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Scholars have long discussed the merits of higher education’s sponsorship 
of intercollegiate athletics. Historically, intercollegiate athletic programs 
have generated controversy and debate within higher education. The debate 
around college sports has intensified as both athletic revenues and expen-
ditures have increased. Recently, the economic climate, the decline of state 
appropriations, and the increased competitiveness of external research grants 
have intensified scrutiny of athletics-based expenditures. Scholarly works 
focusing on the impact of intercollegiate athletics have produced mixed 
results. Toma (2003) found that athletics serve as a point of connection for 
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current students and alumni, while Zimbalist (2001) articulated the exploi-
tive nature of big-time, revenue-generating college sports. 

Although the research is not conclusive on the role of intercollegiate ath-
letics in promoting the academic core, the past 20 years of reform initiatives 
and calls for increased presidential oversight have produced few changes. 
Advocacy groups, such as the Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics 
and the Coalition on Intercollegiate Athletics, have proposed numerous reforms 
to align athletics with the academic core.  This divide has permeated academic 
research on college sports, but little focus has been placed on the potential 
to leverage athletics-based decisions to increase both academic prestige and 
promote the “collegiate ideal” (Toma, 2003).

Escalating operating costs are the nexus of concern about intercollegiate 
athletics. Fulks (2009) reported that the median operating expenditures for 
athletics increased 43% between 2004 and 2008, but the median revenue 
generated by athletic programs grew only 33% over the same period. The 
Knight Commission (2010) reported that the average athletics program spent 
the most money on the following items:

•	 Salaries	and	benefits,	especially	coaches’	salaries	(32%	of	total	expenses)
•	 Tuition-driven	grants-in-aid	or	sports	scholarships	(16%)
•	 Facility	maintenance	and	rental	(14%)
•	 Team	travel,	recruiting,	and	equipment	and	supplies	(12%	combined)
•	 Fundraising	costs,	guaranteed	payments	to	opponents,	game-day	expenses,	

medical costs, sports camps, and other miscellaneous expenses (12% 
combined)

•	 Other	(14%)

While expenditures and revenues have increased nationally, disparities 
among athletic conferences have emerged. In particular, the Knight Commis-
sion (2010) reported that athletic conferences within the Bowl Championship 
Series (BCS) saw equal increases in revenues and expenditures, while Division 
I-A Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) institutions experienced expenditure 
increases more than four times that of revenues. 

Since their inception, intercollegiate athletic programs have spurred 
debates between academics and practitioners in terms of their importance 
and placement within the academic mission of higher education. This dia-
logue has escalated over the past 30 years, as the college sports industry has 
grown in size, scope, and complexity. As a result of increasing popularity, 
intercollegiate athletic programs have become a critical part of a college 
president’s portfolio of responsibilities (Duderstadt, 2003). Intercollegiate 
athletic programs require a significant amount of a university president’s time 
and attention because athletic programs attract more public attention and 
visibility than any other university activity (Duderstadt, 2003). The nation’s 
more prominent higher education institutions use intercollegiate athletics as 
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institutional signals of the collegiate ideal, national branding, institutional 
identity, and, in some cases, an auxiliary revenue-producing entity. 

The marriage of sports and postsecondary institutions was a historic 
accident (Toma & Kramer, 2009). Those discussing this marriage must dif-
ferentiate between motives. Is sport substantially commercial or committed 
to its historical mission of participation? The former has been a topic of 
great interest, particularly as it relates to the depreciation of academic values 
(Sperber, 2000; Zimbalist, 2001). The latter involves the degree to which col-
leges and universities are vested in their intercollegiate athletic programs. It 
is helpful to view intercollegiate athletics as operating along a continuum 
with pure amateur competition at one end and a highly commercialized, 
near-professional competition at the other. The level of intentionality and 
positioning of athletic programs along the continuum merits further aca-
demic inquiry. 

The inherent complexity of decision factors, the diversity of perspectives, 
and the constant conflict over academic values between intercollegiate athlet-
ics and the academic core further complicates the discussion of intercollegiate 
athletics and the academic core. For this reason, the influence of institutional 
leadership and athletic success, the university’s position on athletic manage-
ment, and institutional decision-making are ripe for meaningful research. Few 
scholars have attempted to quantify the role of academics in athletics-based 
decisions	or	the	factors	affecting	these	decisions.	Often,	discussions	of	these	
decisions focus on financial gains or revenue maximization. While this may 
be true, gaining a holistic understanding of the actual realities is important 
for both academics and athletics scholars. 

PuRPose of the stuDy

The overarching purpose of this study was to examine the full range 
of institutional factors involved in athletic conference realignment deci-
sions—the decision to switch athletic conference affiliation. Despite the 
fact that realignment is a process in which a conference and an institution 
share interest and derive benefits, this study focuses on “push” factors:  the 
anticipatory impacts and institutional considerations in making a decision 
on potential conference realignment. Factors affecting conferences’ interest 
in extending membership to certain institutions are important in considering 
the holistic determinants of the conference realignment process. However, 
those determinants are outside the scope of this study.

The primary motivation and rationale behind this study was the exist-
ing debate that college athletic programs tend to “silo” themselves from the 
broader academic institution. While scholars have attempted to look at the 
connectedness of intercollegiate athletics and the academic core, higher 
education research has provided significant empirical evidence to describe 
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the ways in which institutions form identities (morphew, 2002; morphew 
& Hartley, 2006), allocate resources (Gayle, Tewarie, & White, 2003), and 
manage	competing	demands	(Oliver,	1990;	1991)	when	making	high-stakes	
decisions. The two overarching research questions guiding this study attempt 
to strengthen the theoretical understanding by which universities engage 
in broad-based intercollegiate athletic decision making. First, what are the 
primary factors—drivers—for institutions deciding to change athletic con-
ferences? Second, what elements contribute to strategic decision making as 
it relates to athletic conference realignment?

This study provides another context in which to understand how universi-
ties leverage their individual units to maximize their desired outcome. Addi-
tionally, this study attempts to break down the silos and create an integrated 
conversation about the potential of looking at intercollegiate athletics as an 
agent of prestige for the academic enterprise.  To do so, I begin by contextual-
izing the discourse around intercollegiate athletics as well as the role athletics 
plays in institutional decision-making. Then, I review the narrative findings 
on the factors impacting conference realignment. This article concludes with 
an exploration of the various theoretical implications of this work and how 
athletic-based research fits into the broader context of higher education. 

