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The rising cost of  higher education is a concern 
to students, parents, government offi  cials, 
and citizens across the United States. Nestled 

within this concern is a growing attention to the cost 
of  college athletics. The citizens of  North and South 
Carolina share these concerns, and in this paper, we 
examine the determinants of  athletic costs, on a per-
student basis, using data on sixty-three institutions of  
higher education in the Carolinas over the years 2003 
to 2016. In particular, we highlight the critical roles 
of  institution size, the size of  the athletic program, 
whether the institution is public or private, the NCAA 
division in which an institution plays, and time. We 
complement this analysis with a closer look at eight 
schools in the Carolinas that have reclassifi ed their 
NCAA division over this period. Our analysis suggests 
that the purported benefi ts of  collegiate sports must 
be weighed carefully against the considerable costs, 
especially in light of  the limited fi nancial resources that 
confront many college students in the Carolinas. 

JEL CODES:
I23; Z23

I. INTRODUCTION
Across the United States, students, their parents, 

government offi  cials, and concerned citizens are 
showing increased concern over the cost of  higher 
education. A quick look at some relevant statistics 
shows why. According to a recent article in Forbes, 
the infl ation-adjusted cost of  a four-year college 
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education rose from under $53,000 in 1989 to 
nearly $105,000 in 2016, a pace that outstrips wage 
growth by eightfold. To worsen this bleak picture, 
fi nancial aid has not been enough to rescue cash-
strapped students. Inside Higher Education reports 
that tuition and fees, net of  fi nancial aid, have 
risen for eight consecutive years at four-year public 
institutions and for six consecutive years at four-
year, nonprofi t private institutions (Seltzer 2017).1  
Mounting student debt has been the result of  this 
“disconnect” between the cost of  higher education, 
wage growth, and fi nancial aid, so much so that 
student debt is now the largest component of  US 
nonhousing debt (Maldonado 2018).2 

Documenting these trends is one thing; 
explaining them is another. Economists have 
long recognized that third-party payment dulls 
consumers’ sensitivity to price and results in 
nonprice competition by producers. Ohio 
University’s professor emeritus Richard Vedder 
places the blame squarely on the major third-party 
payee, the federal government, whose subsidies 
have given “‘every incentive and every opportunity 
for colleges to raise their fees’” (Finley 2013). Of  
interest to our study, the rise in athletic costs is 
commensurate with that of  federal aid. Slaper 
and Foston (2013) note that institutions are “only 
remotely disciplined by market forces,” resulting in 
an athletics and facilities “arms race.”3  In a past 
study, the Center for College Aff ordability and 
Productivity (2010) listed twenty-fi ve ways in which 
institutions of  higher education can curb costs, 
including cuts to their athletic programs. 

To supporters of  college athletics, blaming rising 
college costs on athletic expenditures is naïve, short-
sighted, and downright wrong. The costs, however 

high they may be, must be balanced against the 
benefi ts, which are often not monetary. Fort and 
Winfree (2013) contend that athletic expenditures 
are an investment like any other and an investment 
that often yields positive returns. This return may 
be refl ected in student quality. In an early piece, 
McCormick and Tinsley (1987) conclude that 
the relationship between athletics and academics 
is “symbiotic” and fi nd empirical evidence that 
membership in a “big time” athletic conference 
is associated with higher SAT scores, a result 
consistent with an “advertising eff ect,” commonly 
referred to as the “Flutie eff ect,”4  whereby athletics 
increases an institution’s applicant pool. Mixon 
(1995) corroborates this fi nding with evidence 
that student quality, measured as an increase in 
SAT scores, is positively associated with basketball 
success, a result he too attributes to a benefi cial 
“advertising eff ect.” In later work, Mixon, Trevino, 
and Minto (2004) fi nd that football success is 
positively correlated with higher freshman-
retention rates and graduation rates and so is 
congruent with a university’s overall mission. In a 
similar vein, Pope and Pope (2009) fi nd that football 
and basketball success generate larger applicant 
pools that, in turn, allow schools to expand along 
the quality and quantity margins of  their student 
body. 

