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Fantasy Frenzy

Fee-based services aimed at making your fantasy baseball, football or basketball teams better are all over the Web, and we found plenty of services that won’t necessarily benefit your team. You don’t have to pay $50 for specialized analysis or $10 for someone to settle disputes within your league to get the best value out of your fantasy sports experience.

By Jeff Merron

Fantasy sports leagues were once only a topic for office-water-cooler talk. The Internet has revolutionized everything about fantasy leagues and has helped make them a cultural phenomenon. Now fantasy leagues extend beyond the realm of sports to fantasy-like games that track movie stars and politicians.

Fantasy Sports Trade Association (FSTA) says that in 2006, fantasy leagues featured a record-high 16 million participants and estimates that they spend at least $1 billion annually. These numbers reflect how much more accessible and easier to play fantasy-sports leagues have become in the past 3 years.

Fantasy leagues began 27 years ago as a way for baseball fans to run pretend teams based on the statistics of real players; now football is the most popular fantasy sport. (See “Fantasy Phenomenon,” page xx.) In addition, auto racing, basketball, golf, hockey and tennis have leagues.

Anyone who has started doing homework for the upcoming fantasy football season knows that dozens of Web-oriented leagues and services are competing for your fantasy-league dollars. The leagues offer a dizzying number of fee-based options, which can tempt players to pay for things that won’t necessarily translate to a better finish in the standings but will drive up the cost to play. Prices for playing fantasy sports could increase even more in the future because some real-life leagues have sought to claim exclusive licensing rights to players and statistics. Experts aren’t sure just how much extra you’ll have to pay if the National Football League (NFL) and Major League Baseball (MLB) are able to claim a piece of the fantasy league pie.

Looking for Leagues, Luck. Choosing which fantasy service is best for you is akin to picking a financial firm. You create a team by choosing players from real teams at the start of every season. You score points based on how well those players perform in real games. Winning depends on good analysis about the real-life players and teams—and luck. The team that scores the most points in a given fantasy league wins, which in some cases translates to prizes of $150 to $3,500 for first place. In elite leagues, the winning prize is at least $25,000.

Determining what services offer the best values and most desirable features is somewhat like trying to hit a moving target because of the dynamic nature of the Web sites. In addition, the sheer number of variables involved prevents us from recommending any specific services or Web sites. Service providers are not afraid to experiment to find the most effective way to lure players away from competitors, and the Web makes it easy for them to tweak or overhaul formats and features from season to season. 

We talked with 13 fantasy-sports experts and examined 18 Web sites dedicated to fantasy sports leagues. In general, we believe that lesser-known services that specialize in fantasy sports offer just as much value as popular leagues run by media giants, such as CBS Sportsline, ESPN and Yahoo! That is important for consumers to know, given that fantasy-sports participants spend an average of $175 to $496 a year and devote about 4 hours a week doing work related to their teams, according to various estimates.

The smaller, specialized services know the industry as well if not better than big Web sites, whose name recognition goes well beyond fantasy sports, says Joseph Levit, a fantasy-sports expert whose columns on fantasy football have appeared on Sports Illustrated’s Web site and in other publications.

Big hitters, such as CBS Sportsline and ESPN, offer fantasy leagues for every major sport to drive brand recognition and increase traffic to the Web sites in their media empires. Some Web sites for fantasy sports may not have the same level of recognition as those affiliated with networks; however, they are a strong option for those who have a good idea of what they want as a fantasy player and for those who are looking for a service to manage an established fantasy league among friends or co-workers.

The smaller Web sites offer the same real-time statistics and data-management capabilities as the major Web sites, except for some of the extra features, such as text-message alerts about your players. In some cases, the specialized sites offer more options for customized scoring, Levit says.