PRiMeR on athletic confeRences

Athletic conferences originated from a need to organize intercollegiate 
football games geographically. Rooney (1969) discussed the overlap between 
the primary regions of the United States and the regional focus of athletic 
conferences, ensuring teams could travel to competitions without significant 
disruption to academic courses. Contrary to Rooney (1969), Clotfelter (2011) 
introduced the current discourse on athletic conferences by calling them, 
“essentially invitation-only clubs, providing their members with three useful 
services that could not be achieved on their own” (p. 82). These three services 
are: 1) scheduling and tournaments, 2) economy of scale when negotiating 
TV deals and media rights, and 3) membership revenue sharing. Each of 
these services provides incentives for institutions looking to increase their 
access to athletics-based revenues. Increases in proportional revenue-sharing 
activities, media-based dollars, and postseason payouts influence conference 
membership (Clotfelter, 2011).  

Athletic conference membership appears to be one of the unifying agents 
among athletic and academic departments. Both university and athletic 
administrators have a vested interest in conference membership, as “confer-
ence stereotypes can rub off on individual members” (Clotfelter, 2011, p. 
133). This means that athletic conferences serve as an agent against which 
institutions can compare both their academic and athletic prominence. Those 
institutions holding a membership within a conference with less prestigious 



Kramer / Motivations to Switch 343

academic institutions will be viewed (in the public sphere) as less academi-
cally prestigious. 

While conferences play a major role in facilitating athletic competition 
and media rights negotiations (Duderstadt, 2009), a conference membership 
also facilitates academic coordination. The Big Ten has an interlibrary loan 
program (Rooney, 1969), while other institutions have advocated that their 
conference peers join prestigious organizations, such as The Association 
of American Universities (Duderstadt, 2009). The role athletic conferences 
play in facilitating both athletic and academic initiatives matters greatly for 
institutional leaders, as they select the athletic conferences with which they 
would like to be associated. 

athletic confeRence RealignMent

Historically, conferences have been structured in two ways: as a collection 
of institutions that possess 1) similar academic and demographic configura-
tions and 2) geographic proximity (Sweitzer, 2009). These structures support 
Shulman and Bowen’s (2001) claim that athletic conferences were created as 
a mechanism to promote “a dependable set of competitions with interests 
that were at least generally aligned with their own” (p. 16). 

Despite the longstanding nature of athletic conferences, academic scholars 
have not paid much attention to the direct or indirect impact of athletic con-
ference realignment on academic and athletic outcomes. Even less attention 
has been paid to the quantification of the factors affecting athletic conference 
realignment. However, media sources have long speculated about possible 
reasons for conference realignments. Tribou (2011) found that the media 
presented four primary reasons for athletic conference realignment: 1) to 
increase media exposure, 2) to generate additional revenue through third-
party sponsorships and media contracts, 3) to create a competitive athletic 
and scheduling advantage, and 4) to gain access to national championship 
competitions. 

Since the beginning of the athletic conferences in 1896, over 100 institu-
tions have changed their membership. However, athletic conference realign-
ment has gained increased prominence in the media within the past 10 
years (Kramer & Trivette, 2012). The recent wave of conference expansion 
is often attributed to events in early 2009 (Tribou, 2011). In particular, the 
Big Ten’s desire to add two teams to its conference created multiple discus-
sions from other conferences about the possible expansion or retention of 
current members. Tribou (2011) stated that the primary motives for the Big 
Ten’s growth involved the expansion of the media market footprint and the 
increased number of conference teams that would foster a potentially lucra-
tive conference championship game. In response to the Big Ten’s potential 
expansion, the Pacific-10 (now Pacific-12) leaders expressed a similar desire 
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to expand membership. Pacific-10 leaders were entering into negotiations on 
new media rights and TV contracts. This possible expansion (the addition of 
two teams) would create the opportunity to host a conference championship 
game and leverage this competition exposure during the contract negotiation 
process. Thamel (2011) stated that the one constant factor associated with 
athletic	 conference	 realignment	 was	“…money.	Other	 than	 that,	 there’ve	
been a lot of different reasons, agendas, but at the end of the day, these school 
presidents are chasing the almighty dollars” (n.p.). 

The responsibility for conducting the renegotiation process falls on the 
shoulders of not only campus or athletic leaders but also politicians. Politi-
cians have frequently attempted to exert their (perceived) influence on the 
realignment process. For example, the announcement by one university 
leaving a conference to join another conference created a coveted opening for 
another institution. This prompted Kentucky Senator mitch mcConnell, the 
senate majority leader, to contact a number of Big-12 institutions to request 
the admission of the University of Louisville (Tribou, 2011). This political 
push occurred in spite of the fact that the University of Louisville had recently 
reaffirmed its desire to remain in its current conference.  

Despite the media’s intense focus on the financial gains surrounding 
athletic conference realignment, some institution officials have discussed a 
competing ideology. In an interview, Notre Dame’s athletic director stated 
that athletic conference realignment is an effort to enhance the academic 
profile of the institutions and their university leaders, rather than athletic 
leaders, so the university leaders themselves are advocating for athletic con-
ference realignment (Forde, 2010). 

Given the opportunity to increase revenue at both the conference and 
institutional level, conference realignment has become a primary task for 
athletic	 administrators.	 One	 athletic	 director	 stated	 that	 since	 2009	 (the	
advent of the most recent round of athletic conference realignments), more 
than 90% of an athletic director’s core job functions involved either exam-
ining the feasibility of expansion or combating the “poaching” of current 
members (Tribou, 2011). Also, within the conversation about athletic realign-
ment, reductions in travel expenditures and time have emerged as potential 
reasons for considering new athletic conference membership (Forde, 2010).

the Role of athletics in the Decision-Making PRocess

The high-stakes nature of athletic conference realignment decisions exem-
plifies the microcosm associated with the role of athletics in postsecondary 
decision making and governance. Scholarly attention to the influence of 
athletics on institutional policy making remains under-examined. most of the 
literature provides descriptive, personal, or institutional accounts of the role 
of athletics in policy formation or outside calls for athletics-based reforms. 
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Kezar and Eckel (2004) defined governance as a “process of policy-making 
and macro-level decision-making within higher education” (p. 375). Kezar 
and Eckel further discussed how policy and decision-making processes in-
volve multiple levels and an entity with varying degrees of authority. To this 
end, decision making and governance of intercollegiate athletics are a part 
of policy making within athletics departments, thereby ensuring compliance 
with NCAA bylaws, fiscal management, personnel management, resource 
acquisition, and, most importantly, academic policy development, which 
guarantees opportunity for student-athletes.

