
 

 

Backpackin Hypothesis: Does Heavy Early-Season 
Workload Predict Late-Season Decline and Injury? 

 

Executive Summary 
Fantasy football lore often warns that players who carry their team early in the season 
might “run out of gas” or get injured by season’s end. We investigate this “Backpackin” 
hypothesis – that a heavy workload in Weeks 1–6 leads to declines in fantasy production 
and higher injury risk in Weeks 13–17 and even into the following season. Using NFL skill-
position data from 2020–2024, our analysis finds mixed evidence for this hypothesis. 
Heavily-used players did show measurable late-season performance declines (about a 
10% drop in per-game fantasy points for top-tier workloads), and they produced 
significantly less the following season on average. However, their late-season injury 
rates were lower than those of lighter-use players in the same year. This suggests that 
durability and role security play a significant role – the very players who can handle heavy 
workloads may be less likely to break down immediately. However, they may feel the 
effects in future seasons. These findings hold across positions (QB, RB, WR, TE). Fantasy 
managers should weigh the short-term reliability of workhorse players against potential 
long-term fatigue or injury regression in subsequent seasons. 

Key Takeaways: (Weeks 1–6 defined as "early"; Weeks 13–17 as "late") 

【62†】 • Early Workhorse Output Dips Late: Players in the top quartile of early workload 
saw their fantasy points per game drop ~10% by Weeks 13–17, while those with lighter 
early loads improved on average. 



 

 

• No Spike in Late-Season Injuries: Heavy early usage did not increase late-season 
injury risk – only about 10% of high-workload players missed any game in Weeks 13–17, 
compared to ~35% of low-workload players. 

• Next-Season Regression: High early workloads took a toll the following year. On 
average, top workload players scored ~35% fewer fantasy points in season t+1 than they 
did in their heavy-use season. 

• Consistent Across Positions: The pattern held for QBs, RBs, WRs, and TEs alike – 
durable “backpack” players stayed on the field through the fantasy playoffs, albeit often 
with slightly reduced efficiency and eventual next-year drop-offs. 

• Extreme Volume = Fatigue Signs: Only at extreme workload levels (95th percentile, 
~180+ touches in 6 weeks) did we see substantial fatigue effects – about a 12% decline in 
late-season PPG, roughly double the drop of more moderate heavy usage. 

Introduction 
Star players often “put the team on their back” early in a season, racking up touches and 
fantasy points. The Backpackin hypothesis posits that this early heavy lifting leads to 
fatigue, performance declines, and injuries later in the season (and possibly into the 
following year). This idea echoes long-standing notions in football analytics. For example, 
the famous “Curse of 370” observes that NFL running backs with extremely high season 
carry counts almost invariably see a steep drop-off the next year[1]. Analysts have noted 
that the highest-workload backs tend to miss more games in the following season than 
their peers[2]. Mechanistically, accumulated wear-and-tear and hidden injuries might 
hamper late-season explosiveness[3] or increase the likelihood of significant injury. 

However, there’s a debate around causation versus selection. Are heavy workloads 
causing later declines, or are only the most durable and talented players able to attain 
heavy workloads in the first place (thus biasing the outcomes)? To shed light, we focus 
specifically on early-season workload (Weeks 1–6) as an “acute” stress period and 
examine two outcomes: late-season performance and availability (Weeks 13–17 of the 
same season), and next-season performance and availability (the following year). If the 
Backpackin effect is real, we expect to see that players with heavier early usage have larger 
late-season drop-offs in production and higher odds of missing games due to injury, both 
late in the year and the following season. 

Data and Methodology 
Dataset: We analyzed weekly fantasy data for NFL quarterback (QB), running back (RB), 
wide receiver (WR), and tight end (TE) seasons from 2020–2024 (Weeks 1–17 of each 
regular season). The dataset contains 24,871 player-week records. For each player-
season, we aggregated early-season stats (Weeks 1–6) and late-season stats (Weeks 13–
17). We excluded Week 18 to keep seasons comparable (all seasons considered Weeks 1–
17). “Next season” outcomes (season t+1) were matched for seasons 2020–2023 (e.g., a 
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player’s 2021 totals as next-season outcome for a 2020 heavy workload). Players who did 
not play in the NFL in t+1 (due to retirement, injury, or otherwise) are counted as having 
zero production and missing all games in that next season. 

