
biggest upsets in nfl playoff history
biggest upsets in nfl playoff history have captivated football fans for decades, showcasing
moments when underdogs defied expectations and top teams fell in dramatic fashion. The NFL
playoffs, known for their high stakes and intense competition, have produced numerous surprises
that continue to resonate in sports lore. From wildcard teams toppling perennial powerhouses to
low-seeded squads making improbable runs, these games highlight the unpredictability and
excitement of postseason football. This article explores some of the most memorable and unexpected
victories in NFL playoff history, examining the context, key plays, and lasting impact of each upset.
By understanding these landmark games, fans gain insight into the nature of competition and the
factors that contribute to such shocking outcomes. Below is a detailed table of contents to guide
readers through the biggest upsets in NFL playoff history.

Historic Underdog Victories

Wild Card Wonders

Super Bowl Shocks

Key Factors Behind the Biggest Upsets

Memorable Moments and Plays

Historic Underdog Victories
Throughout the NFL playoff history, several games stand out where underdog teams overcame
significant odds to claim victory. These historic upsets often involved teams with losing regular-
season records or lower playoff seeds defeating dominant opponents. The significance of these
victories extends beyond the scoreboard, altering playoff trajectories and sometimes redefining
franchises.

1980 Oakland Raiders vs. Houston Oilers
One of the earliest and most famous upsets occurred in the 1980 wild card round when the Oakland
Raiders, as a wild card team, defeated the Houston Oilers. The Oilers had a better regular-season
record, but the Raiders’ experience and resilience propelled them to a 27-7 victory. This game
showcased how playoff experience and strategic gameplay can overturn expectations, marking a
significant point in NFL playoff lore.

2007 New York Giants vs. New England Patriots
The 2007 NFC Championship game is often cited as one of the biggest upsets in NFL playoff history.
The New England Patriots entered the playoffs undefeated and were heavy favorites against the 10-6



Giants. However, the Giants executed a disciplined defensive game plan and pulled off a stunning
17-14 victory, culminating in the famous “Helmet Catch” by David Tyree. This upset halted the
Patriots’ pursuit of a perfect season and became a defining moment in NFL postseason history.

Wild Card Wonders
Wild card teams have a unique place in NFL playoff history, often entering the postseason with
lower expectations but sometimes emerging as formidable contenders. The biggest upsets in NFL
playoff history frequently involve wild card squads defeating higher-seeded opponents, underscoring
the unpredictable nature of playoff football.

2010 Green Bay Packers vs. Philadelphia Eagles
The 2010 wild card game between the Packers and Eagles was a classic example of a wild card team
overcoming the odds. The Packers, led by quarterback Aaron Rodgers, dominated the Eagles 21-16.
Rodgers’ performance was instrumental, and this victory marked the beginning of the Packers’
Super Bowl-winning playoff run that season.

2011 New York Giants vs. Atlanta Falcons
Another notable wild card upset was the Giants’ victory over the Falcons in the 2011 playoffs. The
Giants, seeded fifth in the NFC, defeated the third-seeded Falcons 24-2. New York’s defense stifled
Atlanta’s offense, and the Giants’ methodical approach exemplified how a wild card team can
triumph through tactical discipline and resilience.

Super Bowl Shocks
While the Super Bowl often features the league’s best teams, it has also been the stage for some of
the most unexpected champions in NFL history. These Super Bowl upsets are among the biggest
upsets in NFL playoff history, where underdogs managed to capture the ultimate prize against all
expectations.

Super Bowl III: New York Jets vs. Baltimore Colts
Perhaps the most legendary upset in NFL history occurred in Super Bowl III. The New York Jets, led
by quarterback Joe Namath, faced the heavily favored Baltimore Colts. Namath famously guaranteed
victory, and the Jets delivered with a 16-7 win. This upset changed the perception of the AFL and
NFL merger and remains a benchmark for playoff surprises.

Super Bowl XLII: New York Giants vs. New England Patriots
Revisiting the Giants-Patriots matchup, the upset continued into the Super Bowl XLII. The Giants
defeated the 18-0 Patriots 17-14, preventing a perfect season and cementing this game as one of the



biggest shocks in NFL playoff history. The game’s dramatic plays and strategic execution by the
Giants are studied as examples of how an underdog can prevail on the biggest stage.

Key Factors Behind the Biggest Upsets
Analyzing the biggest upsets in NFL playoff history reveals common factors that contribute to these
surprising outcomes. Understanding these elements helps explain how underdogs overcome
seemingly superior opponents.

