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Proposal for 12 Groups of Four Format in 48-Team World Cup 

By Nicholas W. Stathes  

Introduction 

 The expansion of the  World Cup  from 32 to 48 teams 
beginning in 2026 will usher in necessary revisions to its format and structure. The era of World 
Cups hosted by only one nation has ended. More than likely, future tournaments will be hosted 
by a minimum of three nations.  World Cup expansion from 32 to 48 teams presents unique 
opportunities for FIFA. It also poses substantial challenges with respect to changes in format to a 
tournament which has worked well from a structural standpoint since World Cup France 1998 
saw it expand from 24 to 32 teams.  

 The following proposal, complete with 2026 and 2030 World Cup match schedule 
calendars (attached as Exhibits A and B), outlines how FIFA can preserve the excitement of the 
32-team, eight groups of four format  while expanding the World Cup to 48 nations. The 
proposal involves a 12-groups-of-four  structure with, as was the case in the 8x4, the top 
two of four group participants qualifying for the knockout stages, and the bottom two teams 
eliminated. The biggest change from 8x4 to 12x4 is that a 16-team play-in round -in 

 winners of the eight game, 16-
team Play-in Round will join eight of the best group winners in the Round of 16.  

 There is a necessary caveat for scheduling purposes in 12x4. It involves dividing World 
Cup groups into four sections of 12 teams called Quadrants; or, individually, a Quadrant. For 
example, Groups A, B, C would comprise a Quadrant; D, E, F a Quadrant, etc. From each 
Quadrant, at the conclusion of the Group Stage, the three group winners are ranked in order 
based on the same tiebreaking criteria currently in place during the World Cup Group Stage 
(points, goal differential, goals scored, etc.), and the two highest ranked group winners from a 
Quadrant advance directly to the Round of 16 (eight teams in total). The third best group winner 
from each Quadrant (four teams in total) and all group runners-up in a Quadrant (12 teams in 
total) advance to the Play-in Round, explained in more detail below and depicted in Exhibit C. 
This 12x4 proposal, including date-specific calendars for the 2026 and 2030 World Cups, shows 
how 12x4 is not only logistically possible, but optimal for FIFA to adopt.  

 The 12x4 structure preserves the integrity and excitement of the traditional Group Stage. 
In addition, the 12x4 structure guarantees that, provided there are no more than four host nations 
of the World Cup: 1) no host nation could face another host nation until the Semifinals; and 2) 
each host nation would play at home until the Semifinals at the earliest.  

Problems with the Proposed 16 Groups of Three Format 

  proposed 16 groups of three format upends one of the most exciting 
aspects of the World Cup: simultaneous kickoffs of final group matches. With groups of three, 
that compelling aspect of the tournament is obviously impossible. In World Cup Qatar 2022, 
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only two nations had been eliminated prior to their final group match.  The final day of group 
matches and simultaneous kickoffs was in Qatar and always is one of the most exciting 
components of the World Cup. It should never be eliminated.  

 There are other significant, well-documented problems with the proposed 16x3 format 
where two of the three group members advance to a Round of 32, including but not limited to the 
following:   

 Danger of teams playing their final group match colluding with the other so both advance 
(proposals to curtail collusion like a shootout at the conclusion of any group match 
ending in a draw are equally if not more problematic).  

 Diminished excitement having one nation kicking off its World Cup campaign while the 
other nation potentially finishes its own.   

 Disparities concerning rest between matches leading to unfair competitive 
advantages/disadvantages, particularly to the benefit or detriment of teams kicking off the 
first and last matches in a group. A team playing the first and second group matches and 
qualifying for the Round of 32 also may have substantially more rest (by as much as five 
days) than its Round of 32 opponent, which may have played in the final group match 
only several days prior thereto. 

 Risk of  losing interest in their respective national teams as they 
potentially wait nine days between group matches. 

 Participating players, coaches and staffs involved in years-long qualifying campaigns 
only guaranteed two World Cup matches rather than the three under the old format and in 
the proposed 12x4. 

 Fans from around the world making the journey to the host nations with the assurance of 
only witnessing two matches possibly nine days apart from one another is unfair. It may 
cause some fans to stay at home, or for fans of a participating nation to lack interest in 

 
 Prospect of teams (and fans) waiting around for four or more days for the outcome of the 

final group match in which their nation is uninvolved, only for such nation to be 
eliminated following such match.  
 

