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The DNA of Growth: Why chose stress?

For decades, marketers have approached the World Cup with a playbook of "Joy," 
"Unity," and "Celebration" 

But in 2026, we are living through a state of chronic macro-stress – a messy, isolating 
"Me-Distress" that we can neither control nor switch off

Ironically, in this landscape, we’ve stopped watching to de-stress, instead watching 
to trade bad stress for good. The World Cup is a time-bound ecosystem with clear 
rules and a guaranteed resolution

It's an exhilarating, collective stress. It’s cathartic. We are seeking out “stress" to 
save our sanity

So what? 

The most successful brands aren’t focusing on trying to dampen the 
tension any more 

Instead, they recognise the World Cup – and sport more generally – as 
the psychological relief valve it is

Want to unlock your brand growth in sports? 
Facilitate the scream

ABILITIES (PSYCHOLOGY & SKILL)

The pleasure of suffering

Seeking out stress on purpose sounds irrational, but it is a highly developed 
psychological skill known as "Benign Masochism" 

As Yale psychologist Paul Bloom explores, humans have the unique ability to 
seek out intense emotions in safe environments to achieve a sense of 
mastery and neurochemical reward

For the modern fan, the ability to "micro-dose" this chosen stress is an 
essential mechanism for building resilience in a chaotic world

Listen to The Psychology Podcast->

NEXT MONTH

Delegated Decisions; how AI is changing the way people 
search, compare and choose

ENABLERS (OPPORTUNITY)

The infrastructure of intensity

The FWC 2026 is an Infrastructure of Intensity. With 48 teams and 104 
matches, the environment ensures there is no "off-switch" for the tension

It turns "Me-Distress" into "We-Eustress”, provides a constant stream of 
high stakes content and enables a state of Inter-Brain Synchrony

For brands, the opportunity is about leaning into this intensity

Read our article ”Stop Selling Joy”->

DRIVERS (MOTIVATION) 

Winning with fans

Why does a ball crossing a line trigger a physiological response equivalent 
to a cardiovascular workout? Why do we seek out the "watch-between-
your-fingers" jeopardy of a penalty shootout? Why do we feel such a sense 
of shared identity with millions of strangers? 

Our research into the drivers of fandom reveals that our obsession with 
sport is underpinned by a set of 8 deep-seated motivations. To win with 
fans, brands must first decode the hidden story of why they are really 
watching

Read our report “Winning With Fans” ->

73% of adults feel 'overwhelmed' by world crises. Yet this 
month, billions of them will voluntarily opt in to the stress of the 
World Cup
(Source: APA)
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We decode the DNA of human behaviour to unlock transformative growth. Our evidence-based model 
reveals the hidden forces behind consumer choices by diagnosing their Drivers (hidden motivations), 
eNablers (environmental context), and Abilities (knowledge and associations) to translate deep insight into 
concrete brand action

Welcome to the era of choosing stress

https://scottbarrykaufman.com/podcast/paul-bloom-the-pleasures-of-suffering/
https://scottbarrykaufman.com/podcast/paul-bloom-the-pleasures-of-suffering/
https://scottbarrykaufman.com/podcast/paul-bloom-the-pleasures-of-suffering/
https://scottbarrykaufman.com/podcast/paul-bloom-the-pleasures-of-suffering/
https://scottbarrykaufman.com/podcast/paul-bloom-the-pleasures-of-suffering/
https://brandgenetics.com/human-thinking/stop-selling-joy%E2%80%A6of-the-world-cup/
https://brandgenetics.com/human-thinking/stop-selling-joy%E2%80%A6of-the-world-cup/
https://brandgenetics.com/human-thinking/stop-selling-joy%E2%80%A6of-the-world-cup/
https://brandgenetics.com/human-thinking/stop-selling-joy%E2%80%A6of-the-world-cup/
https://brandgenetics.com/human-thinking/stop-selling-joy%E2%80%A6of-the-world-cup/
https://brandgenetics.com/human-thinking/stop-selling-joy%E2%80%A6of-the-world-cup/
https://brandgenetics.com/human-thinking/stop-selling-joy%E2%80%A6of-the-world-cup/
https://brandgenetics.com/human-thinking/stop-selling-joy%E2%80%A6of-the-world-cup/
https://brandgenetics.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/FWC_Deck_NewVisID_Final.pdf
https://brandgenetics.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/FWC_Deck_NewVisID_Final.pdf
https://brandgenetics.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/FWC_Deck_NewVisID_Final.pdf
https://brandgenetics.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/FWC_Deck_NewVisID_Final.pdf
https://www.apa.org/pubs/reports/stress-in-america/2025