Turnovers: Many upsets feature the favored team committing critical turnovers that shift
momentum.

Defensive Dominance: Strong defensive performances often stifle high-powered offenses and
create scoring opportunities.

Special Teams Plays: Key returns, blocked kicks, or unusual special teams contributions can
change the course of games.

Coaching Strategy: Innovative or adaptive game plans tailored to exploit opponent
weaknesses play a crucial role.

Player Performances: Exceptional individual efforts, especially by quarterbacks and
defensive players, frequently influence outcomes.

Memorable Moments and Plays
The biggest upsets in NFL playoff history are often defined by iconic moments and plays that
become ingrained in football culture. These moments not only symbolize the upset but also highlight
the drama and intensity of playoff football.

The Helmet Catch
During the 2007 NFC Championship game, David Tyree’s “Helmet Catch” stands out as a pivotal
moment. Tyree caught a seemingly impossible pass against his helmet, extending the Giants’ drive
and setting up the winning touchdown. This play exemplifies how a single moment can change the
trajectory of a playoff game and contribute to an unforgettable upset.

The Guarantee and the Jets’ Victory
Joe Namath’s guarantee before Super Bowl III added drama and confidence to the Jets’ underdog
status. His leadership and the team’s execution delivered one of the most shocking upsets in NFL
history, demonstrating how psychological factors and bold predictions can impact performance and



legacy.

Key Interceptions and Defensive Stands
Many playoff upsets feature game-changing interceptions and defensive stands that halt opposing
offenses. These plays often occur at critical junctures, swinging momentum and energizing the
underdog team. Defensive resilience remains a hallmark of several biggest upsets in NFL playoff
history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is considered the biggest upset in NFL playoff history?
The biggest upset in NFL playoff history is often considered to be the 2010 Wild Card game where
the Green Bay Packers defeated the top-seeded Dallas Cowboys 21-16, despite being a 10-point
underdog.

Which team holds the record for the largest point spread
upset in an NFL playoff game?
The New York Jets' victory over the heavily favored Indianapolis Colts in the 2010 AFC
Championship Game is one of the largest point spread upsets, as the Colts were favored by about 12
points.

Have any wild card teams ever won the Super Bowl after an
upset-filled playoff run?
Yes, the 2010 Green Bay Packers were a wild card team who upset several higher-seeded opponents
and went on to win Super Bowl XLV.

What was the biggest upset in terms of seeding in NFL playoff
history?
The 2007 New York Giants, as a 5th seed, defeated the top-seeded New England Patriots in Super
Bowl XLII, ending the Patriots' perfect season and is considered one of the biggest seeding upsets.

Which underdog team defeated the defending Super Bowl
champions in a playoff upset?
In the 2011 Wild Card round, the New York Giants defeated the defending Super Bowl champion
Green Bay Packers, marking a significant playoff upset.



Has any team overcome a double-digit point spread to win an
NFL playoff game?
Yes, the 1997 New York Jets won their AFC Wild Card game against the Jacksonville Jaguars despite
being underdogs by 17 points, marking one of the biggest comebacks against the spread.

What was the most surprising upset in recent NFL playoff
history?
The 2020 Wild Card game where the Cleveland Browns defeated the Pittsburgh Steelers was
surprising, as the Steelers were favored, and the Browns had not won a playoff game in decades.

How often do lower-seeded teams win in the NFL playoffs?
Lower-seeded teams win approximately 30-40% of NFL playoff games, but some years see more
significant upsets, especially with wild card teams advancing deep into the playoffs.

Which playoff upset had the biggest impact on NFL history?
The 2007 Giants' upset of the Patriots in Super Bowl XLII had a huge impact by preventing a perfect
season and is considered one of the most significant upsets in NFL history.

Are there any notable upsets involving the Seattle Seahawks in
the playoffs?
Yes, the Seattle Seahawks' victory over the New Orleans Saints in the 2010 Wild Card round was an
upset, as the Saints were favored, and the Seahawks went on to win Super Bowl XLVIII a few years
later.

Additional Resources
1. When Giants Fall: The Biggest NFL Playoff Upsets
This book dives deep into some of the most shocking and unexpected victories in NFL playoff
history. It explores the teams that defied the odds, the key moments that turned games around, and
the players who rose to the occasion. Through detailed game analysis and behind-the-scenes stories,
readers gain insight into what makes an upset truly unforgettable.

