also moments when 
they look to play the ball flat into the space. Both supposed 
wingers, Gʻaniyev and Uronov, move into the half-space as 
the full-backs push forward. Khusanov, in particular, then 
looks to play a low ball into the half-space; it doesn’t always 
work, but it’s the intent that counts. With the ball on the 
byline, the cross doesn’t look particularly promising at first. 
Usually, only striker Shomurodov is waiting in the box, and 
one wonders what he’s actually supposed to do against 
three or more defenders. Uzbekistan’s strength then lies in 
their movement into the space. Usually, the wingers and 
central midfielders wait around the box at first, before 
making a quick run into the penalty area to meet the cross. 
In these situations, Uzbekistan bring a certain power to 
bear, without, however, completely overwhelming every 
opponent.



Change of philosophy

The deep defending we saw in the qualifiers has, at least in 
recent weeks, disappeared somewhat. In a 5-4-1 formation, 
they secured second place in their qualifying group 
alongside Iran. Not much of that remains under Cannavaro. 
At least in recent matches, he has adopted a more 
aggressive approach, relying more on high pressing rather 
than deep defensive barricading.

Under Cannavaro, the Uzbeks are increasingly seen playing 
a 3-4-3 or 3-5-2. Winger Gʻaniyev is the one who, alongside 
Shomurodov, pushes up into the first line against two 
centre-backs. Uronov drops back into the three-man 
midfield on the left. What is then striking are the horizontal 
gaps in this back three. They often lose their connection 
with one another and the opposition frequently finds gaps 
in the line-up with ease. It becomes problematic when the 
pressing is not carried out with as good timing or as high 
intensity as Cannavaro might envisage.



In his vision, winning the ball then takes place via the 
advanced wing-back. Shomurodov and Gʻaniyev push the 
play out wide, where Alijonov is then expected to win his 
duel.

Due to the lack of horizontal compactness in the second 
line, the opposition can break free more often than 
Uzbekistan would probably like. Behind the right-back, the 
line must now push forward so that the back four remains 
as the last line of defence, no matter what happens up 
front. But here, Cannavaro is putting his players in 
situations for which they are simply not cut out. With the 
exception of Khusanov, the Uzbeks lack the quality to 
defend against better opponents and the space behind 
them. Whether through dribbling, one-twos or other means 
– creating depth against Uzbekistan is not the biggest 
challenge in this tournament. Against Gabon, they got off 
with more than just a black eye; there were two instances 
where, with an IV on the goal line, they failed to put the ball 
in the net from in front of an empty goal. That is unlikely to 
happen at the World Cup.

Prediction

Uzbekistan are likely to finish bottom of the group. 
Cannavaro’s changes have not delivered the hoped-for 
step up that would have been necessary to survive at a 
World Cup. Set-pieces alone will not be enough to keep 
Uzbekistan afloat, and they certainly cannot make up for 
their glaring weaknesses in pressing when facing 
opponents of a calibre that bears no resemblance to that of 
a World Cup. Uzbekistan is unlikely to cause any major 
surprises.



Manager: Thomas Tuchel

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group K; 8W-0D-0L; 22:0 goals

World Cup appearances: 17

Best World Cup result: World Champions 1966

Panama v England
27 June, 23:00 – New 
York

England v Ghana
23 June, 22:00 – 
Boston

England v Croatia
17 June, 22:00 – 
Dallas



"We still believe." You hear this phrase before every major 
football tournament in which England is once again on the 
hunt for trophies. Following the Southgate era and two lost 
European Championship finals, Thomas Tuchel is now the 
most criticised man in England. At least for the period from 
June to July. Quietly and unobtrusively, despite a barrage of 
criticism, he has led the Three Lions through a qualifying 
campaign in which they did not concede a single goal. But 
just how quickly such things are forgotten was 
demonstrated during the squad selection phase. So there 
was quite a stir when he left out Palmer, Foden, Wharton 
and Gibbs-White – players with a combined value of well 
over a quarter of a billion euros – from the World Cup 
squad. But as a German manager in England, one could 
hardly have expected anything else. Whether Tuchel 
becomes the first Anglo-German folk hero or whether 
people will try to chase him off the island with pitchforks 
depends very much on how the team performs in this 
tournament. The squad certainly has the potential to win 
the title, as does English football culture anyway, but is 
Tuchel the missing piece of the puzzle?



Squad & Line-up

I’ve already mentioned the surprise selections. Conversely, 
however, this makes it far easier to predict the England 
starting XI for the opening match against Croatia. Jordan 
Pickford (Everton) remains the number one. So he’ll have 
the chance to continue earning international goodwill 
during this tournament. The centre-backs in Tuchel’s 4-2-3-
1 are likely to be Marc Guéhi and John Stones (both 
Manchester City). It seems Stones has edged out Ezri Konsa 
(Aston Villa). On the defensive flanks, the signs point 
strongly towards Reece James (Chelsea) and Nico O’Reilly 
(Manchester City). The double six will be formed by Declan 
Rice (Arsenal) and Elliot Anderson (Nottingham Forest), with 
Jude Bellingham (Real Madrid) playing as the number ten a 
line further forward. He will be supported on the right by 
Bukayo Saka (Arsenal) and on the left by Anthony Gordon 
(Newcastle) or Marcus Rashford (Barcelona). Up front, of 
course, is the world’s best playmaking striker: Harry Kane 
(Bayern Munich).