Other researchers have taken a diff erent path, 
focusing instead on giving. Koo and Dittmore 
(2014) test whether athletic success and giving to 
the athletic program increase or crowd out giving 
to academic programs. They fi nd that football 
success (but not basketball success) and athletic 
giving are positively correlated with giving to the 
academic program. In eff ect, success on the football 

1.  � e Inside Higher Education article is based on a more detailed report by the College Board, Trends in College Pricing 2017.
2.  Articles by USA Today and CNBC sound a similar theme. See Caplinger (2017) and Martin (2017).
3.  Nonetheless, they also cite low productivity and labor costs as reasons for rising costs.
4.  Doug Flutie was a Boston College quarterback whose “Hail Mary” pass against the defending national champion, University of Miami, in 1984 brought about a 

much-celebrated Boston College victory and is associated with a large increase in student applications at Boston College the following year.



fi eld and donations from athletic boosters are 
associated with greater resources for the academic 
side of  the institution. Stinson, Marquardt, and 
Chandley (2012) examine athletic spending as an 
investment and conclude it yields positive rates of  
return for an institution’s core and gift revenues and 
is also associated with higher graduation rates. 

However impressive this research is, much of  
the public and popular press remain skeptical. 
According to USA Today, the number of  athletic 
programs that generate operating revenues that 
exceed operating costs has ranged in the low 20s 
since 2010, and these programs are restricted to 
members of  the elite Power Five conferences: the 
Atlantic Coast Conference, the Big Ten, the Big 
Twelve, the Pacifi c Athletic Conference, and the 
Southeastern Conference (Berkowitz and Schnaars 
2017). Since most athletic programs lose money, 
the gap, often reaching into the tens of  millions 
of  dollars, must be fi lled from some source, and 
that source is institutional resources (Wolverton, 
Hallman, Shiffl  ett, and Kambhampati 2015 and 
Suggs 2017). Some analysts have questioned 
whether athletic spending is sustainable, while 
others argue that the continued viability of  college 
athletic programs, in spite of  their fi nancial losses 
in most cases, indicates their nonpecuniary value 
to their institutions (Brady, Berkowitz, and Upton 
2016). 

Numerous scholarly studies have also questioned 
the viability of  college athletic fi nances. The Knight 
Commission (2009) provided an early warning of  
the unsustainable trends in college athletic costs 
and institutional subsidies, and Zimbalist (2010) 
points out that the cost picture may be worse than 
is commonly perceived because institutions do not 
generally report athletic-department expenditures on 
capital and debt service. For institutions outside the 
Power Five conferences, the fi nancial picture may be 
worsening. Gurney, Lopiano, and Zimbalist (2017) 
present evidence that lucrative television contracts 

and the College Football Championship Playoff  
have resulted in “revenue inequality” across college 
athletic programs, in which successful football and 
men’s basketball programs earn increasing multiples 
of  the revenues of  average schools. The fallout is 
that most athletic programs run large defi cits. In a 
penetrating analysis of  who pays the institutional 
subsidies to fund these defi cits, Lipford and Slice 
(2018) provide evidence that institutional subsidies 
are higher at schools with lower graduation rates and 
ACT scores and with higher shares of  the student 
body that receive Pell grants and take out student 
loans. 

As to the nonpecuniary benefi ts, not all 
researchers share the optimism of  athletics’ 
supporters. Litan, Orszag, and Orszag (2003), 
Orszag and Orszag (2005a), and Orszag and Israel 
(2009) fi nd no eff ect of  operating expenditures 
on football or basketball on an institution’s SAT 
scores or alumni giving. The latter papers also 
fi nd evidence of  an “arms race” for capital and 
operating expenses. Frank (2004) argues that 
college athletics are similar to a “winner take all” 
market and that escalating expenditures on college 
athletics contain features of  an “entrapment 
game,” whereby institutions continue to spend 
in hopes of  gaining a relative advantage. Frank’s 
survey of  the literature examining the importance 
of  nonpecuniary benefi ts shows that a large 
number of  scholarly studies indicate that these 
benefi ts are small. Zimbalist (2010) concedes that 
athletic success may bring more or higher-quality 
students and greater donations but notes that if  this 
is true, poor athletic performance should tilt these 
outcomes in a negative direction. 