The complexity of athletic decisions is due, in part, to the many actors in-
volved in the management of college sports. In particular, the push for control 
by the president and board of trustees over the financial aspects of college 
sports (Knight Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics, 2010), the role of 
the Faculty Athletic Councils (FAC) (Duderstadt, 2003), and the business 
mentality of contemporary athletic directors (Palmero, 2010) have produced 
a complex and multi-level accountability structure. Adding conference com-
missioners, the NCAA, and external supporters (e.g., corporate sponsors and 
alumni) further complicates and dilutes the role of campus-based leaders as 
they manage athletics-based decisions. The combination of these different 
actors produces competing priorities and makes consensus building difficult.

concePtual fRaMewoRk

In an attempt to gain insight into ‘why’ institutions decided to change 
athletic conferences, I followed the recommendations of Denzin (1989) and 
employed multiple theoretical frameworks. The combination of theories 
fosters an approach to the interpretation of results in which the complexities 
of athletic conference realignment can be viewed that a single, more nar-
row theoretical approach might leave undetected. The intersection of these 
different theoretical origins helped me to arrive at an integrated theoretical 
framework to best analyze and understand this multi-site case study.

First, I drew upon Dimaggio and Powell’s (1983) institutional theory. The 
economic survival of organizations is at the heart of institutional theory 
(meyer & Rowan, 1977). However, neo-institutional theorists now believe 
that organizations must continually operate with the goal of survival within 
an institutional environment. Neo-institutional theorists view organizations 
as socially constructed, which is a departure from the traditional roots of 
institutional theory (i.e., economic conformity and survival). In developing 
the neo-institutional approach, scholars have discussed two pathways for 
organizations	 to	 influence	 individual	behaviors.	Organizations	 can	cause	
individuals to maximize benefits (regulative institutions) or to act out of duty, 
doing what is “supposed” to be done (normative institutions). A new addi-
tion to the neo-institutional approach is the influence of cognition. Under 
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this influence, instead of responding to rules or obligation, individuals act 
on the basis of conceptions (Scott, 2001). To survive, organizations balance 
peer pressures and the need to find legitimacy through the replication of 
successful and established norms, values, and practices. 

The pressure to survive within an organizational environment has led to 
the development of homogeneous practices, accepted norms, and a set of 
values that meyer and Rowan (1977) labeled ‘mechanics of isomorphism’: 

Organizations	are	driven	to	incorporate	the	practices	and	procedures	defined	
by prevailing rationalized concepts of organizational work and institution-
alized	society.	Organizations	 that	do	so	 increase	 their	 legitimacy	and	 their	
survival prospects, independent of the immediate efficacy of the acquired 
practices and procedures. (p. 340)

Dimaggio and Powell (1983, 1991) noted two types of organizational 
homogeneity. The first was competitive isomorphism, which is derived from 
a focus on market forces, and the second is institutional isomorphism, which 
is rooted in conformity and organizational legitimacy. Dimaggio and Pow-
ell also discussed the important concept of institutional isomorphism and 
identified three mechanisms: (1) coercive, or the conformity of practices and 
structure to best practices; (2) mimetic, or the reduction of uncertainty that 
leads to the imitation of successful peers; and (3) normative, or the profes-
sionalization to legitimate structures and practices through both formal and 
informal education. 

Institutional theory provides a potentially useful explanation of athletic 
conference realignment as it conceptualizes why institutions of higher educa-
tion and athletic departments themselves becomes more homogenous over 
time. This homogeneity leads institutions to increase athletic expenditures, 
invest in an athletics-based facilities arms race, and engage in athletic con-
ference realignment as a mechanism to legitimize their elite status. Toma 
(2003) contends that aspiring athletic departments will model decisions 
after established (“haves”) departments to ensure survival and legitimacy.

Proponents of resource dependence theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) 
contend that organizations depend on outside resources for survival and, in 
turn, tend to rely on these external organizations to shape their identities and 
direction. This theory also provided a framing mechanism through which 
to view athletic conference realignment. In contrast to traditional economic 
theory, where scholars assume that organizations maximize profits, resource 
dependence theory highlights the primary goals of survival, autonomy, and 
power. Proponents acknowledge that all organizations require resources from 
external	environments	to	survive	(Parsons,	1956).	Organizational	survival	is	
directly linked to a consistent stream of resources, as resource volatility creates 
an inability to plan and execute efficiently. In higher education literature, 
scholars have proposed that college and university leaders seek to increase 
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their prestige by acquiring resources necessary for survival (Grunig, 1997; 
Volkwein & Sweitzer, 2006).

Using resource dependence theory, Grunig (1997) examined how reputa-
tion motivates institutional behavior. Grunig contended that institutional 
characteristics, such as the level of doctoral enrollment, the level of under-
graduate enrollment, standardized tests scores, and research and development 
activities, influence an institution’s reputational rankings. He asserted that 
college and university leaders structure activities in such a way as to make 
them valuable in the environments in which they exist. An institution’s leaders 
adjust that institution’s size and selectivity to enhance its perceived service 
quality through reputational rankings, thereby allowing the institution to 
acquire more resources (Grunig, 1997). Grunig argued that when university 
administrators focus on increasing their institution’s reputation through 
increased selectivity and research productivity, they do so for the survival of 
the institution at a time of reduced funding from external sources. Research 
on resource dependence provided a lens through which to view intercollegiate 
athletic decisions as a product of both athletic and institutional character-
istics. Directly, the components of resource dependence theory assert that 
association with a more prestigious brand of athletic conference may boost 
the perception of prestige, which in turn allows the institution to acquire 
more resources.

Aspects of neo-institutional theory and resource dependence theory pro-
vide a number of tools to better understand the factors that influence athletic 
conference realignments. Given that intercollegiate athletics serves as a highly 
publicized aspect of higher education, decision making within athletics is 
multi-faceted and includes diverse actors. Also unclear is whether athletic 
departments are influenced by the same factors as postsecondary institu-
tions during the decision-making process. The integration of these theories 
allows for effective analysis of whether activities are truly strategic or simply 
reactionary. Utilizing a single theoretical approach would not fully capture 
the intersection of all of these different influencing factors and stakehold-
ers’ roles. With the complexities of athletics-based decisions, anyone would 
expect to find numerous theoretical overlaps. For example, prestige-seeking 
behavior or the key assumptions of neo-institutional theory (Dimaggio & 
Powell, 1983) will likely continue to challenge resource dependence theory 
regarding the clear definition of revenue maximization within the decision-
making process.

