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A B S T R A C T   

Fantasy football (FF) has become an increasingly popular activity and recent quantitative research has explored 
the potential impact it can have on mental health. The aim of the present study was to take a qualitative 
approach to obtain a deeper understanding of the experiences of FF players. Thematic analysis of semi-structured 
interviews with 15 experienced FF players led to the identification of 4 meta themes: Potential Positives (of 
which there were 3 further themes and 15 further sub-themes), Potential Negatives (3 further themes; 12 further 
sub-themes), Mediating Factors (4 further themes; 4 further sub-themes), and Future Game Play (2 further 
themes; 6 further sub-themes). Based on these results, we have proposed: i) a model for initial and continued 
involvement in FF, and ii) a framework of hypothesised factors leading to predominantly positive or negative 
experiences in FF. We discuss how these findings can be used by players and game creators alike in order to 
optimise the experience of playing FF.   

1. Introduction 

“So when things didn’t go my way and red arrows hit, it really impacted 
my mood and mental health – there is nothing more frustrating than 
investing all your time in to something and it then failing” 
(Twitter post discussing Fantasy Premier League, 2022) [14] 

1.1. Fantasy sports overview 

Fantasy sports have grown rapidly in popularity over the last twenty 
years due to advances in digital and internet infrastructure. In the USA 
and Canada alone, just under 60 million people were reported to be 
playing a form of fantasy sports in 2017 [13]. This growing market is 
forecast to be valued at $38.6 billion by 2025 [4]. Fantasy sports are a 
form of gaming, but with the outcomes of a player’s actions (i.e., their 
team/player selection) being determined by what happens in the 
sporting events of the “real world” (as opposed to the virtual worlds of 
traditional video games). As with most games, the competitive element 
is key, and this can be intensified in some forms of fantasy sports with 
the addition of prizes and/or financial rewards. Whilst the game is likely 
a casual hobby for the majority of players, for a minority of individuals it 
can be far more serious and have a detrimental impact on their lives. 

1.2. Psychosocial research in fantasy sports 

Psychosocial research into fantasy sports is an emerging area, with 
the majority of existing work focusing on American fantasy sports and 
either behavioural indices (such as gambling, addictive actions, and 
amount of sports consumption) or motivations for participation. For 
instance, Martin & Nelson [23] found that fantasy sports players were 
five-times more likely to experience gambling-related problems than 
non-players, whilst Columb et al., [8] reported that internet addiction in 
fantasy football (soccer) players was notably higher than average levels. 
Even within the population of fantasy sports players, differences exist 
between ‘daily fantasy sports’ (DFS) players (a more intense form of the 
game almost always involving financial investment/rewards and where 
matches often occur every day) and traditional players. Engaging in 
formats such as DFS has been shown to increase likelihood of gambling 
[31] and increase the number of hours per week spent consuming 
fantasy-sports-related content [2]. 

The work by Billings et al., [2] also compared the motivations of DFS 
and traditional players. No significant differences were found in any of 
the reasons for participation, with both groups ranking competition, 
social reasons, and arousal as the top three motivational factors. Social 
interaction and competition also formed two of the three scales in Dwyer 
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and Kim’s [11] Motivation Scale for Fantasy Football Participation, with 
‘entertainment/escapism’ being the third, and gambling identified as a 
key fourth motivation but not included as it was found to negatively 
correlate with their chosen criterion to assess predictive validity. A 
recent systematic review of motivation for fantasy sports participation 
by Martin et al., [25], summarises this area of work nicely, revealing 
that the four most common reasons behind an individual’s involvement 
in the game were entertainment, competition, social interaction/cama
raderie, and enjoyment/arousal. 

Whilst gambling, addiction, levels/methods of sports consumption, 
and motivations for participation are all inherently connected with the 
mental health and emotional experiences of fantasy sports players, there 
remains a need to focus more broadly on these latter factors (i.e., 
players’ experiences) as entities within themselves, separate from a 
specific context or research question. 

1.3. Fantasy football research 

More applicable to the current study is the recent quantitative 
research by Wilkins et al., (2021) which demonstrated the potential 
negative impact of fantasy football (soccer). Here the 1995 participants 
completed clinical-based questionnaires measuring depression, anxiety, 
functional impairment, and problematic gaming in the context of their 
fantasy football gaming. Descriptive statistics revealed that 24.6% of 
fantasy football (FF) players experienced at least mild depression, 
though only 0.6% experienced severe depression. Slightly lower 
numbers were reported for anxiety (19.6% at least mild, 0.6% of which 
were severe), functional impairment (13.6% either moderate or severe), 
and problematic gaming (17.3% classified as having a problem). 

For the statistical analyses, players were categorised as either low, 
moderate, or high based on different metrics for engagement (e.g., 
numbers of leagues played, and number of hours spent playing) and 
experience. The results revealed significantly greater levels of reported 
depression, anxiety, functional impairment, and problematic gaming for 
the highest engaged players compared to the lowest engaged players. 
Interestingly, experience either had no effect (functional impairment 
and problematic behaviour) or the reverse effect (depression and anxi
ety), such that more experienced players were at less risk of poor 
wellbeing. 

The effect sizes reported in the study were very low, though it should 
be noted that the use of conventional standards for interpreting effect 
sizes has been questioned, particularly in nascent psychosociological 
domains such as this one [33]. Furthermore, the authors suggest that 
their findings may actually be underrepresenting the negative impact of 
fantasy football on mental health due to the social desirability bias of 
their questionnaire method. A qualitative approach in the form of semi- 
structured interviews has the potential to reduce social desirability bias 
[1], lead to deeper insights into the experiences of FF players, and can be 
particularly effective for sensitive topics such as emotional wellbeing 
and mental health. Given that the study by Wilkins et al., (2021) is one of 
the first published papers exploring the emotions and mental health 
within fantasy sports, it is not surprising that qualitative work is even 
more scarce. 

1.4. Aims and justifications 

To address this knowledge gap, the present study aimed to investi
gate the experiences of individuals who play FF. Specifically, the 
research centred on exploring the following three questions:  

1. What are the perceived positives associated with FF?  
2. What are the perceived negatives associated with FF?  
3. What can be done, either at an individual or game-creators level, to 

reduce any potential negatives and/or increase any potential posi
tives associated with FF? 