Our aim in this paper is to examine and explain 
the costs of  college athletic programs in detail. 
Specifi cally, college athletic costs, on a per-student 
basis, depend critically on fi ve variables: the number 
of  undergraduates enrolled, the size of  the athletic 
program as measured by the number of  athletes, 



whether the institution is private or public, the 
NCAA division in which a school plays, and the 
passage of  time. Our focus will be on sixty-three 
institutions of  higher education in North Carolina 
and South Carolina for the years 2003 to 2016.5  
To gain further understanding of  the importance 
of  NCAA division, we look more closely at schools 
in the Carolinas that changed divisions during these 
years. Our intent is not to resolve debates over the 
merits of  college athletics between its supporters 
and detractors; however, we do look at the fi nancial 
need of  students in the Carolinas and build the case 
that spending on athletics must have substantial 
benefi ts in order to be justifi able because students at 
many schools in the Carolinas incur signifi cant debt 
to pay for their education. If  our case stands, the 
policy implications are clear: college administrators 
and the state governments need to give serious 
consideration to the allocation of  resources in 
higher education between athletics and academics, 
given that the primary purpose of  an institution of  
higher education is to educate students. 

In the following section, we model college 
athletic costs and present regression estimates of  
athletic costs per student across the schools in the 
Carolinas. In the third section, we present evidence 
on how athletic costs changed at schools in the 
Carolinas that changed NCAA divisions from 2003 

to 2016. The fourth section presents evidence on 
the fi nancial need of  students of  higher education 
in the Carolinas and the policy implications that 
follow from our work. We off er closing thoughts in 
a conclusion.

II. THE COST ESTIMATES
Understanding the critical variables that 

determine college athletic spending is essential to 
understanding the choices schools make about their 
athletic programs. In this section, we examine those 
variables. We discuss the data fi rst and follow with 
descriptive statistics and empirical estimates. 

A. THE DATA
The US Department of  Education, under the 

Equity in Athletics Disclosure Act (EADA), requires 
all institutions that receive Title IV funding to 
report data on their athletic programs to the Offi  ce 
of  Postsecondary Education. These data, collected 
since 2003, provide the database used in the cost 
estimates of  this study.

B. DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS
Our sample consists of  sixty-three schools 

in North Carolina and South Carolina over the 
period of  2003 to 2016, giving a total of  882 

5.  We have conducted a similar analysis with national data for the years 2003 to 2013. � ose � ndings are consistent with the ones of this study. For both studies, the 
years of analysis have been determined by the availability of data collected by the Department of Education. See Lipford and Slice (2017).

6.  We omitted schools for three reasons: (1) playing in the National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA), (2) incomplete data for the sample years, or (3) a 
lack of clear NCAA division classi� cation by the EADA database at some point during the sample period. Omitted schools in North Carolina are the following: 
Chowan University, Montreat College, Peace College, Salem College, and St. Andrews University. Omitted schools in South Carolina are Allen University, Coastal 
Carolina University, Columbia College, Morris College, Southern Wesleyan University, the University of South Carolina Beaufort, and Voorhees College. 

VARIABLE MEAN STANDARD DEVIATION MIN MAX

Total undergraduates 4,508 5,140 495 23,947

Total athletes 372 156 115 1,005

Athletic expenditures per undergraduate (2016 $) $3,209 $2,614 $174 $15,521

Table 1. Summary Statistics: Full Sample



observations.6  Table 1 presents descriptive statistics 
for three key variables: the number of  total 
undergraduates, the number of  total athletes, and 
athletic expenditure per undergraduate in 2016 
dollars.7 

As interesting as the full-sample data are, the 
importance of  whether an institution is public 
versus private and the NCAA division at which a 
school plays are highlighted when the sample is 
broken down by these criteria, as shown in table 
2. Among trends that emerge are three of  interest. 
First, although athletic programs generally increase 
in size with NCAA division, schools that play 
in Division III or Division II fi eld large athletic 
programs and have a higher ratio of  athletes to 
total students than Division I schools. Second, 
private schools spend signifi cantly more than 
public schools in a given NCAA division. This is 
explained, at least in part, by the relatively high 
value of  scholarships, since tuition and fees are 
higher at private schools. Third, athletic spending 
per student generally rises with moves to higher 
NCAA divisions.