Workload Definition: We define early-season workload as a volume metric combining 
opportunities (rushes + targets for RB/WR/TE, pass attempts + rushes for QB) in Weeks 1–
6. This captures how much a player was “carrying the team” offensively. For example, an 
RB with 80 carries and 20 targets in the first 6 weeks has an early workload of 100. We 
considered both absolute workload and relative workload tiers (e.g., top quartile vs 
others). 

Production Metrics: We examined fantasy points (PPR scoring) as the primary output, 
along with total yards (rush + receiving + passing) and total touchdowns, both in total and 
on a per-game basis. Per-game rates were based on games played in the period to isolate 
performance level from availability. 

Injury/Availability Metrics: Our proxy for injury is games missed. We created indicators 
for whether a player missed at least one game in Weeks 13–17 of the same season (late-
season availability) and whether they missed at least one game in the next season 
(Weeks 1–17 of t+1). For late-season, we adjusted for bye weeks: if a player played all their 
team’s remaining games (which could be four games if their team had a bye during 13–17), 
they are not counted as missing a game. For next season, any player who did not play a full 
slate (16 games in our truncated 17-week view) or did not play at all was counted as having 
missed time. 

Analyses: We conducted the following steps: 

• Descriptive Stats: We profiled the distribution of early-season workloads by 
position and year (to see how usage trends may have changed). We identified the 
top quartile of workload within each season’s players as “heavy” usage. 

• Late-Season Drop-off: We computed each player’s change in per-game production 
from early to late season, and compared groups by early workload tier (e.g., top 
quartile vs others). We also identified any apparent workload threshold at which 
late-season performance or availability noticeably declines (scanning across 
deciles of workload). 

• Next-Season Echo: We examined the correlation between early workload in year t 
and total production in year t+1. This included looking at average next-year fantasy 
points for high vs low early workload players, and the percentage change in fantasy 
output from year t to t+1. 

• Injury Risk Modeling: We used logistic regression to estimate the relationship 
between early workload and the odds of missing late-season games, controlling for 
position (and season fixed effects in some models). A second logistic model 
examined the odds of missing games in the next season. We report odds ratios (OR) 



 

 

with 95% confidence intervals. An OR > 1 would mean a higher workload is 
associated with higher injury odds, while an OR < 1 indicates a protective/durability 
association. We also ran separate models by position to see if any position was 
susceptible to early workload. 

• Robustness Checks: We repeated key analyses using an alternative early window 
(Weeks 1–8 instead of 1–6) to ensure results were consistent. We also tested 
excluding players who played fewer than four games in the early period (to remove 
those whose “low” workload was simply due to early injury or suspension). These 
checks yielded similar conclusions (any minor differences are noted in 
Limitations). 

Results 
Early-Season Workload Distribution (2020–2024) 

Early-season workloads vary widely by position. Quarterbacks naturally accumulate the 
most volume (median ~154 attempts+rushes in Weeks 1–6 over 2020–24), whereas tight 
ends see far fewer opportunities (median ~8 targets+rushes). Running backs and wide 
receivers are intermediate, with RBs skewing higher (workhorse RBs can exceed 100 
touches by Week 6). These distributions were relatively consistent from 2020 to 2024, with 
no strong temporal trend in usage intensity. For example, top-tier RBs in 2021 had a similar 
early workload range as in 2023. The interquartile range for RB touches was roughly 11–73 
over these seasons, highlighting that only a minority of backs are true early-season 
workhorses. 

【63†】【33†】For illustration, Figure 1 shows the distribution of early-season touches 
for running backs by year. Each boxplot’s upper quartile (Q3) represents the top 25% most-
used RBs in Weeks 1–6. Across 2020–2024, that threshold hovered around ~70 
carries+targets (≈12 per game). Only a few outliers each year far exceeded that (dots above 
the whiskers), while many backs were in committees or missed time (bottom quartile ~0–
11 touches total). 

