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NFL pass interference rule change history has been a topic of significant discussion and debate
among fans, players, and officials alike. The pass interference rule is a critical component of the
NFL'’s rulebook, profoundly impacting the dynamics of the game. Over the years, changes to this
rule have been implemented to improve the fairness and flow of the game, leading to an ever-
evolving understanding of what constitutes pass interference. This article will explore the historical
context of the pass interference rule, significant changes made to it, and the implications of these
changes on the game of football.

Understanding Pass Interference

Pass interference occurs when a player hinders an opponent's opportunity to catch a forward pass.
This can happen at any time during the play, and both offensive and defensive players can be
penalized for interfering with the other. The rules regarding pass interference are designed to
protect players and ensure fair competition.

Types of Pass Interference

There are two primary types of pass interference:

1. Offensive Pass Interference (OPI): This is called when an offensive player makes illegal contact
with a defender, preventing them from making a play on the ball.

2. Defensive Pass Interference (DPI): This occurs when a defensive player makes illegal contact with
an offensive player, hindering their ability to catch the ball.



The Evolution of the Pass Interference Rule

The NFL's pass interference rules have undergone various changes since the league's formation in
1920. Here’s a chronological overview of the most significant changes:

Early Years (1920-1970)

During the early years of the NFL, the rules surrounding pass interference were not consistently
enforced. The game was still evolving, and many aspects of gameplay were subject to interpretation.
The concept of pass interference existed, but the rules were vague, often leading to confusion among
players and officials.

Formalizing the Rule (1970s)

In the 1970s, the NFL began to formalize its rules, including those regarding pass interference. The
introduction of clearer definitions and guidelines allowed officials to enforce the rule more
consistently. However, the penalties for pass interference during this time were less severe, often
resulting in a simple 15-yard penalty for the defense.

Increased Penalty Severity (1980s)

By the 1980s, the NFL recognized that pass interference could significantly impact the outcome of
games. As a result, penalties for defensive pass interference were escalated to a spot foul, meaning
that the offense would receive a first down at the spot of the foul, regardless of yardage. This change
emphasized the importance of avoiding pass interference and raised the stakes for defensive
players.

Video Review Introduction (1999)

In 1999, the NFL introduced instant replay into the game, significantly affecting how pass
interference calls were handled. Coaches began to challenge calls, including pass interference,
leading to more scrutiny of these pivotal moments in games. However, the ability to review pass
interference calls was limited, which meant that many questionable calls remained unchallenged.

The 2019 Challenge Era

The most significant change occurred in 2019 when the NFL allowed pass interference calls (both
defensive and offensive) to be subject to review. This rule change was a response to several
controversial calls, most notably in the 2018 NFC Championship Game, where a blatant defensive
pass interference went uncalled, sparking outrage among fans and analysts alike.



Under this rule, coaches could challenge pass interference calls, and officials could review plays to
determine if interference had occurred. This change was initially met with enthusiasm, as it
promised to rectify egregious mistakes. However, it also led to complications.

Backlash and Adjustments (2020 and Beyond)

While the intent behind the 2019 rule change was to promote fairness, it received mixed reviews.
Many fans felt that the review process slowed down the game and that the results were often
inconclusive. In response to this backlash, the NFL decided to limit the application of pass
interference reviews.

By 2020, the NFL announced that it would not continue the pass interference review system beyond
the 2019 season. This decision was grounded in the realization that the challenges often led to
prolonged delays and did not significantly improve the accuracy of calls. The league reverted to the
traditional enforcement of the pass interference rule, emphasizing the need for officials to make
these calls in real-time.

Implications of the Changes

The changes to the NFL pass interference rule have had lasting implications for the game. Some of
the most notable impacts include:

Game Flow and Timing

The implementation of video reviews, while intended to improve accuracy, often resulted in delays
that disrupted the natural flow of the game. Fans and commentators expressed frustration over the
lengthy reviews, which frequently distracted from the in-game action.

Player Behavior and Strategy

With the increased severity of penalties for defensive pass interference, players adapted their
playing style to minimize the risk of committing these fouls. Defensive backs started to be more
cautious when contesting catches, leading to a shift in strategy for both offensive and defensive
teams.

Coaches' Decision-Making

The ability to challenge pass interference calls empowered coaches but also placed additional
pressure on them to make strategic decisions during critical moments of the game. Coaches had to
weigh the risks and rewards of challenging calls, knowing that a failed challenge could lead to a loss
of a timeout and potential momentum shift.



Conclusion

The NFL pass interference rule change history reflects the league's ongoing efforts to balance
fairness and the flow of the game. From the early, vague interpretations of pass interference to the
formalized rules and the introduction of video review, each change has shaped how the game is
played and officiated. While the recent history of the rule has seen a retraction of video reviews, the
focus remains on ensuring players can compete fairly while maintaining the integrity and excitement
of the game. As the NFL continues to evolve, the pass interference rule will likely adapt further,
ensuring that it meets the needs of players, coaches, and fans alike.

Frequently Asked Questions

What prompted the NFL to change the pass interference rule
in 2019?

The change was prompted by a controversial no-call in the NFC Championship Game between the
New Orleans Saints and the Los Angeles Rams, where a clear pass interference was missed, leading
to a call for more accountability in officiating.

What was the major change introduced to the pass
interference rule in 2019?

In 2019, the NFL allowed for pass interference calls to be reviewed by replay, enabling teams to
challenge a non-call or an incorrect call on pass interference, thus aiming to reduce controversial
officiating errors.

How did the NFL's pass interference rule change in 2020
affect its implementation?

Following the 2019 season, the NFL decided to eliminate the reviewable pass interference rule due
to its inconsistent application and the lengthy game delays it caused, reverting to the previous non-
reviewable standard.

What have been some criticisms regarding the pass
interference rule changes in the NFL?

Critics have pointed out that the 2019 review system led to confusion and did not significantly
improve officiating quality, while others felt that the elimination of reviews in 2020 restored the
traditional flow of the game but left teams without a safety net against egregious errors.

How do pass interference rules differ between college football
and the NFL?

In college football, pass interference penalties are typically 15 yards from the previous spot, while in
the NFL, they can result in a penalty equal to the length of the pass, making strategic implications
and enforcement different between the two levels of play.
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