By taking a broad approach to investigating the experiences of FF 
players, the findings should be able to identify areas that warrant ex
amination going forwards, and therefore provide justification for more 
specific and targeted studies. Optimising the experiences of FF players 
should be a high priority, not just for game creators, but for governing 
bodies of sports as well. Research with fantasy American Football 
players has shown that participation in the game is associated with 
increased consumption of the NFL via televised programming [10] and a 
more diverse form of NFL engagement [9]. Thus, ensuring the continued 
growth of the fantasy sports market is likely a very important goal for the 
wider sports industry. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Study design 

A cross-sectional qualitative study design was used. Ethical approval 
was obtained from the first author’s institution (Non-Invasive Human 
Ethics Committee application number 20/21–80). The study adhered to 
the tenets of the Declaration of Helsinki and is reported according to the 
consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative studies (COREQ; [34], 

2.2. Participants 

The study was advertised on social media platform (www.Twitter. 
com) and a popular FF website (www.FantasyFootballScout.com). 
Fifteen male individuals volunteered to take part in the study with an 
age range of 23 to 52 years (M = 32.7, SD = 7.6). In previous FF 
research, between 95.9% (Wilkins et al., 2021) and 98.2% [8] of par
ticipants were male, thus, it was decided that only male players would 
be recruited for the study. A homogenous sample of male players best 
reflects the intended population and avoids potential gender-based dif
ferences resulting from only a few female participants (were the sample 
to be representative of the population). The sample size is in line with 
existing interview-based fantasy sports research (e.g., [9,18,20]). Eleven 
of the individuals were British, with one individual each from Canada, 
Ireland, Indonesia, and Denmark. Nine of the individuals resided in the 
United Kingdom at the time of the interview, with two residing in 
Ireland, and one each in Canada, France, Singapore, and Denmark. 
Participants had a mean of 8.1 years (SD = 4.1) of experience playing FF 
and had played in a mean of 5.9 fantasy leagues (SD = 4.7) in the pre
vious season. When asked to subjectively report their FF performance in 
the previous season on a scale from 1 (“worst possible”) to 10 (“best 
possible”), responses ranged from 3 to 10, with a mean of 7.1 (SD = 2.0). 

2.3. Procedure 

On agreeing to take part in the study, participants were sent a link to 
an online consent statement and short questionnaire to obtain de
mographic and basic FF information (see Appendix). A suitable day and 
time for the interview was then arranged. All interviews took place 
during July 2021 (the off-season for English Premier League football). 

A pilot interview was conducted with a 30-year-old male FF player 
with a reported nine years of experience playing the game to determine 
the feasibility of the questions and the approximate length of the 
interview. Following this, the interview script was finalised in collabo
ration with the research team. All interviews took place using Microsoft 
Teams and were carried out by the lead author (LW). 

The interviews began with the researcher introducing themselves 
and recapping the purposes of the study, as well as necessary ethical 
information. Next, the main section of the interview was conducted. A 
semi-structured interview approach was taken in order to ensure that 
participants addressed the key research questions whilst also main
taining a freedom and flexibility to discuss personal experiences and 
opinions in detail. The script (see Appendix) consisted of seven sections 
which explored the following aspects: a) why participants played FF, b) 
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general emotions with regards to FF, c) potential positives of FF, d) 
potential negatives of FF, e) the role of social media in FF, f) FF going 
forwards, and g) overall experiences within FF. Twenty questions were 
included on the script, though the total number asked varied depending 
on the particular flow and circumstances of each interview. Specifically, 
and in accordance with Patton [27], prompts and probes were used 
when necessary to elicit clarification and/or further detail on a partic
ipants’ response. Interviews ranged in duration from 21 min to 60 min 
(M = 38.5, SD = 9.4). 

Following the interviews, all participants were sent a short, online 
questionnaire aimed to obtain quantitative data on three specific sub- 
topics. First, participants were asked: “Which of the following best de
scribes the balance in terms of the FREQUENCY of emotions you experience 
when playing FF?” Responses ranged from “0% positive, 100% negative” 
to “100% positive, 0% negative”, in 10% increments. Second, partici
pants were asked: “On a scale from 1 to 10, how INTENSE are the positive 
emotions experienced when playing fantasy football?” (This was repeated 
for negative emotions). Third, participants were asked to rate their 
support for the effectiveness of a variety of ideas to address the potential 
negatives associated with FF on a scale from 1 (no support; bad idea) to 
10 (fully supportive; great idea). The full questionnaire can be seen in 
the Appendix. This was a post-hoc design based on responses during the 
interviews. 

2.4. Data analysis 

The interviews were transcribed full verbatim by a professional 
transcribing company. This naturalised form of transcription was 
deemed appropriate for the purposes of this research in which detailed 
accounts were sought about real-world experiences, and where the 
idiosyncratic elements of speech may in themselves provide meaningful 
data [6]. 

Thematic Analysis. Braun and Clarke’s [3] six phases of thematic 
analysis were followed to interpret the transcripts. Given the lack of 
existing research on the area, an inductive approach was taken. Spe
cifically, LW and another member of the research team (EB) familiarized 
themselves with the data by reading the transcripts and listening to the 
audio files on multiple occasions and making initial notes. Next, in order 
to reduce potential researcher biases, LW and EB agreed upon initial 
codes from six of the transcripts before collating the codes into potential 
themes. Following this, EB generated codes and themes for the 
remaining nine transcripts. A thematic map was created to provide a 
visual representation from which both researchers then reviewed all of 
the themes and ensured that the names and definitions ascribed accu
rately represented the data and analysis. 

3. Results 

3.1. Descriptive statistics 

The thematic analysis produced four meta-themes of ‘Potential 
Positive’, ‘Potential Negatives’, ‘Mediating Factors’, and ‘Future Game 
Play’. Within these meta-themes were further themes and sub-themes. 
Tables 1-4 illustrate these results and include representative quotes for 
each theme and sub-theme (pseudonyms are used throughout). Note: the 
frequency of codes refers to the number of participants in which the sub- 
theme was evident, not the number of instances of the sub-theme itself 
(i.e., a single participant often had multiple instances of a sub-theme). 

3.2. Thematic analysis 

3.2.1. Potential positives 
Potential Positives (see Table 1) was the most frequently cited meta- 

theme amongst the majority of participants, with three further themes 
emerging from this: Social Connections (with an additional three sub- 
themes), Involvement in Football (four sub-themes), and Personal 

Benefits (eight sub-themes). 

3.2.1.1. Social Connections. The social aspect of FF was one of the pri
mary positives cited by participants. Specifically, three sub-themes were 
identified within this. 1) Creating Friendships. FF was seen as an 
excellent way to create new relationships. The game was cited as a 
‘talking point’ for people and participants often highlighted the work
place or school/University as settings in which they were able to get to 
know new people through the playing of FF. 2) Maintaining Friendships. 
A number of participants began playing FF during their school/Uni
versity years and stated that a primary reason for their continued 
participation was that it allowed them to maintain the friendships forged 
at this time. FF was seen as an “excuse” to keep in contact with people 
that one would otherwise have been less likely to communicate with. 3) 
Sense of Community. The majority also discussed the sense of commu
nity that comes through playing FF, particularly online and in social 
media. The ability to feel part of a group and have shared interests with 
people all over the world was recognised as an important positive to the 
FF experience. 