Figure 1. Early-season workload distribution for running backs (2020–2024). Each box 
spans the 25th–75th percentile of RB touches in Weeks 1–6, with the median marked. The 
top whisker indicates the 95th percentile in each season. (Other positions show analogous 
patterns, scaled to their usage levels.) 

Late-Season Performance Drop-off by Workload Tier 

Do heavy early workloads lead to a late-season performance decline? On average, yes – 
for the most heavily used players. Players in the top quartile of early workload saw their 
fantasy points per game drop from 14.6 in early weeks to 13.3 in late weeks (−9% 
decline). In contrast, players with lighter usage increased their per-game output in the late 
season. Those in the bottom quartile jumped from a meager 2.4 PPR points (early) to 4.2 
PPR (late) on average, as many low-usage players either assumed bigger roles due to 



 

 

teammates’ injuries or were replaced by other players (removing their low production from 
the late-season pool). Middle-tier workload groups had slight upticks. 

【65†】Figure 2 illustrates this trend. Lower-workload groups (bottom 25%, etc.) have 
higher bars in late season than early, whereas the highest-workload group’s bar drops. 
Notably, the top-tier group still scored far more points late (13.3 PPG) than any other group 
– they remained elite producers – but relative to their own early pace, they declined. Total 
yardage and touchdown rates showed a similar pattern: the workhorses had a slight late-
season dip (e.g., the top group’s TDs fell from 0.85 to 0.79 per game), while lower tiers 
improved marginally in those categories. 

【65†】Figure 2. Fantasy points per game in early season (Weeks 1–6) vs late season 
(Weeks 13–17) for players grouped by early-season workload. “Top 25%” refers to the 
highest quartile of early workload in each season, and “Bottom 25%” refers to the lowest 
quartile. Heavily-used players saw their per-game fantasy scoring decrease late in the year 
(~−9% for top 25%), whereas lighter-used players increased their output (bottom 25% 
more than +70% on average, albeit from a very low base). 

What might explain this? One interpretation is physical fatigue – players carrying a heavy 
load early on lose some efficiency or explosiveness by season’s end[3]. For example, in our 
data, the most extreme workhorses (top ~5% of workloads) experienced roughly a −12% 
drop in late-season PPG on average, about twice the decline of those in the “moderately 
heavy” 50th–90th percentile range (who declined ~5%). This hints at a threshold effect: 
moderate workloads might be sustainable, but extreme workloads (e.g., ~30 touches per 
game over 6 weeks) begin to sap later performance. 

On the other hand, situational factors contribute too. Many low-workload players only got 
opportunities later due to injuries or depth chart changes, boosting their late stats (e.g., a 
backup RB who barely played early might become the starter in December and produce 
more points). This regression toward the mean inflates the lower-tier improvement and 
partly drives the relative dip for top-tier players. 

To isolate fatigue effects, we also checked within-player changes: Among players who 
were healthy enough to play in both early and late periods, those with heavier early usage 
still saw a larger drop in their per-game production than those with lighter early usage. This 
suggests a genuine wear-down effect for workhorses, beyond just survivor bias. 

Late-Season Injury/Availability and Workload 

Perhaps surprisingly, players with heavier early workloads were less likely to miss 
games late in the season than those with light workloads. In raw terms, 35.5% of 
players in the bottom usage quartile missed at least one game in Weeks 13–17, versus only 
about 10% of players in the top quartile (who essentially played through to season’s end). 
This is the opposite of the hypothesized trend – one might expect workhorses to break 
down more. But it appears that many heavy-usage players are durable elite players who 
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stayed healthy. In contrast, many low-usage players were low usage because they got hurt 
earlier or were fringe players who didn’t last the season. 

