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Sports Trading Cards: History & Innovations 
     

 
Summary:  

Sports trading cards boast a rich legacy stretching back more than 150 years. In 2024, 
the global market for sports cards was estimated at $14.9 billion and is forecast to 
expand to $52.1 billion by 2034, reflecting a CAGR of 13% over the decade [1]. Despite 
this strong outlook, the industry is still adjusting after the surge in demand seen during 
the pandemic. What began as basic promotional inserts has grown into a market of 
high-value collectibles and major investments. Yet, the recent flood of artificially 
scarce “rare” cards raises concerns of repeating another “junk wax era.” The following 
pages explore the origins and evolution of sports trading cards in greater detail. 
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Introduction 

Sports trading cards trace back more than 150 years and remain one of the most exciting 
collectibles in the world. What began as simple paper inserts tucked into product packaging 
has grown into a massive global industry. In 2024, the market was valued at $14.9 billion and 
is forecast to reach $52.1 billion by 2034, climbing at an impressive 13% annual growth rate 
[1]. 

By 2025, Card Ladder reported that collectors were spending more than $300 million every 
month on cards. The growth in transaction volume has been even more staggering, jumping 
from an average of just 250,000 trades per month in 2020 to an incredible 5.6 million 
transactions per month in 2025 [2]. This surge highlights how mainstream the hobby has 
become in only a few short years.  

The demand for a particular card often depends on several factors. Player popularity, 
professional achievements, and media coverage all influence collector interest. The design 
and features of the card itself also play a big role in value, making the market both exciting 
and unpredictable. 

Vintage cards are genuinely scarce because so few were printed or survived in good 
condition, but modern manufacturers must find creative ways to replicate that rarity. They 
do this through serial-numbered parallel sets, cards featuring pieces of game-worn 
memorabilia, limited autographs, and other special inserts. These additions create artificial 
scarcity that keeps collectors chasing new releases. 

Time itself can also increase rarity, even for cards that were once common. As collections 
are lost, damaged, or destroyed, surviving examples naturally become harder to find. This 
dynamic ensures that sports trading cards continue to evolve as both nostalgic keepsakes 
and valuable investments. 

How it Started 

The tradition of card collecting can be traced back to the Victorian era, when sentimentality 
and the novelty of color printing captured the public’s imagination. During the 1870s through 

Source:  CardLadder 8/21/25 Source:  CardLadder 8/21/25 
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the early 1900s, the rise of “color lithography,” or multi-color printing, fueled the widespread 
appeal of the “trade card.” Originally, these cards were slipped 
into cigarette packs to stiffen the packaging, but their vivid, full-
color artwork quickly made them collectible. People stored 
them in scrapbooks and albums, cherishing designs that were 
often humorous, whimsical, or simply decorative rather than 
tied to the advertised product. Collectors soon began 
exchanging cards with one another to build complete sets — 
giving birth to the very concept of the “trading card.” 

The earliest baseball cards appeared in the late 1860s, created by a sporting goods company 
as baseball was establishing itself as a professional sport. 
These cards were often packaged with candy or tobacco 
products, serving both as promotions and incentives to boost 
sales. Capitalizing on the game’s growing popularity, cigarette 
and candy manufacturers embraced the trend. In 1886, Allen & 
Ginter in the United States and W.D. & H.O. Wills in Britain 
became the first tobacco companies to print card 
advertisements. Soon after, businesses of all kinds were slipping collectible cards into their 
packaging as prizes.  

By the turn of the century, more than 300 companies had produced thousands of tobacco 
card sets, fueling a golden age of early collecting. Among 
them, the famed T206 set — issued by the American 
Tobacco Company in 1909 — remains one of the most 
iconic collections in the hobby. In 1933, the Goudey Gum 
Company of Boston revolutionized the format by adding 
player biographies to the backs of its cards and 
becoming the first to pair baseball cards with bubble 
gum [3]. The 1933 Goudey set is still considered one of 
the most beloved and accessible vintage sets. However, 
World War II brought cigarette card production to a halt due to paper shortages, and after the 
war these cards never regained their popularity. In the U.S., collectors instead turned their 
focus to the new wave of bubble gum cards, cementing their place as the next era of the 
hobby.  

Pre-World War II Era 

For most of the 20th century, baseball was the dominant sport in the United States, and 
nearly every pre-WWII trading card focused on baseball players. These early cards were 
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intended more as advertising pieces than collectibles. Before the early 1930s, card 
production was inconsistent, with many years passing without complete sets being issued. 
Because of this, cards from the early 1900s are rare, and those in good condition are even 
harder to find. As a result, even poorly graded examples can command strong value today. A 
major production boom arrived in the early 1930s, led by the legendary 1933 Goudey set [3]. 
Many of those cards have survived in remarkable condition, making the release one of the 
most enduring collections nearly a century later. 

Sports cards began in the late 19th century as simple marketing tools tucked into tobacco 
products, eventually growing into a lasting part of sports culture. At first, these cards were 
not designed for collectors but for brand promotion. The late 1800s saw both professional 
sports and smoking surge in popularity, and tobacco companies quickly realized they could 
capitalize by including “trade cards” in cigarette packs. These cards served two purposes: to 
reinforce the packaging so the cigarettes wouldn’t crush, and to advertise the company’s 
brand. By featuring popular figures such as entertainers and athletes, the cards created a 
personal connection between consumers and products, with athletes soon emerging as 
favorites due to the rising visibility of professional sports. 

Baseball, already deeply woven into American culture, became the most prominent subject 
of these early cards. The imagery resonated strongly with the public, laying the foundation 
for sports cards as a distinct collecting category. Unlike modern designs, the earliest sports 
cards often showcased hand-drawn illustrations and 
ornate artwork. Their backs typically promoted 
tobacco products or carried company information 
rather than player details. The first known baseball 
card dates to 1865, created as a souvenir “visiting 
card” distributed by the Brooklyn Atlantics [4]. That 
same year, the Atlantics traveled to Boston Common 
to face the Tri-Mountain Club before a crowd of 
around 1,000 fans and delivered a lopsided 107–16 
victory — marking the card as a tangible relic of the era. 

One of the most famous early sets arrived between 1909 and 1911, when the American 
Tobacco Company produced the iconic T206 collection [5]. Distributed in cigarette and 
tobacco packs, these cards were notable for their wide circulation and extensive variation, 
as the company’s many brands produced different backs and advertising designs. The T206 
set became renowned for its vivid lithograph portraits, lifelike depictions of players, and 
sheer scope, with more than 500 cards issued. Names like Ty Cobb, Cy Young, Christy 
Mathewson, and Honus Wagner cemented the set’s legendary status. 
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The Honus Wagner card, in particular, stands as the crown jewel of the T206 series and the 
hobby at large. Wagner, a Pittsburgh Pirates shortstop and one of the greatest players of his 
time, objected to the use of his image in tobacco advertising, reportedly out of concern for 
promoting smoking to children. His refusal led to extremely limited production of his card, 
making it one of the rarest and most valuable collectibles in existence. Today, a well-
preserved Wagner T206 card can sell for millions of dollars, symbolizing both the rarity and 
prestige of the set. 

Beyond the Wagner, the T206 remains cherished for its artistry, scope, and historical weight. 
Even cards of lesser-known players carry significant value, as the set’s age, scarcity, and 
cultural impact elevate the collection as a whole. To this day, it is regarded as a cornerstone 
of sports card collecting — a blend of art, history, and athletics that continues to inspire 
generations of collectors. Its enduring influence reflects not only the rise of baseball but also 
the broader cultural fascination with tangible, artistic representations of sport. 

The early 20th century also marked a turning point in how cards were designed and used. 
Card makers began printing statistics and biographical details on the backs, transforming 
them into more than just promotional items. With data like batting averages, home runs, 
pitching records, and personal details such as birthplace or height, cards became an 
educational resource for fans. This innovation changed the way collectors interacted with 
cards, fueling demand for players based not only on rarity but also on performance and 
achievements. 

As professional sports grew in popularity and media coverage expanded, sports cards 
became a dynamic reflection of the athletes who defined the era. Collectors began to chase 
cards tied to star players, while advances in printing allowed for more sophisticated designs 
and layouts. Although baseball continued to dominate, other sports like boxing, football, and 
basketball began appearing on cards, mirroring their rising status in American culture. 
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By the time of the pre-WWII era, sports cards had evolved into more engaging and informative 
collectibles. They now catered to younger audiences, included meaningful player 
information, and branched into multiple sports. This transformation marked the beginning 
of sports cards as we know them today — not just as marketing gimmicks, but as treasured 
cultural artifacts that connected fans to the athletes and teams they loved. 

Post-War Boom 

After World War II, companies like Leaf Candy, Bowman Gum, and Topps 
Gum entered the sports card business, ushering in a golden era during the 
1950s [3]. Bowman released the first official basketball set in 1948 and, 
by 1950, had added bubble gum to its packaging. The Fleer Corporation, 
founded in 1885 by Frank H. Fleer, had already pioneered bubble gum 
production and later became known for its sports cards, beginning with 
baseball in 1923 and later expanding into football (1960) and basketball 
(1986). The inclusion of gum with trading cards in the early 1950s proved 
to be a cultural milestone, blending marketing strategy with consumer 

excitement. 

The combination of sports cards and bubble gum was an immediate hit, especially among 
children and teenagers. Collectors could now enjoy both a sweet treat and cards featuring 
their favorite athletes, adding a playful dimension to the hobby. Because kids of the era rarely 
considered condition or long-term value, few cards survived in pristine shape. This natural 
scarcity is a key reason why cards from the 1950s in mint condition remain so desirable 
today. 

Bowman’s early success sparked competition, with Topps emerging as a major rival. The 
rivalry between these two companies pushed 
innovation in design, print quality, and content, as each 
sought to win over young collectors. In 1950, Topps 
Chewing Gum began inserting cards into its gum 
packaging. Their first baseball set appeared in 1951, 
styled after playing cards, but it was the 1952 release 
that truly redefined the hobby. This landmark set 
included player biographies, records, and statistics, 
creating the template for modern sports cards. Its most 
iconic card, the 1952 Topps Mickey Mantle #311, has 
become one of the most famous in the world. On August 28, 2022, a Mantle card graded SGC 
9.5 sold for $12.6 million, underscoring its legendary status. 
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By the mid-1950s, Topps had overtaken Bowman as the industry leader, with its baseball sets 
becoming the most recognizable of the era [3]. The company’s success extended beyond 
baseball, as it began producing cards for other sports, helping expand the hobby’s reach and 
popularity. In 1956, Topps cemented its dominance by purchasing Bowman, establishing 
itself as the market leader from 1956 through 1980. Many cards from this era remain highly 
collectible, prized for their nostalgic value, historical significance, and the legendary 
athletes they feature. 

The 1960s and 1970s brought new levels of 
sophistication and creativity to sports card production. 
Advances in printing allowed for sharper imagery and 
more vibrant designs, with companies shifting from 
illustrations to actual player photographs. Sets became 
larger, including more athletes and offering a broader 
representation of stars and role players alike. Special 
subsets and themed cards began to appear, while the 
concept of the “rookie card” grew in importance, with 

collectors speculating on future value tied to a player’s career trajectory. 

During this period, card collecting also matured as a hobby. While children remained the 
primary audience, adults increasingly joined in, driven by nostalgia and a growing 
recognition of cards as valuable collectibles. The secondary market flourished, with trade 
shows and conventions giving collectors new opportunities to buy, sell, and connect. These 
gatherings helped foster a stronger community around the hobby and elevated sports cards 
from toys to legitimate collectibles. The innovations of the 1960s and 1970s — better 
photography, larger sets, rookie card recognition, and organized collector communities — 
shaped the industry’s evolution and laid the groundwork for the modern sports card market.  

Junk Wax Era  

The 1980s marked a turning point in sports card history, defined 
by explosive growth and a wave of innovation. Card companies 
began experimenting with new materials and technologies to 
make their products stand out, including holographic cards with 
shimmering, three-dimensional effects and foil-stamped cards 
with metallic highlights for a more premium look. These 
innovations elevated the visual appeal of cards and captured 
the imagination of collectors everywhere. 
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The decade also saw the rise of card shops and conventions, which 
created spaces for collectors to connect, trade, and build a stronger 
community. New companies entered the market, including Fleer, 
Donruss, Score, and Upper Deck, adding fresh competition and 
variety. Upper Deck’s debut in 1989 raised quality standards and 
introduced new ideas that further energized the hobby. At the same 
time, the perception of cards shifted: what had once been seen as toys 
or simple collectibles were now viewed as potential investments, as 
the value of vintage cards skyrocketed and rookie cards of emerging 
stars gained popularity. 

With demand soaring, card manufacturers flooded the market with 
massive production runs. Unlike earlier decades, collectors in the 
1980s knew to protect their cards carefully, meaning many survived in 
near-perfect condition. As a result, only those graded as gem mint 
fetch high prices today, while the majority hold little value due to 
oversupply. This period of overproduction became known as the “junk 
wax era,” when the abundance of cards eroded long-term scarcity. 