Balance over names

Looking around the English tactical circles, there was a great 
deal of understanding and trust in Thomas Tuchel regarding 
his squad planning for the upcoming World Cup. Whether 
this is because his predecessor Gareth Southgate didn’t set 
the tactical bar too high, or perhaps due to his CV, which 
includes a Champions League title? Who knows. Perhaps it’s 
simply because Tuchel’s style of play is convincing in 
England. And that’s exactly what it is. When you have 
players like Harry Kane, Jude Bellingham and Declan Rice on 
the pitch, your own ambition must be to dominate on both 
sides of the ball and deliver quality. With this line-up, you 
immediately recognise the 4-2-3-1 formation under 
Tuchel.Anderson often acts as the sole anchor in front of 
the centre-back pairing. Rice drifts into the left half-space, 
but operates far deeper than his counterpart Bellingham on 
the right, whilst initially the wingers and full-backs hold the 
width of the pitch. On the left, O’Reilly and Rice also like to 
swap positions.



This effectively creates triangles among the players during 
deep build-up play and in both halves of the pitch. The 
relationships they have with one another on the pitch are 
evident in every phase of play. The way they run into space, 
the constant dropping back and everything else that goes 
with it is of an immensely high standard. Thanks to its 
structure, England can always shift the opposition’s block if 
it so wishes, and in doing so manages to gain immense 
control over the game.

The X-factor in Tuchel’s system hasn’t even been mentioned 
yet. Arguably the world’s best striker, Harry Kane, has 
complete freedom to slot into these connections and even 
step into the role of playmaker himself. The only thing that 
matters to Tuchel is that his team cleverly runs into new 
spaces created by Kane’s movements. However, this must 
be viewed as anything but one-dimensional. Naturally, 
following Harry Kane’s drop-back movement, Gordon and 
Saka offer a deep run into the space that has opened up 
behind the back line, should Kane have been tracked by the 
centre-back.



The difference is that Bellingham, who in many phases acts 
as a virtual second striker alongside Kane, either ties up the 
centre-backs so that Kane can create without opposition 
pressure, or presents the opposition with a dilemma in the 
back line as to whether to mark Bellingham centrally or 
defend against Saka or Gordon in the space behind. Declan 
Rice, who can play any pass, then adds further threat in 
front of the back line as part of the unit. Under Tuchel, 
England are superbly balanced and manage to create 
enough danger in every possible area of the pitch.

In addition, the Three Lions also shine with incredible 
fluidity in their positional play, enabling them to change 
tempo in the blink of an eye and break through the half-
space (or one of these triangles). First of all, it must of 
course be said that the positions in these combinations are 
anything but fixed. England are constantly variable in how 
they link up with one another here.



Here, Anderson plays the ball to Saka and James, who are 
now in position. James, who is deep on the ball, now sees 
Bukayo Saka coming towards him and simultaneously draws 
his opponent up from deep in the pitch. James plays the ball 
to Saka, who can then immediately lay it off to the 
overlapping Anderson. Whilst Saka has dropped back, Jude 
Bellingham starts his run into the space from his position as 
a shadow striker, without taking himself out of the play.

Once Anderson has the ball at his feet, Bellingham stops 
and changes his run. This time, he moves towards the 
player on the ball. This once again forces the opposition to 
defend high up the pitch. As a result, a centre-back and a 
full-back are positioned higher up the pitch than strictly 
necessary. With the space now available, Saka shoots down 
the flank from deep. Anderson plays the ball to Bellingham, 
who then immediately plays it out to Saka making a deep 
run. In the centre, Saka then has Kane and Gordon as 
options in the middle during the transition.



Described and ‘drawn out’, the whole sequence doesn’t 
look particularly spectacular. But when you see it in real 
time, it’s absolutely impressive to watch how England 
transitions from static possession to dynamic depth in the 
blink of an eye.

So it comes as no surprise that under Tuchel, England are 
bringing precisely these strengths to bear in their transition 
play. Thanks to Kane, who consistently links play, England 
are behind the opposition’s back line in the blink of an eye. 
If an opponent parks the bus against Tuchel, you do see the 
same principles time and again, though England then 
display a strong focus on crosses in the final third. With 
Kane and Bellingham as target men, there are certainly far 
worse starting points for a high ball into the box.



Outstanding in theory

Zero goals conceded in eight qualifiers speak for 
themselves. One might be tempted to judge prematurely 
that there is practically nothing to suggest England are not 
title contenders, even when looking at their play with the 
ball, but Tuchel’s England do still have the odd weakness 
when defending.

That doesn’t mean, however, that they aren’t good at what 
they do here too. That is precisely what England are all 
about. Using a high, intense pressing approach from a 4-4-2 
or 4-2-4 formation, they aim to put the opposition under 
pressure early on and not let them anywhere near the 
English goal. Bellingham moves into the front line alongside 
Harry Kane. Wingers Saka and Gordon, as well as the double 
six of Rice and Anderson, operate in a hybrid role between 
space and multiple opponents. Tuchel’s pressing system is 
more complex than others in this tournament.



The difficulty for the players lies in always making the 
right decision between space and the opponent. But let’s 
take a look at it step by step.

If the team mirrors the opposition’s movements, the roles 
and responsibilities for every England player are clear. 
Things get interesting when the opposition does not play 
exactly the same English 4-4-2, whether through a different 
formation or simply a different distribution of space. Let’s 
start with an example where England face an opposition 
back three. Anderson and Rice mark both central 
midfielders man-to-man, Saka presses the full-back and 
Gordon is ready to close down the half-back furthest from 
the ball should the opposition attempt to shift play. England 
then, through the partnership of Kane and Bellingham, push 
the play out to the touchline and look to win the ball there. 
Anderson tracks his man deep into the opposition’s build-
up. Behind Anderson, Stones initially picks up the man 
behind him.