TQ Stats will track as many as 200 scoring categories for your baseball league. Two hundred might seem absurd, compared with CBS Sportsline’s maximum of 40 scoring categories and Yahoo! Fantasy Sports’ 30, but having flexible scoring categories is crucial for leagues with scoring systems that track obscure statistics. For example, you could create a league that subtracts points for players grounding into double plays or being thrown out trying to steal a base. TQ Stats charges $99 per season to manage a league; compare that with the $149 CBS Sportsline charges. The features we found that TQ Stats lacks could be viewed as minor by some (compared to the larger leagues): it doesn’t track contracts or salaries, or offer a preseason poll that allows league members to predict who they think will win.

Audience Participation. Behemoths that run fantasy services are just as interested in growing their brands as they are in offering the best fantasy-sports games. The mere involvement of these large companies indicates the significance of fantasy sports' growth. ESPN says that participation in its fantasy football leagues has increased eightfold over the past 2 years and that participants in its baseball leagues has tripled since last year, according to an article in the March issue of Business Week magazine. Much of this growth in fantasy-baseball players is related to ESPN's decision to allow people to play for free, from this year forward.

We also discovered a surprising amount of content sharing among fantasy-sports engines, which makes us wonder just how exclusive some of the premium information that fantasy sports players pay for really is. For starters, most of these services rely on the same company for statistics, Illinois-based STATS, which means none of the Web sites that tout access to real-time statistics and scoring should be able to deliver them noticeably quicker than any other. 

Don’t pay a Web site for access to a fantasy sports expert’s column or blog unless you’re certain that that expert’s advice isn’t available for less someplace else. For example, some of the columnists for ESPN write identical content for other Web sites, including TalentedMrRoto.com, a fantasy sports Web site that offers only advice and no games. In late May, that Web site featured a story that analyzed which baseball players had the best combination of power and speed. To read it, you would have had to pay a $49.95 annual subscription fee, which would have given you access to the Web site’s premium content. However, we found the exact same story by the same author published on ESPN.com’s fantasy Web site. To read it there, you’d have had to pay a $39.95 annual subscription fee, and that would have given you access to all premium content on the Web site—not just fantasy-related content—and a year’s subscription to ESPN The Magazine. You’d have also gained full access to ESPN’s ‘Insider’ content if you subscribed to the magazine ($26 for 1 year), which is a better deal.

Offers You Can Refuse. The ancillary expenses have grown well beyond the $15 magazines and the $25 Internet guides that come out months before the real seasons start. Many Web sites offer to send you e-mails and text messages of updates on how your players do in each game at no charge. You give the Web site a list of players, and they’ll send you alerts each time your players do something noteworthy, such as hit a home run, score a touchdown or get injured. Remember that cellphone carriers charge for each text message you receive. If you pay 10 cents per message, those updates could easily cost you more than $1 a day if you’re determined to track every starting player in your lineup.

Some Web sites charge $10 to $15 to settle disputes among league owners. For example, if you think other owners have conspired against your team by making a seemingly lopsided trade that hurts your chances at winning the league, you could visit SportsJudge.com. The Web site charges $15 per argument or $100 per season to settle 10 arguments. It’s a service that’s easy to avoid, especially if you are in a league with friends or co-workers; just appoint someone as the arbitrator at the start of the season.

Another Web site tries to capitalize on the confusion over which so-called fantasy-sports experts offer the best advice. FantasyHoundDog.com charges $9.95 per season to track the success of the most popular experts. It begs the question, how can you really analyze their analyses of analysts? You’re better off relying on the fantasy gurus who are part of the service your league uses because their information is often included in the participation fees. If you’re in a free league, don’t bother reading in-season fantasy advice that charges a fee because you’re not playing for prize money—just pride. You can set up free news alerts for each of your players through many of your favorite search engines. The problem with that, of course, is that you’ll have to sort out all the links to stories and blogs that are irrelevant to your fantasy team.