 

 During World Cup Qatar 2022, various media reports circulated that fortunately, FIFA 
was not beholden to the 16x3 format.  Those same reports mentioned FIFA remained open to a 
12 groups of four structure. However, the alternative option to the 16x3 seemed to only include a 
system where two simultaneous 24-team tournaments  would take place, keeping a 32-team 
knockout round as in the 16x3. This would mean half of the third-place teams in the tournament 
advance to the Round of 32, and two-thirds of the total World Cup participants. In this version of 
the 12 groups of four structure there would be 104 matches, significantly more than the 80 
proposed under the 16x3. It also means watering down the excitement of the final group 
matchday due to half of third place participants qualifying.  
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12x4 Format with a Play-in Round Generally 

 The 12x4 has 96 matches, with the structure of both the 2026 and 2030 World Cups 
detailed in the calendars attached as Exhibits A and B. The Group Stage of the 12x4 World Cup 
will operate largely the same as under the 8x4 system, insofar as only the winner and runner-up 
of each group advance.  The 12x4 eliminates the negative aspects previously addressed with the 
16x3 format. It also preserves the maximum excitement of the final group matchday as only two 
teams in a group advance rather than the potential three teams in a group advancing under the 
12 groups of four, 104 match idea.   

 It is reasonable  when the World Cup has begun an 
era with three or four host nations. The simultaneous tournaments idea is not unprecedented. In 
World Cup Korea/Japan 2002, the only time in World Cup history more than one nation has 
hosted the event, group winners and runners-up were placed on the same side of the Round of 16 
bracket. Effectively making it a World Cup with two simultaneous 16-team tournaments taking 
place. This was done in World Cup Korea/Japan to: 1) prevent South Korea and Japan from 
playing each other prior to the World Cup Final, and 2) ensure both South Korea and Japan 
played each game on home soil until at a minimum, the World Cup Final. The consequence of 
this idea was the risk that two teams from the same group play each other in a Semifinal. In each 
other 8x4 World Cup since such format began in 1998, the two teams to advance from each 
group have been placed on opposite sides of the bracket and could therefore only meet again in 
the World Cup Final.  

 Similar to the system employed in World Cup Korea/Japan 2002, under a 12x4 format, 
provided there are no more than four hosts, such hosts could not meet each other until the 
Semifinal at the earliest. This would also ensure quite easily that a host nation, until the 
Semifinal at the earliest, would be guaranteed to be playing on its home soil.  

 To generally reflect, the 12x4 proposal:  

 Preserves the excitement of the Group Stage as it operates the same as it did under the 
8x4 format with only the group winner and runner-up advancing to the knockout stages; 

 Guarantees that, provided there are not more than four host nations, no host nation could, 
prior to the Semifinals at the earliest: 1) face another host nation, or 2) play away from 
home; and  

 Avoids the incredible flaws associated with 16x3.  

Play-in Round Specifics 

 The attached calendars for 2026 and 2030 show how the 12x4 system could be 
accomplished. The major change to the World Cup under 12x4 is the Play-in Round prior to the 
Round of 16 featuring games between the third-ranked group winner of each Quadrant (four 
teams in total) and all three group runners-up (12 teams in total). The winners of those Play-in 
Round matches would be paired against the two best group winners within its Quadrant. The 
highest ranked group winner would be matched up against the Play-in Round winner of the 
runners-up from the other two groups. For example, if A1 was the highest ranked group winner 
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of the Quadrant featuring groups A, B and C, it would face the Play-in Round winner of B2 v. 
C2 in the Round of 16. The second ranked group winner of a Quadrant would play the Play-in 
Round winner of the third ranked group winner and runner-up of the group containing the 
highest ranked group winner. For example, if B2 was the second ranked group winner of the 
Quadrant featuring groups A, B and C, it would face the winner of C1 v. A2 in the Round of 16.  
The winners of those Round of 16 matches would then play in a Quadrant Quarterfinal. The 
prospect albeit slight of two teams from the same group meeting in the Quarterfinal is a 
necessary consequence associated with the advantages the 12x4 offers.  The above-referenced 
examples of how a Quadrant would operate, with arbitrary nations included for purposes of 
clarity, is provided visually and attached as Exhibit C.   