3.2.1.2. Involvement in football. Whilst the connection between FF and 
the real-world game seems an obvious one, it was still highlighted by a 
number of participants as being an important positive factor in their 
playing experiences. Within this, four sub-themes were identified. 1) 
Increases Knowledge of Football. A number of participants stated that FF 
helped enhance their knowledge of football, be it with regards to the 
specific players, teams, strategies, or other aspects related to the game. 
In particular, several participants emphasised that, because of FF, they 
watched matches that they otherwise would not have. 2) Mimics Real 
Football. Not surprisingly, many participants had a strong interest (as a 
spectator, player, or both) in real-world football, and therefore the na
ture of FF – based as it is on what happens in real-world matches – was 
seen as an important positive factor for their involvement. 3) Opportu
nity to Strategize. Many participants highlighted positively how the 
gameplay of FF affords them the opportunity to strategize, akin to that of 
a real-world football manager. 4) Pre-Season Anticipation. Finally, FF 
also acted to enhance the anticipation and excitement for real-world 
football, particularly during pre-season. Interestingly the relationship 
between FF and real-world football appeared to be cyclical, such that 
events in the latter also generated further anticipation and excitement 
for FF. 

3.2.1.3. Personal Benefits. The positive impact that FF had at an indi
vidual level (outside of social factors and football involvement) were 
experienced by all participants. Eight sub-themes were identified within 
this. 1) Enjoyment. This was a primary emotion experienced when 
playing FF and a key driver for participation. 2) Opportunity to 
Compete. FF as a vessel for competition was cited by ten participants, 
and in particular, the ability to compete at both a micro-level (with close 
friends and colleagues) and a macro-level (within the global ranking 
system). 3) Escapism. FF was seen by some as a positive distraction from 
the more unpleasant realities of life; an aspect that was exacerbated by 
the timing of the interviews which occurred following a COVID- 
disrupted football season. 4) Challenging. FF also provides the oppor
tunity for intrapersonal challenge and competition. 5) Big Part of Life. 
For many participants, FF was seen as more than just a hobby; it was a 
positive aspect of their life in general. 6) Rewarding. The gratifying 
nature of successful decisions made during FF was mentioned by 14 of 
the participants. It was also notable that the rewarding experience 
tended to be perceived as greater when the individual felt that their 
decision was unique or went against the majority. 7) Provides a Routine. 
All but one of the participants highlighted that FF provided a structure to 
their week and/or life. The fact that it (normally) had distinct days and 
times within which the action took place was seen as a positive factor. 8) 
Develop Transferrable Skills. Finally, an interesting positive raised by 
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four participants was how FF helped developed skills useful in other 
areas of their lives. The idea of personal improvement was highlighted, 
whilst FF’s association with the learning of maths, data, and analytics 
was also mentioned. 

3.2.2. Potential Negatives: 
Within the meta-theme of Potential Negatives (see Table 2), three 

further themes emerged: Wellbeing (with an additional seven sub- 
themes), Online Impact (three sub-themes), and Intensity of Involve
ment (two sub-themes). 

3.2.2.1. Wellbeing. FF was seen to have a negative impact on wellbeing 
via a number of different avenues. Specifically, seven sub-themes were 
identified which linked the game to negative aspects of an individual’s 
mental health and emotions. 1) Anxiety-Provoking. One of the most 
frequently cited negative impacts of FF on wellbeing was in terms of its 
anxiety-inducing nature. Participants spoke of the competitive aspect 
(and the desire to win) and the lack of control over the outcome as the 
primary drivers of this anxiety. 2) Addictive. FF was reported to have an 
addictive quality, with seven participants reporting that they were 
aware that they invested too much (both time and emotionally) but were 
unable to manage and/or reduce their participation. 3) Frustrating. 
Frustration was another commonly cited negative emotion by FF 
players. Unsurprisingly, the central source for this tended to be real- 
world events that led to poor performance (e.g., a fantasy player not 
scoring many points). 4) Impacts on Mood. The overall effect that FF had 
on individual’s mood was cited regularly, with the connection between 
poor performance and poor mood often acknowledged. 5) Affects Self- 
Confidence. Another common negative impact of FF was on self- 
confidence. Participants stated that poor performances led them to 
question their decision-making skills and their football knowledge. 6) 
Pressure to do Well. The perceived burden of succeeding was also cited 
as a potential negative impact. For the majority of participants this 
pressure came from themselves, though a few also mentioned that they 
believed other players expected them to perform to a high standard, and 
that this caused stress. 7) Disappointment and Regret. These emotions 
were reported by ten of the participants and were often synonymous 
with a particular incident, such as a 50/50 decision made that led to 
poor performance when the alternative choice would have led to better 
performance. 

3.2.2.2. Online impact. FF has a strong connection with online plat
forms such as social media, websites, and forums. The impact of these 
sources was highlighted as having a potential negative impact on an 
individual’s FF experience. Within this, three sub-themes emerged. 1) 
Influence of Social Media. Social media was regularly cited as a factor 
that had an unhealthy impact on individuals, with Twitter being the 
primary source mentioned. participants specifically condemned the 
negativity and/or power of FPL “influencers” (social media accounts 
with large followings of FPL players). 2) Online Negativity. General 
negativity online was reported often, with participants using terms such 
as “toxic” and “abusive” to describe interactions on social media and 
other online sources. Participants felt that this was a growing issue for 
the game. 3) Social Media Bullying. Whilst similar to the previous, the 
repeated, specific references to ‘bullying’ by a number of participants 
warrants recognition as a sub-theme within itself. 

3.2.2.3. Intensity of involvement. The extent of engagement that was 
perceived to be required when participating in FF was deemed a po
tential negative and manifested itself in two sub-themes. 1) Time 
Consuming. Thirteen participants made statements concerning the 
amount of time they invested in the game (in the form of researching 
decisions and strategy via browsing websites, listening to podcasts, etc.), 
with many stating that this was necessary for success. 2) Impinging on 
Life. For twelve of the participants, the time and intensity of 

Table 1 
Potential positive experiences of playing fantasy football.  

Theme (frequency of 
codes) 

Sub-Theme 
(frequency of 
codes) 

Representative Quotes 

Social Connections (36 – 
overall across all sub- 
themes) 

Creating 
friendships (13) 

“It brings about that element of, of 
social support, talking with your 
friends, perhaps…or even being 
on, on social media and 
interacting with people you’ve not 
met…I know there’s many people 
on social media who have made 
friends through FPL that if there 
wasn’t the medium of FPL they 
probably would never have met” 
(Kyle. 29 years old, 5 seasons of 
experience) 

Maintaining 
friendships (12) 

“And it kind of keeps us all 
together really. We’re all in 
separate parts of the country now. 
And so, it’s a fun competitive way 
to kind of keep the group chat 
going almost 24/7 to be honest” 
(Harry. 25 years old, 10 seasons of 
experience) 

Sense of 
community (11) 

“If you’re very lonely, it could give 
you a way of connecting with a big 
community of very engaged and 
mostly nice people, all sort of 
ostensibly talking about this 
fantasy game but actually it is still 
a community and I did really 
enjoy that factor especially during 
lockdown where we were all 
obviously isolated from each other 
and it was a way of feeling part of 
a collective experience” (Phil. 38 
years old, 3 seasons of experience) 