Error cards also became a fascination during this time. Collectors 
hunted for misprints, such as missing text or reversed images, believing they were rare. In 
reality, these errors were common results of flawed printing processes and generally carried 
little value. Still, a handful of error cards became legendary, including Bill Ripken’s 1989 Fleer 
“FF” card, Dale Murphy’s 1989 Upper Deck reverse negative, Juan Gonzalez’s 1989 Donruss 
reverse negative, Frank Thomas’s 1990 Topps “no name on front,” and Al Leiter’s 1988 Topps 
error [6]. Together, these quirks added to the lore of the era, even if most error cards were 
insignificant.  

Overall, the 1980s transformed sports cards through innovation, booming popularity, and a 
new view of cards as financial assets. The growth of conventions, the rise of new companies, 
and advances in card design laid the foundation for the modern collecting industry. 
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The 1990s built on this momentum with unprecedented expansion, 
technological leaps, and major cultural shifts in the hobby. 
Manufacturing quality improved dramatically, with sharper printing, 
better cardstock, and more creative designs. Premium and limited-
edition sets became popular, appealing to collectors willing to pay 
higher prices for unique products. A defining trend of the decade was 
the introduction of “insert” or “chase” cards, which were randomly 
packed and included autographs, memorabilia like jersey swatches or 
bat pieces, serial numbering, and holographic or foil designs [3]. 

The market expanded beyond baseball, basketball, and football, with hockey and other 
sports gaining traction. Established brands like Topps, Upper Deck, and Fleer dominated, 
while acquisitions such as Fleer’s 1995 purchase of SkyBox International brought fresh 
energy to the industry. Competition drove constant innovation in marketing and design, 
while the rising value of rookie and vintage cards reinforced the idea of sports cards as 
investments. 

This period also saw the rise of professional grading services, which authenticated and 
evaluated card condition. Collectors began placing tremendous importance on four key 
factors: centering, corners, edges, and surface. Imperfections like scratches, creases, and 
color spots could make or break a card’s value. Cards were graded on a scale from 1 (“poor”) 
to 10 (“gem mint”), with companies like PSA, Beckett, SGC, and CGC becoming industry 
standards [7]. Grading gave collectors greater confidence in buying and selling, helping fuel 
the secondary market. 

Licensing agreements also expanded in the 1990s, giving card 
companies official rights to player likenesses, teams, and league 
branding. The introduction of certified autographs was a landmark 
development, beginning with Upper Deck’s 1990 Reggie Jackson 
inserts. These “Certified Autographed Inserts” (CAIs) offered 
guaranteed authenticity and quickly became some of the most 
sought-after cards in the hobby’s history.  

Other important changes reshaped the collecting experience. In 
1991, Topps stopped including gum in packs, eliminating sticky stains on cards. By 1992, the 
company also transitioned from wax paper wrappers to plastic cellophane, preventing wax 
residue from damaging the top and bottom cards in each pack. These changes reflected the 
industry’s evolution toward higher-quality products and collector-focused packaging. 
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By the late 1990s, the internet began transforming the sports card market. Online forums 
and emerging marketplaces gave collectors new ways to connect, trade, and sell cards 
globally. However, the decade closed with a major correction. Overproduction, combined 
with waning interest, caused card values to slump and reduced the number of active 
collectors. While the 1990s brought unprecedented creativity and expansion, they also 
underscored the risks of oversupply — a lesson that continues to shape the industry today. 

Modern Evolutions & Creation of Scarcity 

Beginning in 1997, card companies introduced “insert” cards with 
deliberately limited print runs, often featuring autographs or swatches of 
game-used memorabilia. These inserts created artificial scarcity and 
quickly became some of the most coveted items in the hobby. Demand for 
rare inserts pushed values higher, and many now rank among the most 
valuable cards ever produced. Around this same time, basketball cards 
surged in popularity, boosted by the NBA’s global growth, while baseball 
cards declined due to falling attendance and waning interest.  

The 2000s and 2010s continued this trend of innovation, as printing technology advanced 
further. Manufacturers began producing cards with superior cardstock, holographic foil, 
reflective surfaces, and textured elements, making designs more elaborate than ever before. 
Specialized releases expanded as well, with limited editions, milestone-based cards, and 
niche themes appealing to different segments of the hobby. 

The internet revolutionized collecting during this period, creating global marketplaces where 
buyers and sellers could easily connect. Online forums, eBay, and emerging trading 
platforms made information about values and trends widely accessible. As the industry 
matured, card condition and authenticity became central concerns, leading to the rise of 
grading companies such as PSA and Beckett. Rookie cards remained a primary focus, with 
collectors speculating on young stars whose future success could drive significant 
increases in value. 

The business landscape also shifted dramatically. In 2005, Fleer went bankrupt and was 
absorbed by Upper Deck, while Donruss soon lost its MLB license. Since 2009, Topps has 
held exclusive rights to MLB trading cards, maintaining its reputation as the flagship brand of 
the hobby. In 2022, Topps was acquired by Fanatics, solidifying its role as the cornerstone of 
Fanatics Collectibles.  

Meanwhile, Panini emerged as a global powerhouse. Founded in Italy in 1961, Panini built an 
international empire with thousands of sticker and trading card collections each year. In 
2009, Panini acquired Donruss Playoff LP, securing NFL and NFLPA licenses, and also gained 
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an exclusive license to produce NBA trading cards. That same year, Panini named Kobe 
Bryant its official spokesperson, a partnership tied to his own experience collecting Panini 
stickers while growing up in Italy. 

The 2020s have brought unprecedented disruption and innovation. The COVID-19 pandemic 
sparked a collecting boom, as homebound fans reignited interest and prices skyrocketed. 
Vintage cards soared in value, grading companies were overwhelmed with submissions, and 
PSA even raised prices to slow demand. At the same time, blockchain technology introduced 
NFTs and digital trading cards, offering collectors new ways to own and trade scarce assets. 
Big data and analytics also became tools for investors, with platforms tracking values, 
indexes, and market sentiment. 

Today’s card market is defined by inserts, parallels, 
autographs, and patch cards, often with entire products built 
exclusively around them. Manufacturers keep print runs 
tightly controlled to manufacture scarcity, but some argue 
this abundance of “rare” variations resembles a new junk wax 
era, where nothing is truly rare. The sheer number of parallels 
and subsets makes it challenging for collectors to determine 
which rookie cards matter most. With most athletes still 
active, values remain speculative and prone to sharp swings 
based on performance.  

Although prices have cooled since the 
pandemic surge, transaction volumes 
remain elevated, and the hobby 
continues to recover. The Card Ladder 
CL50 Index shows the market in a bear 
phase but stabilizing. Collectors today 
fall into many categories: set collectors 
aim to complete full runs of a release; 
player collectors pursue every card of a 
favorite athlete; team collectors chase their franchise’s history through cardboard; and 
rainbow chasers build dazzling runs of parallel colors. Vintage collectors seek pre-1980 
classics, prospectors gamble on unproven rookies, and completists hunt down every card 
from a checklist, no matter how obscure.  

From 19th-century tobacco cards to today’s digital NFTs, sports cards reflect the evolution 
of both sports culture and collecting itself. They remain a unique mix of nostalgia, artistry, 

CardLadder CL50 Index 

Source:  CardLadder 8/21/25 
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and investment, connecting fans across generations while continually adapting to new 
technologies and trends. 

Trends of the Future 

What lies ahead for trading cards? In recent years, digital 
platforms like NBA Top Shot have introduced virtual 
basketball cards that have been embraced by fans 
worldwide. These digital collectibles feature “moments” 
— floating 3D cubes showcasing video highlights of star 
players. Powered by blockchain technology, each 
moment carries a unique certificate of ownership that cannot be copied or erased. Prices 
vary widely, with some moments selling for around $50 while others have fetched hundreds 
of thousands of dollars [9]. 

Looking forward, the sports card industry is poised to keep evolving, driven by cutting-edge 
technologies and emerging trends. Tools like big data and artificial intelligence are expected 
to enhance liquidity, improve transparency, and create new ways for collectors to engage 
with the marketplace. Even as formats change, the excitement of discovery and the joy of 
collecting remain central to the hobby. 

At their core, sports cards represent more than just pieces of cardboard or digital tokens — 
they embody the legacy of sports and the creativity of human design. As a fixture of popular 
culture, the tradition of collecting will continue to inspire, connect, and captivate 
generations to come. 

Understanding Card Varieties   

The rise of parallels, variants, and 
refractor cards has had a major 
impact on the sports card market. 
Their rarity and distinctive designs 
added a new layer to card valuation. 
A card’s worth is no longer based only 
on the player or condition—it can 
also hinge on the specific type of 
parallel, the scarcity of the version, 
and even the visual appeal. These 
factors have transformed how 
collectors assess value.  

Source:  Topps Ripped Glossary, 8/21/2025 [10] 
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Base cards remain the foundation of any set, forming the standard numbering sequence and 
defining the checklist for collectors. Insert cards, also known as “chase cards,” were first 
introduced in the 1990s [11] and added new excitement to packs. Unlike base cards, inserts 
typically sit outside the numbering scheme and often highlight special themes, alternate 
artwork, or unique features. Common types include autographs, relic cards, parallels, and 
limited editions, each designed to stand out from the standard release. 

Parallel cards provide a twist on base 
designs, offering variations with new 
colors, borders, or foil finishes [10]. 
Some are subtle, while others 
dramatically change the look of the 
card. Refractors are a particularly 
popular type of parallel, featuring a reflective coating that produces a rainbow effect when 
tilted. Produced by multiple companies for more than 25 years [12], refractors often have 
their own numbering system and can be split into multiple variations, such as different 
colors or finishes, creating a wide range of chase opportunities for collectors. 

Among refractors, the most coveted are SuperFractors, which are typically produced as true 
one-of-one cards [10]. These carry “1/1” or “One of One” markings to signify their 
uniqueness and are sometimes paired with game-worn relics or autographs. Depending on 
the company, they may be sold directly through official websites at premium prices, or 
inserted into packs with odds published to showcase just how rare they are—often requiring 
large numbers of boxes to uncover one. 

While base cards follow a set checklist, limited print cards feature serial numbers that mark 
their position in a print run, such as “12/99” or “03/25.” Lower-numbered examples often 
hold added value, especially in high-demand sets. This system highlights the scarcity of 
individual cards and has become a key factor in modern collecting. 

Autographed cards continue to be among the most prized collectibles. Signed directly by 
athletes, they carry a personal connection that commands a premium. Leading brands such 
as Panini, Topps, and Upper Deck frequently include autographs in their sets. Relic cards are 
also highly sought-after, embedding game-used items like jersey swatches or bat pieces 
directly into the card. These provide a tangible piece of sports history and offer fans a one-
of-a-kind link to their favorite players or teams. 

Die-cut cards add another layer of creativity, breaking from the traditional rectangular shape 
with unique outlines and design features. They are often produced in smaller quantities and 
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may also include refractor finishes or relic inserts, further boosting their desirability. Their 
distinct look makes them visually striking and highly collectible. 

Booklet cards stand out as fold-out designs resembling miniature books. These oversized 
creations often combine multiple elements, including autographs, relics, photos, and 
custom artwork. Produced in limited runs for special releases, they are serial-numbered to 
mark their scarcity. The appeal of booklet cards comes from both their innovative format and 
the prestige of the players and memorabilia featured. 

Leading Sports Trading Card Manufacturers 

Founded in 1938, Topps has long been the leader in trading card production and is virtually 
synonymous with baseball cards. Over time, the company expanded into multiple sports, 
building a reputation for its timeless designs and ability to capture the spirit of sports icons. 
Its cards are celebrated for their visual appeal and lasting influence on the hobby. 

Panini has become a dominant force in the industry through 
licensing deals with major leagues such as the NBA, NFL, and FIFA. 
The brand is especially known for its creative card designs and the 
inclusion of memorabilia elements like jersey patches and 
autographs. These innovations have made Panini one of the most 
popular and influential names among collectors worldwide. 

Upper Deck, established in 1988, quickly rose to prominence with 
its pioneering use of holographic technology, which redefined trading card standards. Known 
for consistently producing high-quality products, Upper Deck offers cards across sports 
such as hockey, basketball, and baseball, while also branching into entertainment-themed 
collectibles. Its commitment to innovation continues to shape its identity. 

Donruss, founded in 1954 and acquired by Panini in 2009, has maintained a strong legacy 
under new ownership. The brand is recognized for its wide range of subsets, creative inserts, 
and accessible yet collectible card lines. Donruss cards are often praised for their bold 
designs and variety, appealing to both casual collectors and dedicated hobbyists. 

Leaf Trading Cards, though younger than many competitors, has established itself with a 
focus on premium autographed and limited-edition releases. The company has earned 
respect among serious collectors for its attention to quality and its dedication to producing 
high-end, exclusive products. 

Futera, founded in 1989, is a boutique trading card producer known for its emphasis on 
premium soccer cards. Combining innovative printing techniques, elegant designs, and 
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limited runs, Futera has cultivated a loyal following among collectors who value originality 
and craftsmanship in their cards. 

Retail & Hobby Product Options 

Hobby boxes are premium versions of 
sports card boxes that generally contain 
more “chase” cards than their retail 
counterparts [13]. Because they offer 
better odds of pulling high-value cards, 
hobby boxes usually come with a higher 
price tag. Collectors can also find 
exclusive formats within hobby 
products, such as 1st Off The Line, 

Sapphire, Jumbo, Super Jumbo, HTA, and Choice editions, each designed to deliver unique 
content. 