C. EMPIRICAL MODEL AND RESULTS
To gain a more complete understanding of  

athletic costs, we examined the critical factors 
identifi ed above: total undergraduates, total 
athletes, whether an institution is public or private, 
the NCAA division, and time. 

1. THE EQUATION AND FINDINGS

Specifi cally, we estimated a regression equation 
with athletic costs per student as a function of  the 
number of  undergraduates, the number of  athletes, 
public-versus-private status, NCAA division, and 
the year. The equation estimated is as follows:

Ln(Real Total Expenditures Per 
Undergraduatei,t) = α0 + α1Ln(Total 
Undergraduatesi,t) + α2Ln(Total Athletesi,t) + 
α3∑Public-Private and NCAA Division Variablesi 
+ α4∑Year Dummy Variablest + εi,t. 

The combinations of  NCAA division and status 
as private (nonprofi t) versus public are eleven: 
DIII Private; DII Public without football; DII 
Private without football; DII Public with football; 
DII Private with football; DIAAA Public; DIAAA 
Private; DIAA (FCS) Public; DIAA (FCS) Private; 
DIA (FBS) Public; and DIA (FBS) Private.8  The 
years run from 2003 to 2016. DIII private schools 
and 2003 are omitted from the regression, so 
their values are captured by the intercept term.9  
We utilize a random-eff ects model to obtain our 
estimates.10 

Table 3 shows the regression results. The 
overall explanatory power of  the model is highly 
signifi cant. In addition, each individual coeffi  cient 
is signifi cant at the 1 percent level for a two-tailed 
test. We now take a closer look at these coeffi  cients. 

Because athletic programs have a number of  
fi xed costs that do not vary with enrollment, (for 
example, coaches’ and athletic directors’ salaries, 
number of  athletic teams, game-day expenses, 
travel costs, and scholarships), we expect athletic 

7.  We convert monetary � gures to 2016 dollars using the personal-consumption-expenditure component of the implicit price de� ator. 
8.  In an alternate speci� cation, we designate private schools and NCAA classi� cations with separate dummy variables. We prefer the speci� cation provided above 

because its explanatory power is higher. Further, estimating a separate dummy variable for private schools implies that the e� ect of being private is the same across 
all NCAA divisions. 

9  � ere are no DIII public schools in the sample, and all DIII schools play football. 
10.  A Breusch and Pagan Lagrangian multiplier test for random e� ects indicates that a random-e� ects estimate is superior to a simple OLS estimate. We note that a 

Hausman test rejects a random-e� ects model in lieu of a � xed-e� ects model. Despite this, we chose the random-e� ects model for two reasons. First, we are keenly 
interested in the time-invariant variables of NCAA division. Running separate regressions for each NCAA division would have yielded relatively few degrees 
of freedom for divisions with relatively few observations (e.g., DII Public, no football and D1A Private). � e D1AAA Private classi� cation with only nineteen 
observations would be impossible to estimate. Second, when we estimate the � xed-e� ects model, the coe�  cients on the number of undergraduates, the number of 
athletes, and the year dummy variables are nearly identical to those of the random-e� ects model. 