Involvement in Football 
(36 – overall across all 
sub-themes) 

Increases 
knowledge of 
football (7) 

“…like two lower division teams, 
but I never had an interest in 
otherwise. And also then, that 
would push me towards knowing 
about the teams more, so it will 
increase my football knowledge” 
(Tyrone. 52 years old, 12 seasons 
of experience) 

Mimics real 
football (11) 

“What excites me about fantasy 
football is that it’s actually based 
on the real game. I mean, you kind 
of have to pick your players and 
the score will be based on how 
they actually play, the actual 
match, so that kind of excites me 
as well.” (Kalvin. 26 years old, 4 
seasons of experience) 

Opportunity to 
strategize (12) 

“I really love the long term 
strategic element of, like how it 
requires…it’s a bit like chess that 
requires you to think several 
moves ahead and to try to call 
trends and patterns that are likely 
to happen, I think that’s really 
satisfying” (Jordan. 28 years old, 
14 seasons of experience) 

Pre-season 
anticipation (6) 

“It’s the excitement of just before 
the season starts with these new 
transfers coming in and the 
players coming in, the price 
reveals that are now out” (Declan. 
32 years old, 6 seasons of 
experience) 

Personal Benefits (76 – 
overall across all sub- 
themes) 

Enjoyment (14) “I think for a lot of people, and me 
included, a lot of the time it’s 
something enjoyable that you can 
look forward to” (Ben. 26 years 
old, 10 seasons of experience) 

(continued on next page) 
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involvement often meant neglecting other important parts of their lives, 
such as their relationships with family members and friends, their sleep, 
and aspects of their work or school. 

3.2.3. Mediating factors 
Within the meta-theme of Mediating Factors (see Table 3), four 

further themes emerged: Ability to Maintain Balance, Online Involve
ment, Performance (with an additional two sub-themes), and Perspec
tives Towards the Relationship with Gambling (two sub-themes). 

3.2.3.1. Ability to maintain balance. Over half of the participants 
alluded to the importance of balance in determining whether FF had an 
overall positive or negative impact. Some emphasised this from the 
perspective of how much time they invested in the game (generally 

Table 1 (continued ) 

Theme (frequency of 
codes) 

Sub-Theme 
(frequency of 
codes) 

Representative Quotes 

Opportunity to 
compete (10) 

“It was just like another thing to 
compete with my friends on, you 
know, we already competed pretty 
much through every platform 
possible. Whether it was like 
online games like Call of Duty or 
FIFA, or in physical things like in 
PE when playing football and 
stuff. So, it was just another thing 
to try and, ‘one-up’ your friends 
at” (Luke. 23 years old, 2 seasons 
of experience) 

Escapism (5) “I think because of the 
lockdown… I found myself 
looking for things to occupy me 
away from the concerns of young 
children and just the four walls of 
my house, so I think it became a 
form of escapism would be how I 
would describe it” (Phil) 

Challenging (7) “It keeps your mind active which 
is always a good thing. It keeps 
your mind active because you’re 
challenged as well” (Tyrone) 

Big part of life (8) “It’s a big part of kind of my life to 
be honest, because as I said, it 
keeps six friends together really 
closely and as soon as the season 
ended, it was talking about next 
season… So, I mean we almost 
make it a yearly, year-round thing 
even when Fantasy Football is not 
on, we’re kind of thinking of 
things we can do to setup for the 
next season” (Harry) 

Rewarding (14) “there is that high that you get 
when, you know, you pick a 
player that’s got a hat trick and - 
especially when not many people 
own them” (John. 34 years old, 8 
seasons of experience) 

Provides a routine 
(14) 

“It can give a sense of routine. If 
you…really get into the, sort of, 
planning side of it, not overboard, 
but, it can give you a good 
structure” (Ben) 

Develop 
transferrable skills 
(4) 

“I try to have better 
improvements… I think it’s a good 
trait in terms of personal 
improvements just generally in 
life, looking for ways to improve. 
So if I’m still enjoying playing the 
game and I can… try and develop 
and improve, then I’ll carry on 
playing” (Bukayo. 39 years old, 11 
seasons of experience)  

Table 2 
Potential negative experiences of playing fantasy football.  

Theme (frequency of 
codes) 

Sub-Theme 
(frequency of codes) 

Representative Quotes 

Wellbeing (68 – overall 
across all sub-themes) 

Anxiety-provoking 
(12) 

“Sometimes anxiety maybe like 
just as soon as I wake up on 
Saturdays because again here in 
North America, game starts at 
like 7 a.m. So, as soon as I wake 
up, I’m all giddy and I got a bit of 
anxiety just getting ready for the 
games. And team sheets come 
out and let’s say a player is not 
starting or something happens 
and it’s a bit of anxiety in that 
sense where you just, it’s the 
unknown factor so I guess that’s 
where I would say that” (Declan) 

Addictive (7) “Unfortunately it does become 
addictive and you can feel… 
when you pick up your phone, it 
becomes one of the sort of three 
apps that you’ll click on” (Phil) 

Frustrating (10) “It’s the frustration, the feeling I 
get if my player doesn’t perform 
the way I would hope” (Declan) 

Impacts on mood 
(11) 

“So, you know, if, if your team 
has done particularly well over 
the weekend then you might be a 
bit happier and if they haven’t 
then…a little bit sadder” 
(Bukayo) 

Affects self- 
confidence (9) 

“It just makes you question - 
question yourself and leave you - 
It does leave you feeling down 
because you’ve kind - you know, 
watched games, you’ve heard 
opinion of some - of a player, and 
then instantly someone’s kind of 
cut it down, and it’s just then… 
You know - You know, like I said, 
it makes you question yourself: 
Am I right?” (John) 

Pressure to do well 
(9) 

“If I’m being too close with my 
competitors in the mini league, I 
actually become worried and I 
keep thinking on how I enlarge 
the gap between me and 
whoever that is so yeah” (Kalvin) 

Disappointment and 
regret (10) 

“I think that sense of regret can 
be very disappointing…that 
really tight, 50/50 call on should 
you do this or should you do 
that, and you go the other way 
and it doesn’t pay off…I think 
that’s a shame, and there’s sense 
of like, yeah, a sense of regret 
with it” (Jordan) 

Online Impact (17 – 
overall across all sub- 
themes) 

Influence of social 
media (6) 

“I think the one negative, erm… 
relating to, sort of, social media, 
I think, we’re at a bit of a cusp 
point now where people need 
to…really look at what the 
positive social media should be 
offering, and sort of, I guess, 
limit the negatives. Because, 
yeah, I’ve definitely seen the 
trend towards a bit more, like, 
toxic behaviour. So, I think that’s 
my one worry that going forward 
it becomes a shouting match 
which is something I never 
thought FPL would be” (Ben) 

Online negativity 
(6) 

“That’s why I block people but 
there are people that are like 
abusive and really, are hard on 
other people and stuff. I block 

(continued on next page) 
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referring to not becoming overly involved) whilst others highlighted the 
emotional balance (such as not getting “too high” with the successes or 
“too low” with the failures). Overall, it seems evident that moderation 
was an important mediating factor in how FF was experienced. 