We confirmed this via logistic regression. Each additional touch/target in Weeks 1–6 was 
associated with lower odds of missing a late-season game (OR = 0.983 per touch, p < 
0.001). In other words, workload itself was a negative predictor of late-season injury odds 
when controlling for position. Figure 3 presents the odds ratios by position: all are slightly 
below 1.0, indicating a consistent trend across QBs, RBs, WRs, and TEs. For example, for 
running backs, each extra early touch reduced the odds of missing time late by about 1.8% 
(OR 0.982) – over a 50-touch span, that’s a sizable effect. 

【67†】Figure 3. Odds ratio (OR) of missing at least one game in Weeks 13–17 per 
additional touch in Weeks 1–6. OR < 1 means a heavier early workload correlates with 
lower injury likelihood. Error bars show 95% confidence intervals. All positions show OR 
significantly below 1 (none of the CIs cross 1.0), meaning there is a significant durability 
selection effect – the players who amassed high early volumes were, by and large, the 
ones who remained available late. 

It’s important to emphasize correlation vs causation here. This result does not mean 
that giving a player more touches makes him less likely to get hurt (that would defy 
biology!). Instead, it likely reflects that coaches tend to ride players who are healthy and 
handling it well, and the moment a workhorse shows signs of injury, his workload typically 
drops or he exits the sample. Meanwhile, many low-workload players are in that category 
precisely because they got hurt early or were managed cautiously due to injury concerns. 
Thus, we’re observing a strong survivorship bias – the early-season iron men are still 
standing in December. The causal effect of excessive workload might still be harmful (and 
likely is, as other research has suggested[2][1]), but in-season, it’s masked by the healthy 
worker effect. 

Finally, we looked for any specific workload threshold where late-season injury risk 
jumped. We did not find a precise inflection. Instead, the injury probability for “above 
threshold” players steadily decreased as the threshold rose – reinforcing that the higher 
you set the workload bar, the more durable the players above it tend to be. For example, if 
we define “heavy” as ≥52 touches by Week 6 (approximately the 80th percentile workload), 
about 46% of those heavy players missed a late game, versus 69% of the rest – a large gap. 
At an extreme threshold of ≥181 touches (top 5% workhorses), 42% of those elite few 
missed time late, still less than the ~66% rate for everyone below that threshold. In short, 
the biggest workhorses were among the least likely to be missing in action come 
fantasy playoff time. 

Next-Season Echo (Year t+1 Outcomes) 

The effects of an early heavy workload seem to materialize more in the following season. 
Even though heavy-use players largely survived the season, many saw performance 
regressions or injuries in the subsequent year. On average, a top-quartile workload 
player in year t scored 35% fewer total PPR points in year t+1 than they did in the heavy-use 
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year. Some of this is due to attrition: ~30% of those high-workload players didn’t play a full 
season in t+1 at all (some missed significant time or retired, e.g., 2020 Drew Brees). But 
even those who did play saw modest declines. For instance, heavy early-use running backs 
in our sample averaged 206 PPR points in their big year and about 150 PPR the next year – a 
meaningful drop-off. 

By contrast, players with lighter early workloads often improved their raw totals in the next 
season (many were young players stepping into bigger roles). When looking only at players 
who continued into next season, we found a clear inverse relationship: the higher your 
early workload in Year t, the more minor (or more negative) your year-over-year 
fantasy growth. Players in the moderate workload range often maintained or slightly 
increased their total points, whereas heavy-usage players almost universally declined. This 
aligns well with prior observations like the Curse of 370 for RBs – a form of regression to 
the mean (or worse) after a career-high workload[1]. Not every workhorse is doomed 
(the historical examples of LaDainian Tomlinson or Emmitt Smith show it’s possible to defy 
the trend[4]), but they are exceptions. In our data, only ~10% of the top-quartile workload 
players improved their fantasy output the following year, and many suffered significant 
drop-offs or injuries. 

Statistically, early workload was a mild negative predictor of next-season availability as 
well – but not nearly as strongly as one might expect. In fact, similar to the in-season result, 
a logistic model (controlling for position) again showed an OR < 1 (about 0.981 per touch) 
for missing games in t+1. This suggests that many heavy-use players are also high-quality 
players who tend to remain in the league and play (e.g., franchise QBs with high attempt 
counts will almost certainly be starting next year if healthy). However, the quality of their 
production often diminishes. Several heavy-use cases illustrate this “echo” effect: 

• 2020 Ezekiel Elliott: @ had 151 touches in Weeks 1–6 of 2020 (very high). He 
finished 2020 slower and in 2021 saw his fantasy points drop by 17% with reduced 
efficiency. 