Retail boxes, on the other hand, are the types of products commonly found at big-box stores 
like Walmart and Target [13]. They come in many different configurations, including Blaster 
Boxes, Mega Boxes, Value Boxes, Multi-Packs, Value Packs, Cello Packs, Rack Packs, Hanger 
Boxes, Factory Sets, and more. Unlike hobby boxes, which are designed to feature more 
premium inserts, chase cards in retail packs are much harder to pull. It is not uncommon to 
open several retail packs without finding a single rare insert. 

Hobby products are aimed at dedicated collectors, with a stronger focus on premium 
content such as autographs, memorabilia, and exclusive parallels. Odds of landing a rare or 
valuable card are much higher compared to retail, and most hobby boxes guarantee at least 
one autograph or relic per box. In addition, many high-end sets and card varieties are hobby-
exclusive, meaning they cannot be found in retail products. This makes hobby boxes the go-
to option for collectors seeking the rarest and most valuable hits. 

Sports Card Grading Companies 

Card grading is a detailed process carried out by professional organizations that specialize 
in evaluating collectible cards. While the exact methods vary slightly between companies, 
grading has become a cornerstone of the hobby, ensuring authenticity and establishing 
value. According to Edge Grading, PSA graded over 6.4 million cards in the first half of 2023 
alone, out of an industry total of roughly 8 million. SGC has also grown in popularity, 
capturing about 7% of market share, though PSA remains the overwhelming choice for most 
collectors. 

Source:  Giant Sports Cards, 8/21/25 [13] 
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The cost of grading depends on several factors, 
including turnaround time and the declared 
value of the card. Standard grading fees 
generally range from $10 to $39 per card, but 
higher-value submissions or faster service 
levels can cost much more. Many companies 
adjust their fees based on the estimated worth of 
the card, meaning a card valued in the hundreds 
or thousands may carry a premium submission 
fee. Expedited options such as “express” or 
“super express” often range from $50 to several 
hundred dollars per card, depending on the 
speed requested. 

The practice of professional grading began in 
1984 when Accugrade Sportscard 
Authentication (ASA) introduced third-party 
evaluation.  Centering has always been one of 
the most important factors in determining a 
grade, though standards differ by company. PSA 
is generally considered the most lenient, 
allowing 60/40 centering on the front and 75/25 
on the back for a Gem Mint 10. Beckett Grading 
Services (BGS), by contrast, is the strictest, 
requiring near-perfect 50/50 centering on both 
front and back to achieve a pristine grade. 

Submitting cards to a respected grading company can dramatically increase their market 
value, particularly for rare or high-demand items. In some cases, a Gem Mint 10 card can 
sell for more than ten times the price of the same card in raw condition. The pandemic fueled 
a surge in submissions as new collectors flooded the market, and today more than 25 
grading companies operate in the U.S. However, only a handful are widely trusted. The most 
established names include PSA, BGS, SGC, and CSG, along with ISA, HGA, TAG, Arena Club, 
Rare Edition, and Edge Grading. Still, the top four companies dominate the industry and 
remain the standard for accuracy and credibility. 
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PSA 

Established in 1991, PSA has grown into one of the largest and most 
trusted grading companies in the world. Its grading scale runs from 1 to 
10, with a PSA 10 representing a virtually flawless card. Cards that fall 
between PSA 2 and PSA 9 may also qualify for half-point grades when 
they display higher-end qualities. The PSA scale includes: 1 (Poor), 1.5 
(Fair), 2 (Good), 3 (Very Good), 4 (Very Good-Excellent), 5 (Excellent), 6 

(Excellent-Mint), 7 (Near Mint), 8 (Near Mint-Mint), 9 (Mint), and 10 (Gem-Mint). Each graded 
card is encapsulated to preserve its condition and certify authenticity. 

PSA’s system is widely recognized in the hobby and is often associated with higher resale 
values compared to other grading services. According to PSA’s own research, its slabs sell 
for more than competitors nine times out of ten. The company also provides a robust 
population database that tracks graded cards, giving collectors valuable insights into 
scarcity and market values. 

Before grading, PSA requires authentication to confirm that a card is genuine. Once verified, 
the card is evaluated across several qualifiers: marks (“MK”), miscuts (“MC”), off-centering 
(“OC”), staining (“ST”), print defects (“PD”), and out-of-focus printing (“OF”). Cards that 
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show trimming, recoloring, restoration, or other tampering—or are otherwise inauthentic—
are not graded. This process helps maintain trust and consistency in PSA’s evaluations. 

While most of PSA’s process is objective, some elements involve professional judgment. 
Graders may use eye appeal and market acceptability when determining whether a card falls 
between two possible grades. To achieve a PSA 10 Gem-Mint, a card must display four sharp 
corners, strong focus, and original gloss. No staining is permitted, though a minor print flaw 
may be allowed. Centering must fall within 55/45 to 60/40 on the front, and 75/25 on the 
reverse. 

Each card is sealed in PSA’s tamper-evident, sonically sealed 
plastic case. The protective holder safeguards against damage 
and features the PSA LightHouse Label, which details the 
card’s grade and specifics. Updated in 2017, the label includes 
enhanced security features alongside a refreshed, modern 
design. 

For advanced collectors, PSA also offers its Vault service, 
designed for secure storage and simplified selling. More than 
325,000 cards, worth over $300 million in total, are currently stored in the PSA Vault. Items 
are housed in a fully insured, climate-controlled facility with 24/7 monitoring. Vaulted cards 
connect directly to eBay, allowing listings to be created instantly. Collectors can ship cards 
directly to their Vault ID, store them at no cost, and retrieve them at any time with ease. 

BGS 

For more than 40 years, Beckett has been a trusted name in the sports card 
industry, with Beckett Grading Services (BGS) officially established in 
1999. BGS is especially well-regarded for grading modern cards, while BVG, 
introduced in 2001, is dedicated exclusively to vintage issues. Recently, 
Beckett launched the Beckett Grading Services Club, offering four tiers of 

membership designed to fit different budgets and provide added value for collectors. BGS 
employs a detailed grading scale that includes half-point increments, giving a more precise 
evaluation of condition. Every card is encapsulated in a tamper-evident case, with Beckett’s 
reputation built on its rigorous analysis of corners, edges, centering, and surface. 

BGS evaluates cards using a 10-point scale supplemented by four subgrades: centering, 
corners, edges, and surface. High marks across all categories are required for top scores, 
while weaknesses in any area reduce the grade. The scale ranges from 1 (Poor) to 10 
(Pristine), with notable steps including 6 (Excellent-Mint), 8 (Near Mint-Mint), 9 (Mint), 9.5 
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(Gem Mint), and the elite 10 (Pristine). Both the front and back of each card are closely 
examined, ensuring a thorough and consistent review process. 

Each of the four subgrades plays a critical role. Centering evaluates how evenly the card 
image sits within its borders, with off-center printing lowering the grade. Corners are 
inspected for dings, creases, or discoloration, as flaws here are especially impactful. Edges 
must be clean and sharp, free of chipping or fraying, while surface grading looks for 
scratches, stains, smudges, or print defects on both sides of the card. Even minor blemishes 
in these categories can significantly affect the final result. 

To achieve a BGS 10 Pristine grade, the card must demonstrate near-perfection. Centering 
must be exactly 50/50 on the front and at least 55/45 on the back. Corners and edges must 
appear flawless both to the naked eye and under magnification, and the surface must be 
entirely free of scratches, spots, or print lines. Registration, focus, and color must be sharp 
and precise, making this grade extremely difficult to obtain. 

Encapsulation is another hallmark of BGS. Cards are housed in secure, 
ultrasonically sealed cases that are tamper-resistant and water-
resistant. Beckett uses a metallic label system to indicate grade level: 
Black for Perfect Pristine 10s, Gold for Pristine 10 and Gem Mint 9.5, and 
Silver for all other grades. Labels clearly display the overall numerical 
grade, the four subgrades, and full card details. An inner archival sleeve 
protects against shifting inside the case without clouding the card’s 
appearance. This presentation has made BGS holders among the most 
respected and recognizable in the hobby. 

SGC 

Founded in 1998, Sportscard Guaranty Corporation (SGC) has established 
itself as one of the most respected grading companies in the hobby, 
particularly for vintage cards. Known for its precision, consistency, and 
collector-friendly approach, SGC has long been a favorite among those 
who focus on pre-war and early post-war baseball issues. Its reputation 
was built on handling fragile and historic cardboard with care, making it a 

trusted choice for collectors of classic baseball legends like Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, and 
Mickey Mantle. 

 

SGC is also recognized for its efficiency, with turnaround times often faster than many of its 
competitors. In a hobby where speed and reliability matter, this has helped the company 
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attract a loyal customer base. A signature element of SGC’s presentation is its “tuxedo” 
holder, featuring a black insert that dramatically frames the card. This unique encapsulation 
style not only enhances the aesthetic appeal of the card but also sets SGC slabs apart from 
PSA’s clear cases and Beckett’s metallic-labeled holders. Many collectors find that vintage 
cards, in particular, “pop” visually inside an SGC slab. 

Like other major grading companies, SGC uses a 10-point grading scale with half-point 
increments, offering collectors a nuanced assessment of condition. Their system is 
straightforward and easy to understand, with grades ranging from 1 (Poor) up through 10 
(Pristine). The scale includes intermediate steps such as 2.5 (Good+), 3.5 (Very Good+), 4.5 
(Very Good/Excellent+), 5.5 (Excellent+), and 6.5 (Excellent/Near Mint+), which provide more 
granularity when evaluating a card’s quality. 

An SGC 10 Pristine is considered virtually flawless, requiring 50/50 centering, four sharp 
corners, clean focus, and original gloss. Cards must also be free of stains, surface breaks, 
print or refractor lines, and show no visible wear under magnification. Even the smallest 
defect will prevent a card from achieving this top-tier grade, which makes pristine SGC slabs 
especially rare and desirable. 

SGC’s rise in prominence was reinforced during the grading boom of the pandemic, when 
PSA experienced severe backlogs and price increases. Collectors turned to SGC for its more 
accessible pricing and reliable turnaround times, which increased its market share 
significantly. While PSA continues to dominate in terms of resale value, SGC has carved out 
a distinct niche, especially with vintage enthusiasts and budget-conscious collectors who 
still demand consistency and accuracy. 

The company also emphasizes transparency and customer trust. Each graded card is 
sonically sealed in a tamper-evident, durable case designed to protect against 
environmental wear. The bold black insert creates a premium presentation, and the label 
clearly lists the numerical grade along with card details. This clean and elegant design has 
become one of SGC’s most recognizable features in the marketplace. 

While SGC may not command the same premium resale multipliers as PSA, its reputation 
for grading vintage cards fairly and accurately has earned it a lasting place in the industry. 
For collectors seeking a blend of speed, reliability, and strong visual presentation, SGC 
remains one of the most respected grading services available. 
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CGC 

Certified Guaranty Company (CGC) is a newer entrant to the trading 
card grading industry compared to PSA, BGS, and SGC, but it has 
quickly built a strong reputation by leveraging its experience in grading 
comic books, magazines, and other collectibles. Founded in 2000, 

CGC has certified more than 15 million collectibles across multiple categories, giving it a 
long track record of consistency and trustworthiness. When CGC entered the sports card 
market, it immediately stood out by applying the same rigorous standards and technological 
innovations that made it a leader in comic book grading. 

One of CGC’s biggest differentiators is its state-of-the-art holder design. The slab combines 
advanced archival materials, crystal-clear optics, and enhanced security features to provide 
both protection and premium display quality. The sturdy, ultrasonically sealed case is 
impact-resistant, tamper-proof, and designed to preserve cards for the long term. Crystal-
clear plastic enhances the vibrancy of the card, showcasing color, gloss, and fine details 
better than many competing holders. Security features on the label include microprinting, 
UV ink, holographic foil, and a unique certification number with barcode, making 
counterfeiting or tampering extremely difficult. 

CGC has also developed a reputation for transparency and accuracy in grading. Each card is 
examined by multiple professional graders—CGC employs a team of more than 20 experts—
who work independently before their grades are consolidated into a final consensus. This 
process reduces individual bias and ensures consistency across the board. The company 
supplements this system with advanced technology that assists graders in evaluating 
centering, surface defects, and other factors with precision. CGC also provides collectors 
with detailed reports that explain how grades were determined, giving added confidence to 
buyers and sellers alike. 

Like other major grading companies, CGC uses the industry-standard 10-point scale with 
half-point increments. Their scale begins at 1 (Poor) and moves through intermediate steps 
such as 1.5 (Fair), 2.5 (Good+), 3.5 (Very Good+), 4.5 (Very Good/Excellent+), and continues 
upward to 9.5 (Mint+). At the top of the scale are the coveted Gem Mint 10 and Pristine 10 
grades. A CGC Gem Mint 10 represents a card with virtually perfect centering, corners, 
edges, and surface, but with slight tolerances for extremely minor imperfections. The 
Pristine 10, however, is reserved exclusively for cards that remain flawless even under 10x 
magnification. These cards must feature perfect 50/50 centering, flawless color and 
registration, razor-sharp corners and edges, and completely clean surfaces with no 
scratches, smudges, or print lines. 
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Cards that achieve the Pristine 10 designation are given an exclusive gold CGC label, 
instantly setting them apart in the marketplace. This special presentation makes them highly 
desirable among collectors, both for their rarity and for the premium aesthetics of the holder 
itself. Standard Gem Mint 10s and lower grades receive CGC’s traditional blue label, which 
still carries significant trust and recognition in the hobby. 

