A Qualitative Examination of the Barriers to Minority Participation in Fantasy Sports
Fantasy sports has grown into an $800 million industry with nearly 30 million participants within the United States and Canada.  However, the demographic profile of fantasy participants shows a remarkable divide. Previous research by trade organizations, survey research companies, and academics has indicated that the current fantasy sport population is primarily male (>75%) and highly-Caucasian (>90%; Fantasy Sport Association, 2007; Fantasy Sport Trade Association [FSTA], 2008; Farquhar & Meeds, 2007; Ipsos Public Affairs, 2008). The small percentage of ethnicity groups that represent the remainder of the fantasy sport population is spread somewhat evenly among between Hispanic/Latinos, Asian/Pacific Islanders, and Blacks.
Blacks do follow sports at high levels through television viewership and the reading of newspapers and other publications (Armstrong, 2002a).  However, when it comes to fantasy sports, the consumption behavior clearly differs based on race.  Armstrong (2002b) stated that there is a need to study “the factors that may influence sport consumption behaviors… of ethnic minority sport consumers, and how they may differ from majority cultures” (p. 310).  Subsequently, this study sought to understand the factors (barriers) that explain the remarkably low participation rates of Blacks in fantasy sports.
Before the findings of the study are presented, it is important to review the existing literature related to culture and race.  Coalter (1993) stated that “constraints on participation are more likely to be related to cultural attitudes underlying a lack of interest” (p. 171).  In response to the FSTA figures, Stephen A. Smith (2008), former columnist for ESPN the Magazine stated: 

I’m not surprised to learn that so few blacks are among the 30 million people who participate in fantasy sports. I’ve always thought that a lot of these guys (and 96% of them are guys) are nerds desperately in need of more sociable leisure-time activities. Leisure time for black folks historically consists of direct interaction, the kind of experience you get at a family barbecue or hanging out with friends. Sitting in front of a computer screen pretending to be Bill Parcells? Sounds like work to me. (p. 18)
The present study will be the first to examine whether or not these cultural attitudes are reflected by a broader population of Blacks.
Also important to mention is the divide related to Internet usage between races.  Assael (2005) reported that 67% of Whites were Internet users compared to 43% of Blacks. As fantasy sports are played almost exclusively online, these figures certainly explain at least part of the difference in participation rates between races.  However, this ratio is not consistent with the participation rates of minorities in fantasy sports.
This study was conducted qualitatively based on a series of interviews conducted with a sample of Blacks in an urban location.  A total of thirty interviews were conducted on a University campus as well as in the downtown area.  Participants were predominantly young males and were split evenly into three categories: those that have never played fantasy sports, those that have previously played fantasy sports but no longer play, and those that do currently participate in fantasy sports.  The semi-structured interviews were conducted in the Spring of 2009 to gain information on media use, social dynamics, and involvement in sport to determine what barriers exist in minority participation in fantasy sports.  Interviews were transcribed verbatim immediately following the interviews and research notes were kept to record important non-verbal cues.  The authors examined the transcripts individually and, based on a thematic analysis, agreed on the five dominant themes: 1. Awareness and understanding, 2. Reality, 3. Time, 4. Money, and 5. Gender.
Many participants in the current study do not participate in fantasy sports simply because they are unaware of its existence. When asked why an individual and their group of friends do not play fantasy sports, one individual responded, “It’s not out there I have never heard of it.”  Whether this is the flaw in the marketing strategies of fantasy sports websites or the result of some other phenomenon is unclear.  However, several participants who had a strong interest in sports were also unaware of fantasy sports.  Given the strong presence of fantasy sports on many sports broadcasts, this result is surprising.  Somehow the fantasy sports messages simply do not resonate with this population.  

There were also several participants who were aware of the existence of fantasy sports but did not know anything about the purpose or rules of play and therefore chose not to play.  Among these individuals, the most common reason for not exploring fantasy sports further was the fact that it was not real.  One participant went so far as to say that if the word “fantasy” was taken out of the game that he would consider playing.

For others that chose not to play fantasy sports despite knowledge of its existence, time was the biggest constraint.  Although they are presented here as separate themes, time and reality are related in that many participants indicated that they did not want to make time for something that was not real.  The majority of participants indicated that between work, school, and other activities, they simply did not want to make time for a “fantasy” activity. Interestingly, participants were asked what activities they engage in during their free time and only a small portion mentioned activities based around the computer and or the internet. The lower rates of Internet usage may in fact be a significant barrier to fantasy sports participation.  The majority of the participants in the current study indicated access to the Internet but low levels of usage.
As for how fantasy sports websites can overcome these two major barriers, almost all participants indicated that they would consider playing if money was involved.  The involvement of money clearly makes the activity more realistic and worthy of spending considerable amounts of time playing.  The interconnectedness of the time and reality themes meant that more free time was not sufficient in overcoming barriers to participation.  Besides an increased understanding of the nature and purpose of the activity (particularly for those who were previously unaware), nothing else was presented as a way to convince non-participants to play fantasy sports.
Finally, participants were asked to identify their thoughts of the profile of fantasy sports participants to determine if cultural stereotypes were in place.  Interestingly, with the exception of a single participant, the profile of fantasy sports players was not based on race.  Instead, it was seen as “a guy thing” by both the male and female participants.  Based on the participation rates presented by the FSTA (2008), this perception is completely accurate and dispels any notion that racial stereotypes act as a barrier to participation in fantasy sports.
From a sport marketing perspective, the growth of fantasy sport participation has been a remarkable phenomenon. Previous research has highlighted the importance of fantasy participants’ purchasing behavior (Fisher, 2008) and determined that enhanced fantasy participation increases consumption of mediated sport products and services associated with the activity (Drayer, Shapiro, Dwyer, Morse, & White, in press). As a result, the sport industry, as a whole, must now account for this new group of sports fans with unique attitudes, interests, and behaviors. Interestingly, considering that current population of participants is limited primarily to one ethnic group, the potential for future growth also seems optimistic. However, to achieve this potential, the fantasy sport industry and sport marketers must first develop strategies to knock down the current barriers to fantasy sport participation for other ethnicities.

While the results of this study may appear to indicate that marketers have a lot of work to do to overcome the current perception of fantasy sports among Blacks, potential strategies to increase participation rates within this influential population are certainly available. For instance, fantasy sport has several connection points for participants including the motivational factors of competition, entertainment, escape, arousal, and gambling (Dwyer & Kim, in review; Farquhar & Meeds, 2007). However, the most significant reason for participating is the social interaction among participants. According to Farquhar and Meeds, many of the participants the researchers studied joined fantasy football because of friends, family, and/or co-workers and continue to play because of these affiliations. Thus, a grassroots effort by marketers to encourage participation among important opinion leaders within the Black community would be an easy, cost-effective campaign of spreading awareness through word-of-mouth. Furthermore, enhanced promotion of the social aspects associated with fantasy sport participation such as a live draft and trash-talking could help draw individuals looking for new ways to get together or stay in contact with friends, family, and acquaintances. 
Also, the results of this study seem to indicate that marketers and industry officials have a potential identity crisis among sports fans unaware of the specific modus operandi of the activity. That is, the “fantasy” connotation that activity is not associated with real-world professional sport perhaps limits participation. Therefore, an advertising campaign that strengthens the tie between fantasy sport and real-world sport with regard to spectatorship would go a long way to refuting this negative connotation that the activity is not real. 
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