VARIABLE MEAN STANDARD DEVIATION MIN MAX

Divisional III Private, with Football

Total undergraduates 1,490 486 697 2,268

Total athletes 392 95 161 633

Athlete expenditures per undergraduate (2016$) $1,555 $658 $205 $4,345

Number of  observations: 56

Division II Public, No Football

Total undergraduates 2,795 518 2,092 4,572

Total athletes 191 19 145 221

Athlete expenditures per undergraduate (2016$) $1,414 $406 $560 $2,579

Number of  observations: 46

Division II Private, No Football

Total undergraduates 1,287 562 495 3,264

Total athletes 305 114 115 714

Athletic expenditures per undergraduate (2016$) $2,902 $1,545 $283 $7,279

Number of  observations: 150

Division II Public, with Football

Total undergraduates 3,882 1,275 1,190 8,675

Total athletes 258 94 141 505

Athletic expenditures per undergraduate (2016$) $800 $277 $198 $1,500

Number of  Observations: 58

Table 2. Summary Statistics by NCAA Division



VARIABLE MEAN STANDARD DEVIATION MIN MAX

Divisional II Private, with Football

Total undergraduates 1,443 551 549 3,143

Total athletes 354 146 139 867

Athlete expenditures per undergraduate (2016$) $3,442 $1,740 $174 $9,166

Number of  schools: 177

Division IAAA Public

Total undergraduates 8,138 4,120 2,727 17,240

Total athletes 333 84 168 483

Athlete expenditures per undergraduate (2016$) $1,388 $554 $509 $2,564

Number of  observations: 89

Division IAAA Private

Total undergraduates 3,261 713 2,325 4,476

Total athletes 308 71 208 423

Athletic expenditures per undergraduate (2016$) $2,747 $487 $1,963 $3,639

Number of  observations: 19

Division IAA Public

Total undergraduates 6,612 4,132 2,037 18,982

Total athletes 381 112 188 616

Athletic expenditures per undergraduate (2016$) $2,377 $1,674 $753 $6,730

Number of  Observations: 81

Table 2. Summary Statistics by NCAA Division



costs per student to vary inversely with the number 
of  students. The negative coeffi  cient on the 
natural log of  total undergraduates confi rms this 
expectation: a 1 percent increase in the number of  
undergraduates reduces per-student spending on 
athletics by 0.65 percent. The size of  the athletic 
program should raise costs, and the cost estimates 
indicate that a 1 percent increase in the number 
of  athletes raises athletic expenditures by 0.77 
percent.11  

Turning to the public-private distinction and 

the NCAA division, we fi nd that holding NCAA 
division constant, private schools generally 
outspend their public counterparts and that  
holding the public-private designation constant, 
moving up the NCAA-division ladder raises athletic 
costs in most instances. 

The year dummy variables tell an interesting 
story: with the exception of  2007 to 2008 and 2012 
to 2013, the coeffi  cients increase in value each year. 
The smaller coeffi  cient in 2008 compared to 2007 
is easily explained by the recession, although we are 

VARIABLE MEAN STANDARD DEVIATION MIN MAX

Divisional IAA Private

Total undergraduates 2,517 1,211 943 5,854

Total athletes 418 76 266 574

Athlete expenditures per undergraduate (2016$) $6,329 $2,845 $1,677 $14,515

Number of  observations: 102

Division IA Public

Total undergraduates 17,881 2,692 12,857 23,947

Total athletes 647 134 432 1,005

Athlete expenditures per undergraduate (2016$) $3,472 $1,295 $1,292 $5,856

Number of  observations: 76

Division IA Private

Total undergraduates 5,447 996 3,930 6,538

Total athletes 575 151 355 899

Athletic expenditures per undergraduate (2016$) $11,058 $2,406 $3,547 $15,521

Number of  observations: 28

Table 2. Summary Statistics by NCAA Division

11.  We note that the results are fundamentally the same when the variables are in levels with squared values of total undergraduates and total athletes. � e explanatory 
power of the log-log estimate is higher, so we prefer it. 