A limitation of using a single theory to account for the unique and com-
plex environment of intercollegiate athletic decision making prompted the 
decision to use a blended theoretical approach; when one theory does not 
explain behavior in totality, the other will provide analytical continuity. For 
example, an institution might seek to expand access to an alternative revenue 
stream by utilizing athletic conference realignment as a mechanism to access 
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television revenues. Resource dependence theory might help in understand-
ing the role of external funding sources and institutional leaders’ desire for 
fiscal stability. Tenets of isomorphism might further help in understanding 
why institutions react to athletic or academic peers when making athletics-
based decisions. 

Oliver	(2011)	utilized	a	similar	dualistic	frame	to	explain	how	institutional	
actors	respond	when	faced	with	strategic	decisions.	Specifically,	Oliver	finds	
that the combination of the institutional theory and resource dependence 
theory described the interconnectedness of environmental actors facilitates 
the transfer of the information, values, and norms. The primary aim of this 
study is to identify the factors influencing athletic conferences’ realignment 
along with the role of institutional leaders in making decisions. Do institu-
tional leaders alter their athletic conference realignment decision making in 
reaction to peer influence? What are the primary factors motivating insti-
tutional leaders’ decisions to change their institution’s athletic conference 
membership? Institutional leaders are responding to these pressures, and 
some have already made realignment decisions that will alter their institu-
tion’s athletic and academic identities. Examining these decisions shortly 
after they have been made will lead to a deeper understanding of institutional 
priorities and the decision-making process. 

The decision to the select participants after athletic conference realign-
ment, rather than prior to, ensured that institutional leaders could consider 
the full range of factors associated with the decision-making process. Intercol-
legiate athletic programs continue to grow in popularity with both incoming 
students and external supporters. media outlets are increasingly scrutinizing 
athletic decisions. This necessitates an understanding of the roles institutional 
leaders play and factors influencing athletic decisions within contemporary 
postsecondary institutions. 

MethoDs anD Data

Understanding the factors influencing the decision-making process 
surrounding athletic conference realignment is an understudied area of 
higher education. The lack of systematic and historical reporting of athletics-
based financial and human resource data currently limits the use of causal 
quantitative analyses to examine this important phenomenon. Similar to 
Ness and mistretta’s (2009) evaluation of the merit-aid policies, Griffin, 
muniz, and Espinosa’s (2012) study on racial diversity in graduate educa-
tion,	and		O’Meara’s	(2004)	work	on	post	tenure	review	faculty	beliefs,	this	
study utilizes a multiple case study approach to extend the descriptive and 
conceptual understanding of the interplay between the academic core and 
intercollegiate athletic decision-making.  A multiple-case study approach of 
three institutional case sites maximizes variations across athletic conference 
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realignment types. This approach allows for researching the ‘how’ and ‘why’ 
for broad-based decisions that include multiple decision makers. Following 
Yin’s (2003) recommendations, I chose a multiple-case design over a single 
case study for the following reasons: 1) results gathered through interviews 
from multiple cases are often more compelling than those from a single case, 
and 2) given that each discrete type of athletic conference realignment can be 
considered a different ‘site’, a multiple-case design provides the opportunity 
to deepen the understanding of the commonalities and differences across 
realignment types. 

Aligned with the traditional case study approach, a subset of institutions 
was selected as sites for inquiry. To select the most meaningful cases, I per-
formed a document analysis of public records, garnering an accurate initial 
list of institutions that recently engaged in athletic conference realignment. 
To identify the primary institutional factors associated with athletic confer-
ence realignment, along with the roles of various institutional leaders in this 
athletics-based decision, I examined three NCAA Division I institutions. Each 
of these institutions experienced one of the three primary athletic confer-
ence membership changes: 1) non-automatic qualifying FBS conference to 
another non-automatic qualifying FBS conference (“Non-AQ to Non-AQ”), 
2) non-automatic qualifying FBS conference to an automatic qualifying FBS 
conference (“Non-AQ to AQ”), or 3) automatic qualifying FBS conference 
to another automatic qualifying FBS conference (“AQ to AQ”). 

Selecting realignment sites that capture each of the three different realign-
ment types was important, given the complexities associated with each con-
ference type. members of AQ conferences have football programs with access 
to the coveted and, most importantly, profitable, BCS bowl games, while 
non-AQ institutions battle for at-large spots in BCS bowl games. Percentile 
evidence completed by Fulks (2009) shows the differences in revenues by 
conference membership. The spending gap between these two cohorts has 
also been recognized by the Knight Commission in its study regarding com-
petitive balance and expenditures at the NCAA Division I level. The Knight 
Commission (2010) produced similar results regarding the gap between AQ 
and non-AQ conferences:

The wide gap between wealthy conferences and struggling conferences is 
growing wider, deepening a class structure even within the ostensible big time. 
Among the eleven conferences with teams in the bowl subdivision, the richest 
league’s members generated approximately fourteen times as much revenue as 
those programs in the poorest conferences in 2007, according to data provided 
by the NCAA (Knight Commission, 2010, p. 3).

After identifying the type of athletic conference realignment for each 
institution, I retained only institutions that experienced conference realign-
ment between 2011 and 2013. The restriction of the sample to recent years 
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was purposeful to ensure accuracy in recollection and appropriateness of 
document analysis. Limiting the sample also ensured that institutions going 
through realignment experienced similar economic and social pressures oc-
curring within higher education more broadly. To generate the final sample, 
I followed the sample techniques Yin (1994) articulated to maximize the 
variation across case sites and realignment types. The maximum variation 
approach is an attempt to create a sample to identify a set of cases that, despite 
having a diverse set of norms and practices, could exhibit common patterns 
that cut across variations. Within this study, the variation was the type of 
conference realignment in which the institution was engaged. 

The multiple case study approach relies on the collection of data through 
direct interviews and review of the archival data. This study is comprised 
of 34 interviews with athletic, academic, and institutional leaders at three 
institutions. Participants included 13 administrators in athletic roles, 13 
institutional or academic leaders, 5 faculty members, and 3 members of 
an institution’s board of trustees.  To gain the perspective of each par-
ticipant,	I	completed	semi-structured	interviews.	Of	the	34	interviews,	19	
were conducted face to face while I visited each campus. The remaining 13 
interviews were conducted by phone, due to scheduling constraints for the 
interviewees.  The use of the semi-structured interview approach provided 
flexibility in dialogue and in the appropriateness of data (Holstein & Gu-
brium, 1995). This approach allowed me to conduct interviews that were 
both conversational and data-gathering in nature. Consistent with the aims 
of this study, participants were asked to provide insights into the potential 
factors influencing the most recent athletic conference realignment deci-
sion along with the role they, or their office, played in the decision-making 
process. Interviews ranged between 45 and 75 minutes with an average of 55 
minutes. All participants, except one faculty member, agreed to have their 
interview audio recorded. Full transcripts were created for each interview. 
In presenting participants’ sentiments, I silently remove particles such as 
“um” or “er.” While confidentiality was discussed, this study chose to create 
pseudonyms for each participant. The heightened publicity of intercollegiate 
athletics further justifies the protection of participants. 