In just a short time, CGC has positioned itself as one of the leading competitors in the sports 
card grading market. Its combination of cutting-edge holder technology, transparent grading 
practices, and professional expertise has made it an appealing choice for collectors seeking 
accuracy, security, and premium display quality. While PSA continues to dominate in terms 
of resale value and BGS is still sought after for modern cards, CGC has carved out a niche by 
offering an alternative that many collectors consider one of the most visually appealing and 
secure options available today. 

 

ISA 

International Sports Authentication (ISA) has been active in the card 
grading industry since 2010, steadily carving out a place among 
collectors looking for an alternative to the larger grading services. By 
2020, ISA was ranked among the top grading companies in the hobby, and 

in 2021 it introduced a refreshed look with redesigned labels, improved security features, 
and an upgraded website to better serve collectors. While smaller in scale than PSA, BGS, 
or SGC, ISA has worked to build credibility through consistency and accessibility. Like all 
grading companies, ISA emphasizes that grading involves a level of subjectivity, as 
professional judgment and eye appeal often influence the final decision. 

ISA uses the standard 10-point grading system with half-point increments, particularly 
between grades ISA 1 and ISA 8, to give more detailed evaluations. Their grading process 
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places significant emphasis on overall eye appeal, ensuring that collectors understand not 
only the technical flaws but also how a card presents visually. The scale ranges from 1 (Poor) 
up through 10 (Gem Mint), with intermediate grades such as 4 (Very Good/Excellent), 6 
(Excellent/Near Mint), and 8 (Near Mint/Mint) providing a nuanced approach. This system is 
straightforward and designed to help collectors easily interpret a card’s condition. 

An ISA 10 Gem Mint is regarded as a nearly flawless card. Requirements include full original 
gloss, sharp focus, and excellent overall presentation. While minor print dots may be 
tolerated, they must not affect the card’s eye appeal. Centering on the front must fall 
between 50/50 and 55/45, while the reverse must be no worse than 75/25. In addition, the 
card must be free of stains, with corners and edges that appear crisp and clean. This makes 
an ISA 10 one of the company’s most prestigious grades, reserved for cards with both 
technical precision and strong visual quality. 

ISA cards are sealed in tamper-evident holders designed to protect them from wear, 
pressure, and tampering. The updated labels introduced in 2021 feature modern styling and 
improved anti-counterfeiting measures, helping ISA slabs look more competitive alongside 
PSA, BGS, and SGC holders. Collectors often note that ISA’s presentation, while not as 
iconic as PSA’s Lighthouse label or BGS’s metallic tiers, provides clear grading details and a 
professional look. 

Although ISA does not command the same resale premiums as PSA or BGS, it is often 
considered a cost-effective grading option, particularly for mid-range and personal 
collection cards. Collectors appreciate its faster turnaround times and lower fees, which 
make it appealing for those who want the protection and credibility of a graded slab without 
paying the higher prices associated with the largest services. ISA’s focus on eye appeal also 
resonates with collectors who value how a card looks in hand, not just its technical flaws. 

In summary, ISA represents a solid alternative in the grading landscape, combining a 
straightforward scale, emphasis on presentation, and affordable service. While its market 
share is smaller and resale values are generally lower than the “big four” grading companies, 
ISA continues to grow its presence by offering collectors a reliable option with professional 
encapsulation and attention to detail. For hobbyists who prioritize value, turnaround time, 
and visual presentation, ISA remains a respected name in the industry. 

HGA 

Hybrid Grading Approach (HGA) is a relatively new entrant to the card 
grading market but quickly drew attention for its focus on technology, 
design, and innovation. Founded with the goal of modernizing the 

grading process, HGA set itself apart by introducing computer-assisted grading software 
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designed to reduce subjectivity and improve consistency. The company promoted its hybrid 
model, in which advanced scanning software provided a first pass at evaluation before 
human graders confirmed the final result. 

One of HGA’s most distinctive features has been its custom-colored slab labels, which can 
be tailored to match the card or team colors. This creative option provided a fresh aesthetic 
appeal and quickly became popular among collectors who wanted their cards to stand out. 
In addition to style, HGA marketed itself as a disruptor by claiming to have developed a more 
accurate grading system that could spot minute flaws and inconsistencies often missed by 
the human eye. High-resolution imaging and analysis tools were meant to provide greater 
transparency and confidence in each grade assigned. 

Like other companies, HGA uses the familiar 10-point grading scale with half-point 
increments, ranging from 1 (Poor) to 10 (Gem Mint). Their grading categories place emphasis 
on centering, corners, edges, and surface, with the software designed to provide precise 
measurements in these areas. A Gem Mint 10 from HGA is intended to represent a virtually 
flawless card with sharp corners, strong centering, and pristine surface quality. While the 
software-driven approach was appealing, many collectors still expressed skepticism, 
arguing that human judgment and experience play an important role in grading. 

Despite its innovative approach, HGA has struggled to gain the same market acceptance as 
PSA, BGS, and SGC. While collectors appreciated the attractive slabs and quicker 
turnaround times in the company’s early days, resale values for HGA-graded cards typically 
lagged behind those of more established graders. This resale gap has made HGA less 
appealing for investors, though some collectors embraced it for personal collections, 
particularly because of the unique slab customization. 

HGA’s operations faced challenges in recent years. In July 2024, the company announced a 
pause on all new submissions while restructuring its platform and business model. This 
created uncertainty about its future within the hobby. Some collectors remain optimistic 
about HGA’s potential if it can successfully relaunch and refine its processes, while others 
remain cautious due to concerns about long-term stability and market demand for its slabs. 

In summary, Hybrid Grading Approach has introduced fresh ideas into the grading industry, 
especially through its use of technology and creative slab design. However, its market share 
and resale impact remain limited compared to industry leaders like PSA and BGS. HGA 
occupies an interesting space as an innovator and disruptor, but its long-term role in the 
grading ecosystem will depend on how well it can stabilize operations, earn collector trust, 
and continue refining its hybrid grading model. 
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TAG 

Technical Authentication & Grading (TAG) is a technology-focused 
grading company that has positioned itself as one of the most 
innovative players in the hobby. Operating for roughly a decade, TAG 
differentiates itself by relying heavily on advanced imaging and 
patented processes to reduce human subjectivity. The company has 
filed multiple patents to protect its proprietary systems, reinforcing its 

reputation as a grading service driven by science and precision rather than traditional grader 
judgment. For collectors, TAG provides convenience through submission kits, which include 
all the necessary supplies to protect cards during shipping and simplify the submission 
process. 

One of TAG’s hallmark features is its Digital Imaging & Grading Report (DIG), which 
accompanies every graded card. By scanning the TAG QR code on the slab with a 
smartphone, collectors gain access to a detailed digital profile of their card. This report 
includes high-resolution images highlighting all identified defects, a scoring breakdown for 
each grading attribute, population data, a leaderboard comparing the card to others in the 
same category, and chronological data tracking submissions over time. This level of 
transparency is unique in the industry and has been a key factor in TAG’s growing appeal. 

TAG uses a proprietary 1,000-point grading system that translates into the industry-standard 
1–10 scale, allowing both ultra-fine grading precision and easy comparison to other 
companies’ slabs. Half-point increments are used alongside whole-number grades to 
provide more nuance. At the top of the scale is TAG’s 10 Pristine, a designation reserved for 
cards that meet their most exacting standards. To qualify, the card must meet specific 
criteria across four areas: centering, corners, surface, and edges. Centering tolerances are 
approximately 51/49 on the front and 54.5/45.5 on the back, ensuring near-perfect 
alignment. Corners must appear sharp and crisp with no visible wear or fraying, even under 
magnification. Surfaces must be flawless, with only “Non-Human Observable Defects” 
(NHODs) allowed under TAG’s high-resolution imaging. Edges must also be virtually perfect, 
with only the faintest fill or fray artifacts visible under advanced scans. 

To achieve these results, TAG employs cutting-edge Photometric Stereoscopic Imaging, a 
technology that captures detailed three-dimensional data to analyze cards in ways the 
human eye cannot. This process allows for unparalleled accuracy when measuring 
centering, detecting surface flaws, or identifying edge and corner imperfections. The goal is 
to create an objective, repeatable grading system that eliminates the variability and 
inconsistency sometimes associated with human graders. 
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TAG slabs are designed with modern collectors in mind, combining sleek presentation with 
durability. Each slab includes a QR code linked to the digital grading report, making the 
information easily accessible to both collectors and potential buyers. This not only 
enhances confidence in the grade but also provides a permanent digital record of the card’s 
condition at the time of grading. Collectors often note that TAG’s slabs provide one of the 
most transparent grading experiences available, appealing to those who value both 
accuracy and accountability. 

While TAG is newer and does not yet command the same resale premiums as PSA, BGS, or 
SGC, it has earned respect for its technological approach and commitment to eliminating 
subjectivity. Its emphasis on transparency, backed by high-resolution reporting and 
patented imaging systems, has positioned it as a potential disruptor in the grading industry. 
For collectors who value data-driven precision and digital accessibility, TAG offers one of the 
most modern and forward-thinking grading options in today’s hobby. 

Arena Club 

Arena Club, founded in 2021, is one of the newest and most 
ambitious entrants to the sports card grading and trading 
industry. Backed by strong funding and star power in the form of 
Derek Jeter as a co-founder, the company immediately drew 

attention for its innovative approach. Arena Club positions itself 
as a hybrid between a grading service, a digital card vault, and a marketplace, all powered 
by advanced technology. Unlike traditional graders, the company emphasizes transparency, 
efficiency, and digitization, aiming to modernize the entire collector experience. 

Arena Club’s grading process is powered by machine learning and computer vision 
technology, which the company claims provides faster, more consistent, and more objective 
results than traditional methods. Each card is graded with detailed rationale and subgrades 
across four primary categories: centering, corners, edges, and surface. A fifth subgrade is 
included for autographs. After an initial AI-assisted analysis, human graders conduct 
multiple review rounds to ensure accuracy and fairness. This hybrid approach is meant to 
combine the precision of artificial intelligence with the experience of professional graders. 

One of Arena Club’s most unique features is its digitization system. Once a card is graded, it 
is vaulted in Arena Club’s secure facility and assigned an “Arena Code,” a unique ID 
displayed on the slab label. At the same time, the card is minted into a digital asset on the 
blockchain, creating a secure, tradeable token that can be displayed, bought, or sold online. 
Each user receives a personal “digital showroom,” where they can showcase their collection 
to other collectors, attract followers, and even engage socially within the hobby. Prominent 
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figures like Derek Jeter and Steve Nash have already used their showrooms to display their 
collections, helping to build credibility and awareness for the platform. 

Arena Club claims to offer some of the lowest grading and commission fees in the industry, 
especially when collectors integrate grading, trading, and selling within their ecosystem. By 
eliminating the need for constant shipping of physical cards, the vault-and-mint system also 
reduces transaction costs and risks. Retrieval of a vaulted card is possible at any time, 
subject to a small fee, ensuring that collectors retain full ownership and access to their 
assets. 

The slabs themselves are designed with premium features, including a 
custom inner sleeve and precisely sized card cavity for secure 
placement. An ultrasonic welding machine is used to seal the slabs, 
creating a durable, tamper-evident, air-tight case. A QR code on the back 
links directly to the card’s digital profile and grading report, providing 
complete transparency and easy verification. This focus on quality 
presentation and accessibility has helped Arena Club distinguish itself 
from competitors. 

Vaulted cards are stored in a state-of-the-art facility with 24/7 surveillance, climate and 
humidity control, and full insurance coverage. This ensures both security and preservation, 
giving collectors peace of mind that their assets are safe. By combining AI-driven grading, 
blockchain tokenization, and a secure vaulting system, Arena Club seeks to provide a one-
stop solution for collectors who want a seamless, modern, and socially engaging collecting 
experience. 

Although still new to the market, Arena Club has already attracted attention for its forward-
thinking model and strong leadership. Its integration of technology, social engagement, and 
financial efficiency marks a significant shift from the traditional grading services. Time will 
tell how the market embraces its approach, but Arena Club has positioned itself as one of 
the boldest and most innovative players in the sports card industry today. 

Rare Edition 

Rare Edition is one of the newer entrants into the grading 
industry, positioning itself as a technology-driven 
company that blends cutting-edge innovation with 
traditional human oversight. By combining computer 

vision with human graders, Rare Edition aims to create a scalable grading model that can 
adapt to changes in the sports card market while maintaining accuracy and consistency. 
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Their approach emphasizes not only condition but also authenticity and presentation, 
reflecting the evolving expectations of modern collectors. 