DEPENDENT VARIABLE: LN(TOTAL ATHLETIC EXPENDITURES PER UNDERGRADUATE, 2016$)

VARIABLE COEFFICIENT Z-SCORE

Ln (total undergraduates) -.0650 -13.82*

Ln (total athletes) 0.770 14.83*

DII Public, no football 0.930 5.65*

DII Private, no football 0.600 4.53*

DII Public, football 0.574 3.66*

DII Private, football 0.939 7.39*

DIAAA Public 1.114 7.30*

DIAAA Private 1.604 9.43*

DIAA (FCS) Public 1.226 8.16*

DIAA (FCS) Private 1.471 10.88*

DIA (FBS) Public 1.802 10.59*

DIA (FBS) Private 2.594 12.56*

2004 0.134 3.17*

2005 0.355 8.40*

2006 0.413 9.71*

2007 0.461 10.80*

2008 0.430 10.02*

2009 0.436 10.09*

2010 0.482 11.09*

2011 0.504 11.51*

2012 0.517 11.57*

2013 0.499 11.08*

2014 0.539 11.89*

2015 0.564 12.36*

2016 0.587 12.84*

Constant 6.976 17.51*

Wald Chi-square = 1,592.53*

N = 882, Schools = 63, Years per School = 14

Table 3. Regression Results



at a loss to explain the drop from 2012 to 2013. Far 
more important in our judgement are the overall 
rising values of  these coeffi  cients, which show 
clearly that athletic spending (in infl ation-adjusted 
terms) is on an upward trajectory. These results 
support the assertions of  those who argue that 
collegiate athletic programs are in an “arms race.” 
These coeffi  cients also suggest that administrators 
who want to curb athletic costs face a diffi  cult 
battle. 

2. THE ROLES OF INSTITUTION SIZE, 
WHETHER AN INSTITUTION IS PUBLIC OR 
PRIVATE, NCAA DIVISION, AND TIME: A 
CLOSER LOOK

To gain a fuller understanding of  the critical role 
that institution size, as measured by the number of  
undergraduates, plays as a determinant of  athletic 
costs, we estimated average (per student) cost 
curves for public and private institutions by NCAA 
division, using coeffi  cients from the regression 
equations. These results are shown in fi gures 1 and 
2 for public and private institutions, respectively. 
A quick glance reveals that private schools spend 
signifi cantly more and that expenditures rise as an 

institution plays in a higher NCAA division. For 
any class of  institution, however, per-student costs 
drop markedly as the number of  students increases. 
Whatever the critics of  athletic spending may say, 
when the largely fi xed costs of  athletic programs 
are spread over a large number of  students, the cost 
per student is relatively small and may well be less 
than the associated benefi ts, even for schools that 
have operating expenditures that exceed operating 
revenues. In eff ect, the nonpecuniary benefi ts need 
not be large for the athletic program to have a net 
positive benefi t on the campuses of  large schools. 
For small schools, however, the costs per student 
can be extremely high, making college athletics a 
burden to the overall institutional budget. Since 
these schools are unlikely to play in bowl games, 
receive bids to the NCAA men’s-basketball 
tournament, or land lucrative television contracts, 
the nonpecuniary benefi ts must be substantial if  the 
benefi ts of  the athletic program are to exceed the 
costs. The upshot from the data is that the balance 
between costs and benefi ts is almost sure to be 
tipped toward costs for small schools that play at 
the Division I level. 

To illustrate how athletic expenditures vary 



across schools and time, we show expenditures 
per student by institution in 2003 and 2016, for 
public and private institutions, respectively. Figure 
3 for public institutions identifi es the big spenders 
as members of  the Atlantic Coast Conference 
(University of  North Carolina [UNC] Chapel 
Hill, North Carolina [NC] State, and Clemson 
University) and the Southeastern Conference 
(University of  South Carolina [USC]). Given that 
these schools are large and also generate substantial 
revenue from their athletic programs, these 
expenditures are of  little concern. The Citadel 
stands out as the biggest spender of  all, and, 
playing at the DIAA (FCS) level, it likely generates 
little off setting revenue. 

The fi gures for private schools, shown in fi gure 
4, reinforce the fi ndings for public institutions. 
Atlantic Coast Conference members Duke 
University and Wake Forest University stand out 
as big spenders, but a number of  small schools that 
play at the DIAA (FCS) level, such as Davidson 
College, Furman University, Presbyterian College, 
and Woff ord College, stand out as well. Small 
institutions spending in excess of  $8,000 per 
student represent costly undertakings with relatively 
little off setting revenue. 