The potential liability of interview data was an inability by the informants 
to accurately recall the issues and circumstances surrounding their confer-
ence realignment. The political nature of athletic conference realignment 
makes building rapport with participants essential to ensuring an accurate 
description of the events. To address this potential liability, I balanced insights 
provided by informants with information gathered from other sources, such 
as electronic documents and archival materials. Analyses of the written docu-
ments involved identifying pertinent information from a variety of sources, 
including media reports, meetings notes and documents, and institutional 
presentations on the topic of athletic conference realignment. 
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I then analyzed the interview and archival data using both inductive and 
deductive strategies to identify pertinent themes and gain a holistic sense 
of the data; each interview transcript was reviewed multiple times prior 
to analysis. The “pattern-matching” data analysis technique, as discussed 
by Yin (2003), was used to match patterns in the data with the theoretical 
propositions operationalized from the conceptual model. Pattern-matching 
techniques were used within each institution as well as across the three re-
alignment types. A wide variety of the public and institutional documents 
were collected to triangulate the results. Specifically, themes derived from 
institutional theory (i.e., increase exposure, institutional visibility, and 
institutional brand) are compared with themes derived from resource de-
pendence theory (i.e., conference revenues, accessing power, and resource 
consideration). This dualist conceptual framework allowed for an inductive 
approach that considers how both frameworks might explain motivations for 
athletic conference realignment. Using the core principles of each framework 
and existing literature base, interview transcripts and collected documents 
were coded with the pattern-matched themes. I followed systematic coding 
and analytical procedures to maximize the trustworthiness (merriam, 1998) 
and descriptive inference (King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994) around factors 
impacting athletic conference realignment.

athletic confeRence RealigneMnt case SuMMaRies 

Following are brief case site overviews for the three institutions used in this 
study. These overviews serve to provide context to not only the academic state 
of each institutions, but also the athletic success and conference member-
ship. Using data extracted from institutional documents and public records, 
this section provides essential background on institutional structures and 
the potential decision-making environment around the athletic conference 
realignment decision. In the subsequent section, I present the conceptual 
findings that analyze the three cases and report more detailed information 
about drivers of athletic conference realignment.

State-U

Founded in the mid-1800s, as the one of the early public universities west 
of the mississippi River, State-U is a member of the Association of American 
Universities (AAU), the nation’s most prestigious group of 59 public and pri-
vate institutions. Located between two midwest metropolitan cities, State-U 
operates an over $1.5 billion institutional budget, enrolls more than 25,000 
students and possess an alumni network greater than 250,000. In the fall of 
2014, 80% of the student body was White and 8% Black. more than 94% 
of students attend full-time and over 80% receive some form of financial 
aid. State-U is a land-grant university with a statewide mission of service to 
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citizens. State-U offers more than 250 degree programs through 19 colleges 
and schools and has the largest research operation of any public university 
its state. State U was recently been cited by National Science Foundation for 
excellence in integrating research into undergraduate education. 

State-U Athletics

Athletic sports at State-U include men’s and women’s basketball, baseball, 
cross country, football, golf, gymnastics, swimming & diving, softball, track, 
tennis, volleyball, women’s soccer, and wrestling.  State-U is the only NCAA 
Football Bowl Subdivision program within its state. While having a rich tra-
dition of athletic sponsorship, State-U has achieved over five total national 
championships in various sports. The men’s basketball team has appeared 
in more than 15 NCAA tournaments. The football team has experienced 
sustained success within its conference, but has failed to gain sustained na-
tional	prominence.	Olympic	sports	represent	all	five	of	State-U’s	national	
championships and a tradition of success in these sports persists. 

State-U Conference Membership and Realignment  
(AQ to AQ Realignment)

In late 2011, State-U announced that it would be leaving its current AQ 
conference for another AQ conference. Prior to joining the new conference 
in 2012, State U had continual membership in a single conference since its 
inception. A year prior to the official decision to move, State-U entertained 
offers from other AQ conferences to join, but ultimately decided to stay.  

When discussing the decision to move to their new conference, the then 
Chancellor wrote that the new conference “is a highly successful, stable, 
premier athletic conference that offers exciting opportunities” (Zagier, 2011, 
n.p.). He continued by saying:

In joining, [State-U] partners with universities distinguished for their academic 
programs and their emphasis on student success. [The new conference] will 
provide our student-athletes with top flight competition and unparalleled vis-
ibility. We came to this decision after careful consideration of the long term best 
interests of our university.  We believe [the new conference] is an outstanding 
home for [our university], and we take great pride in our association with this 
distinguished league. (Zagier, 2011)

In articulating her position, a member of the faculty senate at State-U pro-
vided the following insight during her interview regarding the move to the 
new conference:

With the loss of [a peer institution], there is no scenario under which [our 
former conference] would be in a conference of equal academic standing to 
the	[conference	prior	to	the	departure	of	the	peer	institution].	Our	academic	
reputation will be decreased. We have a lot in common with our current col-
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leagues, but perhaps not so much with our potential new colleagues. Inter-
estingly, with the shift of [a peer institution] we now have more in common 
with [our new conference].

Finally, the athletic director published an open letter to stakeholders and 
classified the realignment as a chance to, “seize the opportunities, challenge 
ourselves and commit to achieving success” (Atkins, 2012, n.p.).

Private-U

Private-U is Research University in a suburb of a southwest metropolitan 
city. Founded in the early 1900s and religiously affiliated, Private-U operates 
multiple satellite campuses within its state. Private-U offers nationally com-
petitive undergraduate, graduate, and professional programs through seven 
degree-granting schools in humanities and sciences, business, engineering, 
arts, education and human development, law, and theology. Private-U is one 
of the 75 colleges and universities with an endowment that exceeds $1 billion. 
For the 2013–14 academic year, undergraduate tuition and fees exceeded 
$40,000.  Private-U has a total undergraduate enrollment of approximately 
6,000, with 50 % male and 25 % from underrepresented student popula-
tions.  As a private institution, budget shortfalls have plagued the university 
since its inception; however, enrollment grew significantly after World War 
II. Private-U began as a regional institution, but by the mid-1970s and early 
1980s, it gained a reputation as an elite academic institution. 