However, as England push forward and press to win the 
ball, they simultaneously secure the space in the central and 
half-space areas. Whilst Rice breaks free from his marker 
and attempts to cover Anderson’s back, Gordon shifts his 
focus from the half-back to the central midfielder who is 
now becoming unmarked – the player previously covered 
by Declan Rice. In theory, England thus manages to have a 
numerical advantage of one man in the half of the pitch 
where the ball is located. Via the free man, they then 
immediately find a passing option for a quick transition 
when they win the ball.

However, theory and practice sometimes diverge 
somewhat. Tuchel demands a lot from his players in these 
situations. The constant repositioning between space and 
opponents logically entails a certain susceptibility to errors. 
Often, the opposition can break free via a player in the 
centre because Gordon is not close enough to his man. The 
sources of error can lie anywhere here, including in the 
behaviour of the back line.



If a direct route opens up in front of the English back four 
due to less-than-ideal defensive cover, there is also an 
unnecessary amount of movement in the English defence. 
Stones or Guéhi then have to defend deep in attack at 
times, creating gaps that subsequently need to be closed as 
well. The combination of a high Anderson, a centre-back 
pushing forward and a Rice who perhaps isn’t in the best 
position can prove costly for England, especially against 
teams that know how to exploit such gaps. It then takes on 
the character of a negative chain reaction in Tuchel’s 
system. If England drop back, they too are seen here in a 4-
4-2. The entire team works actively against the ball and 
leaves the opposition almost no gaps that could lead in 
front of the English goal. Only behind an advanced centre-
back might something work. As Stones and Guéhi also move 
out of the back line in a man-marking fashion here, Rice and 
Anderson sometimes have to drop deep to close these 
spaces. Often, however, this isn’t even a factor, as England 
have so many players around the ball that it’s practically 
impossible to play directly into these zones.



Prediction

There are arguments in favour of England becoming world 
champions, and there are arguments that clearly speak 
against it. In their favour is the high defensive compactness 
they have shown in qualifying and also recently in friendlies. 
The same applies to their play on the ball, which receives an 
immense boost from the X-factor that is Kane. Against this 
is the fact that, under Tuchel, England have not yet 
managed to break down an opponent playing at a higher 
level than Albania did in the qualifiers. They failed to secure 
a win against Japan, Uruguay and Senegal, so it is entirely 
legitimate to ask just how good Tuchel’s system really is. It 
is undoubtedly good, but whether it is world-class will likely 
only become clear late in the tournament. If they prove it 
works, England have everything it takes to become football 
world champions again after 60 years.



Ghana v Panama
18 June, 1.00 am – Toronto

England v Ghana
23 June, 22:00 – Boston

Croatia v Ghana
27 June, 23:00 – Philadelphia

Manager: Carlos Queiroz

Starting line-up: 4-2-3-1

Qualification: 1st in Group I; 8W-1D-1L; 23:6 goals

World Cup appearances: 5

Best World Cup result: Quarter-finals 2010



It was quite a shock in African football when, following the 
friendlies against Austria and Germany, manager Otto Addo 
was sacked at short notice. Now 73-year-old Carlos Queiroz 
is tasked with turning things around, and he won’t have 
much time to prepare. A friendly against Wales is all he has 
before the first match against Panama on 17 June. From the 
outside, that doesn’t seem like a solid foundation, or are we 
perhaps underestimating Ghana and Queiroz a little?

Squad & Line-up

The selection of matches under Carlos Queiroz is 
accordingly not extensive. Whether the Wales starting XI 
will also be the Panama starting XI is something only the 
Ghanaian camp will know. I will therefore do my best to 
guess the Panama line-up. In goal, the choice falls on 
Lawrence Ati-Zigi (St. Gallen). In a 4-2-3-1 formation, Jonas 
Adjetey (Wolfsburg) and Jerome Opoku (Başakşehir) are 
likely to form the centre-back pairing.



Kojo Oppong (Nice) and Alidu Seidu (Rennes) would be the 
alternatives. On the flanks, Ghana lacks a bit of depth and 
quality, so I’m confident in picking Gideon Mensah and 
Marvin Senaya (both Auxerre) here. The central midfield 
pairing will likely go to Caleb Yirenkyi (Nordsjælland) and 
Thomas Partey (Villarreal). In the number 10 role, it’s not 
Mohammed Kudus – who was left at home – but 
Kamaldeen Sulemana (Atalanta Bergamo). Even though he 
didn’t play in the friendly, Antoine Semenyo (Manchester 
City) will start on the right. On the left, the race is wide 
open and I’m tipping Brandon Thomas-Asante. Up front, 
Jordan Ayew (Leicester) remains a first-choice under 
Queiroz.

There is still a lot to do

A quick glance at the statistics is enough to see what we can 
expect from Ghana in attack. An average of 30% possession, 
61 long balls. That pretty much tells the story. But the 
question must also be asked: what are fair expectations of 
Queiroz and his team after such a short time? Or to put it 
another way: is it even fair to criticise this style of play 
when he has had so little time with the team and his best 
player wasn’t even on the pitch?

As I’m not sugar-coating anything in this preview, my 
answer to that question is a resounding yes. But also 
because the execution was simply an absolute disaster in 
many instances.

