
super bowl opening kickoff touchback
history

super bowl opening kickoff touchback history is a fascinating aspect of NFL
lore, offering insights into strategic shifts, rule changes, and the sheer
unpredictability of the game's opening moments. From the earliest Super Bowls
to the most recent contests, the opening kickoff has always been a pivotal
play, setting the tone and sometimes dictating the early narrative. This
article delves deep into the history of touchbacks on the Super Bowl opening
kickoff, exploring the statistical trends, the contributing factors to their
occurrence, and how these events have shaped fan perception and team strategy
over the decades. We'll examine specific Super Bowl games where opening
kickoff touchbacks played a significant role and consider the evolution of
the NFL kickoff to understand its impact.

Understanding the Super Bowl Opening Kickoff
Touchback

The Super Bowl opening kickoff is more than just the ceremonial start of the
championship game; it's a crucial strategic moment where teams aim to gain an
early advantage. A touchback on this particular play occurs when the football
is kicked into the opponent's end zone and is not returned out, or if the
receiving team signals for a fair catch within the end zone. In the context
of the Super Bowl, an opening kickoff touchback signifies that the receiving
team will begin their first offensive drive from their own 25-yard line, a
relatively favorable field position compared to a kickoff returned to the 20
or even further back. This outcome can subtly influence the momentum and
confidence of both teams right out of the gate.

The Mechanics of an Opening Kickoff Touchback

The rules governing kickoffs in American football are designed to balance the
offensive advantage of a deep kick with the defensive advantage of pinning an
opponent deep in their own territory. When a kickoff results in a touchback,
the receiving team is awarded possession at the 25-yard line. This is a
change from older rules where the ball might be placed at the 20-yard line.
The primary reasons for a touchback on an opening kickoff typically involve
the kicker's ability to boot the ball with significant hang time and
distance, either directly into the end zone or just short of the goal line
where a returner chooses not to risk a potentially dangerous return. The
weather conditions, such as wind, can also play a role in the trajectory and
outcome of the kick.

Strategic Implications of an Opening Kickoff
Touchback

For the kicking team, achieving an opening kickoff touchback can be seen as a
successful outcome, preventing a dangerous return and forcing the opponent to



start their drive from a defined, albeit decent, field position. It avoids
the risk of a long kickoff return for a touchdown, a momentum-swinging play
that can happen on any kickoff. Conversely, for the receiving team, while not
ideal, starting at the 25-yard line is a known quantity, allowing them to
plan their initial offensive plays without the added pressure of deep field
position. Coaches often strategize for the possibility of a touchback,
ensuring their offense is prepared to move the ball effectively from the 25-
yard line.

Statistical Analysis of Super Bowl Opening
Kickoff Touchbacks

Examining the historical data surrounding Super Bowl opening kickoffs reveals
interesting trends in the frequency of touchbacks. While not every Super Bowl
features an opening kickoff touchback, their occurrence has varied
significantly across different eras of the game, often correlating with
changes in kicking technology, player athleticism, and NFL rules designed to
promote offense or player safety. Understanding these statistics provides a
clearer picture of how the opening play has evolved and its impact on the
overall game.

Frequency of Touchbacks Across Decades

The frequency of Super Bowl opening kickoff touchbacks has seen fluctuations.
In the earlier years of the Super Bowl, with less specialized kickers and
different ball technologies, touchbacks might have been less common. However,
as the kicking game became more refined, with powerful leg strength becoming
a premium, the likelihood of a touchback increased. More recently, rule
changes aimed at increasing the number of returns have sometimes led to a
decrease in touchbacks, only for kickers to adapt and find new ways to
achieve them. Analyzing specific Super Bowl eras can highlight these shifts.

Factors Influencing Touchback Rates

Kicker Strength and Technique: The individual skill of the kicker is
paramount. Modern kickers are trained to maximize distance and hang
time.

Ball Technology: Changes in the construction and materials of the
football can affect its aerodynamics and how it travels.

Weather Conditions: Wind, especially at open-air stadiums, can
significantly influence the trajectory and landing spot of a kickoff.

Rule Changes: The NFL has made several adjustments to kickoff rules over
the years, impacting the likelihood of touchbacks. For instance, moving
the kickoff spot or altering rules about where a receiver can return
from.

Returner Strategy: The decision by the returner to field the ball or let



it go into the end zone is a critical factor. A calculated decision to
take a touchback can be part of a team's strategy.

Notable Super Bowl Opening Kickoff Touchbacks
and Their Impact

While a touchback might seem like a minor event, in the high-stakes
environment of the Super Bowl, even the opening play can have a psychological
and strategic ripple effect. Some Super Bowls have featured opening kickoffs
that immediately resulted in a touchback, setting a particular tone for the
game, while others have seen dramatic returns or missed opportunities that
went on to be discussed in the context of the game's outcome.