Fantasy’s Future. We cannot say for sure whether prices will remain stable, in part because of the licensing issues. If MLB (and perhaps other professional leagues) successfully asserts ownership of players' names and statistics, you can expect it to charge service providers a fee to use the names and statistics. It’s uncertain how much of that expense service providers would pass on to consumers in the form of higher participation fees. These Web sites may try to recover the costs from anticipated advertising revenue increases or by charging advertisers more, says Michael McCann, a sports law expert at Mississippi College School of Law. If that happens, the fees that league participants pay may not change at all. 

So far, federal courts have sided with fantasy leagues, essentially saying that the statistics that drive these leagues are in the public domain (not exclusive property and therefore not licensable). MLB has appealed the rulings, and other professional sports leagues have filed court briefs supporting MLB. Expect a protracted legal battle over the next several years, McCann says. No matter how the issue plays out, the impact on consumers is likely to be negligible, he says, because keeping fantasy sports affordable is in the best interest of both parties. MLB, NBA (National Basketball Association) and NFL realize that participation in fantasy leagues creates more interest (revenue) in their professional leagues.

Fantasy-sports participants breathed a sigh of relief last year when Congress excluded fantasy sports services from legislation that cracked down on Internet gambling. It followed a lawsuit filed by a Colorado attorney against ESPN, CBS Sportsline and The Sporting News. The lawsuit alleges that the practice of fantasy-sports leagues luring participants with prizes for the top finishers in fee-based leagues amounts to a form of illegal Internet gambling. The lawsuit was still pending at press time. For now, we feel comfortable saying that fantasy sports league participants shouldn’t consider gambling concerns a long-term threat. No state has banned fantasy sports leagues. However, state gambling laws in Arizona, Iowa, Louisiana, Maryland, Montana and Vermont do prohibit residents from claiming fantasy league prizes. If you live in those states, it’s not worth paying extra for leagues that offer prizes. Leagues that don’t offer prizes are often free or cost no more than $10.

Fantasy Goes Hollywood. If you are more interested in Hollywood gossip or Washington politics than last night’s baseball box scores, there’s a fantasy league for you, too. More than a dozen of these Web-based leagues (all less than 2 years old) are out there, and they work just like fantasy sports. These leagues—more cheeky than geeky—are much less complicated and much less time consuming than fantasy sports, and they’re catching on. For now, nearly all are free.

FantasyCongress.com was launched in October 2006, and already has 65,000 players. When a congressman or senator on your team introduces a bill, you score points each time it advances in the legislative process toward becoming a law. You’ll also score if a lawmaker on your team gives a speech or makes headlines. 

Co-founder Andrew Lee says the league plans to offer prizes for winners later this year and will create a scholarship competition for college students who participate. He would not say what those prizes are or what the value of the prizes or scholarship will be. He did say that FantasyCongress.com will never charge an entry fee.

“We think Congress costs a lot already; so having to pay for Fantasy Congress may be a little ridiculous,” Lee says.

With Tabloid Fantasy League (tabfl.com), you score every time a photo of one of your celebrities appears in or on the covers of People, Us Weekly, Star or In Touch magazines. It’s among the few leagues to offer prizes (a $100 gift certificate for first).

The only fee-based league ($10) we found was Fantasy Soap League (soapnet.com/FSL). You earn three points each time a character on your team experiences any of three basic soap moments: pleading, threatening or confrontation. You can score as many as 50 points for more prominent actions, such as weddings, comas or wearing red to a funeral. Even first prize is a cliffhanger: “Check back for updates!” the Web site says. 

So far, we’ve found little to question about these new leagues (other than wondering whether celebrity magazines will figure out a way to exploit their publications through these games). At press time, none of these leagues had spun off ancillary, fee-based products, but we wouldn't bet against it happening down the road.

Freelance writer Jeff Merron is a former contributing editor and columnist for ESPN.com and former executive editor of SportsJones magazine.

Fantasy Phenomenon

The number of people in the United States who participate in fantasy leagues, by sport, according to Fantasy Sports Trade Association.
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