2. Underdogs Unleashed: Legendary NFL Playoff Surprises
Underdogs Unleashed chronicles the most improbable playoff triumphs in NFL history. From wild
card teams to heavy underdogs, the book captures the spirit of determination and resilience. It
highlights how these surprises reshaped the postseason landscape and left lasting legacies for
players and fans alike.

3. Shockwaves on the Gridiron: NFL’s Greatest Playoff Upsets
This compelling narrative examines the games that sent shockwaves through the NFL world.
Featuring in-depth recounts and expert commentary, the book sheds light on how strategic brilliance
and sheer willpower combined to topple favored teams. It’s a must-read for anyone fascinated by the



drama of playoff football.

4. Against All Odds: The NFL Playoff Upset Chronicles
Against All Odds tells the stories of teams that overcame overwhelming challenges to secure playoff
victories. The book focuses on the emotional and tactical aspects that contributed to these stunning
outcomes. Readers will appreciate the vivid storytelling and the celebration of unexpected triumphs.

5. Miracle Matches: The Biggest Surprises in NFL Postseason History
Miracle Matches captures the essence of the NFL’s most astonishing playoff games. With detailed
play-by-play accounts and player interviews, it offers a front-row seat to moments when the
impossible became possible. The book honors the magic of football’s greatest underdog stories.

6. Playoff Shockers: The NFL’s Most Unforgettable Upsets
Playoff Shockers presents a thrilling compilation of the NFL’s most unforgettable playoff upsets. It
explores how emotions, momentum shifts, and critical plays changed the course of history. This book
is perfect for fans who love the unpredictability and excitement of postseason football.

7. David vs. Goliath: NFL Playoff Upsets That Changed the Game
David vs. Goliath highlights the clashes where smaller, underestimated teams toppled powerhouse
opponents in the playoffs. Through compelling narratives and tactical analysis, the book shows how
these upsets influenced team strategies and league dynamics. It celebrates the spirit of competition
and the thrill of the game.

8. Frozen Surprises: Cold-Weather NFL Playoff Upsets
Frozen Surprises focuses on NFL playoff upsets that occurred in harsh, cold-weather conditions,
where grit and endurance played a critical role. The book explores how weather factors contributed
to surprising outcomes and tested the limits of teams. It offers a unique angle on the drama of
postseason football.

9. Last-Second Legends: NFL Playoff Upsets Decided in the Final Moments
This book spotlights the NFL playoff games that were decided in the last seconds, producing some of
the biggest upsets in history. With detailed accounts of heart-stopping finishes, it captures the
tension and excitement that define playoff football. Readers will relive the unforgettable moments
when destiny was decided on the final play.