3.2.3.2. Online involvement. The extent to which participants involve 
themselves in the online world of FF was another mediating factor that 
emerged from the interviews. Online resources, and in particular, social 
media, amplified the emotional experiences, making poor performances 
seem even worse, and good performances seem even better. Participants 
cited forums, websites, podcasts, YouTube, and Twitter as the most 
common environments in which both the positive and negative impact 
of FF can proliferate. 

3.2.3.3. Performance. Not surprisingly, performance in FF (i.e., 
whether you had good or bad gameweeks) was a key mediating factor in 
whether the game was seen positively or negatively. Within this, two 
sub-themes emerged. 1) Rollercoaster Ride. FF was acknowledged as 
generating both positives and negative emotions, frequently fluctuating 
between the two experiences depending on the outcome of a gameweek. 
2) Reflection of Football Acumen. Some participants discussed FF as a 
possible reflection of football knowledge or decision-making skills and 
inferred that the extent to which one agrees with this could influence the 
emotional impact that FF has. 

3.2.3.4. Perspectives towards the relationship with gambling. Seven of the 
participants discussed FF with respect to gambling. Interestingly, this 
was often expressed in two diametric positions and thus, form the two 
sub-themes here. 1) Alternative to Gambling. FF was seen positively as a 
way to reduce or remove the need to gamble by replicating the escapism, 
distraction, and adrenaline rush that gambling can provide. 2) Addition 
to Gambling. FF was also seen as another method of gambling. Some 
perceived this positively (increased competitiveness) though many 
noted the negatives (increased stress, potential for financial worries, 
possible addictive elements). 

3.2.4. Future game play 
The final meta-theme of Future Game Play (see Table 4) yielded two 

further themes: Game Creator Suggestions (with an additional four sub- 
themes) and Self-Preservation (three sub-themes). 

3.2.4.1. Game creator suggestions. When discussing the future of FF, a 
number of the ideas suggested by participants were ones focused on 
what the creators of the game could do to maintain the positive expe
riences or reduce potential negative ones. Within this, four sub-themes 
were identified. 1) Resources to Counter the Negative Impact. Most 

Table 2 (continued ) 

Theme (frequency of 
codes) 

Sub-Theme 
(frequency of codes) 

Representative Quotes 

those because the negativity, I 
try to sort out of my feed.” 
(Mason. 40 years old, 5 seasons 
of experience) 

Social media 
bullying (5) 

“I think there’s a lot of bullying 
on online fantasy sites” (Tyrone) 

Intensity of 
Involvement (25 – 
overall across all sub- 
themes) 

Time consuming 
(13) 

“You can take it too seriously, 
and it becomes - it doesn’t 
become a game anymore. It 
becomes a sort of - It did start to 
become like - like a job. But it 
would feel like you’d have to put 
a certain amount of hours in 
each week” (John) 

Impinging on life 
(12) 

“Saying ‘I can’t do this, this is 
really negatively affecting my 
relationships, you know, I’m 
going out the room to check my 
phone, to check the Bet365 
notifications, to check scores.’ 
You know, and that has profound 
impact on things like 
relationships and friends” (Kyle)  

Table 3 
Mediating factors within the experiences of playing fantasy football.  

Theme (frequency of codes) Sub-Theme 
(frequency of 
codes) 

Representative Quotes 

Ability to Maintain Balance 
(8)  

“Again, it comes down to my 
own – if I can take it less 
seriously and just focus on the 
positives and just laugh off the 
negatives. So again, don’t get 
upset if last minute you lose a 
double clean sheet. Focus on 
the positives and just block out 
the negatives. That’s why I’ve 
been making it a more fun 
experience for me. Yeah, 
whether that happens, we’ll 
see” (Raheem. 29 years old, 11 
seasons of experience) 

Online Involvement (9)  “I’m going to take a step back 
from it. I’ve like unfollowed 
most of the podcasts that I 
would listen to. So, I’m trying 
to reduce them, my content 
that I would consume, and 
yeah, if I can limit it to 20, 30 
min a week of planning” 
(Raheem) 

Performance (11 – overall 
across all sub-themes) 

Rollercoaster ride 
(7) 

“In being placed higher than 
the majority of players, that is 
where a lot of enjoyment 
comes from. If I was like sat 
outside the top 2 million or 
something then I suppose that 
would be a different story” 
(Luke) 

Reflection of 
football acumen 
(4) 

“there was a lot of lad’s banter 
of this person isn’t very good at 
football, and doesn’t really 
know much about football, 
they can’t even…they 
supposedly watched loads of 
football and you can’t even get 
out the top 10” (Jack. 38 years 
old, 6 seasons of experience) 

Perspectives Towards the 
Relationship with 
Gambling (7 – overall 
across all sub-themes) 

Alternative to 
Gambling (4) 

“I think it’s a better alternative 
than say gambling or 
something like that…I think 
this is a good distraction away 
from gambling really” 
(Marcus. 32 years old, 15 
seasons of experience) 

Addition to 
Gambling (3) 

“I suppose, like the analogy 
with poker, if you sit down and 
play poker with no money 
people will make ridiculous 
decisions…they won’t take it 
as seriously…I won’t play silly 
money that, you know, 
threatens my normal life…I’ll 
bet just enough to keep it 
interesting and so I think 
playing for money and getting 
towards the end of the season 
where, you know, people are 
caring because they may win, 
you know, couple of hundred 
quid or something, you know, I 
think it does add an element of 
competitiveness to it” 
(Bukayo)  
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ideas here centred around the inclusion of mental health support and 
guidance, though some participants also discussed the feasibility of 
time-limits or other ways of imposing restrictions on over-involvement. 
Ideas were split amongst ones that could be implemented via the app, 
through social media (including via prominent figures like the foot
ballers themselves), and through other online resources. 2) Changes to 
the Format. Most participants had suggestions for specific changes to the 
format of the game, and many of these focused on “captaincy” (an 
assignment to one specific player each week that results in double 
points) and the removal or amendment of certain “chips” (bonus fea
tures that can be played once or twice a season to boost performance). 
No clear consensus emerged between participants in this context. 3) 
Compacting the Schedule. Many participants voiced their frustration 
with elongated gameweeks and inferred that changes could be made in 
this regard, though often without specifying exactly what could be done. 
It was noted by most that this is likely a transient negative due to 
COVID’s impact in terms of real-world match postponements. 4) Man
aging Uncertainties. Some participants discussed the idea of managing 
uncontrollable uncertainties in the game (i.e., COVID’s impact on the 
scheduling of fixtures). Flexibility over “deadlines” (the point in the 
gameweek after which changes to your team cannot be made) was raised 
as a possible solution. 