You have every right to play long and high from the back. 
Bosnia and the Czech Republic, for example, have even 
done so relatively successfully in this tournament. But there 
is a small to significant difference between Ghana and the 
two teams mentioned. With Ghana, none of these moves 
are well prepared. Quite the opposite, in fact.

Structurally, Ghana are spread across the entire length and 
width of the pitch. Both full-backs and wingers stick to the 
touchline, the two central midfielders drift in the second 
line – for Partey, this can sometimes mean taking up a half-
back position – and up front, Ayew and Sulemana wait for 
the passes. This is where the play is supposed to come from. 
With the focus on width, one of the central midfielders 
always fills in near the touchline, but without acting as a 
horizontal ball carrier. Inevitably, the ball is then played 
along the touchline. In principle, there is nothing wrong 
with that.



What is open to criticism, however, is the way in which 
Queiroz brings his players into the action, or rather, the 
situations into which he puts them. With the ball played 
wide, both wingers are far too often forced to hold onto 
the ball with pressure on their backs, and they cannot 
simply get out of it with a cross-field pass, as the 
opposition need only mark one of the central midfielders. 
So things are already looking bumpy on the way forward. 
But it doesn’t get any better when Jordan Ayew has to 
chase long balls behind the wingers. That didn’t look 
likely to succeed against Ghana either.

This ill-considered attacking play runs through every phase 
of the game. When a long ball is played to Ayew, who is 
operating centrally and pulling the play wide, things look a 
bit better, at least temporarily. In the final third, however, 
there is no plan whatsoever for scoring goals other than 
through individual brilliance. Sometimes crosses from the 
halfway line fly towards Ayew, who isn’t even in the penalty 
area when the cross is delivered. Had the Welsh not helped 
out so much, Ghana probably wouldn’t have had a single 
dangerous shot on goal.



Man, oh man…

I’d love to say that things look much better defensively, at 
least, but apart from the result, there wasn’t much else 
positive to take from the Wales game. Like many other 
teams, Ghana play man-marking, only they interpret it 
somewhat differently. Whilst half the tournament goes in 
early, looking to win duels and prevent the opposition from 
getting into their stride in the first place, Ghana sit in a mid-
block in their own half. The two central midfielders and the 
number 10 spend most of the time marking their assigned 
opponents. Hybrid play, pushing through and active passing 
are not yet present in the Ghanaian back line. But at least in 
the initial defensive phase, this doesn’t carry too much 
weight.

Rather, one sees how Ghana, in their man-marking 4-2-3-1, 
aims to win the ball. This is supposed to happen on the 
flanks. If both wingers are engaged in their respective duels, 
the wing always pushes up onto the opposition’s wing.



However, the pressure they generate is not yet sufficient to 
effectively win the ball. All too often, the simple ball to the 
opposing full-back is not defended, and every run is in vain. 
But that seems to be the plan. It is striking that both of 
Ghana’s wingers always play conservatively, focusing on the 
space behind their own full-back, and would rather allow a 
back pass than risk a breakthrough. It’s just a shame that, 
due to an excessive focus on the ball, the advancing full-
back is often left exposed, and they are only lucky that 
Wales lack the quality to capitalise on this. Often, the two 
full-backs are initially outnumbered in their own half. Due 
to Ayew’s pressing, which is actually intended to split the 
two centre-backs, they struggle to keep up with the shifts. 
Consequently, the centre-back on the left can then easily 
dribble past the Ghanaian block and cause chaos. The 
extreme man-marking also becomes apparent when, 
against Ghana, a different approach is chosen rather than 
attacking down the flanks, as Ghana’s man-marking actually 
offers plenty of spaces that could prove interesting. Space 
number one is the gap between the full-back and the 
centre-back.



On the left, it is Opoku who fails to close this gap in the back 
line. In the Ghanaian defence, this task falls to the defensive 
midfielder, who must mark the opponent running into this 
space. Here, too, it is sometimes disadvantageous if you 
have to start chasing early in this situation. In part, Opoku 
can’t really be blamed for this. Given Ayew’s run forward, 
one would think they’d be playing with an extra man at the 
back and could easily push up, but Ghana simply can’t 
manage it. Whilst the gap – and in fact the entire half-lane – 
opens up, Opoku is also man-marking, specifically the 
roaming Welsh striker. In other situations, this can lead to 
him occasionally popping up as a defensive midfielder 
between Partey and Yirenkyi.

All these factors mean that Ghana are anything but compact 
at the back. Opponents often have it far too easy on the 
flanks, turning things around in one-on-one situations. 
Individually, neither full-back is doing a good job, but there 
are simply no alternatives in the squad.

They have also looked shaky from set pieces. There is little 
to be encouraged by, apart from the fact that they got away 
with a narrow defeat against Wales and two shots hitting 
the woodwork.

Prediction

The 2010 quarter-finalists are at an alarmingly poor level in 
terms of football ahead of this World Cup. It has to be 
stated that clearly. Who knows what tactical and personnel 
changes might do for the team’s dynamics, but as things 
stand, it will take nothing short of a miracle to get the 
Ghana team fit and ready for the tournament. So the very 
first match against Panama is effectively already a final. If 
they make a fool of themselves against Panama, they’ll end 
up being nothing more than a whipping boy against England 
and Croatia too. It’s quite possible that Ghana’s football 
crisis will continue to worsen. Fortunately, this relegation 
won’t count against Jordan Ayew.



