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Beyond the Stadium: What the 2026 World Cup Revealed About Risk in Major Events

The 2026 World Cup was unprecedented not simply because of its size, but because of its structure. Forty-eight 
teams competed across sixteen cities in Canada, Mexico, and the United States, creating the first truly distributed 
global sporting event of its kind. It unfolded not within one national security architecture, transport network, 
political system, or public-health environment, but across three sovereign states and a continent. 

That distinction mattered.

For those responsible for people, operations, and organizational continuity, this was never one event. It was a 
collection of overlapping operating environments connected by football, international travel, and the movement of 
millions of people. The tournament therefore offered more than a test of stadium security. It provided a case study 
in how major events now interact with geopolitics, domestic politics, infrastructure, climate, migration policy, public 
sentiment, and the behavior of large crowds. 

Prior to the tournament, our analysis was built around a relatively simple proposition: risk would not be evenly 
distributed. It would concentrate where local operating conditions, fixture dynamics, fan movement, and external 
events converged. Rather than attempting to predict isolated incidents, the World Cup Risk Outlook combined 
host-city baseline assessments with a Fan Tension Index intended to identify where operational pressure was 
most likely to build. No methodology can forecast every event, nor should that be its purpose. Strategic risk 
assessment is valuable when it helps decision-makers distinguish structural pressure from passing noise, identify 
where additional attention is warranted, and respond proportionately as conditions change. 

Viewed through that lens, several lessons from the tournament stand out.

The Stadium Was Not the Center of Gravity

The most visible security architecture of any major sporting event is concentrated around the venue: controlled 
access, screening, credentialing, police presence, surveillance, and emergency-response arrangements. Yet the 
greatest operational exposure often exists beyond that controlled perimeter.

Throughout the tournament, the more persistent challenges were associated with movement and congregation: 
airports, border crossings, public transportation, fan zones, entertainment districts, hotels, tourist sites, and 
spontaneous gathering locations. These environments are less controlled, serve several populations 
simultaneously, and are affected by risks that may have little direct connection to the match itself.

This was consistent with the experience of other recent football events. The disorder that followed Paris Saint-
Germain’s Champions League victory shortly before the World Cup demonstrated how quickly celebratory 
gatherings can escalate away from stadia, even where substantial policing resources are available. The relevance 
to the World Cup was not that the same pattern would necessarily recur, but that celebration risk, crowd density, 
and post-match behavior deserve attention alongside traditional rivalry assessments.

The implication is straightforward: the operational footprint of a major event is much larger than the event venue. 
Security planning that begins and ends at the stadium boundary is therefore addressing only part of the problem.
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Operational Friction Mattered More Than Catastrophic Threat

Before the World Cup, much public discussion centered on terrorism, targeted violence, organized crime, and 
political unrest. These remained legitimate concerns, and U.S. DHS officials publicly characterized the broader 
threat environment as exceptionally high while emphasizing the vulnerability of soft targets outside stadia.

But the everyday experience of risk was more often shaped by low-level operational friction: congestion, 
delays, demonstrations, altered access arrangements, immigration enforcement, weather, increased travel 
costs, and the cumulative pressure placed on city services.

This distinction is important. Catastrophic risks require serious planning because their consequences can be 
severe. They are not, however, necessarily the risks most likely to affect the largest number of travelers or 
organizations.

A delayed arrival, a disrupted route, an inaccessible meeting location, a spontaneous protest, or a traveler who 
has lost confidence in a destination may appear individually modest. Across a multinational organization 
moving personnel through several host cities, these effects accumulate. Major -event resilience is therefore as 
much about preserving mobility, confidence, and decision-making capacity as it is about responding to 
conventional security incidents.

Perception Became an Operational Variable

One of the clearest themes of the tournament was the relationship between perceived and actual risk. 

In Mexico, cartel-related violence and highly publicized incidents influenced how travelers and organizations 
viewed host locations, even where the immediate threat remained geographically or contextually limited. 
Survey data released before the tournament showed a marked deterioration in perceived security in 
Guadalajara, with the proportion of residents who considered the city unsafe rising from 79.2% in December 
2025 to 90.2% in March 2026. In Mexico City, sustained teacher-union mobilization and other social 
grievances presented a more immediate challenge to transportation and daily operations than cartel violence, 
but attracted less international attention. 

In the United States, immigration enforcement became part of the tournament’s political, ethical and emotional 
context. The visibility of Immigration and Customs Enforcement, uncertainty around its role, and broader 
concern over traveler treatment at points of entry influenced confidence among international visitors and 
immigrant communities. These concerns were amplified by protest activity and by subsequent fatal encounters 
involving ICE officers during the tournament period. 