Biggest Upsets In Nfl Playoff History
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coaches, and more, all complemented by archival photographs.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: History of the NFL First 100 Year's You Sure Started
Somethin' R.D. Griffith, 2021-12-16 Are you searching for a book about American Football that has it
all? R. D. Griffith will take you on a comprehensive drive through the history and highlights of
American Football, its salient details, from its inception at the turn of the century to its centralized
embodiment now in the modern era, the NFL. He will share with you the challenges the game faced
through the Great Depression and two World Wars, including the spicy anecdotes of the people
comprising the great game of American Football throughout the years.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: Guts and Genius Bob Glauber, 2025-04-08 How three
football legends -- Bill Walsh, Joe Gibbs, and Bill Parcells -- won eight Super Bowls during the 1980s
and changed football forever. Bill Walsh, Joe Gibbs and Bill Parcells dominated what may go down as
the greatest decade in pro football history, leading their teams to a combined eight championships
and developing some of the most gifted players of all time in the process. Walsh, Gibbs and Parcells
developed such NFL stars as Joe Montana, Lawrence Taylor, Jerry Rice, Art Monk and Darrell Green.
They resurrected the careers of players like John Riggins, Joe Theismann, Doug Williams, Everson
Walls and Hacksaw Reynolds. They did so with a combination of guts and genius, built championship
teams in their own likeness, and revolutionized pro football like few others. Their influence is still
evident in today's game, with coaches who either worked directly for them or are part of their
coaching trees now winning Super Bowls and using strategy the three men devised and perfected. In
interviews with more than 150 players, coaches, family members and friends, GUTS AND GENIUS
digs into the careers of three men who overcame their own insecurities and doubts to build Hall of
Fame legacies that transformed their generation and continue to impact today's NFL.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: Focus On: 100 Most Popular American Football
Running Backs Wikipedia contributors,
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: The Perfect Punter Dave Farrar, 2012-02-16 Like
millions of other sports-mad gamblers around the world, Dave Farrar loved taking on the bookies.
But when the girl that he loved walked out on him without explaining why, it all went wrong and he
embarked on an ill-disciplined six-month losing streak that made him decide that he was done with
punting forever. As he started to get over the fact that the girl wasn't coming back, he resolved not
to give up without a fight. But this time, he was going to do it properly, making sure that he did
enough research to take on the bookmakers and win. In The Perfect Punter, Farrar delves into the
detail of every sporting event he'd lost money on in that bad run to make sure that, whenever he
placed a bet in the future, he would know more about it than anyone else. He travels around the
world following the sporting calendar, meeting experts who help him get to the bottom of each event
so he can try to win back every penny that he lost. From snooker at the Crucible and racing at
Cheltenham, to tennis at Roland Garros, golf's Ryder Cup and the US Superbowl, The Perfect Punter
is the engrossing story of one man's journey to overcome the odds.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: ESPN: The Ultimate Pro Football Guide Shelly
Youngblut, 1998-08-12 This guide is truly the ultimate source for pro football trivia, esoterica,
curiosities, stats, anecdotes, rivalries, facts, quotes, and recaps; just about what you'd expect from
an ESPN publication. Arranged by team, each section lists the most notable games, players, and
coaches in team history, and then asks intriguing questions such as: Is Dan Marino or Bob Griese the
best Miami Dolphin quarterback of all time Marino by a hair. The Ultimate Pro Football Guide also
tells you where to score the best eats and drinks in the respective teams' cities and provides such
minutiae as what locals wear to game day, how many times your team has appeared on The
Simpsons, and which local columnist you should read on game day. You can't ask for more from a
football guide; it makes every team the home team. --Tod Nelson
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: Hidden History of Cleveland Sports Marc Bona,
2021-06-28 Cleveland sports history goes well beyond The Shot, The Fumble, The Drive and so many
other ignoble moments. Many of the city's most illustrious sports tales are long-forgotten chapters of
tribulations and tragedy, of fleeting fame and enduring milestones. There are forgotten firsts, such



as football's first pass and the invention of baseball's slider having ties to Cleveland. There are
overshadowed tragedies like a fatal crash involving an Indians pitcher occurring the same year two
of the team's hurlers were killed in a high-profile boating accident. And then there are the near
misses--like George Steinbrenner coming within seconds of owning the Indians and a famous
musician who almost became a Cleveland Brown. From basketball to boxing, hockey to Heisman,
journalist Marc Bona chronicles more than a century of unremembered tales.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: Management Secrets of the New England Patriots:
Achievements, personnel, teamwork, motivation, and competition James Lavin, 2005 The definitive
account of the 2001-2004 New England Patriots. Analyzes the many success factors underlying the
team's two Super Bowl victories in three seasons. Entertains with humorous, insightful quotations
from players, coaches, executives, and owners while helping fans vicariously experience life as a
New England Patriot. Management Secrets is essential reading for any serious fan of Bill Belichick's
Patriots and anyone seeking to build a great organization. (Vol. 1 covers the team's achievements,
personnel, teamwork, motivation, and competition. Vol. 2 to be published February 2005.) James
Lavin earned his economics Ph.D. at Stanford, where he analyzed high performance work
organizations (like the Patriots). He also holds degrees in: political science (Harvard, magna cum
laude), economics (London School of Economics), and East Asian studies (Stanford). James grew up
in Wayland, MA cheering for many lousy Patriots teams.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: John Elway: Armed & Dangerous Clay Latimer,
1998-02-01 This is the first book on one of sport's greatest stars, a portrait of a man who has
dedicated his life to becoming the greatest quarterback ever. It's the story of John Wayne in Cleats,
a father of four who led his team to Super Bowl glory at age 37.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: Distant Memories Danny Jones, 2008-04-22 The 26
men featured in this book have one thing in common: They were all great football players. These
legends were the superstars of the NFL and AFL during the glorious 60s and the fun-loving 70s.
However, only 2 of these legends are in the Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio. These stars revolutionized
the game of Pro Football with their brilliant performances and were Pro Footballs biggest gate
attractions. As the years go by, and the 60s and 70s have become a distant memory, these
outstanding football players and mavericks have been unappreciated and forgotten. These heroes
and legends of the fall contributed to the success of the NFL and made Pro Football the most
popular and exciting sport in America. Distant Memories- The NFLs Best Ever Players of the 60s and
70s focuses on Pro Footballs forgotten stars and legendary heroes from the glorious past. Its about
pioneers and great players from yesteryear. I have always wanted to write a book like this. Since I
was a former amateur football player and have the knowledge and resources about football, I
thought I would be the right person to write this book and do it with class and style. I have watched
every football player in this book play every week and have seen all of the weekly highlight shows. I
have followed their entire careers and I have seen every touchdown they scored. I watched all NFL
and AFL games on TV in the 60s and 70s. In 1970, when the AFL and NFL merged to become one
league, I watched every game on TV during the 70s.I can remember my golden Sunday mornings
and early afternoons when I played football during the 70s. I always hurried home from my games so
I could watch the NFL on TV. You can ask my wonderful mother. She knew where I was every
Sunday afternoon during the football season when I was young. I would like the players in this book
to finally receive the recognition they deserve for their outstanding accomplishments. Danny Jones
http://www.starsofthenfl.com/index.html
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: The NFL, Year One Brad Schultz, 2022-08-05 For many
football fans, the National Football League season of 1970 was a landmark year in the history of the
game. The NFL and the American Football League finally began playing as a merged league--one
that featured such legendary figures as George Blanda, Tom Dempsey, Vince Lombardi, George
Allen, Sid Gillman, Lamar Hunt, and Al Davis. The NFL, Year One focuses on several key games
throughout this thrilling initial season. One saw the Raiders and Browns play in Cleveland. This
contest serves as the backdrop for the story of forty-three-year-old Oakland kicker Blanda, who went