England v Croatia
17 June, 22:00 – Dallas

Panama v Croatia
24 June, 1 am – Toronto

Croatia v Ghana
27 June, 23:00 – Philadelphia

Manager: Zlatko Dalic

Starting line-up: 3-4-2-1

Qualification: 1st in Group L; 7W-1D-0L; 26:4 goals

World Cup appearances: 6

Best World Cup result: Runners-up in 2018



Just when you think the era of old-school Croatian football 
is over, there’s Luka Modrić running across the pitch. 
Together with Mateo Kovačić, he is the remaining face of 
the Croatian generation that reached two semi-finals in 
recent tournaments and only lost to France in the final on 
one occasion. The other faces of this midfield have since 
hung up their boots. Rakitić and Brozović will only be 
watching this World Cup on TV. But the generational change 
is coming. For Modrić and Kovačić, this will likely be their 
last World Cup. The same goes for Perišić and Kramarić. But 
new faces are already emerging. Leading the way is centre-
back Luka Vušković. So what can this mix of old and young 
achieve at their first – or perhaps last – World Cup?

Squad & Line-up

As an obvious HSV fan, I’m strongly inclined to suggest 
that Zlatko Dalić will field Croatia in a 3-4-2-1 formation, 
primarily for Luka Vušković, and will no longer rely on the 
familiar back four.



Dominik Livaković (Hajduk Split) will still start in goal, as 

he remains Dalić’s number one. The centre-back trio will 

almost certainly consist of Luka Vušković (HSV) and Joško 

Gvardiol (Manchester City). Alongside them will be either 

Josip Šutalo (Ajax Amsterdam) or Josip Stanišić (Bayern 

Munich). Stanišić could, however, also take up the 

position of right-back. Should Stanišić start as a wing-

back, Dalić will likely also call upon Mario Pašalić 

(Atalanta Bergamo).On the left flank, the now 37-year-

old Ivan Perišić (PSV) has been converted into a left-back. 

Luka Modrić (AC Milan) and Mateo Kovačić (Manchester 

City) operate in central midfield. In the attacking 

positions, the young Martin Baturina (Como) and Petar 

Sučić (Inter) are causing a stir. Up front, Petar Musa (FC 

Dallas) looks set to start. Alternatively, however, Igor 

Matanović (SC Freiburg) could also feature.

Old-school Dalić

At least statistically speaking, Croatia is one of Europe’s best 
attacking teams heading into this tournament. If we look 
very closely, they had the second-best expected goals 
figures in qualifying, behind Norway. So not necessarily the 
two teams you’d expect. Zlatko Dalić is still managing this in 
2026 with the same style of attacking football that has 
taken Croatia to new heights, at least at World Cups. So for 
those who have been following Croatia closely for some 
time, there isn’t much new in store for you.

The linchpin is still veteran Luka Modrić, who dictates how 
the attack should unfold in front of the opposition’s goal in 
every phase and in every area of the pitch. Luka Modrić is 
unrivalled in his ability to seek out, find and create space. It 
is not far-fetched to claim that the Croatian attack stands or 
falls with him. Lately, Croatia have been playing with the 
ball around him in precisely this 3-4-2-1 formation. Both 
wing-backs consistently maintain the width to give the rest 
of the team all the freedom they need in central areas.



Petar Sučić, in particular, moves fluidly around Modrić. Time 
and again, the pair make overlapping runs to open up space 
in the opposition’s back line or to cause the opposition 
marking problems. These dynamics are not as evident in the 
left half-space between Baturina and Kovačić as they are in 
the right half-space. Also worth noting is the behaviour of 
the wing-backs. Gvardiol, in particular, stood out time and 
again for pushing forward whenever the wide player Perišić 
dropped back slightly to help with build-up play. Stanišić, 
with his wing-back profile, could do something similar.

The key to Croatia’s possession-based play in 2026 
remains the play through the third or, rather, the 
interplay with Luka Modrić. Croatia shows great patience 
on the ball and waits for the right moment to play 
through the opposition’s block. The centre-backs are 
positioned quite wide here in order to be in the best 
possible position to receive the first pass, even though it 
is actually Modrić who dictates which zones the first pass 
is played into.



Even after all these years, Modrić hasn’t lost a jot of his 
ingenuity and consistently manages to drift wide or cut 
inside from his central position at just the right moment. 
When Modrić does drift out, the ball is played on 
immediately with a single touch. Most of the time, this 
utilises precisely the space that Modrić was able to create in 
the first place. If, as in this example, he comes from a very 
central position, Kovačić can cut into that space 
immediately following Modrić’s run out wide, meaning that 
Croatia need just one pass and one touch to break through 
the heart of the opposition’s defensive block. The Croatians’ 
style of play remains so multifaceted here that it feels as 
though there are hundreds of different sequences through 
which Croatia can play their way through the heart of the 
opposition. If striker Musa drops deep, a Croatian player is 
immediately there to run into the free space. In their play, 
Croatia immediately look for the space created by the 
movement of the dropping player via a third man, and if 
Modrić happens to still be on the ball at the end of it, it 
becomes dangerous for any opponent in the tournament. A 
Modrić against a thin back line remains a weapon to be 
taken seriously.