Other Considerations and Changes to the Current 8x4 Structure 

 Other than the Play-in Round, the format of the World Cup, including the draw, remain 
substantially the same as since the 8x4 began in 1998. If, like in 2026, there are three hosts, the 
hosts would be automatically be placed in slots A1, D1 and G1 (if there are four teams then the 
fourth host would be placed into J1). Nine (or eight, if four nations host) seeded teams based on 
the last FIFA World Ranking prior to the World Cup draw would be drawn to make up the other 
teams in in position one (1) of a group. No seeded teams from the same Confederation could be 
drawn into the same Quadrant unless there were more than four seeded teams from a 
Confederation. For example, if Argentina and Brazil, both members of the South American 
Football Confederation, were in the top nine of the FIFA World Ranking prior to the 2026 World 
Cup draw and seeded, those nations could not be placed into the same Quadrant. Therefore, those 
nations could only meet at the Semifinals at the earliest.  The rest of the draw would operate 
largely as it had under an 8x4, with the remaining group slots being filled based on 
Confederation considerations. However, measures would be taken to avoid an unnecessary 
number of teams from the same Confederation being drawn into the same Quadrant. For 
example, 
team could be drawn into the same group (as it has been in 8x4), and no more than two AFC 
teams could be drawn into the same Quadrant.  

 Each final group match would kickoff simultaneously to prevent collusion, and each final 
group match in a Quadrant would take place on the same day. However, groups including host 
nations would have the benefit of kicking off in the latest timeslot that day. A draw would take 
place during the World Cup group draw dictating the timeslot the other two groups in a Quadrant 
not containing the hosts kickoff on the final group matchday.  If a Quadrant did not contain a 
host nation, the timeslot draw would contain all three groups comprising a Quadrant.  There is 
clearly an advantage for a group in a Quadrant to have a later kickoff on the final group 
matchday. As the best two group winners in a Quadrant advance to the Round of 16 and avoid 
the Play-in Round, understanding what result is necessary to advance directly to the Round of 16 
provides a competitive advantage. In the 12x4, that competitive advantage is given to groups 
comprising host nations. The competitive advantages/disadvantages of this aspect of the 12x4 are 
nowhere near the potential competitive advantages/disadvantages to arise from the 16x3 format 
addressed above.  
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  The attached proposed schedule for the 2026 and 2030 tournament is for illustration 
purposes. It shows how teams could still have a minimum of three days of rest between matches 
(except for between the Semifinals and third place match  the same as it was under 8x4). The 
total tournament would have 96 games compared to 80 under the 16x3 structure. It would take 
38 days to complete, but it could be shortened to 37 days if a host nation played in the World 
Cup Opening match on a day when other matches took place. Under the 12x4 format, the 16 
teams participating in the Play-in Round, should they reach the Semifinal, would play a total of 
eight games rather than a maximum of seven under the 8x4 and 16x3. However, under the 12 
groups of four format with a Round of 32, teams qualifying for the Semifinals are guaranteed to 
play eight matches, rather than under the 12x4 where a team reaching the Semifinal may only 
play seven.  

Attached 2026 and 2030 Match Calendars 

 The calendars for the 2026 and 2030 World Cups attached as Exhibits A and B show how 
the World Cup could work generally, and include an illustration containing where specific hosts 
might be placed. Please note, showing the 2030 hosts as Argentina, Uruguay, Chile and Paraguay 
is not meant to be an endorsement of the bid.  It is simply to illustrate how and when a World 
Cup hosted by four nations would and could operate.  

 In the 2026 calendar including USA, Mexico and Canada as hosts, the coloring is 
designed to reflect the games in which a particular World Cup host must host to ensure such host 
plays in front of its home fans until the Semifinal at the earliest. For example, each host must 
host each of its three group matches. The nation must also host the two Play-in Round matches, 
two Round of 16 matches, and a Quadrant Quarterfinal, as such host nation could be involved in 
those matches.  Under the 12 groups of 4 format with two simultaneous 24 team tournaments, a 
host may finish as one of the best Third Place teams and wind-up playing far from home.  The 
USA is listed in the attached 2026 World Cup Calendar as A1, but it could potentially be moved 
to G1 and have the prospect of playing a Quarterfinal on the Fourth of July, which will mark its 
Semiquincentennial Anniversary.  

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, the 12x4 proposal preserves what we love about the current system, format 
and excitement of the World Cup, while expanding to 48 participating nations. It also facilitates 
a new World Cup era where, more than likely, no fewer than three nations will host, and 
guarantees that all World Cup hosts will play the vast majority of their World Cup matches on 
home soil.  

 I invite you to reach out to me directly at nstathes@tszlegal.com with any questions, 
comments, or ideas about the 12x4 proposal.  