3.2.4.2. Self-preservation. Participants also discussed what they or 
others could do on a personal level to ensure that the experience of FF 
was an optimal one. Specifically, three sub-themes were identified here. 
1) Level of Engagement. Ten of the participants highlighted the impor
tance of not investing too much time and emotional energy on FF. 
However, specific actions or strategies to achieve this were rarely stated. 
2) Awareness of Engagement. Many participants also discussed how 
becoming more aware of their engagement (interestingly in this instance 
it was primarily the emotional impact it was having as opposed to the 
time commitment) was key for their future enjoyment of the game. 3) 
Cognitive Dissonance. Whilst not acknowledged by participants them
selves, the idea of cognitive dissonance emerged in interviews with 
seven of the participants. That is, individuals often recognised the po
tential for FF to have a negative impact – even stating to have witnessed 
it in other people in many cases – but denied that it had been experi
enced by themselves. This applied to both emotional experiences and 
behavioural ones (i.e., how much time they dedicated to the game). 

3.3. Post-Interview questionnaire 

Following the interviews, a questionnaire was designed to help 
clarify various points made by the participants. In total, 10 of the 15 
participants completed the questionnaire, with the responses detailed in 
Table 5. 

In terms of the frequency of positive and negative emotions, 90% 
reported the ratio of experiences to be between 70 and 30 and 90–10 in 
favour of positive emotions. The average intensity of the positive emo
tions experienced was 7.9 out of 10, with all participants reporting 
values between 6 and 10. The average intensity of the negative emotions 
experienced was 5.9 out of 10. There was a much greater range of re
sponses reported here, with three participants reporting values of 4 or 
lower, and three participants reporting values of 8 or higher. 

In terms of suggestions to increase the potential positives/reduce the 
potential negatives when playing FF, no clear consensus was found for 
seven of the nine ideas. Only “Transparency of Bonus System” (clearer 
communication regarding an aspect of scoring which uses a wide array 
of in-depth statistics to attribute points to players) and “Mental Health 
Advice Tab” (the inclusion of a dedicated tab for mental health advice 
and guidance on the game’s mobile app) produced unified responses. 
For the former of these, 60% strongly supported the need for full 
transparency (i.e., values of 8 or higher out of 10) and the remaining 
40% moderately supported it (i.e., values of 4 and 5 out of 10). For the 

Table 4 
Future game play for individuals playing fantasy football.  

Theme (frequency of 
codes) 

Sub-Theme 
(frequency of codes) 

Representative quotes 

Game Creator 
Suggestions (25 – 
overall across all sub- 
themes) 

Resources to counter 
the negative impact 
(7) 

“I do think that’s something that 
the Premier League via their app 
or their website are going to 
have to do more on in the next 
few years. Erm…perhaps try 
and get some big names on there 
talking about, yeah, how to 
manage expectations, how to 
cope with pressures, what to do 
if you’ve had a bad gameweek, 
what to do if you’ve had a good 
gameweek” (Kyle) 

Changes to the 
format (10) 

“The captaincy is the biggest 
element of gambling in the 
game. And I do feel like it brings 
more negatives than it brings 
positives because you have a lot 
of people missing out on the 
captaincy each week. And it 
does really, it feels really bad 
every time. So, for me, it would 
be removing the captaincy 
because it has, comparatively, it 
has a too big effect on your 
performance of a given game 
week” (Mason) 

Compacting the 
schedule (3) 

“And because there were a lot 
more spread outs, I think that 
also probably would’ve had a 
major impact on it. So, because 
you’re not getting, you know, 
4:00 pm or 3:00 pm kick-offs, 
you know, it’s not… the 
gameweek’s not played over 
two or three days, it’s playing 
over seven days pretty much for 
a lot of it, so it was more drawn 
outs, so if you were thinking 
about it, I think yeah, there was 
a lot more negatives this season 
because of that” (Raheem) 

Managing 
uncertainties (5) 

“I think another uncertainty 
that we must take into 
consideration in every game 
week is on the COVID news. So 
for example, there are a couple 
of players that were unable to 
play, it adds more like anxiety. 
Because usually, you just need 
to see how they do in the 
previous game if he’s okay and 
maybe not limping off from the 
game then he should be okay for 
the next game week. But now, in 
between those gameweeks, you 
kind of have to keep yourself 
updated like what’s going on 
with this player, is there any 
COVID related news” (Kalvin) 

Self-Preservation (20 – 
overall across all sub- 
themes) 

Level of engagement 
(10) 

“I think again, it depends how 
serious you take the game. 
Every individual is different and 
every individual approaches the 
game a different way and I think 
if you do take it to a point where 
you know you’re really focusing 
so much of your energy on 
fantasy football, it could pay a 
toll. I can see that” (Declan) 

Awareness of 
engagement (3) 

“One thing that I would like to 
do is just to go back and watch a 
football game and not be so 
invested in what’s that score 

(continued on next page) 
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latter, 70% strongly supported its inclusion, though two participants did 
value this idea as a 3 out of 10. Many ideas generated strongly divergent 
responses, with some participants reporting strong support and others 
reporting minimal support. This was particularly applicable for the ideas 
of removing captaincy/vice-captaincy bonus points and the inclusion of 
regular mental health questionnaires on the game’s mobile app. 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Overview of the findings 

The present study aimed to provide deeper insights into the experi
ences of FF players by utilising a qualitative, semi-structured interview 
approach with 15 individuals. Thematic analysis identified four meta- 
themes: Potential Positives (of which there were three further themes 
and 15 further sub-themes), Potential Negatives (three further themes; 
12 further sub-themes), Mediating Factors (four further themes; four 
further sub-themes), and Future Game Play (two further themes; six 
further sub-themes). Overall, participants painted a mostly positive 
picture of their FF experiences, and a number of interesting mediating 
factors became evident. Quantitative data collected from a post- 
interview questionnaire confirmed the generally positive perspective, 
though it failed to provide conclusive support for most of the strategies 
for future game play that had been suggested by participants. 

Many of the sub-themes identified under the Potential Positives have 
been found in existing literature exploring motivations behind fantasy 
sports participation. In relation to the most frequently reported moti
vations highlighted in Martin et al.’s [25] systematic review on the 
topic, notable unique ones in the present study included that FF provided 
a routine to the week, FF helped develop transferrable skills, and that FF 
had become a big part of life. It is not surprising to see the first of these, 
given football’s less intense and more structured scheduling (centred 
around the weekend) compared to that of baseball and basketball, which 
would have been the focused sports in a number of the studies in the 
systematic review. Intuitively then, the antithesis of this leads to a 
negative experience. That is, when the routine and structure is broken 
(as with the COVID-induced rescheduling of fixtures), individuals feel 
that the game begins to impinge on their lives and becomes too time 
consuming. The less frequent structure of football may also be why FF 
players spoke of the transferrable skills developed through the game, as 
it allows more time for reflection and analysis which are fundamental 
principles in learning of all types. Additionally, the present study 
generated sub-themes from the idea of social connectedness (in Martin 
et al.’s phrasing, “social interaction/camaraderie”) to emphasise that FF 
enabled players to maintain existing and create new friendships, whilst 
also asserting the sense of community that can be generated through the 
game. 