• 2021 Derrick Henry: @ handled an extreme 187 touches in the first six weeks of 
2021. He got hurt midway (Week 8) – a case where the Backpackin effect hit early – 
and while he returned to form late in 2022, his 2022 points were below his 2020 
peak. 

• 2022 Cooper Kupp: @ was peppered with targets early in 2022 (60 in first six 
games). He sustained elite play until an injury in Week 10. In 2023, he missed time 
and his per-game output declined versus 2021–22 levels. 

• 2020–21 Workhorse QBs: Tom Brady in 2020 and Ben Roethlisberger in 2020 both 
had very high early attempt counts. Neither missed late games that year, but 
Brady’s fantasy PPG dipped slightly late, and in 2021, he regressed to a still-great 
but lower total (and 2022 dropped further). Roethlisberger’s 2021 (next year) output 
fell off by ~22% and he retired after. 

These anecdotes underscore a common theme: short-term vs long-term effects. The 
Backpackin hypothesis might be less about immediate injury risk and more about 
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cumulative wear that eventually requires a toll, whether through offseason surgery, 
declining performance, or reduced role the following year. Our analysis finds that while 
heavy early usage is compatible with finishing a season strong (many stars did so in 2020–
2024), it often foreshadows a decline thereafter. 

Position Comparisons 
When we break down the results by position, we find broadly similar patterns for RBs, 
WRs, and TEs, while quarterbacks exhibit the effect to a lesser degree: 

• Running Backs (RB): Heavy early workloads (rushes+targets) among RBs showed 
perhaps the most apparent fatigue signs. Workhorse RBs (e.g., touching ~25+ times 
per game early) tended to see their yards per carry and big-play runs diminish late in 
the year, contributing to that ~9% PPG drop. Interestingly, these RBs did not have a 
notably higher late-season injury rate than lighter-use RBs – in fact, the most used 
backs were often the ones still standing, as noted. The following year, however, 
many heavy-use RBs saw a decline or injury (classic examples include Christian 
McCaffrey 2020–21, who had a heavy early load in 2020 and then missed much of 
2021). This aligns with the broader historical data on RB workload and regression[5]. 

• Wide Receivers (WR) and Tight Ends (TE): High target volume receivers also 
showed late-season dips, though slightly smaller in magnitude. Their catch rates or 
yards per catch sometimes fell late in the season (possibly due to defensive 
attention or lingering lower-body injuries). The logistic models showed strong OR < 1 
for WR/TE injury odds (e.g., OR ~0.95 per target for WR), implying that the top-
targeted receivers were generally the ones who remained available (think of durable 
receivers like Davante Adams or Travis Kelce – heavily targeted and still out there 
every week). However, those players often saw their monster early-season stat lines 
normalize to merely good by year’s end. The following season, heavy-target WR/TE 
tended to experience some decline unless they were exceptional (many remained 
elite options, just slightly less productive or missing a few games). 

• Quarterbacks (QB): QBs deal with workload differently (pass attempts aren’t as 
physically taxing as RB carries, though dropback exposure can lead to hits). We 
found QBs with high early attempt counts did not have a notable performance drop 
late – if anything, some got better (perhaps as their offenses gelled). QBs also had 
relatively high late-season availability regardless of workload (many QB injuries are 
more random or contact-related). The “Backpackin” effect for QBs was weakest: 
heavy-pass QBs did not decline much by Week 17, and while older QBs with big 
seasons often regressed the following year, that could be age as much as workload. 
That said, the logistic model for QBs still showed a slight OR < 1 correlation – likely 
reflecting that only healthy QBs accumulate a lot of attempts. In summary, QBs 
seem able to sustain volume within a season. Still, a huge passing workload season 
(especially for older QBs) can foreshadow a drop or injury in the future (e.g., 2019 
Big Ben led the NFL in attempts, then missed almost all of 2020 with injury). 
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Overall, no position was immune to the trend that extreme usage eventually leads to 
regression. But the timeline differed: RBs/WRs might feel it within the same season (in 
efficiency), whereas QBs might only show it the following year. The consistent finding is 
that coaches lean on their best players heavily – those players often reward managers with 
reliability through the fantasy playoffs, but the bill comes due eventually. 