The weapon Croatia intends to rely on in the final third is 

crosses. Many of the attacking moves begin with an isolated 

player out wide. Whilst the rest of the team floods the box, 

the aim is for Perišić, in particular, to continue winning his 

duels on the wing and then deliver a cross into the box. But 

there are several ways in which they aim to play through 

the width of the pitch. The most common formation is 

probably the pairing of the attacking midfielder and the 

winger. With constant overlapping runs, they look to play 

the ball in behind and then into the penalty area. However, 

triangular formations are also increasingly seen in these 

situations. Often, one of the two central midfielders fills the 

gap in this setup. This also has the advantage that Croatia 

can shift play a little more easily should they get stuck on 

one side. The Croatians are then clever enough in their 

positioning that they always place themselves ideally for a 

shift.



The attacking midfielder off the ball often finds good 
solutions between box-crashing and shifting play in his 
positioning. Croatia are solid and mature in their style of 
play in the final third. Whether their numerous crosses will 
make them the second-best attack in the tournament is 
doubtful, but they always have enough options to break 
free from deadlocked situations, and if necessary, there is 
always Luka Modrić.

Relinquishing control

With so many players well over 30 years of age, the 
defensive approach almost takes care of itself. High-
intensity pressing over long periods does not seem to be 
the best idea for this starting eleven in the American 
summer heat. Fortunately, Zlatko Dalić has recognised this 
and continues to favour a somewhat more conservative 
approach than many of his fellow managers. That does not 
mean, however, that the Croatians are merely risk-averse. 
They certainly create situations on the pitch that are not 
entirely risk-free.



One such risk stems from Croatia’s possession-based 
approach. With Modrić and Kovačić pushing high up the 
pitch, the back line often consists solely of the three centre-
backs, positioned deep in the opposition’s half. If Croatia 
find themselves in a 3-on-3 situation here, things can 
quickly become problematic. Although Luka Vušković brings 
many outstanding attributes to the pitch, speed in a back 
line is not necessarily one of them. Thus, whenever the 
Croatians commit a lot of players to the attack, they face 
the constant threat of a counter-attack catching them out.

Croatia faces similar issues with its occasional high pressing. 
If they quickly switch to man-to-man defending here, the 
back line can once again find themselves in a 3-on-3 or even 
a 2-on-3 situation, with plenty of space they must defend 
behind them. The risk is significantly reduced when Croatia 
drops into its 5-2-3 midfield block.

Here, they repeatedly push the opposition’s play towards 
the touchline via the advanced central midfielders and have 
no problem at all if the opposition plays the ball past their 
block for minutes on end. The aim is for ball recoveries to 
take place at the level of the defensive midfielders in their 
own half. Modrić and Kovačić then each drop back out to 
the touchline and look to regain possession through a 
situational numerical advantage. But even here, the 
Croatian system still has a few weaknesses.

Whilst Modrić moves wide, he can also, depending on the 
situation, position himself between Pašalić and Stanišić and 
defend the space between the lines. Croatia thus 
automatically has a greater presence in the box, but 
Kovačić’s push forward results in some space being lost in 
front of the box. This then forces the three centre-backs 
into situations from time to time that are not always 
conducive to Croatia’s compactness.



This forward-defending marking of the opponent is not 
always clean and also offers the opposition chances to 
break through. Furthermore, Croatia’s defensive 
midfielders’ proximity to the ball makes them somewhat 
vulnerable to shifts in play, but as these occur outside the 
defensive block, the Croatian back line usually simply takes 
note of them without reacting.

Prediction

Under Dalić, Croatia remain a good football team. They are 
true to their principles and, in many respects, good to very 
good at what they do. However, they lack that special 
something that gives you the feeling this could be another 
great tournament for the Croatians. In matches against 
opponents of a similar calibre, one doesn’t always get the 
feeling that they can still compete on quality. Croatia 
shouldn’t have any problems against Ghana and Panama, 
however, and should progress to the round of 16 without 
difficulty. With a bit of luck in the draw, they might even be 
able to build on the results of recent tournaments, but for 
that to happen, a lot of things will have to go Croatia’s way.



Ghana v Panama
18 June, 1.00 am – Toronto

Panama v Croatia
24 June, 1 am – Toronto

Panama v England
27 June, 23:00 – New York

Manager: Thomas Christiansen

Starting line-up: 3-4-2-1

Qualification: 1st in Group D – 7 wins; 3 draws; 0 losses – 19:5 goals

World Cup appearances: 2

Best World Cup result: Group stage



The next supposed newcomer is Panama. However, it is 
easily forgotten that they were already at the 2018 World 
Cup. Back then, they also faced England, losing 6-1. They 
went through Rounds 2 and 3 of the qualifiers unbeaten 
and now stand alongside Curaçao and Haiti as the third 
CONCACAF participant in this World Cup. They have 
probably now established themselves as the fourth force in 
North and Central America with this second qualification. 
But will that be enough to prevail against England, Croatia 
and Ghana?

Squad & Line-up

Spanish manager Thomas Christiansen has rotated his 
squad extensively in the months leading up to the 
tournament, so Panama’s starting XI remains something of 
a mystery ahead of the tournament. Based on recent 
friendlies, I would expect the following line-up: Christiansen 
favours a 3-4-2-1 formation, with Orlando Mosquera in 
goal.



The full-back positions are then filled by two prominent 
names. Amir Murillo (Beşiktaş) is likely to play on the right 
and César Blackman (Slovan Bratislava) on the left. José 
Córdoba (Norwich) is a certainty in the centre, flanked by 
Andrés Andrade (LASK Linz) and Fidel Escobar. In central 
midfield, it will likely come down to Adalberto Carrasquilla 
and Yoel Bárcenas. On the flanks, I expect a wing duo of 
Ismael Díaz and José Rodríguez. Up front, Cecilio Waterman 
will lead the line.

