
greatest running backs in nfl history

greatest running backs in nfl history have left an indelible mark on the
world of professional football. Their extraordinary skills, remarkable
statistics, and unforgettable performances have made them legends of the
game. This article delves into the lives and careers of these remarkable
athletes, exploring their achievements, playing styles, and the impact they
had on their teams and the NFL as a whole. We will also examine the criteria
used to evaluate the greatest running backs, compare different eras of the
game, and highlight some of the most iconic moments in NFL history. By the
end of this article, readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of what
makes a running back truly great and who the top contenders are in NFL
history.
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Understanding the Role of Running Backs

The role of running backs in the NFL is crucial, as they are responsible for
both rushing and receiving the football. Their versatility makes them a key
component of offensive strategies. Running backs are often tasked with
gaining crucial yards on the ground, making them essential in both rushing
plays and short-passing scenarios. Their ability to read defenses, make quick
decisions, and showcase agility and speed are vital traits that define
successful running backs.

Types of Running Backs

Running backs can be categorized into several types based on their playing
styles and physical attributes:

Power Backs: These players are typically larger and excel at breaking
tackles and gaining tough yards in short-yardage situations.

Speed Backs: Known for their quickness and acceleration, speed backs
often stretch the field and can turn the corner on outside runs.

All-Purpose Backs: These versatile players can run, catch, and block,
making them valuable assets in various offensive schemes.

Third-Down Backs: Specialized in receiving, these backs are often



utilized in passing situations due to their ability to catch the ball
out of the backfield.

Criteria for Evaluating Greatness

Determining the greatest running backs in NFL history involves several
factors. Statistics play a crucial role, but other elements such as impact on
games, consistency, versatility, and longevity must also be considered. Here
are some of the key criteria used to evaluate running backs:

Statistical Achievements

Statistical achievements, including rushing yards, touchdowns, and yards per
carry, serve as the foundation for evaluating a running back's performance.
Career milestones, such as reaching 10,000 rushing yards or scoring 100
touchdowns, are often benchmarks for greatness.

Impact on Team Success

A running back's ability to contribute to a team's overall success is another
critical consideration. This includes their performance in crucial games,
playoff appearances, and Super Bowl victories. A great running back often
elevates the performance of their team, making them more competitive and
successful.

Longevity and Consistency

Longevity refers to a running back's ability to maintain a high level of
performance over an extended career. Consistency is key, as great running
backs often deliver strong performances season after season, showcasing their
durability and skill.

The Greatest Running Backs in NFL History

Now that we understand the role of running backs and the criteria for
evaluating greatness, let’s look at some of the greatest running backs in NFL
history. The following players have made significant contributions to the
sport and are often regarded as legends:

Jim Brown - Known for his powerful running style, Jim Brown is often1.
regarded as the greatest running back of all time. He led the NFL in
rushing yards eight times and averaged 5.2 yards per carry during his
career.



Walter Payton - Nicknamed "Sweetness," Walter Payton was known for his2.
versatility and work ethic. He retired as the all-time leading rusher
and was a key player for the Chicago Bears' Super Bowl XX championship
team.

Barry Sanders - Renowned for his elusive running style and incredible3.
agility, Barry Sanders could make defenders miss in ways few others
could. He rushed for over 15,000 yards and won the NFL MVP award in
1997.

Emmitt Smith - The NFL's all-time leading rusher, Emmitt Smith was a key4.
player for the Dallas Cowboys during their 1990s dynasty. He combined
speed, power, and vision to excel in various offensive schemes.

Adrian Peterson - Known for his explosive speed and power, Adrian5.
Peterson has consistently been among the league's top rushers in his
career, earning multiple rushing titles and an MVP award in 2012.

Impact on the Game and Legacy

The greatest running backs in NFL history have not only achieved individual
success but have also left a lasting impact on the game itself. Their playing
styles and techniques have influenced future generations of players and have
shaped how the running back position is viewed in modern football.

Evolution of the Running Back Position

Over the years, the running back position has evolved significantly. The
introduction of the West Coast offense and other modern offensive schemes has
changed how running backs are utilized. Today, running backs are expected to
be more versatile, contributing not only as rushers but also as receivers and
blockers. This evolution can be traced back to the greats who paved the way.

Legacy and Influence

The legacy of these legendary running backs extends beyond statistics. They
have become cultural icons and have inspired countless young athletes to
pursue football. Their records and accomplishments are celebrated, and their
stories are often recounted in NFL lore.

Conclusion

The greatest running backs in NFL history have made significant contributions
to the sport, leaving behind a legacy that continues to influence the game
today. From Jim Brown to Adrian Peterson, each player has showcased unique
skills and attributes that have defined their careers. Evaluating their
greatness requires considering various factors, including statistics, impact



on team success, and longevity. As the NFL continues to evolve, the influence
of these remarkable athletes will remain a vital part of football history.

Q: Who is considered the greatest running back in NFL
history?

A: While opinions may vary, Jim Brown is often regarded as the greatest
running back in NFL history due to his dominant performances, impressive
statistics, and impact on the game during his career.

Q: What statistics are most important for evaluating
running backs?

A: Key statistics for evaluating running backs include rushing yards, rushing
touchdowns, yards per carry, and total touches. Playoff performance and
durability are also important factors.

Q: How have running backs evolved in the NFL?

A: Running backs have evolved to become more versatile, often serving as both
runners and receivers. Modern offenses require them to be adept at catching
passes and blocking, expanding their roles beyond traditional rushing.

Q: Who has the most rushing yards in NFL history?

A: Emmitt Smith holds the record for the most rushing yards in NFL history,
finishing his career with 18,355 rushing yards.

Q: What impact do great running backs have on their
teams?

A: Great running backs can elevate their team's performance, contribute to
offensive balance, and create opportunities for other players. Their ability
to gain yards consistently can be crucial in close games.

Q: Which running backs have won the NFL MVP award?

A: Several running backs have won the NFL MVP award, including Jim Brown,
Walter Payton, Barry Sanders, and Adrian Peterson, highlighting their
exceptional performances during their respective seasons.

Q: How important are running backs in today's NFL?

A: Running backs remain important in today's NFL, although the league has
seen a shift towards passing offenses. However, effective running backs can
provide balance and are essential in short-yardage situations.



Q: Can a running back lead their team to a Super Bowl
victory?

A: Yes, running backs can play a pivotal role in leading their teams to Super
Bowl victories, as seen with players like Emmitt Smith and Walter Payton, who
were instrumental in their respective teams' successes.

Q: What qualities make a running back great?

A: Key qualities of a great running back include speed, agility, vision,
strength, durability, and the ability to catch passes and block effectively.
These attributes enable them to excel in various game situations.

Q: Who are some of the most underrated running backs
in NFL history?

A: Some underrated running backs include Thurman Thomas, Curtis Martin, and
Franco Harris, who may not receive as much attention as their contemporaries
but had significant impacts on their teams and the league.
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