Super Bowl I: The Genesis of the Kickoff

In Super Bowl I, the very first championship game between the AFL and NFL,
the opening kickoff set the stage. While specific records for whether it was
a touchback are less emphasized in historical accounts compared to later
games, the intent was clear: to begin the contest with a powerful kick. The
outcome of this initial kickoff, regardless of touchback status, was the
symbolic start of a rivalry and a spectacle that would grow exponentially.

Super Bowls with Immediate Touchbacks

Numerous Super Bowls have begun with an opening kickoff that sailed into the
end zone for a touchback. For example, in Super Bowl XLVIII, the Seattle
Seahawks' kicker Steven Hauschka delivered a kickoff that resulted in a
touchback. This immediately put the Denver Broncos' potent offense at their
own 25-yard line, a far cry from where they might have hoped to start against
Seattle's historically dominant defense. Such instances, while common, are
often noted as the game begins, signaling the controlled start of the
championship contest. Similarly, Super Bowl LIII saw a touchback on the
opening kickoff, with the Patriots' Nick Folk sending the ball into the end
zone.

The Rare Kickoff Return for a Touchdown on Opening
Play

While touchbacks are frequent, the opposite – an opening kickoff returned for
a touchdown – is exceedingly rare. The only instance of an opening kickoff
touchdown in Super Bowl history occurred in Super Bowl XXV when the Buffalo
Bills’ super-talented returner, Don Beebe, took the opening kickoff from the
New York Giants all the way to the house. This electrifying start immediately
put the Bills up 7-0 and set a tone of aggressive play that defined that
memorable matchup. The contrast between this exhilarating start and a more
mundane touchback underscores the dramatic potential of the opening kickoff.



Evolution of NFL Kickoff Rules and Their Effect
on Touchbacks

The NFL's ongoing effort to balance competitive balance, offensive scoring,
and player safety has led to numerous rule changes regarding kickoffs. These
adjustments have had a direct impact on the frequency and strategic
considerations of opening kickoff touchbacks, shaping how teams approach this
critical opening play.

Rule Changes Impacting Kickoff Depth and Returns

Over the years, the NFL has experimented with various kickoff rules. At
different times, the kickoff spot has been moved forward, encouraging more
returns. In other instances, rules have been modified to create more
touchbacks, particularly concerning where the ball is placed after a
touchback. The introduction of the fair catch rule within the end zone being
considered a touchback is a relatively newer aspect that gives returners more
control and can contribute to touchback statistics. The league has also
introduced stricter penalties for kickoffs that go out of bounds or are
deemed unsafe, subtly influencing kicking strategy.

The 2011 Rule Change and its Aftermath

A significant rule change occurred in 2011 when the NFL moved the kickoff up
to the 35-yard line. This was done with the stated goal of increasing returns
and reducing touchbacks, thereby opening up the game. While there was an
initial increase in returns, the league's elite kickers quickly adapted,
employing higher kicks with greater hang time. This resulted in the touchback
rate rebounding to pre-2011 levels, demonstrating the adaptability of
professional athletes and coaches. This period highlighted how rule changes,
while intended to alter behavior, can sometimes lead to unforeseen strategic
responses.

Current Kickoff Rules and Future Considerations

The current NFL kickoff rules continue to be a subject of discussion and
potential modification. The league is constantly evaluating data and player
feedback to ensure the kickoff remains an exciting and safe part of the game.
Future rule changes could further influence the occurrence of opening kickoff
touchbacks, potentially leading to even more strategic adjustments from teams
aiming to gain an early advantage in the Super Bowl. The emphasis on player
safety remains a primary driver for many of these considerations.

Conclusion

The history of the Super Bowl opening kickoff touchback is a rich tapestry
woven with strategic nuances, statistical shifts, and the ever-evolving



landscape of NFL rules. From the initial tentative kicks of Super Bowl I to
the highly specialized and powerful boot of today's kickers, the opening
kickoff has consistently served as a critical opening statement. The
frequency and impact of touchbacks, while seemingly a small detail, reflect
broader trends in the game, including the athleticism of players, the
advancements in equipment, and the league's continuous efforts to shape the
on-field product. Understanding this history provides a deeper appreciation
for the opening moments of America's biggest sporting event.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the most recent Super Bowl opening kickoff
that resulted in a touchback?

The most recent Super Bowl opening kickoff resulting in a touchback was in
Super Bowl LVII (2023), between the Kansas City Chiefs and the Philadelphia
Eagles. The Chiefs kicked off, and the ball went into the end zone.

How many opening kickoffs in the last 5 Super Bowls
have been touchbacks?

In the last 5 Super Bowls (Super Bowl LIII to LVII), there have been 3
opening kickoff touchbacks. Super Bowl LVII, Super Bowl LIV, and Super Bowl
LIII all featured touchbacks on the opening kickoff.

Has an opening kickoff ever been returned for a
touchdown in Super Bowl history?

No, an opening kickoff has never been returned for a touchdown in Super Bowl
history. While there have been exciting returns, none have resulted in a
score on the very first play.