Practical Implications for Fantasy Managers 
In-Season Management: The reassuring news is that you don’t necessarily need to panic-
trade a star who’s getting tons of touches early. Our data suggests that if they’ve handled it 
so far, they are likely durable enough to reach the fantasy playoffs; heavy usage alone 
didn’t spike late-year injury odds. These players are precisely who you want in your lineup 
late in the season as they often continue to produce at a high level (even if slightly below 
their early pace). For example, a bellcow RB who gives you 25 PPR points weekly in 
September might “only” give ~22 PPR in December – still elite production. 

However, monitor efficiency and signs of wear. If a player’s per-touch efficiency is 
dropping or they pick up nagging injuries, it could herald a sharper decline. Sometimes 
backing up a workhorse with his NFL backup (handcuff) is wise entering late season, just in 
case. 

Next-Season Considerations: This is where fantasy GMs should be more cautious. If a 
player had an exceptionally heavy-use season (especially an RB or older player), be wary of 
paying for last year’s points in next year’s draft. Historically, and our current analysis both 
indicate a strong chance of regression or injury following a career-high workload season[6]. 
In dynasty or keeper leagues, you might consider selling high on an aging workhorse who 
just had a vast, high-usage season. Conversely, players who were underused due to being 
stuck behind a veteran or recovering from injury might be great buy-low candidates, as they 
could bounce back with a larger role (our data showed low-usage players often improved 
significantly the following year once circumstances changed). 

Thresholds and “Pitch Counts”: NFL teams increasingly talk about managing player 
loads (e.g., limiting carries to keep an RB fresh)[7][8]. The data support that extremely high 
usage (e.g., ~30 touches per game over half the season) is where performance decline 
becomes more pronounced. Fantasy managers should be mindful when a player is on 
pace for a historic workload – the upside is enormous, but the burnout risk likely grows. If 
you have depth, it might be sensible to rotate such players out for a game or two near the 
end of the fantasy regular season if you’ve locked playoffs, to hedge injury risk (in the NFL, 
real coaches sometimes rest starters late, but fantasy managers rarely bench their studs – 
understandably). While our analysis can’t provide a specific “safe” cutoff, it reinforces the 
intuitive idea that moderation helps longevity. 

Limitations and Future Work 
Causality & Omitted Variables: As noted, a significant limitation is distinguishing 
causation from selection effects. High workload correlating with durability doesn’t mean 
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workload increases durability – it means durable players get workloads. We controlled for 
position and season, but did not have data on player age or prior injury history in our 
model; older players might be managed differently (indeed, many of the high workload QBs 
were veterans whose next-season declines could be age-related as much as workload). 
Including an age variable could improve the model – older heavy-use players likely have 
different risk profiles than young ones. 

“Games missed” proxy: We used games missed as a binary injury proxy. This doesn’t 
capture the performance impacts of playing hurt. A player could be slowing down due to 
injury/fatigue yet still playing (e.g., a receiver gutting out a hamstring issue). Thus, some 
late-season “declines” may be unreported injury effects, supporting the Backpackin 
hypothesis indirectly. In the future, incorporating injury reports or snap count reductions 
could enrich the analysis. 

Small sample of extremes: Truly extreme early workloads (e.g.,>180 touches in 6 weeks) 
are rare (a handful of cases). We observed their outcomes (which were often not 
excellent), but the sample is too small to generalize confidently. As more seasons pass (or 
looking historically pre-2020), one could expand this dataset to see how consistent the 
fatigue/injury threshold is. 

