
public institution with over fi ve thousand students, 
reclassifi ed from DII with football to DI-AA (FCS) in 
2007. Real athletic expenditure per undergraduate 
increased dramatically from $585 in 2006 to $2,458 
in 2016.

4. UNC CHARLOTTE
UNC Charlotte is a rapidly growing public 

institution in North Carolina with a student body 
of  over twenty thousand undergraduates in 2016. 
The university was a member of  the nonfootball 
Atlantic 10 Conference from the 2005–6 season 

through the 2012–13 season. The original plan was 
to play at the DI-AA (FCS) level, but it made the 
move all the way to DI-A (FBS) in the minimum 
time allowed by the NCAA, along with a move to 
Conference USA. The university built a new $27 
million stadium with successful fundraising in the 
Charlotte community that included $10 million 
from Jerry Richardson, owner of  the Carolina 
Panthers, for naming rights. The university 
introduced student fees of  $320 annually, of  which 
$120 goes to construction costs to help pay for the 
increased athletic expenditure from adding the 



football program (Smith, 2013). The per-student 
costs of  the athletic program rose sharply in 2012.

5. WINSTON-SALEM STATE UNIVERSITY
Winston-Salem State, a public North Carolina 

school with fl uctuating enrollment, reclassifi ed 
from DII with football to DI-AA (FCS) in 2008 and 
2009, but returned to DII with football after costs 
increased dramatically. The upward reclassifi cation 
necessitated three new sports, fi fty additional 
scholarships, and numerous additional coaches. In 

addition, the University of  North Carolina Board 
of  Governors denied a request for a 31 percent 
increase in student athletic fees (Anderson 2015).

6. LIMESTONE COLLEGE
Limestone, a small South Carolina private 

school with just over two thousand students, 
plays at the DII level and added football, men’s 
volleyball, and fi eld hockey in 2013. With higher 
athletic costs and a drop in the number of  
undergraduates from 2013 to 2016, Limestone’s 



athletic costs rose from $3,023 to $4,804 per 
undergraduate. Limestone announced in 2018 that 
it is dropping the swimming program because of  
low participation and outdated facilities.

7. PRESBYTERIAN COLLEGE
Presbyterian, a small private South Carolina 

liberal arts college, moved from DII with football 
to DI-AA (FCS) in 2008 and is the smallest DI 
school in the country. Comparing 2008 to 2016, 
the number of  undergraduates dropped from 
1,126 to 943, and expenditure per undergraduate 
increased from an already-high $9,166 to $14,515. 
Presbyterian announced in 2018 that it will move 
to nonscholarship DI football and will play in the 
Pioneer Football League while remaining in the 
Big South Conference in other sports. The college 
announced in 2018 the addition of  men’s and 
women’s wrestling and acrobatics and tumbling. 

8. USC UPSTATE
USC Upstate, a public university in South 

Carolina with 4,403 undergraduates in 2016, 
moved from DII without football to DI-AAA in 
2007. Despite rising enrollment, real undergraduate 
expenditures on athletics increased from $825 in 

2006 to $1,615 in 2016. The institution moved 
from the Atlantic 10 Conference to the Big South 
Conference in 2018 to reduce travel costs.

IV. POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Our analysis of  athletic costs at schools in the 

Carolinas has shown the pivotal roles played by the 
number of  undergraduates, the size of  the athletic 
program, public-versus-private classifi cation, 
NCAA division, and the passage of  time. We 
have also demonstrated that whatever benefi ts 
reclassifi cation to a higher NCAA division may 
bring, this reclassifi cation also brings higher costs. 

All along, as tuition and fees have risen, many 
schools within and outside of  the Carolinas have 
reclassifi ed their athletic programs to play at more 
expensive levels, and student debt has grown into a 
national concern that has drawn increased media 
attention. 14 According to The Institute for College 
Access and Success, approximately two-thirds of  
college seniors had student debt that averaged 
$28,650. 

For all institutions for which The Institute for 
College Access and Success has data, 57 percent 



of  graduates in North Carolina (ranked twenty-
fourth nationally) have an average debt of  $26,526 
(ranked thirty-seventh nationally), and 58 percent 
of  graduates in South Carolina (ranked twentieth 
nationally) have an average debt of  $30,891 
(ranked fourteenth nationally).15  Table 4 provides 
data on student debt by state and type of  institution 
for schools in both the EADA and Institute for 
College Access and Success databases. In North 
Carolina, a higher proportion of  graduates from 
public institutions have debt, but the average debt 
per graduate is higher at private institutions. In 
South Carolina, the proportion of  graduates with 
debt and the average debt per graduate are higher 
at private institutions. 