What stands out for all institutions, public or 
private (with the exceptions of  Benedict College, 
Greensboro College, and Livingstone College), is the 
remarkable rise in infl ation-adjusted expenditures 
per student from 2003 to 2016. In many cases, 
expenditures have more than doubled, indicating 
that the benefi ts of  athletic spending, monetary and 
nonmonetary, must be substantial and rising if  the 
benefi t–cost calculation is to favor the benefi ts. 

III. CHANGING NCAA DIVISIONS: WHAT 
HAPPENS TO COSTS?

Next, we turn our attention to the eight 
institutions that changed NCAA divisions during 
our sample period. Before examining the cost 
changes these institutions experienced, we look 
briefl y at the literature on the rationales institutions 
commonly off er for changes in NCAA division.

A. CHANGING NCAA DIVISIONS: WHAT 
DOES THE LITERATURE SAY?

Frieder and Fulks’s (2007) study of  institutional 
reclassifi cation from Division II to Division IAA 
(FCS) and from Division IAA (FCS) to Division 
IA (FBS) explores a number of  commonly cited 
benefi ts of  reclassifi cation that are channeled 





through enhanced exposure, reputation, and 
prestige. Among these are a larger applicant pool 
and greater diversity. For the schools the NCAA 
examined, gains in diversity were minimal at best 
and must be balanced against the signifi cant cost 
increases that resulted in higher net losses for most 
athletic programs.

In a similar spirit, Tomasini (2005) examines 
twenty-seven Division II and Division III schools 
that reclassifi ed to Division IAA (FCS) from 1993 
to 1999, looking at trends in donations, football-
game attendance, freshman applications, and 
undergraduate enrollment for three years after 
reclassifi cation. In each case, the author compared 
reclassifying schools to schools that remained 
in the same division over the study period. 
Statistical analysis showed no positive advantages 
to reclassifi cation for any of  these variables, and 
Tomasini concludes with a warning of  the higher 
costs of  Division IAA (FCS) relative to Division II 
or Division III. 

Similarly, Orszag and Orszag (2005b) do not 
fi nd a systematic increase in enrollment for schools 
that moved from Division II to Division I, but they 
do fi nd that the upward transition to Division I 
increased athletic costs signifi cantly and reduced 
sharply net operating revenues of  the athletic 
program.

Kelly and Dixon (2011) focus on the actual or 
planned addition of  a football program specifi cally 
in thirty-eight Division I schools between 2004 and 
2014. The authors examine feasibility studies from 
six institutions and rank fi ve perceived benefi ts 
in order of  importance: a sense of  community, 
student recruitment, fi nancial gain, prestige, and 
media exposure. In a similar analysis, Feezell (2009) 
examines the addition of  football at Division II 
and Division III schools. Aspiring football schools 

at these lower levels of  play gave similar reasons 
to add football, including an enhanced reputation 
and improved school and community spirit. For 
small schools, another critical reason is to attract 
students who will attend the institution for the 
opportunity to play. Feezell’s analysis focuses on six 
Division II or Division III institutions that added 
football during the 2002 and 2003 academic years 
and reached the following conclusions: gains in 
enrollment were short-lived, male enrollment 
increased, costs and subsidies from the broader 
institutional budget to the athletic program 
increased, and the percentage of  the student body 
that were athletes increased. 

In case studies of  particular interest to this 
study, Weaver (2010) researched the decisions of  
two North Carolina schools, UNC Greensboro 
and Elon University, that transitioned to Division 
IAA (FCS). Administrators from both universities 
wanted to break with their institutions’ past 
perceptions and raise their universities’ reputation 
and prestige, especially relative to aspirational 
schools. The schools also sought to draw more 
students, especially those with greater fi nancial 
and academic capability.12  In another case study, 
Dwyer, Eddy, Havard, and Braa (2010) examine 
the attitudes of  administrators, coaches, alumni, 
and students toward a transition from Division 
II to Division IAA (FCS) for an undisclosed 
university. Their study uncovered a disconnect 
between administrator perceptions and those of  
alumni and students, including student-athletes. 
Simply put, alumni and students did not share the 
administrators’ enthusiasm for reclassifi cation to 
Division I, and enrollment and donations did not 
meet administrative expectations. All along, the 
costs of  the athletic program increased markedly. 