Private-U Athletics

Private-U’s athletics department sponsors 18 varsity sports, including 
seven men’s and 11 women’s programs. Private-U has a history of athletic 
success in football, winning two national championships prior to 1985. For 
a five-year period in the 1980s, Private-U had the winningest record of any 
football programs in Division I.  Beyond football, Private-U’s men’s basket-
ball program had one Final Four Appearance accompanied by 14 conference 
championships. Private-U’s women’s basketball program has advanced to 
postseason competition 12 times since 1990 and their men’s soccer and 
men’s golf are nationally ranked teams. At the core of all athletic decisions at 
Private-U are the events that transpired between the NCAA and the institu-
tion in late-1980s and early 1990s. During this time the NCAA investigated 
the school for violations to various NCAA policies. 

Private-U Conference Membership and Realignment (Non-AQ to AQ 
Realignment)

Private-U currently participates in the NCAA’s Division I (FBS for football) 
as a member of the of an AQ conference. They are one of three private schools 
in the conference. Private-U has a history of realigning athletic conferences. 
For over 75 years, Private-U was a member of one athletic conference. After 
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the leaving this initial conference, Private-U joined a less elite and more 
regionally focused non-AQ conference until 2012. 

In late 2011, Private-U announced they had accepted an invitation to 
join an AQ conference. Private-U’s President stated that move to the new 
conference was good for not only Private-U but its local community and, 
“reflects the reemergence of our successful football program.” He continued:

Coupled with our steady rise academically and athletically, we are in a good 
position	 to	continue	our	 rise	among	national	universities.	On	 top	of	 that,	
a grassroots effort of our alumni, elected officials and steadfast supporters 
coast-to-coast gave us the momentum we needed. We look forward to this 
new era of competition.

The Athletic Director at the time of the announcement stated:

This is a move that will impact all aspects of the collegiate experience at Pri-
vate-U.	Our	move	[to	the	new	conference]	will	help	us	increase	our	exposure	
and visibility and will raise Private-U’s profile on a national level. [The new 
conference] membership represents Private-U’s return to the highest level of 
collegiate athletics.

The university developed a question and answer page to assist stakeholders 
understanding of its conference realignment. It stated that primary motiva-
tions for the realignment were “increased quality of competition, a heightened 
and expanded recruiting base, and national media exposure.”  The website 
also provides the following four reasons: 1) more compelling schedule; 2) 
financial benefits; 3) increased exposure; and 4) access to BCS bowls.

Regional-U

Regional-U is an urban public university established in the early 1970s. 
Despite being a relatively young institution, Regional-U has already achieved 
high research distinction, serving more than 40,000 students, producing 
over 100,000 alumni, and employing upward of 1,000 faculty members. 
Regional-U operates two main campuses and two off-site academic locations 
for extension programs. Academically, Regional-U currently offers over 175 
different bachelors, masters, and doctoral degrees housed within the univer-
sity’s 21 schools and/or colleges. In addition to the traditional undergraduate 
and graduate programs, Regional-U recently launched a medical School to 
complement its already established Law School.

Regional-U is located within a large metropolitan city in the southeast. 
Regional-U’s location contributes to the diversity of the student population. 
According to the most recent publically reported data through the Integrated 
and Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), 60% of Regional-U’s 
students attending the university are Hispanic, followed by 17% White, 
12% Black, 4% Asian or Pacific Islander, and 7% other minority groups. 
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Seventy-seven percent of enrolling students reside within the Regional-U 
local municipality.

Regional-U reports an operating budget that exceeds $600 million. Ac-
cording to Regional-U’s Fact Book, the top three sources of funds are: 52% 
education and general (E&G), 15% auxiliary enterprises, and 13% spon-
sored research. The remaining 20% of the Regional-U budget comes from 
activity and service, athletics, and auxiliary enterprises. Similar to the many 
state-funded institutions, Regional-U’s recent budget suffered significant 
reductions in state appropriations and support. According to Regional-U’s 
former president, “like our sister universities, [we] must accommodate a 15 
percent reduction in recurring General Revenue. Units were already plan-
ning to reduce budgets.”

Regional-U Athletics

Regional-U sponsors more than 400 student-athletes competing in 18 
varsity sports, including seven men’s and 11 women’s programs. Since join-
ing Division I competition, Regional-U athletics teams have competed in 
42 total NCAA postseason tournaments and 102 All-American honors. Re-
cently, Regional-U achieved conference championships in football, baseball, 
women’s soccer, and tennis. In addition, the football team has participated 
in back-to-back bowl games in the last two years.

Regional-U has also built and renovated its own athletic facilities. In 2012, 
prior to its athletic conference realignment, Regional-U renovated and ex-
panded its football stadium to accommodate over 48,000 seats. In the same 
year, Regional-U completed over $10 million in renovations and enhance-
ments to their basketball arena to include suites and many new amenities. 
This facility also hosts community and university events. 

Regional-U Athletic Conference Membership and Realignment  
(Non-AQ to Non-AQ Realignment)

In mid-2012, Regional-U announced they would be leaving their current 
non-AQ conference to become members of another and slightly more pres-
tigious non-AQ conference. Within a press release, Regional U’s president 
stated the move to the new athletic conference was about creating more op-
portunities for fans and alumni. The commissioner on the incoming confer-
ence echoed similar sentiments, signally a mutually beneficial relationship 
between [the new conference] and Regional-U.

Overview of Athletic and Institutional Characteristics

Table 2 provides a summary of key institutional and athletic indicators as 
well as the FBS median value for reference. Both the State-U and Regional-U 
have larger enrollments than the FBS median and are near the median value 
with the proportion of students at the undergraduate level. Private-U has a 
smaller and more graduate-level student body. Regional-U has a significantly 
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larger proportion of minority students, whereas both State-U and Private-U 
fall below the FBS median for minority student enrollment.

Athletically, State-U spends more than the FBS median per athlete, but pos-
sesses lower than the median FBS debt level. Regional-U athletics demonstrate 
an inverse relationship, where less is spent per athlete, but there is a larger 
amount of debt—a possible indicator of Regional-U’s desire to increase its 
athletic prestige. Athletic finance data is not publicly available for Private-U, 
as it is a private institution and not required to respond to inquiries. 