4.2. Model for initial involvement and continued involvement in FF 

It is possible to view the Potential Positives within a model of initial 

Table 4 (continued ) 

Theme (frequency of 
codes) 

Sub-Theme 
(frequency of codes) 

Representative quotes 

going to mean to my points” 
(Jack)  

Cognitive 
dissonance (7) 

“You know, and I can’t put 
myself in that position, in their 
shoes, because I don’t take it to 
that level but I definitely feel 
like it would affect someone’s 
mental health if they are deeply 
invested in the game and it takes 
up a lot of their time and 
energy” (Marcus)  
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involvement and continued involvement (see Fig. 1). We hypothesise 
that individuals begin playing FF due to: 1) expectations of enjoyment, 
belief that it will provide an escape, and the opportunity to compete 
(‘personal benefits’); 2) the opportunity to create new friendships and 
maintain existing friendships (‘social connections’); and 3) the desire to 
increase football knowledge, the appeal of mimicking real football, and 
the opportunity to strategize (‘involvement in football’). Individuals 
then continue to participate in FF for the same reasons, plus: 1) that it 
has become an integral part of their life, the challenge it offers, the 
routine in provides to the week, and the opportunity to develop trans
ferrable skills, 2) the sense of community generated, and 3) the 
heightened sense of anticipation that is generated during pre-season. 
These additional motivations are likely ones that individuals only 
become cognizant of once they have played the game. Future research to 
test this model is, of course, warranted, as support for it may help drive 
future amendments of FF games (and the creation of new ones) which 
enhance the experience of players. 

4.3. Potential negatives of FF 

A number of the sub-themes found under the Potential Negatives 
corroborate the quantitative study by Wilkins et al., (2021). Specifically, 
the idea that FF can be anxiety-provoking, addictive, impacts on mood, 
affects self-confidence, generates disappointment and regret, is time 
consuming, and impinges on life all tie into the measures of anxiety, 
depression, functional impairment, and problematic online gaming used 
in Wilkins et al.’s work. These experiences were discussed at length by 
the majority of participants, perhaps suggesting that the numbers re
ported by Wilkins et al., (e.g., 24.6% with at least mild depression, 0.6% 
of which had severe depression; 19.6% with at least mild anxiety, 0.6% 
of which had severe anxiety, etc.), may be underrepresenting the po
tential negatives of FF as the authors had suggested. For the most part, 
the potential negative online impact of FF (in the form of the sub-themes 
of social media influence, online negativity, and social media bullying) 
is likely a reflection of wider societal issues in this area which are 
beyond the scope of this paper (though see [17] for a recent systematic 
review). Nevertheless, the fact that FF is an online game with various 
online resources to increase participation (such as podcasts; YouTube 
videos; and dedicated websites, social media accounts, and forums) 
demonstrates the ease at which participants could be drawn into a 
potentially negative environment. Further research is needed that spe
cifically focuses on FF in terms of its relationship with online involve
ment and social media. 

4.4. Potential mediating factors for FF experiences 

Importantly for players and game creators alike, the current study 

highlighted several mediating factors which seem to influence whether 
one’s FF experience is a positive or negative one. Maintaining a healthy 
emotional balance (predominantly not taking the game too seriously) is 
key and there is a wealth of psychological literature exploring the as
sociation between emotional regulation and wellbeing. For instance, 
Gratz and Roemer [16] state that difficulties will likely arise when there 
is a lack of awareness and understanding of one’s emotions, a lack of 
acceptance towards those emotions, an inability to control negative 
emotions, and incongruence with one’s emotional regulation strategies. 
Another important factor is the extent of online involvement; too much 
can exacerbate the potential negatives already discussed, but too little 
may also be suboptimal as it could reduce the potential positives (in 
particular, the escapism, development of transferrable skills, social 
connections, and increased knowledge of football). Such a finding is 
congruent with Przybylski and Weinstein’s [29] Goldilocks Hypothesis, 
which posits that moderate use of digital technologies is advantageous 
for wellbeing and has received a growing amount of support (e.g., 
[30,28,36]). The hypothesis also emphasises the importance of “when” 
the involvement takes place, which links to another mediating factors of 
whether the time invested impinges on other aspects of an FF player’s 
life. In the hypothesis, which is based on data pertaining to the amount 
of digital screen time of adolescents, consumption could increase by 
22–133 min before negative effects were experienced, if done so on a 
weekend. A similar finding may be true in FF given that weekend 
involvement for many people may mean a reduced likelihood that the 
game impinges on other aspects of their lives (e.g., work or childcare). 
Adherence to this guidance may also partially explain why “provides a 
routine” was seen as a Potential Positive. 

Successful FPL performance is perhaps the most obvious mediating 
factor for wellbeing, with research supporting such similar success-and- 
positive-wellbeing relationships in the near-domains of video gaming (e. 
g., [35]), sports (see [32]), work on Self-Determination Theory), and 
gambling (e.g., [15]). Interestingly, this somewhat conflicts with the 
next mediating factor: the acceptance of the “rollercoaster ride” (i.e., 
that performance will fluctuate, and thus, so too will emotions). If FF 
players are to accept that fluctuations in performance are inevitable, it is 
logical that they must also accept that they do not have full control over 
outcomes in the game. This contradicts much of the literature on 
perceived control, which generally finds that increases in this compo
nent lead to beneficial effects on wellbeing [22]. In addition, research by 
Dwyer et al., [12] has found that individuals tend to reduce their 
communication with others when their fantasy team loses. Given that 
the present study has identified this (‘Social Connections’) as a key 
positive of FF involvement, further research is needed to clarify the 
complex relationship between success, acceptance of outcomes, 
perceived control, and social relationships. 

Viewing performance in FF as a reflection of footballing acumen also 

Fig. 1. Model for Initial Involvement and Continued Involvement in FF.  
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seems to mediate the experience of players. Playing fantasy sports to 
demonstrate knowledge has been discussed as a potential motivation in 
previous research [21], though the present work suggests that it is 
healthier for individuals to not hold this perspective. Finally, how one 
perceives the relationship between FF and gambling could also deter
mine their experience. Considerable research has found a strong rela
tionship between fantasy sports participation and gambling [23,24,26], 
though it remains to be seen whether, for a subset of the population, 
fantasy sports is actually used as a substitute to the potentially harmful 
activity [7,37]. Future research should explore this, given the positive 
societal impact it could have. 