One of Rare Edition’s standout features is its state-of-the-art holder. Each slab is built with 
advanced protections, including hidden security markers, holographic stamps, NFC chips, 
and QR codes. These features make every card traceable and verifiable, offering enhanced 
protection against counterfeiting. The slabs are crafted from crystal-clear polycarbonate 
and sealed using ultrasonic welding. Unlike traditional holders that rely on adhesives, Rare 
Edition uses high-frequency vibrations to melt the material together, creating an air-tight, 
tamper-resistant bond. To elevate durability, Corning® Gorilla® Glass is placed on both the 
front and back of the slab, providing superior scratch resistance and a sleek, premium feel. 
This design has quickly become one of the most recognizable and distinctive in the industry. 

At the core of Rare Edition’s process is its proprietary Computer Vision (CV) system, which 
performs multi-step scanning and certification for each card. This technology captures high-
resolution images and analyzes them for centering, corners, edges, and surface conditions. 
Beyond condition analysis, the system also authenticates the card, checking for alterations 
or counterfeit indicators. Rare Edition’s graders then cross-reference the CV data with the 
physical card itself, ensuring that the scans align with what is visible under magnification 
and in hand. Each card is also researched by the team to verify accuracy of player, set, and 
variation information, ensuring that the label and database entries are correct. 

When it comes to grading, Rare Edition takes a slightly different approach compared to other 
companies. Rather than averaging subgrades, the final grade is calculated through a blend 
of formulas, objective data, and human judgment. This system allows objective aspects—
like centering percentages and surface scans—to be balanced against more subjective 
elements, such as overall eye appeal. Cards are evaluated in multiple stages: high-
resolution scans are compared against the physical card, graders document deviations, and 
results are fed back into their system. This hybrid approach produces a detailed grading 
report that collectors can access, showing exactly why a card received the grade it did. 

Rare Edition uses the familiar 10-point grading scale, with 10 representing a Gem Mint card 
and Pristine reserved for flawless examples under magnification. Subgrades are provided for 
the major categories—centering, corners, edges, and surface—giving collectors 
transparency into how the overall grade was determined. The grading report also includes 
visual evidence of flaws, detected both by computer imaging and by human graders, offering 
collectors a level of transparency that few companies can match. 

After grading, each card is encapsulated in Rare Edition’s premium slab. The NFC chip and 
QR code embedded in the holder link directly to the card’s digital profile, which includes 
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authentication details, high-resolution scans, population reports, and the full grading 
breakdown. Collectors can verify a card’s legitimacy instantly with a smartphone, adding 
confidence for both buyers and sellers. 

Though still growing its presence in the industry, Rare Edition has already gained attention 
for its advanced slabs, transparent grading process, and technology-first approach. While 
its resale values do not yet rival PSA or BGS, the company has carved out a niche among 
collectors who value presentation, innovation, and a deeper understanding of their cards’ 
condition. Its blend of computer vision, premium holder design, and detailed reporting 
makes Rare Edition one of the most modern and ambitious grading companies operating 
today. 

Edge 

Edge Grading is one of the newer companies in the grading 
industry, and it has distinguished itself through its full reliance 
on Artificial Intelligence (AI) grading, combined with human 
review for final quality control. The company positions itself as 
a modern alternative to traditional graders, focusing on 

precision, transparency, and cutting-edge technology. At present, Edge does not grade cards 
produced before 1991, concentrating instead on modern issues where high-resolution 
imaging and advanced AI analysis can be most effective. 

The grading process at Edge begins with their proprietary AI image processor, which 
performs a microscopic scan of every card submitted. Each corner, edge, and surface is 
analyzed for flaws, and the results are compiled into an initial grading report. This digital 
report is then reviewed by a human grader, who evaluates the card across 18 distinct 
features before confirming the final score. Edge uses a 1–10+ grading system, with a Gem 
Mint 10 comparable to a PSA 10, SGC 10, or BGS 9.5. Cards that exceed the traditional Gem 
Mint threshold are assigned the company’s exclusive ULTRAMINT designation, receiving a 
grade of 10+. 

Edge’s grading philosophy is based on subtraction. Each of the four major grading regions—
corners, edges, centering, and surface—begins with a score of 10.5. Defects are then 
subtracted from that total, with deductions ranging from -0.3 for microscopic flaws to as 
much as -6.5 for severe damage. Importantly, the first occurrence of each defect type is 
weighted more heavily than subsequent ones, meaning that even a single noticeable flaw 
can significantly affect a card’s final score. This system ensures that small imperfections are 
considered fairly, while major flaws carry appropriate penalties. 
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The weighting of categories also plays a critical role in Edge’s methodology. When 
calculating the final grade, the lowest-scoring region is weighted more heavily than the 
others, ensuring that one poor category cannot be overshadowed by stronger ones. 
Centering carries a particularly strict rule: a card’s final grade cannot exceed its centering 
grade, and no card can receive an overall grade more than one point higher than its lowest 
subgrade. This places greater importance on balance across all four grading categories, with 
centering measured to the decimal as a percentage. For example, if a card has a left border 
of 3mm and a right border of 2mm, the card would be described as 60/40 left/right, since the 
left border accounts for 60% of the total width and the right border 40%. 

To qualify for a GEM MINT 10 or higher, a card must have sharp corners and edges free of 
visible wear. Chipping, rounding, or bent corners will cause significant deductions. Surfaces 
must be free from print lines, dimples, or scratches, although microscopic imperfections 
may still be tolerated for a GEM MINT grade. Cards showing major defects such as fading, 
creases, stains, or prominent scratches will be heavily penalized, making high grades 
difficult to achieve without near-flawless condition. 

One of Edge’s most distinctive features is its emphasis on transparency. For every graded 
card, the company provides eighteen ultra-high-resolution images, documenting each 
corner, edge, and surface. This visual evidence allows collectors to see precisely why their 
card received its grade, removing the ambiguity that often frustrates hobbyists with other 
grading companies. Edge’s slabs are designed with this philosophy in mind, featuring 
holders and labels that highlight a card’s corners and edges without detracting from the card 
itself. The labels clearly display the grade and relevant details in a modern, streamlined style. 

By combining advanced AI imaging, human expertise, and a system designed to emphasize 
accuracy and transparency, Edge has created a unique niche in the grading industry. While 
it does not yet carry the same market presence or resale premiums as PSA or BGS, collectors 
seeking innovation and a deeper understanding of their cards are beginning to embrace 
Edge’s ULTRAMINT system and detailed reports. For hobbyists who value both technology 
and accountability, Edge Grading represents one of the most forward-looking options in the 
modern collecting landscape. 

KSA 

KSA Certification, founded in 1996, is a Canadian-owned grading 
company that has served the hobby for more than two decades. Known 
primarily in Canada but also used by international collectors, KSA has 
built a reputation for reliability and accessibility in the card grading space. 
While not as globally recognized as PSA, BGS, or SGC, KSA remains one 
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of the longest-running independent grading services in North America, particularly valued by 
collectors of hockey cards and Canadian sports memorabilia. 

KSA employs a detailed 10-point certification process designed to evaluate every critical 
aspect of a card. Their graders assess centering, corners, cut, color, borders, enamel, focus, 
picture quality, registration, and micro imperfections. This comprehensive checklist ensures 
that every card is examined not only for physical defects but also for print quality and overall 
presentation. Cards are measured with precision tools, inspected under magnification, and 
evaluated using specialized lighting techniques to detect flaws that might not be visible 
under normal conditions. This process reflects KSA’s commitment to thoroughness and 
accuracy. 

The company uses the standard 1–10 grading scale with whole-number increments, where 
a 10 represents a Gem Mint card that is essentially flawless. As with other graders, higher 
grades require near-perfect centering, sharp corners, pristine surfaces, and clean edges. 
Even minor scratches, print lines, or signs of wear will prevent a card from achieving the 
highest possible grade. While KSA’s grading standards are often considered slightly more 
lenient than PSA or BGS by some collectors, they remain consistent within their own system, 
making their slabs a trusted option in the Canadian market. 

KSA encapsulates every graded card in a sonically sealed holder designed for durability and 
clarity. Their cases are scratch-resistant, optical-quality, and UV-protected to guard against 
long-term fading or damage. Each card receives a unique serial number that corresponds to 
its grade and information in KSA’s database, allowing collectors to verify authenticity. The 
holders are designed to protect against tampering and provide a professional presentation 
similar to the major U.S. grading companies, though with KSA’s own distinct branding. 

One of KSA’s strengths lies in its accessibility for Canadian collectors. With fewer shipping 
barriers and lower costs than sending cards to U.S.-based graders, KSA has become a go-to 
choice for hobbyists north of the border. This makes them particularly popular among 
hockey collectors, who appreciate having a trusted grading option within Canada. KSA has 
also expanded its services to include authentication and evaluation of other collectibles, 
further diversifying its role in the industry. 

While KSA-graded cards typically do not command the same resale premiums as PSA or BGS 
slabs, the company has maintained a steady presence in the hobby due to its consistency, 
reliability, and strong Canadian base. For many collectors, especially those focused on 
hockey or Canadian memorabilia, KSA represents a practical and trustworthy grading option. 
Its long tenure in the industry, combined with its specialized 10-point evaluation process and 
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durable slabs, has helped KSA remain a respected name in the collectibles community for 
nearly 30 years. 

GMG 

Gem Mint Graded (GMG), based in Minneapolis, has established 
itself as a budget-friendly grading option designed specifically for 
collectors of modern, low- to mid-value cards. Unlike larger 
grading services that handle high-end vintage and ultra-premium 

cards, GMG focuses on cards issued from 1990 to the present, with a maximum raw card 
value of $99. This focus allows GMG to streamline its process, offering an affordable and 
efficient alternative for collectors who want the protection and authentication of a graded 
slab without paying the higher fees associated with PSA, BGS, or SGC. 

GMG combines the expertise of a professional grading team with the use of modern imaging 
technology to ensure accuracy and consistency. Each card is carefully evaluated for its key 
condition attributes—centering, corners, edges, and surface—before being encapsulated. 
The company markets itself as a practical solution for collectors who want their cards 
authenticated, preserved, and displayed at a low cost, making it especially popular among 
entry-level collectors or those with large modern collections that may not warrant the 
expense of top-tier grading services. 

The grading scale at GMG follows the familiar 1–10 system, with 10 Gem Mint reserved for 
cards that are virtually flawless. To achieve a GMG 10, a card must meet specific condition 
thresholds: all four corners must appear sharp, even under magnification; edges must be 
smooth, level, and free from chips or fraying; and surfaces must be nearly perfect, with only 
one extremely small flaw allowed if it is visible under magnification but not noticeable to the 
naked eye. Centering standards are 60/40 or better on the front and 65/35 or better on the 
reverse, providing collectors with clear guidelines on what qualifies as Gem Mint. 

Cards graded by GMG are encapsulated in protective slabs that offer durability and clarity, 
though not as elaborate as the premium holders from larger grading companies. Each slab 
includes the card details and grade, allowing for straightforward verification and display. 
While GMG slabs may not command the same resale premiums as PSA or BGS, they provide 
collectors with a cost-effective way to authenticate and protect their cards, especially for 
personal collections or bulk submissions of modern, lower-value items. 

One of GMG’s main advantages is its affordability and efficiency. By limiting submissions to 
modern cards under a specific value threshold, GMG is able to keep grading costs low and 
turnaround times fast. This makes them particularly appealing to collectors who are more 
concerned with card protection and presentation than maximizing resale value. Many 
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hobbyists use GMG as a way to safeguard their collections while still enjoying the aesthetic 
of graded slabs. 

Although GMG operates on a smaller scale compared to the industry leaders, its role as a 
low-cost grading option has helped it carve out a niche in the hobby. For collectors who want 
an inexpensive way to preserve and display their modern cards, Gem Mint Graded offers a 
practical and reliable solution. While it may not replace PSA or BGS for high-value cards, 
GMG provides an accessible entry point into the world of card grading. 

AGS 

Automated Grading Systems (AGS) is one of the most 
technologically advanced grading companies to enter the hobby, 
launching in 2021 with a mission to remove subjectivity from card 

grading entirely. Unlike traditional companies that combine human expertise with some 
degree of technological support, AGS relies on 100% Artificial Intelligence (AI) and machine 
learning to evaluate cards. Their proprietary “RoboGrading” platform analyzes each 
submission with precision, treating a card as nothing more than a set of pixels to be 
measured, compared, and scored. This approach eliminates human bias, providing 
consistent, repeatable results that AGS claims are more accurate and reliable than 
traditional grading methods. 

The foundation of AGS’s process is its machine learning system, which has been trained 
using data from expert human graders. By learning how professionals evaluate cards and 
then applying those principles across millions of data points, AGS ensures that its 
algorithms maintain grading accuracy while avoiding the inconsistencies of human 
judgment. RoboGrading can scan every corner, edge, surface, and centering measurement 
in microscopic detail, identifying imperfections such as scratches, print lines, surface 
dimples, or subtle color inconsistencies that may be overlooked by the naked eye. 

AGS provides collectors with a transparent and detailed grading report for every card. Each 
submission receives eight subgrades rather than the traditional four, breaking down the 
evaluation into more granular categories. Alongside the subgrades, collectors receive high-
definition photos and AI scans, allowing them to review the card’s condition themselves. 
This level of transparency has been a major selling point for AGS, as collectors can see 
exactly how the grade was determined, complete with visual evidence of the card’s flaws 
and strengths. 