What is the general trend of Super Bowl opening
kickoffs regarding touchbacks over the years?

The trend has generally been towards more touchbacks in recent years. This is
due to rule changes designed to increase player safety and the evolution of
kicking techniques, leading to deeper kicks.

Which team historically has kicked off more often in
the Super Bowl, potentially influencing touchback
occurrences?

The team that wins the coin toss has the option to defer their choice or
receive/kick. Historically, teams often opt to receive in the second half,
meaning the team that kicks off first is often the one determined by the coin
toss outcome, rather than a specific team consistently kicking off.

Are there any notable instances of a very short or



unusual opening kickoff that wasn't a touchback?

While touchbacks are common now, in earlier Super Bowls with different rules
and kicking styles, opening kickoffs that were fielded and returned were more
frequent. However, no single instance stands out as particularly 'short or
unusual' without being returned or going out of bounds before the end zone,
leading to penalties rather than a touchback.

Does the outcome of the opening kickoff (touchback or
return) have a significant impact on the game's
momentum?

While a touchback gives the receiving team the ball at the 25-yard line, a
return can offer field position advantages or disadvantages depending on its
success. However, the impact on game momentum is generally considered minimal
compared to other factors like turnovers, scoring, and key
offensive/defensive plays. It's more of a statistical starting point than a
definitive momentum shifter.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Super Bowl opening kickoff touchback
history, with descriptions:

1. The Opening Kick: A Super Bowl Chronicle
This comprehensive history delves into the pivotal moments that have defined
the Super Bowl's opening plays. It dedicates a significant section to the
evolution of the kickoff and the strategic implications of achieving a
touchback right from the game's inception. The book analyzes how early
touchbacks set the tone for legendary contests and influenced future game
plans.

2. First Blood: The Touchback Era
Focusing specifically on the Super Bowl's initial kickoff strategies, this
title explores the period when touchbacks became a more common occurrence. It
examines the rules and player approaches that led to these immediate scoring
opportunities, highlighting key games where a touchback dramatically altered
the game's momentum. The book offers insights from coaches and players who
navigated this early phase of Super Bowl kickoffs.

3. The Touchback Advantage: Super Bowl Strategy
This book dissects the tactical significance of the opening kickoff touchback
in Super Bowl history. It analyzes how teams have intentionally or
unintentionally used the touchback to gain field position or influence their
opponent's offensive starting point. Through game breakdowns and statistical
analysis, it illustrates the strategic ripple effects of this specific play
from the very first snap.

4. Beyond the Goal Line: Super Bowl Kickoff Stories
This narrative history weaves together the human stories behind the Super
Bowl's most memorable opening kickoffs. It features accounts of players who
have been instrumental in either kicking for touchbacks or receiving kicks
that resulted in them. The book uses personal anecdotes to illustrate the
pressure and skill involved in executing a perfect opening kick or the
unexpected outcomes of a touchback.



5. The 100-Yard Factor: Super Bowl Touchback Debates
This title tackles the ongoing discussions and rule changes surrounding the
Super Bowl opening kickoff touchback. It traces the evolution of the
touchback from an occasional event to a more strategic element, examining how
rule adjustments have impacted its frequency. The book explores the arguments
for and against different kickoff strategies and their impact on the
excitement of the game's start.

6. The Shadow of the Touchback: Super Bowl Beginnings
This book explores the subtle but significant impact of the opening kickoff
touchback on the broader narrative of Super Bowl games. It investigates how
these initial plays, while not always scoring plays, have often set a tone of
dominance or caution that colored the rest of the contest. The author
examines instances where the shadow of a touchback influenced offensive play-
calling and defensive schemes early on.

7. Zero Seconds In: Super Bowl Kickoff History
This book provides a minute-by-minute account of the opening seconds of every
Super Bowl, with a special emphasis on the kickoff and any resulting
touchbacks. It highlights the historical context of each kickoff, including
the prevailing strategies and the unique circumstances of the games. The
reader gains a chronological understanding of how the opening kickoff, and
specifically the touchback, has played a role through the decades.

8. The Arctic Kick: Cold Weather Super Bowl Touchbacks
This specialized history examines the unique challenges and outcomes of
opening kickoff touchbacks in Super Bowl games played in cold weather
conditions. It analyzes how elements like wind and frozen turf have
influenced the distance and trajectory of kicks, leading to distinct
touchback scenarios. The book offers a look at how the environment has shaped
the execution and strategic importance of the opening kick in frigid Super
Bowls.

9. The Analyst's Eye: Super Bowl Kickoff Touchback Patterns
This book employs a data-driven approach to understand the statistical
patterns and trends of Super Bowl opening kickoff touchbacks. It analyzes
factors such as team personnel, venue conditions, and game importance to
identify recurring themes. The author uses advanced analytics to explain why
certain Super Bowls have seen more or fewer touchbacks, offering a deeper
understanding of this often-overlooked aspect of the game.
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