Perception should not be dismissed as irrational or secondary. It changes behavior. It affects willingness to 
travel, route selection, staffing decisions, event attendance, and the confidence of employees and executives. 
It can produce operational consequences even where the underlying security assessment remains unchanged. 

For risk professionals, the task is not to correct perception with reassurance alone. It is to understand what is 
driving concern, distinguish credible risk from amplification, and provide enough context for people to make 
informed decisions.
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The World Cup Was Geopolitical Before the First Whistle

Global sporting events are often described as opportunities to put politics aside. In practice, their scale and 
symbolism make that increasingly unlikely. 

The tournament took place against a backdrop of war involving Iran and the United States, strained 
international relations, contested migration policy, protest movements, and intense domestic political 
polarization. Iran’s participation raised questions about visas and access. The conflict also affected aviation 
fuel costs and the economics of long-haul travel, demonstrating how events geographically distant from the 
host cities could still influence the tournament’s operating environment. 

Anti-U.S. sentiment did not automatically translate into direct threat. It did, however, contribute to a more 
contested perception of the United States as a destination and intensified scrutiny of its domestic policies. In an 
event premised on welcoming the world, border policy, immigration enforcement, and national reputation 
became practical considerations for travelers and organizers. 

The geopolitical backdrop extended beyond the external environment. During the tournament, domestic 
political debate periodically intersected with sporting governance, including public commentary from senior 
U.S. political figures regarding FIFA disciplinary decisions. While these interventions had little material effect on 
tournament outcomes, they illustrated how global sporting events increasingly become platforms through which 
broader political narratives are exploited. For organizers and host nations alike, preserving confidence in the 
independence of tournament governance remains an important component of maintaining legitimacy. 

Mexico likewise entered the tournament amid a complex relationship with the United States, continuing 
pressure on cartel leadership, allegations of foreign intelligence activity, and domestic political concerns over 
sovereignty and security. Canada faced a different set of pressures, including environmental conditions, protest 
activity, and the capacity of public systems to absorb a temporary increase in demand. 

The lesson is not that geopolitics overshadowed the football. It is that global events now operate within 
geopolitical systems too interconnected to be treated as background context.

Risk Concentrated, but It Did Not Remain Static

The pre-tournament assessment anticipated that a limited number of cities, fixtures, and periods would account 
for a disproportionate share of operational pressure. Broadly, that principle held. 

The group stage produced the widest geographic distribution of visitors and the most sustained overlap of fan 
populations. As the tournament moved into the knockout rounds, the number of fixtures reduced, but emotional 
intensity, media attention, and travel demand became more concentrated around fewer cities and teams. 

The risk profile therefore changed over time. Early-stage planning emphasized mobility across the host 
network. Later rounds required greater attention to elimination dynamics, spontaneous celebrations, 
compressed travel timelines, and the movement of supporters whose future destination depended on match 
results. 

This is why static reporting is insufficient for a tournament lasting several weeks. Baseline analysis is valuable 
because it establishes the framework. Its utility depends on being updated through rolling assessment that 
captures changes in protests, fan movement, weather, security incidents, public sentiment, and match 
significance. 

The ability to identify what had changed since the previous assessment was ultimately more useful than 
repeatedly restating what was already known.
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Climate and Infrastructure Can No Longer Be Treated as Peripheral

The tournament also reinforced the importance of environmental conditions. Analysis published during the final 
week found that a substantial share of matches had been played in heat conditions exceeding thresholds that 
player representatives considered dangerous, even where air-conditioned venues reduced direct exposure for 
players and spectators inside stadiums. 

The broader operational issue extended beyond the pitch. Travelers, security personnel, contractors, 
volunteers, and crowds moving through exposed public spaces remained vulnerable to heat. High 
temperatures also increased pressure on transportation, emergency services, and local medical capacity. 

This matters for future tournaments. Climate is not simply a health consideration or a contingency-planning 
annex. It increasingly shapes scheduling, venue design, workforce resilience, crowd behavior, and the viability 
of surrounding public infrastructure.

A Final Reflection

The final between Argentina and Spain on 19th July brought the sporting competition to its conclusion. The 
wider work of understanding the tournament should not end with the final whistle. 

This World Cup demonstrated that major-event security is moving away from a narrow focus on venue 
protection and toward the management of complex, distributed operating environments. The most valuable 
analysis was not that which claimed certainty, but that which helped organizations recognize concentration, 
understand change, and allocate attention proportionately. 

There will always be incidents that were not anticipated and risks that do not materialize. That is not evidence 
of analytical failure. The test of a risk framework is whether it improves decisions under uncertainty. 

The lasting lesson of 2026 is that readiness is not achieved by predicting everything. It is achieved by 
understanding how pressure builds, maintaining the ability to adapt, and preserving confidence when the 
environment becomes more complicated than the event itself.

Dylan Evans

Director Security Solutions, International SOS
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