Suddenly the underdogs

In a qualifier against Suriname, Guatemala or Belize, 
Panama is almost automatically the favourite before every 
match and, accordingly, usually dictates the pace of the 
game. That is how Panama plays football. Their approach is 
characterised by a high degree of control, with high 
possession figures being second nature to the team. Due to 
the absence of the three major CONCACAF nations from the 
qualifiers, they never once relinquished this role as 
favourites and dominant force. Now, then, comes the World 
Cup. It is unlikely that they will be the team setting the tone 
against England either.

Nor against Croatia, though perhaps against Ghana they 
might be most likely to do so. It will therefore be a major 
adjustment for Thomas Christiansen’s team.

Instead of a strong, control-based approach, Panama will 
likely opt for a more pragmatic strategy in this tournament, 
aiming to get behind the opposition’s back line quickly and 
vertically. In their 3-2-5 formation, they flood the back line, 
from which striker Cecilio Waterman can occasionally break 
free and run into the space in front of the defence to 
receive high balls from the front line. From there, the ball 
goes straight into the channels to the creative full-backs or 
the wingers cutting inside. Adalberto Carrasquilla is also 
more involved in Panama’s play, as he is the player – 
alongside full-backs Murillo and Blackman – who can create 
the most and most effective chances. He often plays 
orchestrated through balls from the centre behind the 
defence.



It’s hard to say who will score the goals. In the qualifiers, 
the 19 goals were shared among various players. No one 
scored more than three. Whilst this brings a certain degree 
of independence, it also shows that they don’t necessarily 
have someone up front who can effectively make a 
difference. Another danger lurks in the shift from being 
favourites to underdogs. If Panama play a controlled game 
at the back, I wouldn’t be surprised if the error rate rises 
against better teams and they end up inviting England, 
Croatia and Ghana to score.

Just don’t panic

A similar pattern can be observed when defending. Whilst 
they normally drop into a 5-4-1 formation with a focus on 
transition play in their own half, particularly after taking the 
lead against the world’s smaller nations, it could well be the 
case that they find themselves chasing the game on one or 
two occasions in this tournament. But first, let’s look at the 
5-4-1, which we’ll likely see time and again at the start of 
every match.



Panama always gives their opponents plenty of space and, 
for a team that otherwise relies so heavily on control with 
the ball, drops deep. However, thanks to their defensive 
quality, they develop a certain defensive control against 
weaker opponents. They leave you plenty of space around 
the block and let you have your way, as long as you don’t 
look to cut into the centre. Against players who are far 
inferior to Blackman and Murillo on an individual level, this 
is often no problem at all, as they solidly defend against 
breakthroughs down the flanks in one-on-one situations. 
Whether that will also work against a Bukayo Saka remains 
to be seen. It will certainly be more difficult.

Another way to break down Panama, however, is precisely 
this route into the centre. If you look for a teammate in the 
half-space behind an advanced central midfielder, the wing-
back must then step out of his deep position early and put 
pressure on the opponent with the ball. That may work well 
against teams that are generally slow and error-prone in 
their ball circulation, but here too, you will be playing 
against a different level at this World Cup.



If you then immediately attack another gap in front of the 
defence with the ball, a centre-back must once again push 
forward from his position. The integrity of the back line can 
then quickly suffer and become vulnerable to gaps. The 
compact 5-4-1 then starts to wobble more quickly.

If Panama have to chase a deficit, they abandon deep 
defending and push up. Panama then switch from a zonal 
defensive approach to full man-marking. However, this is 
where they face problems. Often this starts when playing a 
man down, if the opposition actively involves their 
goalkeeper. If Waterman runs at the keeper, one of the two 
wingers has to tuck in and mark the opposing centre-back. 
This then forces the full-back far forward. The latter doesn’t 
happen consistently. Often, you see Panama only pressing 
from the attack and midfield into the opposition’s penalty 
area.



Furthermore, the gaps created by the push-through 
mechanism cause problems; moreover, they are 
vulnerable to long balls played in front of their own 
defensive line in the space in front of the defence.

The switch to aggressive man-to-man pressing isn’t really 
helpful, because it simply isn’t good enough. It tends to 
make the situation worse and leaves the team exposed to 
unnecessary gaps when pressing. The reward here is 
actually not worth the risk.

Prediction

It will be interesting to see how Panama adapt to the 
world’s major nations. From the outside, it doesn’t yet look 
as though they are particularly well-equipped defensively 
for what lies ahead in the group stage. They might just pull 
off a surprise against the unpredictable Ghana, but it’s still 
rather unlikely that Panama will make it to the round of 16. 
It’s more likely that they’ll be heading home early after 
conceding a heap of goals.



Anyone who knows me knows I’m a bit of a US sports fan. 
So there’s a personal touch here that I think is quite 
appropriate for this preview.

You’ve probably noticed that the team preview makes no 
reference to other teams. The reason for this is that I’ve 
saved the suspense for my power rankings. A few of my 
predictions are certainly controversial, but that’s part of the 
appeal of sport.

I’ve also taken the liberty of predicting a so-called ‘ceiling’ – 
in other words: what is the maximum this team can 
achieve?

Alongside the ceiling, you’ll also find a hot take for each 
team. In mid-July, we’ll see how many of these have 
actually come to pass.

At this point, I’d also like to say a big thank you for reading 
this preview. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I 
enjoyed writing it.