Team context: We did not explicitly account for team factors like play-calling, team total 
plays, or bye week timing. Suppose a team has an early bye (fewer games in Weeks 1–6) 
that could lower the “early workload” for its players artificially. Also, a fast-paced offense 
might give multiple players high workloads (e.g., two WRs on the same team both in the top 
quartile). These factors weren’t isolated. Adding variables like team pace or pass rate 
could help distinguish whether heavy usage is a player-specific load or just part of a 
generally high-volume offense. 

Future Directions: It would be interesting to examine mid-season workload shifts – e.g., 
do players who sustain heavy usage through mid-season (Weeks 1–8) have bigger late 
declines than those whose workload was eased mid-year? Also, exploring injury specifics 
(types of injuries, severity) could reveal if heavy usage links to specific injury patterns (soft-
tissue vs acute). Lastly, extending analysis to defensive players or other sports (where 
“pitch counts” and fatigue are hot topics) could provide a broader perspective on the 
workload-injury tradeoff. 

Conclusion 
The Backpackin hypothesis holds some truth: heavy early-season workloads are 
associated with declining fantasy returns later on – either via slight performance dips 
late in the year or more noticeably via regression in the following season. However, fears 
of an immediate injury implosion may be overstated for the season at hand. The 2020–2024 
data shows that the very players entrusted with huge early volume tend to be the 
stalwarts who survive the season, while less-used players are often so because they 
couldn’t make it to the end. In fantasy terms, ride your productive workhorses with 



 

 

confidence in-season, but approach the next season with caution – mileage may vary, and 
the bill comes due eventually. 

Teams and fantasy managers alike must balance the short-term gains of feeding a star vs 
the long-term wear on that player. Finding that balance (and identifying which players can 
handle it) is part science, part art. Our findings, consistent with earlier analyses of 
workload effects[2][1][3], underscore that volume is a double-edged sword: it drives 
fantasy success, but beyond a point it portends future headaches. Recognizing when a 
player is “backpackin’” his team to the detriment of future performance is key to staying 
one step ahead in roster management. 
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Appendix: Alt Text for Figures and Tables 
• Figure 1 (RB Workload Distribution) – Alt text: Boxplot showing distribution of RB 

touches in Weeks 1–6 for 2020–2024. Medians ~30–40 touches; upper quartile 
around 70+; a few outliers above 100 touches. 

 

  



 

 

• Figure 2 (Fantasy PPG Early vs Late by Workload Tier) – Alt text: Clustered bar 
chart comparing early vs late season fantasy points per game for four groups 
(Bottom 25%, Q2, Q3, Top 25% early workload). The top 25% group’s late-season 
bar is slightly lower than its early bar (decline), whereas all other groups’ late bars 
are taller (increases). 

 

  



 

 

• Figure 3 (Late-Season Injury Odds Ratios) – Alt text: Forest plot of odds ratios (with 
95% CI) for missing a late-season game per 1 early touch, for all players and by 
position (QB, RB, WR, TE). All ORs are slightly below 1.0 (approx 0.94–0.99), with CIs 
not crossing 1, indicating a small but significant protective effect of higher early 
workload on late-season availability. 

 

  



 

 

• Chart: Workload Distribution QB/RB/WR/TE – Alt text: Four separate boxplot 
charts (one per position) of early-season workload (touches or pass attempts) by 
year 2020–2024. Show similar medians year-to-year; QBs have much higher 
volumes, and TEs have the lowest. 

 

  



 

 

• Chart: Drop-off in Yards and TDs – Alt text: (Yards) Bar chart of average total yards 
per game early vs late for workload tiers; shows top tier dropping from ~129 to 118 
yards, others rising slightly. (TDs) Bar chart of touchdowns per game early vs late; 
top tier drops from ~0.85 to 0.79 TD/g, others roughly flat or slight increase. 

 

  



 

 

• Chart: Threshold Injury Rate – Alt text: Line chart of late-season injury rate for 
players above vs below various early-workload thresholds (50th, 60th, … 95th 
percentile). Lines show “above threshold” group consistently with lower injury % 
than “below threshold” group at each cutoff, although the gap narrows at higher 
thresholds. 
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