4.5. Practical implications 

Fantasy football has a large global following, likely totalling into the 
tens of millions across all versions of the game. As such, the practical 
implications of the current study are of considerable importance, and we 
believe that the framework that we have proposed (see Fig. 2) is 
applicable to all stakeholders of the game. From a player perspective, a 
number of factors have been identified which may enhance the experi
ence and benefit wellbeing. Whilst many participants cited success as an 
antecedent for enjoyment in FPL, and indeed, our framework acknowl
edges it as a likely mediating factor, it is important that individuals 
should not attempt to rely on or hope for this when playing the game. 
Rather, we believe that acceptance of the rollercoaster ride supersedes it 
as a long-term strategy for wellbeing. This is supported by literature 

which finds that confidence of success (almost certainly correlated with 
success itself) can lead to addiction and increased monetary involve
ment [5,19]. 

Awareness of one’s level of involvement also seems to be critical and 
may help reduce the potential negatives of the game. In this respect, an 
important first step is to educate players on the possible impact that FF 
can have on their wellbeing. Individuals with potentially excessive 
engagement first need to be made aware of this before they can put into 
action methods to reduce it. In such cases, cognitive approaches like 
taking time to reflect on the many positive reasons for participation, or 
behavioural approaches like setting self-imposed time limits on playing, 
could prove useful in optimising the experience of FF. That said, it was 
clear from the current findings that many participants had cognitive 
dissonance in this regard. They acknowledged that other players could 
invest too much time, or become too emotionally attached, but that this 
was not applicable to them. This may make awareness a difficult skill to 
acquire, but support could be provided by game creators, for example, in 
the form of pop-up warning messages after a certain number of minutes 
of using the app. 

There are other important implications for game creators too. Three 
ideas received fairly favourably by participants in the present study are 
included in the ‘Future Game Play’ component of our Framework 
(Fig. 2), though, of course, this is far from an exhaustive list, and even 
some of the less-supported ideas (see Table 5) still warrant discussing 
with a much larger sample of the consumer base. Indeed, gaining full 
consensus for an idea is an impractical approach; a more effective 

Fig. 2. Framework of Hypothesised Factors Leading to Predominantly Positive or Negative Experiences in FF Note: The suggestions included in the Future Game Play 
component (blue box) are based on data taken from the post-interview questionnaires. Specifically, ideas which received ratings of at least 6/10 by at least half of the 
participants (5/10) are included. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.) 
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method may be for game creators to introduce a menu of support tools, 
from which players can select the ones suitable for themselves. With 
regards the idea of ‘Twitter verification’, we think that huge improve
ments in online negatively and social media bullying could be had if 
large FPL influencer accounts received verification (i.e., a symbol 
similar to the blue check mark already used on Twitter) if they met 
criteria such as completing a formal identification procedure and 
committing to certain standards of ethical behaviour. Being verified 
would likely increase an individual’s following (people generally don’t 
want to follow toxic accounts), thus making verification – and by asso
ciation, the positive criteria to obtain it – a desirable commodity. 

Finally, implications also exist for other key stakeholders. Whilst 
participation in the game often originates from watching the sport 
(‘mimics real football’), there was a clear cyclical relationship here in 
that many participants reported watching more football because of their 
involvement in FF. Organisations such as the Premier League could in
crease their audiences even further by embracing FF and incorporating it 
into their TV coverage, much like US networks do with their coverage of 
American sports. If the game continues its rapid growth, and FF players 
become an increasingly vital subset of the Premier League’s TV audi
ence, it may be that the Premier League would benefit from ensuring a 
consistent and compact fixture schedule, as desired by participants in 
the present study. In a separate manner, perhaps even individuals in 
education could utilise the growing popularity of FF to help teach skills 
such as data analysis and numeracy, given that several participants 
highlighted this opportunity to learn as a personal benefit from the 
game. 

4.6. Future research and limitations 

As alluded to in previous sections, testing the various hypothesised 
mediating factors in our framework (Fig. 2) would add considerably to 
the literature and help optimise the experiences of FF players. It may be 
that, despite stemming from the results of our interviews with players, a 
factor such as excessive online involvement does not, in itself, lead to 
negativity. Excessive online involvement may only become an issue 
when combined with other harmful factors such as unsuccessful per
formance. A similar relationship may exist for the factor of “performance 
as a reflection of football acumen”. 

Given that research into the experiences of FF players is still in its 
infancy, the present study deliberately took a broad approach with its 
investigation. In doing so, a number of fruitful avenues for future 
research have been identified that warrant a narrower and deeper 
exploration. For instance, it is clear that gambling, social media, and in- 
game success/failure are three important factors in how the game is 
experienced, but each generate a number of subsequent questions that 
could be explored in detail. For example, are individuals who play FF for 
financial rewards at greater risk of incurring the negatives of the game? 
Does social media use predict the emotional wellbeing of players? And in 
a game of varying formats, what measures of success are used by FF 
players with functional/dysfunctional experiences with the game? 

It is important to note that the inclusion criteria for the study 
required participants to have taken part in the most recent FPL season 
(2020–21). This requirement for recent engagement likely results in a 
sample skewed towards positive experiences of the game (as if an in
dividual has had negatives experiences, then they would probably have 
stopped playing) and therefore whilst the findings are generally prom
ising, it is important to be mindful of this potential bias. Interestingly, a 
number of participants specifically mentioned that their awareness of 
the potential negatives in FF is what incentivised them to take part in the 
study. Whilst recruitment of such a sample may be difficult, future 
research should look to replicate the current methodology with a group 
of individuals who have recently quit playing the game. To support this 
idea, it is noteworthy that Phil’s quantitative responses were clear 
outliers, and he was one of only two participants (alongside John) who 
stated that, at the time, they were not sure whether they would be 

continuing to play FF in the following season. 
Another key consideration is the timing of the interviews. Taking 

place in the off-season (July 2021) ensured that participants were not 
influenced by their current participation and may have allowed for 
greater reflection on their experiences, However, the prior season 
(September 2020 to May 2021), from which participants were likely 
basing most of their responses, had been severely impacted by COVID. 
The majority of participants highlighted this and spoke of how the 
consequent uncertainty and prolonged nature of the game was almost 
always negative. It is almost certain that the themes emerging from a 
non-disrupted season would have some differences, though whether the 
overall picture is altered is unknown. 

4.7. Conclusion 

By taking a qualitative, interview approach (with post-hoc quanti
tative data to support), the present study has built on work by Wilkins 
et al., (2021) and provided a more detailed account of the positive and 
negatives experiences of FF players. Overall, a mostly positive account of 
the game was generated, with thematic analysis identifying Personal 
Benefits, Social Connections, and Involvement in Football as the main 
themes. A model based on these themes (and sub-themes) has been 
proposed which distinguishes between motivations for initial involve
ment and continued involvement. Negatives of the game exist in terms of 
Wellbeing, Online Impact, and Time Commitment. A number of medi
ating factors were also identified, and based on these, a Framework was 
introduced which establishes the key antecedents of positive and 
negative experiences in FF. Given the growing popularity of the game, a 
number of important practical implications (specific to players, game 
creators, and other stakeholders) and future research directions based 
on the findings have been suggested. 
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