Of  interest, Moltz (2009) explores why 

12.  � e focus of this study is on the decision process used by these universities to reclassify to Division IAA (FCS). Although Weaver cites research skeptical of the 
bene� ts of upward reclassi� cation in college athletics, he refrains from o� ering a judgement on the decisions of the universities he studied.



some institutions chose to remain Division II. 
Supporters cited stronger emphasis on academics 
than at Division I programs, along with more 
championship opportunities and less travel. Lower 
costs were also a critical component of  the decision 
not to reclassify to Division I.13  

B. CHANGING NCAA DIVISIONS IN THE 
CAROLINAS: WHICH SCHOOLS RECLASSI-
FIED?

We now turn our attention to the schools 
that changed NCAA divisions in the Carolinas 
during our study period. Benefi ts, whether real or 
perceived, must be matched against cost increases 
that, on a per-student basis, rose for each of  the 
schools that reclassifi ed upward.

The schools in North Carolina and South 
Carolina that reclassifi ed NCAA athletic divisions 
between 2003 and 2016 were Appalachian State 
University, Campbell University, North Carolina 
Central University, UNC Charlotte, Winston-Salem 
State University, Limestone College, Presbyterian 

College, and USC Upstate. We examine each 
school briefl y, identifying its reclassifi cation, the 
year the reclassifi cation occurred, and the eff ect the 
reclassifi cation had on athletic costs.

1. APPALACHIAN STATE UNIVERSITY 
Appalachian State, a public university in 

North Carolina with over sixteen thousand 
undergraduates and a total athletic budget in excess 
of  $27 million in 2016, competed as a member 
of  the Southern Conference at the DI-AA (FCS) 
level from the time the division was formed in 
1978 until 2011. That year, Appalachian State 
moved to the DI-A (FBS) level and joined the 
Sunbelt Conference. Successes while in DI-AA 
(FCS) included winning national championships 
in football in 2005, 2006, and 2007 and defeating 
the fi fth-ranked Michigan Wolverines (34–32) in 
2007, a feat that garnered national renown and 
an appearance on the cover of  Sports Illustrated. Its 
football success has continued at the DIA (FBS) 
level, as they have won four consecutive bowl 

13.  A related strand of literature addresses the political di�  culties of moving down NCAA divisions or “de-escalating” the athletic program. In� uential stakeholders, 
such as alumni, donors, and other athletic supporters, who are o� en poorly informed about athletic costs, tend to have undue in� uence on athletic decisions and 
prevent de-escalation. When de-escalation does occur, key factors are resource constraints and a fundamental incompatibility between the athletic program and 
the institution’s philosophical mission. See Bouchet and Hutchinson (2011), Hutchinson (2013), Hutchinson and Bouchet (2014). 



games beginning in 2015: the Camellia Bowl twice, 
the Dollar General Bowl, and the New Orleans 
Bowl. As shown in fi gure 5, athletic costs have 
continued to rise, although at a pace similar to that 
before the transition to DI-A (FBS).

2. CAMPBELL UNIVERSITY
Campbell, a private institution in North 

Carolina with approximately 3,700 students, 
reclassifi ed from DI-AAA in 2007 to DI-AA (FCS) 
in 2008, as it added football and began play in the 

nonscholarship Pioneer Football League. Campbell 
moved to the Big South Conference in football in 
2018 (after the period of  our study) to play DI-AA 
(FCS) scholarship football. Its athletic costs rose 
following the transition, and its recent move from 
the Pioneer Football League to the Big South will 
raise its costs even more. 

3. NORTH CAROLINA CENTRAL UNIVER-
SITY

North Carolina Central, a North Carolina 



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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