The steady increase in the prominence of intercollegiate athletics within 
higher education today continues to impact public perceptions and institu-
tional decision-making. The aggressive expansion of athletic programs has 
manifested through expansive stadiums, lucrative television contracts, and 
an increasing need for institutional subsidies to sustain the enterprise (Clot-
felter, 2012). It is not surprising that in response to this escalation, athletic 
departments have increased the number of staff members, universities have 
continued to subsidize athletic programs, and institutions are consistently 
positioning themselves for new athletic-based revenue streams. Given the 
escalation in athletic budgets, public stakeholders and campus individuals 
(i.e., faculty and academic leaders) have begun to question the justification 
of expenses and the role of athletics within the universities’ strategic plans.

Despite the growing concern from campus stakeholders, public interest in 
intercollegiate athletics continues to escalate. Athletic programs now serve 
as the front-porch for institutions’ brands and publicity (Suggs, 2001). The 
pressures to maximize athletic success, combined with a public interest, have 
created constant movement within athletic conferences to maximize both 
athletic revenue and prestige. The literature base on the impact of athletics 
on higher education is well-documented; however, little research examines 
factors impacting the decision to change athletic conferences. This lack of 
research provides the foundation for the current study, which seeks to iden-
tify the primary factors influencing conference realignment and the roles 
of various institutional leaders in the decision-making process. Finally, this 
study seeks to apply various organizational theories to explain the athletic 
conference realignment process for Division I-A institutions. 

Motivations to the Switch

Given the aim of this paper to identify the primary factors impacting 
athletic conference realignment, this section outlines the primary theories 
of convergence and divergence between the three different case sites. We re-
port these findings in multiple sub-sections in alignment with core concepts 
of	explaining	 the	discourse	 through	our	 theoretical	 framework.	 	Overall,	
participants refuted the public discourse that athletic conference realign-
ment was solely about access to athletic revenues.  While participants did 
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discuss an underlying consideration around athletic revenues, institutional 
visibility and branding served as larger rationale for deciding to realign con-
ferences.  Participants at each site discussed a small number of drawbacks 
associated with realignment from their current conference along with the 
decision-making process concentrated amongst a relatively small subgroup 
on institutional leaders. 

Refuting the Public Discourse 

Participants were asked to provide their thoughts on the conference re-
alignment process and the overarching reasons for engaging in the decision 
to realign. In general, participants provided summary sentiments that refuted 
the public discourse of realignment simply being about accessing additional 
revenues. The senior administrator with the State-U’s Alumni Association 
recalled the public discourse around athletic conference realignment when he 
stated, “Aw, this is just an athletic money grab. That’s all ya’ll are doing. That’s 
all you care about. It’s just a business. You’re throwing everything away for 
that.” However, participants provided a more complex picture of the factors 
affecting the athletic conference realignment decision. The interplay between 
additional athletics-based revenue with increasing institutional visibility and 
prestige served as the primary factors for athletic conference realignment.

A member of the faculty council who oversees athletics at the State-U 
provided a summary of the three primary drivers of athletic conference 
realignment:  “moving up in conference alignment provides different—and 
sometimes better—institutional associations, more visibility, and increased 
revenue.” Her sentiments were further codified by an institutional leader who 
summarized his reasoning for switching conferences, by saying, “The two 
primary drivers for our move to the new conference were access to revenue 
and increased exposure.” Even a senior athletic administrator at Regional-
U saw the athletic conference realignment as having diversified benefits, 
“academic reputation, additional visibility, and prestige for the university.” 

Underlying the primary reasons was a desire of each institution to not “to 
be left behind. [They] don’t want the Big 5 conferences to divorce [them] 
and be left behind. [They] are going to do whatever we can to get into one of 
these conferences.” A senior academic administrator at Regional-U contin-
ued with, “It’s really a much simpler process than it appears, especially when 
you’re making a jump up to a better conference.” Finally, a student affairs 
administrator at an institution looking to move from a non-AQ conference 
to an AQ conference stated, “You got to try to move up; if you don’t, someone 
else will take your spot.” 

Impact of Athletic Revenue 

Despite discussing the alternative reasons for the decision to change ath-
letic conference, the majority of participants acknowledged what one called 
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“the elephant in the room,” which was additional athletic revenue. The senior 
institutional leader at Regional-U stated, “Revenue is a driver of our deci-
sion. It wasn’t the major driver, but it was one of the primary drivers.” He 
went on to explain his thoughts on the role of access to additional revenue:

As an academic institution, we obsess on academic quality. We obsess on 
impact. We obsess on finding ways to enable our students to be successful. 
That takes revenue; all of that. In some respects, it’s a variation on a theme.

The pressure for increasing athletic revenue appears to weigh heavier on 
institutions not already within an AQ conference. A senior athletic adminis-
trator from Private-U discussed the pressures of competition and necessity of 
the athletic revenues: “It would also have been financially very difficult if we 
did not have access to the revenue of a power conference.” Another athletic 
administrator at Private-U added his thoughts about access to additional 
conference revenue:  “You would expect there to be a net gain when looking 
at operating costs versus new revenue—related to institutional subsidy.” 

Responses on the influence of additional athletic revenues from partici-
pants who were already located within an AQ conference told a slightly differ-
ent story. A member of the Board of Curators (Trustees) at the State-U stated, 
“It was not about increased conference revenues, but it was really a question 
of stability.” A senior academic administrator at the State-U validated that 
realignment was driven by stability rather than a request for increased rev-
enue. She stated, “In fact, I would say stability may have been the primary 
driver of changing conferences. We had no idea if [our current conference] 
would exist in the future, at least from this level.” When asked about the role 
of money in the conference realignment decision, a senior alumni relations 
administrator at the State-U provided the following response:

It absolutely was about the money. But you’re not thinking of money the way 
I’m thinking of it. You’re thinking we’re leaving because there’s this big pot of 
gold somewhere down south that we’re going to go grab. That’s not it. We’re 
leaving because the instability of the current money that we need to run our 
athletic program. That instability is what worries our institutions as it may 
not be here forever. It almost happened.

He continued, “The economics thing came into it, too. We’re probably going 
to end up making more money in the [new conference] at some point. We 
don’t know when, but probably at some point, they’re in a better position 
to move forward.”

Increasing Institutional Visibility through Conference Realignment

Postsecondary administrators and leaders feel intercollegiate athletics 
serve as a mechanism to increase institutional visibility and reputation. When 



360  The Review of higheR educaTion    Spring 2016

asked about the primary determinants of their athletic conference realign-
ment, a senior institutional leader at the State-U stated, “number one was the 
enhancement of the institutional visibility that came with alignment with 
the new conference.” A senior athletic administrator at the State-U echoed 
similar insight into the reasons why realignment made sense at his institution:

Okay.	If	you’re	going	to	do	this,	the	fastest	growing	area	in	the	country	is	in	
the southeastern part of the country. Hopefully this should result in a big-
ger footprint for our university, in opportunity to attract students, research 
scholars, or media markets, or whatever that might be. That was one of the 
driving forces behind why you would do that.