Their grading system also follows the standard 10-point scale, with a Gem Mint 10 reserved 
for cards that exhibit near-flawless qualities. The additional subgrades provide collectors 
with a more nuanced view of condition, which can be particularly helpful for understanding 
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why a card falls short of a perfect grade. AGS emphasizes consistency, ensuring that every 
card graded under their system receives the same evaluation criteria regardless of who 
submitted it or when. 

A particularly innovative feature offered by AGS is their mobile app, which allows collectors 
to “pre-grade” cards using the same proprietary AI technology that powers RoboGrading. By 
scanning cards at home, collectors can get a projected grade and an estimate of the card’s 
potential value before deciding whether to submit it for official grading. This tool helps 
collectors make cost-effective decisions, ensuring they only pay to grade cards that are likely 
to achieve a high score or carry meaningful resale value. 

AGS slabs are designed with modern collectors in mind, offering clear, tamper-evident cases 
that display the card while embedding advanced technology into the grading label. Each 
label includes the final grade, subgrade breakdowns, and a QR code that links directly to the 
card’s AI-generated report. Collectors can quickly verify a card’s authenticity and condition 
profile online, making AGS slabs easy to trust in the resale market. 

Although still new to the industry, AGS has already gained traction among collectors who 
value objectivity, transparency, and cutting-edge technology. While resale premiums for AGS 
cards may not yet rival PSA or BGS, the company’s focus on innovation and unbiased grading 
has positioned it as a potential disruptor in the hobby. As more collectors seek consistency 
and digital tools to guide their buying and selling, AGS’s fully automated grading model could 
represent a glimpse into the future of the sports card industry. 

WCG 

World Class Grading (WCG) is a professional grading company 
that has been active in the hobby for more than 25 years. The 
organization prides itself on its team of highly trained graders 

who specialize in both modern and vintage cards, dividing responsibilities between these 
two categories to ensure accurate evaluations. WCG emphasizes that not all cards are 
manufactured under identical standards, and therefore each submission must be judged 
with consideration for the printing methods, materials, and unique qualities of the era in 
which it was produced. This flexibility in evaluation helps position WCG as a grading 
company capable of handling a wide variety of card types and conditions. 

The graders at WCG undergo extensive training to recognize the nuances of collectible cards. 
Their expertise spans paper quality, ink variations, photography methods, and historical 
printing techniques, all of which are essential when working with vintage issues. Beyond this 
specialized knowledge, graders also assess standard condition elements such as centering, 
corners, edges, and surface wear. By combining technical expertise with practical 
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evaluation, WCG aims to offer collectors a consistent grading process that accounts for the 
complexities of both new and old cards. 

WCG uses a 10-point grading scale that collectors will find familiar and easy to understand. 
Grades descend in increments of half-points (10, 9.5, 9, 8.5, etc.), providing additional 
precision compared to whole-number systems. A WCG Gem Mint 10 represents a card with 
sharp corners, strong centering, and clean surfaces, while lower grades account for flaws 
ranging from minor imperfections to significant defects. This half-point system provides 
collectors with more detail about the condition of their cards and helps set realistic 
expectations in the market. 

One of WCG’s key selling points is its promise of speed. The company advertises what it 
claims to be the fastest turnaround time in the grading industry, offering collectors an 
efficient way to have their cards authenticated and preserved without long delays. Their 
submission process is also designed to be straightforward and accessible, catering to both 
new collectors and experienced hobbyists. This emphasis on efficiency appeals to those 
who want their cards graded quickly without sacrificing reliability. 

The slabs used by WCG are built to meet modern standards for protection and presentation. 
Each card is encapsulated in an optical-grade holder that provides exceptional clarity while 
shielding the card from UV rays, which can cause fading over time. The holders are sonically 
sealed, creating an airtight and watertight bond that helps protect against environmental 
damage. WCG’s labels also provide collectors with complete information about the card and 
its grade, ensuring transparency and clarity for both personal collections and resale. 

Although WCG does not yet carry the same brand recognition or resale premiums as PSA, 
BGS, or SGC, it has developed a loyal following among collectors who value its experience, 
fast service, and attention to both modern and vintage cards. Its combination of 
knowledgeable graders, clear grading scale, protective slabs, and efficient turnaround has 
made it a respected option in the grading landscape. For hobbyists who want a balance of 
affordability, speed, and professional presentation, World Class Grading provides a practical 
alternative in the expanding grading market. 

GMA 

GMA Grading has been part of the hobby for nearly two decades, 
with over 19 years of experience providing grading services for 
collectors. Based in the United States, GMA specializes in 
grading a wide range of sports cards—baseball, football, 
basketball, and hockey—as well as non-sports cards. The 

company markets itself as an affordable and accessible option for collectors who want their 
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cards authenticated and protected without the higher costs and longer wait times 
associated with PSA, BGS, or SGC. Over the years, GMA has developed a steady following 
among budget-conscious collectors, bulk submitters, and hobbyists seeking a faster 
turnaround time. 

One of GMA’s strongest selling points is its emphasis on speed and customer service. The 
company promotes turnaround times of less than 15 business days, significantly faster than 
many larger grading services, especially during peak demand periods. Collectors often note 
the personal attention and strong one-on-one communication offered by GMA’s team, which 
contrasts with the more corporate and automated feel of some larger competitors. In 
addition to its grading services, GMA offers bulk submission pricing models and 
membership programs that make large-volume submissions more cost-effective, appealing 
particularly to dealers and collectors managing extensive inventories. 

GMA uses the familiar 1–10 grading scale, with a GEM-MT 10 representing the company’s 
highest designation. According to GMA’s standards, a Gem Mint 10 card must exhibit 
centering of 60/40 or better, sharp corners visible even under magnification, crisp focus, and 
full original gloss. The card must also be free from stains and surface breaks, with only minor 
imperfections—such as a slight print dot or an extremely small surface scratch—permitted 
if they do not detract from the card’s overall eye appeal. Unlike some grading companies that 
weigh technical flaws more heavily, GMA emphasizes the total aesthetics of the card when 
determining its final grade, ensuring that the card’s presentation plays a major role in the 
evaluation process. 

The slabs used by GMA are clear, durable holders that protect cards against wear and 
damage. Each slab includes a printed label with the card’s details and grade, providing 
collectors with basic information in a straightforward format. While their design is simpler 
than the premium cases offered by companies like PSA or BGS, GMA slabs are functional, 
tamper-evident, and serve the primary purpose of card protection and authentication. Many 
collectors use GMA as an entry-level grading option, enjoying the peace of mind of having 
cards encapsulated without the expense of higher-end services. 

Although resale values for GMA-graded cards are generally lower than those of PSA, BGS, or 
SGC, the company remains popular for collectors who grade cards primarily for personal 
enjoyment, protection, or organization. Dealers also make use of GMA’s low-cost services 
to slab large volumes of modern, lower-value cards, which can increase their marketability 
even if the resale premium is modest. GMA’s affordability, fast turnaround times, and 
customer-first approach have kept it relevant in the grading industry for nearly 20 years. 
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For collectors seeking a balance of speed, affordability, and accessibility, GMA Grading 
represents a practical option. While it may not command the same market influence as the 
top-tier grading services, its longevity, focus on customer service, and emphasis on overall 
card aesthetics make it a steady presence in the hobby and a reliable choice for those who 
value protection and presentation at a lower price point. 

RCG 

Revolution Card Grading (RCG), headquartered in 
Massachusetts, is a newer grading company that has gained 
attention for combining traditional grading methods with unique 
slab customization. RCG employs a standard 1–10 grading scale 

but uses its own methodology to determine final grades. Each card is graded across the four 
traditional categories—centering, corners, edges, and surface—and a total score is derived 
before being divided by four. Importantly, the final grade cannot be more than one full grade 
higher than the lowest subgrade, ensuring that a single weak area cannot be overshadowed 
by strong marks in others. This grading model creates balance and consistency in the 
evaluation process. 

RCG places particular emphasis on centering, with strict requirements for its highest grades. 
For a card to achieve a perfect grade, the centering must fall between 50/50 and 52/48 on 
the front and 60/40 or better on the back. Corners must be crisp, sharp, and flawless under 
magnification. Edges are expected to be nearly perfect, showing no visible wear or fraying. 
Surfaces must also be immaculate, with no scratches, print lines, or spots, and coloring 
must remain vivid with original gloss intact. The image must display clear and sharp focus, 
with no signs of fading or misregistration. These rigorous standards make high RCG grades 
particularly difficult to achieve. 

The highest possible grade from RCG is the Crown Jewel 10, which requires perfect 10 
subgrades across centering, corners, edges, and surface. A slightly lower but still elite grade, 
the Jewel 10, is awarded when a card receives three subgrades of 10 and one subgrade of 
9.5. Both of these designations represent near-flawless cards, with the Crown Jewel 10 
considered equivalent to a pristine condition card by any industry standard. Cards earning 
these top designations are highly celebrated among RCG collectors and receive premium 
slab treatment. 

One of RCG’s most unique innovations lies in its slabs. Unlike traditional grading companies 
that use paper labels, RCG utilizes patent-pending direct-to-slab printing technology. Labels 
are printed directly onto the inside of the slab, eliminating the possibility of label slipping, 
fading, or counterfeiting. This tamper-proof approach not only enhances security but also 
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gives the slab a polished, professional look that stands out in the marketplace. Collectors 
value this feature as an additional safeguard against fraud and an aesthetic improvement 
over conventional label systems. 

In addition to its innovative label system, RCG offers customization that is unmatched in the 
industry. Collectors can design unique slab presentations, including special refractor, 
prism, and gold label inserts. This ability to personalize slabs provides collectors with a way 
to showcase their cards in visually distinctive and creative formats, adding a layer of artistic 
value to the grading process. If a card earns the elite Crown Jewel 10 grade, it is encapsulated 
with a 22kt gold label inside RCG’s exclusive Royal Gold slab, a presentation that has 
become a signature feature of the company. 

RCG’s holders are also designed with durability and protection in mind. Each slab is tamper-
evident, sonically sealed, and built to highlight the card itself while displaying the printed 
grading details clearly. By removing reliance on paper inserts, RCG has eliminated a 
potential point of weakness in slab presentation and security, positioning itself as one of the 
most forward-thinking companies in terms of encapsulation technology. 

Although still building its market presence, Revolution Card Grading has quickly developed 
a niche among collectors who value innovation, customization, and strong visual 
presentation. While its resale premiums do not yet match those of PSA, BGS, or SGC, RCG’s 
distinctive slabs and unique grading designations have made it one of the more intriguing 
entrants to the industry. Collectors who want their cards graded with strict standards and 
housed in custom, tamper-proof slabs often look to RCG as a modern alternative to the 
traditional grading companies. 

MNT 

MNT Grading, headquartered in Canada, has positioned itself as a 
modern and innovative entrant into the trading card grading industry. The 
company seeks to provide Canadian and international collectors with an 
alternative to U.S.-based grading giants while emphasizing 
professionalism, transparency, and high-quality presentation. By 
combining knowledgeable graders with durable, visually striking slabs, 

MNT has carved out a place in the market as a grading company focused on both accuracy 
and aesthetics. 

MNT’s slabs are manufactured in North America to ensure quality and durability. Each case 
is sonically sealed to create a tamper-proof bond, protecting cards from environmental 
wear, mishandling, and fraudulent alteration. Collectors have praised MNT slabs for their 
clarity and sturdiness, which compare favorably with those of more established companies. 
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Labels are designed to be bold and easily recognizable, making MNT-graded cards stand out 
in displays and collections. This attention to presentation reflects MNT’s focus on elevating 
the overall grading experience. 

The company uses the industry-standard 1–10 grading scale with half-point increments, 
providing collectors with familiar benchmarks for comparison. Cards are graded across five 
weighted categories: centering, corners, edges, surface, and inner window (if applicable). By 
incorporating the inner window as a fifth category, MNT can more accurately evaluate 
modern cards with unique manufacturing elements, such as die-cuts or foil windows, which 
are sometimes overlooked by traditional grading systems. This expanded framework helps 
MNT adapt to evolving card designs while maintaining consistency across different eras and 
styles. 

MNT’s highest grade is the Flawless 10, reserved for cards that achieve perfect 10s across 
all subcategories: centering, corners, edges, surface, and inner window. Cards that earn this 
distinction are slabbed with a special cracked ice black label, instantly signaling their rarity 
and prestige. Just below this is the Pristine 10, which represents a card with near-perfect 
condition and receives a unique cracked ice label. A Mint 9 through Gem Mint 9.5 is 
designated with a gold label, while cards that grade Near Mint+ 8.5 or lower receive a silver 
label. This color-coded label system provides collectors with an immediate visual reference 
for condition, making it easier to identify the quality of a card at a glance. 

The standards for a Flawless 10 are extremely strict. Centering must be virtually perfect, with 
tolerances similar to the most exacting requirements in the industry. Corners must be razor 
sharp, edges clean and free of chipping or fraying, and surfaces must exhibit no scratches, 
dimples, print lines, or manufacturing defects. The inner window, where applicable, must 
also be flawless, without damage, scuffs, or imperfections. Cards meeting these standards 
represent the pinnacle of quality and are among the most desirable MNT slabs in the 
marketplace. 