on that season to win or tie four consecutive games in the last seconds, becoming a hero to
middle-aged American men. Among other notable games that Brad Schultz examines are the
Browns-Jets game that marked the debut of Monday Night Football with commentators Keith
Jackson, Howard Cosell, and Dandy Don Meredith; the Chiefs-Vikings game that served as a rematch
for the Super Bowl IV competitors; and the Colts-Jets game that ultimately set the scene for the 1970
players' strike. Schultz also demonstrates how the season continues to influence the NFL today.
Meticulously researched and thoroughly entertaining, The NFL, Year One is a riveting account of
one of the most important and compelling seasons in NFL history. Any fan will surely enjoy Schultz's
revisiting of the game's amazing 1970 season.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: Super Players, Super Teams, Super Bowl! Tracy
Hackler, 2000-10 Meet some of the NFL's best teams and their players. Some already have Super
Bowl rings and some might get one soon.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: Twin Cities Sports Sheldon Anderson, 2020-02-03 The
histories in Twin Cities Sports are rooted in the class, ethnic, and regional identity of this unique
upper midwestern metropolitan area. The compilation includes a wide range of important studies on
the hub of interwar speedskating, the success of Gopher football in the Jim Crow era, the integration
of municipal golf courses, the building of a world-renowned park system, the Minneapolis Lakers’
basketball dynasty, the Minnesota Twins’ connections to Cuba, and more.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: Secrets of Professional Sports Betting Michael
Kochan, 2013-09-25 In addition to hard-hitting specific strategies for recognizing opportunities and
finding value, you'll learn the mental aspects necessary for winning: keeping records, money
management, analyzing wagers, and how to think differently from the average losing gambler.
Kochan includes over 50 real-world examples of great bets! 256 pages
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: The USA TODAY College Football Encyclopedia
2009-2010 Bob Boyles, Paul Guido, 2009-08 The most comprehensive resource on college football
ever published.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: The NFL's Official Encyclopedic History of Professional
Football National Football League Properties, inc. Creative Services Division, 1977
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: Peyton Manning Jason Glaser, 2011-08-01 Manning is
a name synonymous with football. Though Archie Manning began the dynasty, it’s Peyton who now
wears the crown. The Pro Bowl quarterback of the Indianapolis Colts has dominated the NFL and
made his team a perennial contender in the playoffs. He’s also committed to several charitable
causes, including a football camp for young players. This book follows Peyton from his New Orleans
childhood to his record-breaking college career and finally to Super Bowl glory.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: Chicago Bears History Roy Taylor, 2004 Presents a
history of the Chicago Bears, from the team's inception to the present day.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: The USA TODAY College Football Encyclopedia
2008-2009 Bob Boyles, Paul Guido, 2008-08-04 The result of 15 years of exhaustive research, this
work is the definitive statistical and factual reference for everything related to college football in the
past 50 years.
  biggest upsets in nfl playoff history: Kurt Warner A. R. Schaefer, 2002-09 A brief biography
of the All-Pro quarterback for the St. Louis Rams, Kurt Warner.
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