
Every football fan knows the tension that surrounds big finals. The Champions League showdowns, FIFA World
Cup deciders, and UEFA European Championship finals attract millions of viewers worldwide, all betting on the
favourites. Yet, time and again, these favourites falter. The phenomenon of "bottling it" — where an expected
winner collapses under pressure — intrigues analysts, fans, and even bookmakers like Oddstrader. This blog post
dives deep into the reasons behind such upsets, exploring overconfidence in football, finals pressure, game
management, and the pivotal moments that flip matches on their heads.

Football’s Unpredictability: The Beautiful Game’s Double-Edged Sword
Football is notorious for its unpredictability. Unlike sports that can be dominated by statistical likelihoods over
decades, football games often hinge on splits of a second, a deflection, or a psychological lapse. Tools like
expected goals (xG) have revolutionised how analysts view a match, presenting a metric that quantifies scoring
chances. However, even when xG and possession statistics heavily favour one side, the result defies expectations.

For example, consider https://www.11v11.com/sure-things-that-werent-the-5-famous-football-matches-bad-
beats-we-cant-forget/ Liverpool’s remarkable Champions League comeback in 2005, where despite a poor first-
half xG and limited possession, they overturned AC Milan with three goals in six minutes. Tactics, momentum
shifts, and raw will had a seismic effect — far beyond the numbers.

The Trigger Moment: When the Game Flips

One element often missed in post-match analyses is the precise moment a game “flips.” In such finals, the trigger
could be a goal, sending off, or a tactical substitution that unbalances the favourite’s rhythm. This moment
recalibrates pressure and expectation, putting overwhelming strain on supposedly stronger teams.

Take the Euro 2004 final, where Greece stunned Portugal. Portugal entered the game with overwhelming public
confidence (and bookmakers certainly had them as odds-on favourites, including on platforms like Oddstrader),
yet Greece’s early goal functioned as the psychological pivot. Portugal’s overconfidence quickly dissolved into
frustration and disorganisation.

Overconfidence in Football: The Hidden Enemy of Favourites
It might sound counter-intuitive, but entering a big final as clear favourites can itself be a disadvantage.
Overconfidence breeds complacency, and complacency erodes focus and sharpness — especially in high-stakes
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matches where fine margins decide outcomes.

Reduced intensity: Players may underestimate the effort needed.

Tactical rigidity: Coaches stick stubbornly to a plan they assume will work, ignoring signs from the pitch.

Psychological pressure: The weight of expectation paradoxically increases stress.

Oddstrader’s data over the last decade has flagged numerous instances where heavy favourites underperformed
in finals, even when their underlying metrics like possession and shots on target suggested dominance. The trend
is unmistakable: overconfidence can translate into poor game management.

A Case Study: Real Madrid in UEFA Finals

Real Madrid, arguably one of football’s most consistently successful brands, has also experienced this
phenomenon. On multiple occasions, their reputation as clear favourites seemingly undermined their finals
performance. In 2018’s UEFA Champions League final against Liverpool, despite controlling possession and
generating better xG figures, Madrid stumbled after the game’s crucial moment — Gareth Bale’s breathtaking
overhead kick goal followed by Liverpool's high-octane response. In that final 20-minute period, momentum
completely swung.

Finals Pressure: The Mental Game Makes All the Difference
Technical skill and physical fitness matter, but in finals, psychological fortitude often decides who lifts the trophy.
The immense pressure, magnified by global viewership and media scrutiny, shifts player behaviour:

1. Risk aversion increases: Players pass backward more often, limiting attacking opportunities.

2. Decision-making deteriorates: Simple mistakes – poor first touches, misplaced passes – become common.

3. Individual errors escalate: Even world-class players are not immune to choking under pressure.

These shifts often frustrate the dominant team, giving underdogs breathing space. Sports psychologists working
with top clubs stress the importance of resilience — but not all squads arrive mentally ready.

Momentum Swings and Psychology

Football matches, especially finals, are not linear contests. The momentum can swing repeatedly. Historic upsets
often hinge on how teams react to these momentum shifts. A single goal or a contentious decision often acts as
the catalyst. When a favourite bottle it, it often means they failed to regain control after such a swing.



The underdog gains belief and energy; the favourite tightens or overcompensates, losing fluidity. This tug-of-war
shapes the game management style. Coaches adept at managing momentum — like Germany’s Helmut Schön or
Greece’s Otto Rehhagel — succeed in converting pressure moments into strengths.

Historic Upsets in Finals and Knockouts: Lessons from the Archives
Year Competition Favourite Underdog Result Key Trigger Moment 2004 UEFA Euro Final Portugal Greece Greece
1-0 Portugal Early goal by Greece’s Angelos Basinas 2016 UEFA Euro Final France Portugal Portugal 1-0 France
(AET) Éder’s winning goal in extra time 2018 FIFA World Cup Germany South Korea South Korea 2-0 Germany
Quick late goals by South Korea exploited German complacency 2005 UEFA Champions League Final AC Milan
Liverpool Liverpool 3-3 AC Milan (LFC win on penalties) Half-time locker room rally & early 2nd half goals by
Liverpool

Each upset shares the common factor of a favourite faltering precisely when psychological resilience and game
management become crucial.

Game Management: The Tactical Backbone under Pressure
Finally, “bottling it” often reflects poor game management. When a team enters a finals heartbeat, the margin for
error shrinks. Skilled managers focus not just on footballing tactics but also how to control tempo, attitude, and
the scoreboard.

Good game management includes:

Cautious substitutions that maintain or shift momentum

Adjusting formation to protect leads or chase the game without exposing weaknesses

Controlling possession carefully to minimize risk

Meanwhile, poor game management is prone to “panic football” — lost shape, rushed counters, and erratic
decision-making.

How FIFA and UEFA are Addressing These Issues

Both FIFA and UEFA have introduced technologies like VAR and refined scheduling to reduce stress on players and
improve fairness. Yet, as long as football remains a human game, the pressure of finals will always make favourites
vulnerable — regardless of statistical dominance.

Bookmakers and trading platforms like Oddstrader continue to adjust odds dynamically as matches evolve,
reflecting these psychological and tactical complexities. The blend of data (xG, possession) with human factors
keeps football endlessly captivating — and famously unpredictable.

Conclusion
To sum up, favourites bottle it in big football finals because overconfidence, finals pressure, and failure in game
management create a vortex that topples even the most talented sides. Football’s unpredictable nature, amplified
by tone-shifting moments and psychological warfare, ensures the beautiful game remains thrilling and at times
heartbreaking. So next time a team deemed invincible falls, remember: it’s never just about talent, but how that
talent withstands the toughest test of all — the final whistle.


