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History of NFL Divisions

The history of NFL divisions is a fascinating journey that reflects the evolution of American football
and its growing popularity since the league's inception in 1920. The National Football League (NFL)
has undergone numerous changes over the decades, not only in terms of the teams that have
participated but also in how these teams are organized into divisions. Understanding the history of
NFL divisions provides insight into the sport's development, the geographical distribution of teams,
and the competitive balance that the league strives to maintain.

Origins of the NFL and Early Division Structure

The NFL was founded in 1920 as the American Professional Football Association (APFA) before
rebranding to the National Football League in 1922. The league originally consisted of 14 teams, but
the concept of divisions was not immediately introduced. Instead, teams were grouped in a single
league format, competing for the championship without any formal division structure.

The First Divisional Structure (1933)

The first significant change came in 1933 when the NFL introduced its first division structure. The
league divided into two divisions: the Eastern Division and the Western Division. This change was
made to improve the competitive balance and to make the playoff system more structured. Each
division consisted of teams from various cities, which laid the groundwork for future reconfigurations.

- Eastern Division Teams:
- Boston Braves

- Chicago Bears

- New York Giants

- Brooklyn Dodgers

- Western Division Teams:
- Chicago Cardinals

- Detroit Lions

- Green Bay Packers

- Portsmouth Spartans

This division structure allowed teams to compete against each other more consistently and provided a
clearer path to the championship game, which at the time was a single playoff match.

Expansion and Realignment (1940s - 1960s)

As the NFL grew in popularity, the league began to expand. By the late 1940s, the NFL had increased



its number of teams, necessitating further changes to the divisional structure.

The 1940s Changes

In 1941, the NFL added two more teams, the Philadelphia Eagles and the Pittsburgh Steelers, which
led to the creation of a new divisional format. The divisions were based on geographical location, a
practice that continues today.

The Late 1950s and 1960s

By the late 1950s, the NFL had 12 teams, leading to another reorganization into four divisions: two in
the Eastern Conference and two in the Western Conference. This format was maintained until the AFL-
NFL merger in 1970, a significant turning point in the history of NFL divisions.

The AFL-NFL Merger and the Creation of Conferences
(1970)

The merger between the NFL and the American Football League (AFL) in 1970 was monumental in
shaping the current structure of the league. The NFL expanded to 26 teams, and the new league was
divided into two conferences: the National Football Conference (NFC) and the American Football
Conference (AFC).

Formation of the Current Divisions

Following the merger, each conference was divided into four divisions: North, South, East, and West.
This structure aimed to balance rivalries and geographical proximity among teams.

- NFC Divisions:
- NFC East

- NFC North

- NFC South

- NFC West

- AFC Divisions:
- AFC East

- AFC North

- AFC South

- AFC West

This new divisional alignment allowed for a more structured playoff system, as division winners would
automatically qualify for the playoffs, leading to the now-familiar format of the Super Bowl.



Further Changes and Expansion (1980s - 2000s)

The NFL continued to evolve throughout the 1980s and 1990s, with additional teams being added and
divisions being realigned as necessary.

Realignment in 2002

One of the most significant changes occurred in 2002 when the NFL expanded to 32 teams. The
league was realigned to maintain the balance between the NFC and AFC while ensuring that each
conference had an equal number of teams.

- Each conference retained its four divisions, with the following teams added:
- Houston Texans (AFC South)

The 2002 realignment resulted in a balanced playoff system where each division champion would still
qualify for the playoffs, maintaining the competitive integrity of the league.

The Impact of Divisional Structure on Rivalries and
Playoff Systems
The divisional structure of the NFL has played a critical role in developing rivalries and competitive

balance. Teams face their divisional opponents twice a season, which fosters intense competition and
familiar rivalries.

Importance of Rivalries

Some of the most storied rivalries in the NFL, such as the Dallas Cowboys and Washington Football
Team (formerly the Redskins) or the Pittsburgh Steelers and Baltimore Ravens, are a direct result of
the divisional structure. These matchups are often highly anticipated by fans and can have significant
implications for playoff seeding.

Playoff Dynamics

The division winners automatically qualify for the playoffs, which has resulted in various strategies for
teams as they assess their chances for postseason success. The playoff format has evolved, but the
divisional structure remains a key component in determining which teams advance.

The Future of NFL Divisions



As the NFL continues to grow in popularity, discussions around potential expansion or further
restructuring of divisions are likely to arise. Factors such as the relocation of teams, the addition of
new franchises, and changes in fan engagement could influence the future of NFL divisions.

Potential Changes

- Expansion Teams: The league has shown interest in expanding into new markets, which could lead
to additional divisions or realignments.

- International Markets: With games being played in London and Mexico City, the NFL might consider
divisions that include international teams in the future.

- Technological Advances: Enhanced analytics and fan engagement strategies could lead to new ways
of structuring divisions based on performance metrics rather than geographical location.

Conclusion

The history of NFL divisions is a testament to the league's adaptability and commitment to
maintaining competitive balance and fan engagement. From its early beginnings to the complex
structure we see today, the divisional organization of the NFL has played a crucial role in shaping the
game and its culture. As the league looks to the future, the possibilities for further evolution in
divisional structure remain exciting and full of potential. Fans will undoubtedly continue to enjoy the
rivalries and competitive spirit that define the NFL experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

When were the NFL divisions first established?

The NFL divisions were first established in 1933 when the league split into two divisions: the National
and American divisions.

How many divisions are there in the NFL today?

As of 2023, the NFL consists of eight divisions: four in the American Football Conference (AFC) and
four in the National Football Conference (NFC).

What significant change occurred to the NFL divisions in
1970?

In 1970, the NFL merged with the American Football League (AFL), resulting in the creation of the AFC
and the reorganization of divisions.

Which division has the most Super Bowl wins historically?

The NFC East has the most Super Bow! wins historically, with teams like the Dallas Cowboys and New



York Giants contributing to its success.

What is the current alignment of the NFL divisions?

The current alignment of the NFL divisions includes the NFC East, NFC North, NFC South, NFC West,
AFC East, AFC North, AFC South, and AFC West.

How has the NFL division structure impacted playoff formats?

The NFL division structure has directly influenced playoff formats, with division winners guaranteed
playoff spots and additional wild card teams qualifying based on overall records.

What notable expansion occurred in the NFL divisions in
2002?

In 2002, the NFL expanded to 32 teams and realigned its divisions, adding the Houston Texans and
creating the current four-team divisions.

How do divisions affect rivalries in the NFL?

Divisions play a crucial role in fostering rivalries, as teams face division opponents twice a season,
intensifying competition and fan engagement.
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