The combination of  rising student debt, rising 
athletic costs, and upward NCAA reclassifi cation 
yields clear policy implications. To ensure 
aff ordability, colleges and universities in the 
Carolinas need to keep a close watch on athletic 
costs. For fl agship schools, such as UNC  Chapel 
Hill, NC State, Clemson, and USC Columbia, 
athletic spending on a per-student basis may be 
high (as shown in fi gure 3), but this spending is 
off set by television appearances, gate receipts, 
bowl-game revenues, and bids to the NCAA men’s-
basketball tournament. The same can be said of  
well-heeled private schools such as Duke and Wake 
Forest. 

Nonetheless, the athletic programs for 
many other schools in the Carolinas bring in 
little revenue. Aspirations to reclassify to more 
competitive NCAA divisions should be approached 

with caution by public and private schools alike, 
since upward reclassifi cation raises costs with little 
off setting revenues. Higher athletic expenditures 
at small, tuition-driven schools must be fi nanced 
by the institutions’ broader budgets and may pose 
a substantial fi nancial burden. All schools should 
take account of  the upward trend in athletic 
expenditures so evident throughout this period 
of  study. An athletic program that is aff ordable 
today may not be aff ordable tomorrow. Although 
de-escalation of  athletic programs is politically 
diffi  cult, small schools that spend a large amount 
on athletics on a per-student basis, both public and 
private, may need to consider downsizing their 
athletic programs in the future. 

V. CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
Our aim in this paper is to shed light on the cost 

of  intercollegiate athletics, focusing on institutions 
of  higher education in North and South Carolina. 
Consistent with our earlier work, we have found 
that the amount an institution spends on athletics, 
on a per-student basis, depends critically on the 
institution’s size, the size of  its athletic program, 
whether the institution is public or private, the 
NCAA division in which it plays, and the passage 
of  time. Athletic costs per student decline with 
the number of  undergraduates but rise with 
the number of  athletes, the level of  NCAA 
classifi cation, and the passage of  time. For schools 
in the Carolinas, real athletic expenditures per 
student rose markedly from the beginning of  our 
sample period in 2003 to the end of  our sample 

14.  Increases in student fees for athletics raise the costs of higher education and have also received considerable media attention in recent years. � ese fees vary signi� cantly 
across institutions. Of interest to this study, Hartseel (2015) documents that among Division I public schools in South Carolina, per-student fees varied from $2,392, 
or about one-fourth of tuition and fees, at � e Citadel to $0 at Clemson. An article by Hobson and Rich (2015) lists student fees to support athletics at $279 and $328 
for UNC Chapel Hill and NC State, respectively. Ridpath, Porto, Gurney, Lopiano, Sack, Willingham, and Zimbalist (2015) of � e Drake Group have called for greater 
transparency, fee caps, and referenda on student fees to pay for athletics. Although these fees are important and can be a signi� cant contributor to rising tuition and 
fees, the transfer of resources to an institution’s athletic program includes not only student fees but also government funds, institutional resources, and facilities and 
services for which no charge is made. A reduction in the transfer of all resources to the athletic program would bring the greatest reduction in students’ tuition and 
fees. Such an analysis is beyond the scope of this paper. 

15.  Higher rank values mean higher proportions of graduates with debt and higher average debt per graduate. 



period in 2016. Further, whatever the benefi ts 
reclassifi cation to higher levels of  play may bring, 
our analysis of  eight schools that reclassifi ed during 
our study period shows that costs rose in each case, 
sometimes substantially. 

With over half  the students in the Carolinas 
taking out student loans that leave them with debt 
that averages over $25,000, it is time to examine 
the costs of  intercollegiate athletics carefully. In 
particular, small schools with athletic programs 
that spend thousands of  dollars per student but 
earn little off setting revenue may be called into 
question, if  not now, then in the future. University 
administrators, state legislators, college students, 

and the students’ parents need assurance that 
athletic spending is in line with a school’s fi nancial 
capabilities. Monitoring the fi nancial burden 
of  college students in the Carolinas—and the 
role athletics may play in that burden—is not 
only prudent fi nancially but also equitable to the 
students who pay for their education, often with 
borrowed funds.
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