If you feel like contributing in any way, please do take a look 
at the World Cup preview page onwww.rautenball.deauf 
and lend a hand where it’s needed! Jan, Benedikt and I 
would be delighted.

Feel free to follow us on all the usual social media channels. 
You can find us everywhere under @Rautenball.

Enjoy the World Cup! Dani



#48-Iraq
Ceiling: Group stage

Hot take: A new new is set

#47-Qatar
Ceiling: Group stage

Hot take: Despite being knocked out in the group stage, he 
was involved in three goals

#45-New Zealand
Ceiling: Group stage

Hot Take: 0 points, 0 goals

#45-Haiti
Ceiling: Group stage

Hot Take: Haiti will take the lead against at least one of the 
favourites

#44-Curacao
Ceiling: Group stage

Hot Take: Curaçao will pick up at least one point

#43 - Cape Verde
Ceiling: Group stage

Hot take: On matchday 3, they’ll have a chance to progress

#42 - Uzbekistan
Ceiling: Group stage

Hot take: A set-piece goal in every match

#41-Jordan
Ceiling: Group stage

Hot take: They won’t finish bottom of the group



#40-Ghana
Ceiling: Group stage

Hot take: Ghana will be first African team

#3G-South Africa
Ceiling: Round of 32

Hot take: Opening-round surprise but
still out in the group stage

#38-Saudi Arabia
Ceiling: Round of 32

Hot take: The Saudis are set to become the hipster 
favourites

#37-Iran
Ceiling: Round of 32

Hot take: Level on points with Belgium in second place

#35-Tunisia
Ceiling: Round of 32

Hot take: They’ll beat either the Netherlands or Japan

#35-Panama
Ceiling: Round of 16

Hot take: A draw against Croatia, a win against Ghana and 
second place

#34-Algeria
Ceiling: Round of 16

Hot take: Any match over 3 goals or more
involving Algeria

#33 – Australia
Ceiling: Round of 32

Hot take: Jordan Bos will be the best left-back in the group stage

#32 – DR Congo
Ceiling: Round of 16
Hot take: 0 goals conceded in the group stage

#31 - Paraguay
Ceiling: Round of 16



Hot take: Group winners

#30 – Egypt
Ceiling: Round of 16
Hot take: Salah without a goal involvement

#2G – Scotland
Ceiling: Round of 16

Hot take: McTominay scores four goals in the group 
stage

#28-Czech Republic
Ceiling: Round of 16
Hot Take: Unbeaten group stage

#27-Canada
Ceiling: Round of 16

Hot take: Opening defeat, Davies returns and 
leads them to the Round of 16

#25-Bosnia and Herzegovina
Ceiling: Round of 16

Hot take: Bosnia only scores with their heads

#25-South Korea
Ceiling: Round of 16

Hot take: South Korea will be knocked out in the group stage 
with the best xG in the group



#24-Sweden
Ceiling: Round of 16
Hot take: Sweden will top the group

#23-USA
Ceiling: Quarter-finals
Hot take: They’ll scrape through on goal difference to the 
round of 16
#22-Switzerland

#22-Switzerland
Ceiling: Quarter-finals

Hot Take: They’ll only beat Qatar in this tournament

#21-Uruguay
Ceiling: Quarter-finals

Hot take: Uruguay will play with ten men in two out of three 
group stage matches

#20-Senegal
Ceiling: Quarter-finals
Hot take: Unbeaten in the group stage

#1G-Ivory Coast
Ceiling: Quarter-finals
Hot take: As group winners, they’ll face

#18-Colombia
Ceiling: Quarter-finals
Hot take: James Rodriguez will score the goal of the 
tournament

#17-Turkey
Ceiling: Quarter-finals
Hot take: Man is at least on course on 
course for the semi-finals



#15-Mexico
Ceiling: Quarter-finals
Hot take: Mexico is the only team that can cope with the 
heat and altitude

#15-Croatia
Ceiling: Quarter-finals

Hot Take: Luka Vušković will Croatia’s top 
scorer

#14 - Brazil
Ceiling: Semi-finals

Hot take: After their opening defeat against Morocco, Brazil 
will fall apart

#13 – Austria
Ceiling: Semi-finals

Hot Take: Victory over Argentina, group winners and a long 
tournament

#12-Ecuador
Ceiling: Semi-finals
Hot take: More points than goals in the group stage

#11-Japan
Ceiling: Semi-finals
Hot take: A hat-trick in every game

#10-Portugal
Ceiling: Semi-finals
Hot Take: With Ronaldo in the starting line-up, it’s all over in 
the round of 16

#G-Norway
Ceiling: Semi-finals
Hot take: Haaland will score in every game



#8-Morocco
Ceiling: Final
H o t-Tak e : M o r o c c o fails in F i n a l on 
penalties

#7 Belgium
Ceiling: Final

Hot take: Belgium win a medal in the first year after the 
Golden Generation

#5-Netherlands
Ceiling: Final

Hot take: Oranje needs in every knockout
match extra time

#5-Germany
Ceiling: Final

Hot take: Manuel Neuer is playing 2014 reloaded

#4-Argentina
Ceiling: World Champions
Hot Take: Out in the Round of 16

#3-England
Ceiling: World champions
Hot take: Tuchel will in the group stage by the Sun

#2 Spain
Ceiling: World Champions
Hot take: Spain through to the final following a highly 
questionable VAR
decision

#1-France
Ceiling: World Champions

Hot Take: France produces two top scorers