MNT employs a team of professionals with extensive experience in the trading card industry, 
ensuring that every card is carefully reviewed with both technical knowledge and practical 
hobby expertise. Their graders are trained to balance the strict application of measurable 
standards with the ability to account for unique card production qualities. By combining 
professional judgment with modern grading systems, MNT seeks to deliver consistency, 
reliability, and transparency to its customers. 

Although still building its reputation, MNT has gained traction, particularly among Canadian 
collectors who appreciate having a trusted local grading option that avoids international 
shipping costs and complications. While resale values for MNT slabs are not yet on par with 
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PSA, BGS, or SGC, the company has earned respect for its attractive slab design, color-
coded labels, and rigorous grading standards. For collectors who value both the technical 
evaluation of their cards and the aesthetic presentation of their slabs, MNT Grading offers a 
compelling alternative that continues to grow in recognition and influence within the hobby. 

PGI 

Pristine Grading International (PGI) was established at the National 
Sports Collectors Convention in 2002 and has been serving collectors for 
over two decades. Based in Las Vegas, PGI has carved out a very specific 
niche in the grading industry by focusing on the lower-priced card market. 
Unlike larger grading companies that concentrate on high-value vintage 

and modern cards, PGI’s business model is built around affordability and accessibility, 
making it cost-effective to grade cards that may not currently carry high value but could 
appreciate in the future. 

PGI specializes in cards with a fair market value of less than $100 in raw (ungraded) condition 
and only grades cards produced after 1980. By narrowing its focus to this particular sector 
of the hobby, PGI has positioned itself as a service for collectors who want their more 
affordable modern cards authenticated and protected. This specialization allows the 
company to maintain an in-depth understanding of the types of cards it evaluates, providing 
consistent results while keeping grading fees low. Collectors who want to grade bulk 
collections or low-value modern cards often turn to PGI as an economical solution. 

The company defines fair market value as the average of recent completed online auctions 
and fixed-price sales across various platforms. By using up-to-date market data, PGI 
ensures that its submission guidelines remain relevant to the current hobby landscape. 
While the company does not grade higher-end collectibles, its role in the lower-value 
segment of the market fills a unique gap, offering collectors peace of mind that even their 
inexpensive cards can be authenticated and preserved. 

PGI uses the traditional industry-standard 1–10 grading scale, with the Pristine 10 
representing its highest grade. To earn this designation, a card must display flawless 
qualities: centering at 50/50, perfectly sharp corners, smooth and clean edges, original gloss 
intact, and absolutely no printing defects, stains, or anomalies. According to PGI, fewer than 
one-tenth of one percent of all cards they have graded to date have achieved this standard, 
highlighting the rarity and difficulty of securing a Pristine 10. Cards that earn this grade are 
awarded a gold label, which distinguishes them from the company’s standard sage green 
label used for all other grades. 
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Due to the nature of the cards PGI specializes in, the company generally discourages the 
encapsulation of cards below Near Mint (NM) 8, explaining that lower-grade slabs may not 
add value or resale appeal in the segment of the market they serve. This guideline reflects 
PGI’s practical approach to grading and its emphasis on cost-effectiveness for collectors. 
For many hobbyists, the value of grading lies in authentication, presentation, and protection 
rather than resale premiums, and PGI tailors its services to meet those needs without 
overburdening collectors with unnecessary costs. 

The slabs used by PGI are tamper-evident and provide clarity for card display, while their 
labels include the card details and assigned grade. Though simpler in design than those from 
PSA, BGS, or SGC, PGI’s holders serve their purpose effectively for the market they target. 
Collectors often note that while PGI slabs do not carry the same recognition in the broader 
resale market, they offer a professional and affordable solution for encapsulating low-value 
cards that might otherwise remain raw and unprotected. 

For more than 20 years, Pristine Grading International has provided an accessible grading 
option for budget-conscious collectors. By focusing on modern cards under $100, PGI has 
developed a steady presence in its niche, offering consistency, transparency, and a practical 
approach to grading. While PGI cards do not command significant premiums on the resale 
market compared to PSA or BGS, the company’s commitment to affordability and the 
protection of everyday cards makes it a useful option for collectors seeking to safeguard 
their lower-value items without overspending. 

FCG 

Forensic Card Grading (FCG), based in Southlake, Texas, was 
founded with the goal of offering collectors a credible alternative to 
the major grading companies without sacrificing quality, 
consistency, or presentation. The company has emphasized 
transparency and objectivity as its core values, aiming to provide 

collectors with accurate and reliable grades that are not influenced by population control or 
market-driven considerations. FCG positions itself as a grading service that prioritizes the 
card itself, ensuring that each submission is evaluated solely on its own merits. 

One of FCG’s distinguishing features is its grading methodology. The company operates 
under a clearly defined set of rules for each subgrade, ensuring uniformity across 
evaluations. Every card submitted is examined using advanced tools, including microscopes 
with multiple lighting settings that allow graders to quickly adjust intensity and magnification 
to suit the specific card being reviewed. Graders also use overhead magnifying lamps and 
specialized lighting combinations to inspect every corner, edge, surface, and centering 
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aspect in detail. By employing multiple lighting environments, FCG can detect flaws that 
might otherwise go unnoticed, such as faint scratches, hidden print lines, or surface 
dimples. This forensic-level scrutiny reflects the company’s commitment to accuracy. 

FCG uses the familiar 1–10 grading scale, with 10 GEM MINT representing its highest grade. 
Cards earning this designation must demonstrate perfect centering, sharp corners, flawless 
edges, and pristine surfaces under magnification. Lower grades reflect varying degrees of 
imperfections, consistent with the standards collectors expect from leading grading 
companies. FCG also provides subgrades across the four major categories—centering, 
corners, edges, and surface—giving collectors a breakdown of where their card excels and 
where it falls short. By sticking closely to transparent, rule-based evaluations, FCG has 
gained credibility among collectors who are wary of perceived subjectivity in grading 
elsewhere. 

Another unique aspect of FCG is its streamlined pricing and service model. Unlike many 
competitors that offer multiple service tiers with escalating costs, FCG provides a single 
service level called “Fast.” This service is priced at just $14 per card and guarantees a 
turnaround time of 10 business days or less. There are no upcharges for higher-value cards, 
autographs, or subgrades, making the pricing straightforward and predictable. If a card is not 
shipped back within the promised turnaround time, FCG offers a money-back guarantee, 
underscoring its commitment to customer satisfaction and reliability. 

The slabs used by FCG are designed to meet modern hobby expectations. Each holder is 
sonically sealed, tamper-evident, and optically clear, providing both durability and display 
appeal. Labels include the card’s grade, subgrades, and identifying information in a clean 
and professional format. While the slabs may not yet have the brand recognition of PSA or 
BGS holders, collectors appreciate their functional design and the security they provide. 
FCG has worked to ensure its slabs look and feel on par with the industry’s top players, 
offering collectors confidence in both presentation and protection. 

Since its launch, FCG has carved out a place in the grading landscape as a cost-effective 
and transparent option. Its consistent grading methodology, affordable flat-rate pricing, and 
guaranteed fast turnaround have made it particularly attractive to collectors frustrated with 
the long delays and high costs associated with larger grading services. While resale values 
of FCG-graded cards are still developing and not yet on the level of PSA or BGS, the company 
has earned respect among hobbyists who value its fairness, objectivity, and efficiency. For 
collectors looking for an affordable and reliable grading alternative, Forensic Card Grading 
offers a compelling choice. 
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DCI 

Dynamic Card Innovations (DCI) is a third-party trading card 
authentication and grading company headquartered in Frisco, 
Texas. Founded to provide collectors with efficient, accurate, 
and trustworthy grading services, DCI has steadily expanded 
its presence in the hobby. The company’s team has 

authenticated and certified tens of thousands of items, including trading cards, autographs, 
and sports memorabilia, across a wide range of categories. By combining professional 
expertise with a streamlined grading process, DCI positions itself as both a grading option 
and a consulting partner for collectors seeking to maximize the potential of their collections. 

One of DCI’s most notable claims is the crossover success rate of its slabs. The company 
advertises that more than 95% of DCI-graded Gem Mint cards will cross over into equivalent 
gem grades when submitted to other major grading companies such as PSA, BGS, or SGC. 
This high rate of consistency is central to DCI’s mission of providing grades that align with 
the broader industry, ensuring that collectors who start with DCI can feel confident about 
the accuracy and market acceptability of their cards. For many hobbyists, this promise 
makes DCI an appealing first step in the grading process, especially for those who may 
eventually want to submit their cards to larger companies for resale value purposes. 

DCI offers both comprehensive slab grading and pre-grading services, designed to help 
collectors identify which cards are worth grading. Their team provides precise evaluations 
that allow collectors to “key in” on the best possible submissions, saving time and money by 
avoiding grading cards unlikely to achieve high scores. The company’s turnaround times are 
also among the fastest in the industry: on average, DCI offers a 5-business-day turnaround 
for all orders shipped to their office, and an expedited 3-hour turnaround for collectors who 
meet them in person at a local card show. This flexibility has helped DCI build a reputation 
for accessibility and speed, making it an especially popular option for collectors who 
prioritize efficiency. 

The grading process at DCI involves a detailed, multi-step evaluation of each card. Graders 
carefully analyze centering, corners, edges, and surface condition, ensuring that every 
aspect of a card is reviewed for both technical flaws and eye appeal. High-powered 
magnification tools, color-accurate lighting, and industry-standard measurement 
instruments are employed to detect imperfections that might not be visible to the naked eye. 
This rigorous process ensures consistency across all submissions while maintaining 
transparency for collectors. 



 

45 
 

SPORTS TRADING CARDS: HISTORY & INNOVATIONS 

DCI uses the standard 1–10 grading scale familiar to the hobby, with DCI 10 Gem Mint 
representing the company’s highest grade. A card receiving this designation must display 
exceptional condition across all four grading categories. Specifically, a DCI 10 requires four 
razor-sharp corners, smooth and clean edges, original card gloss, and a surface free of 
scratches, indentations, or dimples. Centering must meet a minimum of 55/45, ensuring 
visual balance while maintaining a standard achievable for many modern issues. Collectors 
view the DCI 10 as comparable to a PSA 10, SGC 10, or BGS 9.5, and this equivalency has 
contributed to the company’s growing credibility. 

DCI slabs are designed with durability and clarity in mind. Each holder is sonically sealed, 
tamper-evident, and UV-protected to guard against long-term damage from handling and 
light exposure. Labels include the assigned grade, card information, and security features to 
discourage counterfeiting. While their design is simpler than some premium slab 
presentations, DCI cases are highly functional and provide collectors with confidence that 
their cards are well-preserved and authenticated. 

Although not yet on the same scale as PSA or BGS, Dynamic Card Innovations has built a 
reputation as a practical and trustworthy grading option. Its fast turnaround times, high 
crossover success rates, and clear commitment to accuracy have made it a favorite among 
collectors seeking both speed and reliability. For hobbyists who want a cost-effective, 
efficient, and credible grading service, DCI provides a valuable alternative in the growing 
landscape of third-party graders. 
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Appendix 1:  Most Expensive Cards of All Time (August 2025) [58] 

1. 2007-08 Upper Deck Exquisite Jordan/Bryant Dual Logoman: $12.9M 
2. 1952 Topps Mickey Mantle SGC 9.5: $12.6M 
3. 1909 Sweet Caporal T206 Honus Wagner SGC 2: $7.25M 
4. 1914 Baltimore News Babe Ruth SGC 3: $7.2M 
5. 1909 Sweet Caporal T-206 Honus Wagner SGC 3: $6.6M 
6. (tie). 2003-04 Upper Deck LeBron James Exquisite Collection RPA BGS 9: $5.2M 
7. (tie). 1952 Topps Mickey Mantle PSA 9: $5.2M 
8. 2018-19 Panini National Treasures Luka Doncic Logoman 1/1: $4.6M 
9. 1952 Topps Mickey Mantle SGC 9: $4.5M 
10. 2017 Panini National Treasures Patrick Mahomes Platinum Shield 1/1 BGS 8.5: $4.3M 

Appendix 2:  Sports Trading Card Glossary 

1st Bowman:  A player’s 1st Bowman card is their first professional baseball card, released 
before their official RC. 

Acetate:  A transparent plastic sometimes used in the making of cards rather than traditional 
paper card stock. While popular among many collectors, acetate cards have been known to 
suffer from discoloration over the years. 

Altered:  When a card has been changed from its original condition. Examples of alterations 
range from trimming edges and corners to recoloring faded pictures. 

Authenticity Guarantee:  A service provided by eBay where qualifying trading cards sold 
over a certain threshold are automatically shipped to CSG for authentication before being 
sent to the buyer. 

Autograph:  A card that is autographed by a player, celebrity, or other subject. Autos are a 
type of chase card – they are more limited, and thus more valuable, than the more common 
cards in a set. 

Base Card:  Base cards make up the base set, which is the most common set of cards in a 
sports or non-sport product. 

Blaster Box:  A blaster box is a type of retail box that is commonly distributed at large retail 
stores like Walmart and Target (as opposed to Hobby shops or online exclusives). Blaster 
boxes tend to have fewer packs per box (anywhere from 4 to 15) and, like other retail 
products, tend to have a lower price point, making them an accessible option for newcomers 
to The Hobby. 
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Book Card:  When one or more cards – generally, autographed cards or relics – are combined 
to open like a book. 

Box Loader:  Box loaders – or toppers – are special, single cards or sets of cards that are only 
available as inserts in hobby boxes. Box loaders are usually larger than standard-size cards 
and are meant as a unique opportunity for collectors to engage in the Hobby. 

Breaking:  Breaking refers to the practice of opening multiple boxes or cases of a product at 
the same time, and then distributing the cards to a larger group of paying customers. 
Breakers sell ‘slots’ to their breaks, and customers receive a defined portion of the opened 
product. In some cases, the customers will pay for a specific team, which entitles them to 
any card belonging to a player from that team; in other cases, the customer is simply given a 
randomized allotment. 

Card Sleeve:  These are plastic sleeves used to protect cards. The most popular kind – Penny 
Sleeves – get their name for being inexpensive: they cost a penny. 

Card Stock:  Card stock refers to the type of paper or material used to produce trading cards. 
Card stock can vary in thickness, depending on the set and type of card. Thicker card stock 
is often used for higher-end or premium products.  

Case Hit:  Boxes are shipped from manufacturers in cases, and for some products, a special 
card will be inserted ‘one per case’. These case hits are more rare and thus more valuable to 
collectors. 

Cello Pack:  A retail format where packs of cards are wrapped in a plastic like cellophane. 
Cello Packs come in full boxes, typically with 24 packs, and are often hung from a rack at 
retailers for single purchase. Note: pronounced “sello” as opposed to “chello” (like the 
instrument). 

Centering:  One of the major categories used when determining the grade of a card. Borders 
are the most common way to determine centering, though things like logos and lettering can 
be used for full-bleed cards without borders. 

Chase Card:  Any given set of cards will include a limited number of chase cards, which are 
highly coveted by collectors. Some examples of chase cards include: autographed cards, 
rare parallels, rare rookie cards, relic cards, and insert cards. Unlike common base cards, 
chase cards are more rare and valuable.  

Chasing the Rainbow:  A modern collecting phenomenon where you collect different color 
parallel cards of a player. 
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Checklist:  A list of every card in a given product – every base card, every parallel, 
every autographed card, etc. 

Combination Card:  Combination cards feature two or more players, teams, or other 
elements on a single card. These cards come in various designs: one player on each side, 
players arranged in a unique design on the card, dual or triple autos, and even relic cards 
receive the combination card treatment.  

Commemorative:  A collectible created to acknowledge a historic event, record-breaking 
achievement, anniversary or other special event. 

Completist:  A collector who is driven to possess every card of a given set, year, team, player, 
or category. If they collect 2021 Topps Chrome Baseball, the completist will hunt down every 
card from that checklist – including every base card, parallel, auto, etc. For many 
collectors, common cards from a given set will have little value. 

Die-cut:  A trading card that has had part of the card stock removed to create a specific 
shape, design or function, such as a stand-up. In today’s collecting era, such cards are used 
as inserts and are usually short-printed.  

Error Card:  A card that contains a mistake or error resulting in a variation (aka VAR). Error 
cards may include misspellings, statistical errors, incorrect photos, or other mistakes.  

Event-Worn:  A piece of memorabilia that has been worn by a player at a non-specific game 
or event. For example, a jersey or jersey patch that was worn at a rookie’s signing session.  

Factory Set:  Factory Set refers to a specific way to sell baseball cards. Instead of 
random packs being placed in a retail box or hobby box, a full set is packaged and sold in a 
single box.  

Facsimile Signature:  An autograph that has been applied to a trading card using a stamp, 
or as part of the overall printing process. It is, in fact, a replica signature of the subject but 
was not applied to the card’s surface by the subject themselves. 

Foil:  A metallic texture sometimes applied to cards to enhance the design. Foil cards are 
often highly condition sensitive, like Derek Jeter’s 1993 SP Foil rookie card, which only has a 
population of 21 in PSA 10. 

Game-Used:  A piece of memorabilia that has been used in a professional sporting event. 
These items can include, but are not limited to: bats, jerseys, fielding gloves, batting gloves, 
bases, etc.  

Game-Worn:  A piece of memorabilia that has been worn by a player in an official game, 
which is then embedded in a trading card – commonly referred to as a Relic Card. 
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Gem Mint:  The condition rating given to a card that receives a PSA 10, BGS 9.5, SGC 10 or 
CSG 10. 

Graded Card:  A card that has had its authenticity verified and the quality of its physical 
condition evaluated by a grading service like PSA, BGS, SGC or CSG. 

Hanger Pack:  A retail format of trading cards that hangs rather than sit on a shelf. Ultra-
modern hanger packs/boxes typically contain a single pack of cards. 

Hit:  A modern hobby term referring to higher-valued chase cards. Autographs, relic 
cards, insert cards, and coveted rookie cards are all commonly understood to be hits. 

Hobby Box:  Hobby boxes are high-end boxes that typically feature a greater number 
of chase cards, which makes them more expensive/valuable. Unlike retail boxes, which are 
widely distributed in big box stores (think: Walmart or Target), hobby boxes are usually 
distributed exclusively through hobby shops or online. 

Hobby-Exclusive:  Refers to products that only appear in hobby formats. This can be entire 
products that only have hobby box configurations (National Treasures, Flawless) or the 
specific contents of a product like parallels, inserts or other chases. 

Insert Card:  Insert cards refer to any non-base and non-parallel cards in a trading card set. 
These cards typically have their own themes, names, designs, and numberings. 

Jersey Card:  A trading card that contains a small piece – or “swatch” – of a player’s jersey. 
Unlike Patch Cards, which are taken from specific parts of the jersey (i.e. the logo or number), 
jersey swatches are typically single-color and consist of basic mesh or cloth material.  

Numbered:  Numbered cards are short-printed (e.g. limited edition), and the print run is 
specified on either the front or back of the card. 

One of One:  A 1/1 card is the rarest type of trading card, making it especially appealing to 
collectors. 

One-Touch:  A magnetic holder typically used by collectors for mid- to high-end cards that 
aren’t graded but need protection similar to a top loader. One-Touch holders are generally 
preferred to top loaders when it comes to eye appeal and displayability. 

Parallel:  Most trading card products have a base set, made up of common cards, and then 
a smaller number of more-limited parallel cards. These cards essentially ‘run parallel’ to the 
base set – they have a similar look and design, but are distinguished by a unique physical 
quality.  
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Patch Card:  Cards that specifically feature a multi-colored jersey patch embedded in the 
card itself. Sometimes the jersey patches are game-used, but not always. 

Player Collector:  A collector who seeks out cards of a specific player, just as a team 
collector seeks out cards of a specific team. 

Pop Report:  A pop report is a published census showing the total number of cards graded 
by a third-party grading company. For any given card in any given grade (e.g. Mint 10), there 
will be a published pop report showing how many times the grading service has awarded that 
exact grade to that exact card. 

Printing Plate:  A printing plate is the thin metal plate used to print cards. They typically 
come in four different colors: cyan, magenta, yellow, and black. Printing plates are often 
offered as one-of-one collectibles for each color. 

Print Run:  Refers to the overall number of copies of a single card. Some cards have small 
print runs like 1/1 while others have been printed millions of times. 

Prospecting:  Prospecting is collecting cards of young players who have yet to reach the 
MLB. In many ways, Prospecting is all about finding as many cards of potential future All 
Stars as possible. 

Raw:  A card that hasn’t been graded and slabbed by a third-party service like PSA or BGS. 
When you buy a pack of Topps baseball cards, you are buying raw cards. If you send those 
raw cards to a grading service, they will become graded cards.  

Razz:  Another name for a lottery or raffle that involves cards. An example of a razz features 
the original owner raffling off a card through 10 spots at $10 per spot. A winner is selected at 
random from that group to receive the card. 

Redemption Card:  With redemption cards, the owner exchanges or “redeems” the card 
with the manufacturer and receives a hit (typically, autographed) card at a later date.  

Refractor:  Refractor Cards utilize a special printing technology to create a unique visual 
effect. The cards refract light to create a prism or rainbow-like look and colorful shine. Most 
products include multiple types of refractors, each of which is named for their different 
colors. 

Relic Card:  A card that contains a piece of memorabilia embedded in the card itself – from 
a swatch of fabric from a player’s jersey to a piece of game-used baseball. 

Reprint:  A reproduction of a card that was previously printed. New collectors should pay 
special attention to sale listings marked “RP” as these are not original copies of the 
presented card. 
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Retail Box:  These are lower-priced boxes that are widely distributed and available in large 
retail stores like Walmart or Target. A retail box may have the same base set as a higher-
end hobby box, but will have fewer guaranteed hits and chase cards. 

Retail-Exclusive:  Refers to cards that appear only in retail formats. Examples could be 
inserts that only appear in Blaster Boxes or parallels that only appear in Hanger Boxes. 

Rookie Card:  Rookie cards refer to players’ first cards once they make their Major League 
debut. In most cases, rookie cards are stamped with some kind of designation (e.g. “RC”) on 
the front or back, and that designation will appear on the card that same year as the debut 
or, in some cases, the following year. 

RPA:  Abbreviation for Rookie Patch Autograph. These types of cards are often the most 
desirable and expensive in the hobby. 

Scarce:  A card or series of cards with limited availability .  The term is very subjective and 
today is used all too liberally to hype a card’s value.  It should be noted that when using the 
term in reference to vintage trading cards, “scarce” cards are easier to obtain than “rare” (see 
above) cards. 

Short Print:  A card that is printed in lower quantities than other cards in the same set. Short 
prints, or super short prints (SSPs), are much more scarce than common cards, and thus 
more valuable to collectors. 

Sketch Card:  Sketch Cards are one-of-one, hand-drawn cards created by the licensed artist 
from a particular set. They are the same size as regular trading cards and include the artist’s 
signature. 

Slabbing:  Slabbing is a synonym for grading. A slabbed card is a graded card. “That card is 
probably worth some money – you should get it slabbed”. 

Superfractor:  A superfractor is the rarest type of refractor card. Superfractors are short-
printed, 1-of-1 cards, which means that for any given card, there will be only one superfractor 
of that card in the entire product. Because they are 1/1, superfractors are among the most 
desired and valuable cards in any set.  

Super Short Print:  Abbreviated SSP, these cards are even more rare than short-prints. While 
there are no stated print runs for an SSP, the pack odds are definitively more rare than SP. 
Typically a print run under 50 is considered SSP. 

Team Collector:  A collector who seeks out cards of a specific team, just as a player 
collector seeks out cards of a specific player. 
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Toploader:  Toploaders are thick, plastic encasings used to protect and store cards. 
Valuable cards are typically placed in a thin penny sleeve and then in a toploader for 
maximum protection. 

Variation:  A card that is different – usually in small and subtle ways – from 
its common counterparts in the same set. The most common variations include: a different 
color background or lettering, a corrected error, a name misspelling, or a photo variation. 
Variations are almost always intentional.  

Vintage:  A subjective term that describes older cards. A widely accepted cutoff is 1980, with 
cards produced before then considered vintage by modern standards. 

Wax:  A commonly-used Hobby term, wax refers to an unopened box or case of cards. To “rip 
wax” or “break wax” is to open a sealed box or case – often vintage boxes that have been kept 
unopened for years. 
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Disclosure: 

This document contains information gathered from a variety of publicly available online 
sources, as cited in the References section. All company names, trademarks, service marks, 
and logos mentioned are the property of their respective owners and are referenced here 
solely for descriptive and informational purposes. No affiliation, endorsement, or 
sponsorship by any of the companies or organizations named should be inferred. 

Every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy, reliability, and relevance of the 
information presented at the time of writing. The author has consulted sources that are 
widely regarded as reputable within the industry, and data points have been cross-
referenced whenever possible. However, the sports collectibles market is dynamic and 
subject to change based on new product releases, evolving consumer demand, regulatory 
actions, and broader economic conditions. As a result, no representation, warranty, or 
guarantee is made regarding the absolute completeness, timeliness, or future applicability 
of the information provided in this document. 

Readers are strongly encouraged to verify facts, figures, and interpretations directly with the 
original sources listed in the References section. This document should not be regarded as 
a substitute for professional advice, legal counsel, financial guidance, or independent 
research. The analysis and commentary included are intended strictly for educational and 
informational purposes, and should not be relied upon as investment, business, or legal 
recommendations. 
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By using or referencing this work, readers acknowledge that all use is at their own discretion 
and risk. The author expressly disclaims any liability for actions taken or decisions made 
based on the information contained herein. This document is designed to serve as a broad 
overview and educational resource on the history, evolution, and grading of sports trading 
cards, and is not intended to provide definitive guidance for financial, legal, or commercial 
decision-making. 

Forward-Looking Statements: Certain sections of this document may include forward-
looking statements, projections, or estimates regarding the potential growth of the sports 
card market, industry trends, or the future of grading services. These statements are based 
on currently available information, assumptions, and market conditions, and should not be 
interpreted as guarantees of future performance. Actual outcomes may differ materially 
from those expressed or implied due to unforeseen events, market volatility, or other factors 
beyond the author’s control. Readers should exercise caution and conduct their own due 
diligence before relying on any forward-looking information presented herein. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