An institutional leader at Private-U saw conference realignment as an 
opportunity to enhance a portion of the university’s strategic plan. He said, 
“The primary drivers were solidifying the Eastern flank of the conference, 
and opening up new markets for both athletic and academic recruiting.” He 
went on to state: 

We started recruiting the Northeast about 10 years ago. Gaining exposure up 
there is an important institutional priority. The move to [our new confer-
ence] was more to us than moving up the job chain in ranking of athletic 
conferences. It really had an institutional visibility component and central 
academic mission to it.

At the same institution, a senior student affairs administrator stated, “I think 
being positioned in the Northeast in this new conference certainly is going to 
help us with our visibility in the northeast corridor.” An institutional leader at 
Regional-U	stated,	“Our	strategy	has	been	to	have	national	visibility,	national	
impact, and national competitiveness in everything that we do. moving to 
[our new conference] allows us to increase our brand.” 

Conscious consideration was given to the potential impact of the increased 
visibility could have on student applications and enrollments. An enrollment 
management professional at the State-U stated: 

We have not had a real presence in the Southeast part of the country. In a 
sense if we became a part of the conference and that opened up whole new 
territory for us, I mean because our brand would become known in the South 
East where it really isn’t now or hadn’t been in the past.

She continued to state that immediately following conference realignment, 
“We saw an increase in the number of applications and deposits made from 
the South East.”  A senior athletic administrator recalled telling his staff that 
“athletics have been recognized as one of the most visible entities of our 
university, and we have an opportunity with increased exposure to continue 
to heighten [our institutions] level of awareness. Capitalizing on this new 
era is very important.” In a conversation about athletic conference realign-
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ment, an athletics professional at the State-U further clarified his thoughts 
on increased visibility by saying:

From a recruiting standpoint, this is moving you into a whole different part 
of	the	country	for	not	only	student	athletes,	but	for	students.	Our	primary	
recruiting base for students is in our state and the bordering states, and then 
in Chicago and the Dallas metropolitan area. Those are the areas that are the 
highest concentrated out-of-state recruiting. Now you’re having more of a 
presence in another part of the country.

Even in the absence of the financial gains, an institutional leader at Private-U 
talked about his thought process around conference realignment:

As a result, financially so far it has not come close to meeting expectation, but 
the visibility on TV is much greater and our recruiters tell us that the visibility 
of the university, more and more kids know who [Private-U] is and where it 
is located. From that standpoint it has been a real win for us.

Alignment with Peers and Increasing Prestige

An extension from increasing institutional visibility, campus leaders at 
each of the three institutions discussed the roles that peer institutions and 
institutional alignment played in the athletic conference realignment process. 
They discussed the opportunity to increase both the academic and athletic 
prestige through this strategic alignment with a new set of peer institutions. 
A senior academic administrator at Regional-U expressed the sentiment 
shared by many of the participants:  “Athletic conference realignment was a 
conduit to align strategically with institutions that could increase both your 
academic and athletic profile.” 

An academic leader at Regional-U said, “We believe that moving confer-
ences was part of that improvement strategy.” He continued, “Improvement 
is not only focused on increasing our athletic program, but also growing the 
academic enterprise.” A senior student affairs administrator at Private-U 
echoed similar sentiments: “It’s a financial investment for us right now, we 
believe there’s a long-term pay out in terms of institutional reputation and 
recognition.” A member of the faculty athletics council at State-U provided 
a more concrete example about a potential move:

With the loss of [an in-state public research university], there is no scenario 
under which [our prior conference] would be in a conference of equal aca-
demic	standing	to	the	old	[prior	conference].	Our	academic	reputation	will	
be decreased. We have a lot in common with our current former colleagues, 
but perhaps not so much with our potential new colleagues. Interestingly, 
with the shift of [an instate public research university], we now have more in 
common with our new conference. 
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She continued: 

It was crucial to be a member of a big time conference. As a flagship school 
of a state with no professional sports, we believed that it would have been 
devastating to not be a member of a top tier conference. It would also have 
been financially very difficult if we did not have access to the revenue of a 
power conference.

Aligning with institutions that had similar characteristics also appeared 
to be a strong rationale for an institution to decide to change athletic confer-
ences. As institutional leader at Private-U stated:

We were attracted to the fact that there were seven private institutions in 
our destination conference. The seven current members liked the thought of 
playing us as well.... The academic quality of the schools, the general sense 
was, it is better to play [elite private institutions] than it might be some of the 
schools that were in [our current conference]...it was considered a positive 
move academically.

A similar sentiment was shared by an institutional leader at Regional-U, who 
discussed the need to grow his relatively-young institution in a strategic and 
aggressive way. His view was that athletic conference realignment would assist 
in this strategic initiative. He stated:

The institution has historically been in a rural area and under-appreciated in 
our system. Significant pressures arose over many years to enhance the reputa-
tion and national visibility of the university, aligning with a set of institutional 
peers that helped to escalate. moving to [our new conference] provided an 
opportunity to align with such peers. In sum, institutions and their leaders 
felt that conference realignment created an opportunity to be “partnered with 
institutions that have missions that are more consistent with our mission.”

Conclusions anD iMPlications

The advent of intercollegiate athletics within American higher education 
has fundamentally changed the culture on college campuses. The increasing 
public interest in and discourse around college sports has placed intercol-
legiate athletics as one of higher education’s most-publicized entities. In-
stitutions now use their intercollegiate athletic programs as a means to not 
only promote their athletic brand, but also their academic prestige. College 
sports serve as the public’s introduction to institutions of higher education 
(Toma, 2003), and athletic conference membership serves as the benchmark 
of institutional status and prestige (Toma, 2003). 

The results of this study indicate that the process of athletic conference 
realignment is more complex and involved than portrayed by mainstream 
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media. The influential actors within the process shed light on the potential 
role of future athletic conference realignment. 

PRiMaRy factoRs affecting athletic confeRence RealignMent

Participants discussed similar factors driving athletic conference realign-
ment across the three types of conference moves. The common discourse 
around athletic conference realignment centers on access to additional 
athletics-based revenue through media rights and conference distributions. 
However, for the institutions in this study, there appeared to be a complex 
interplay between the increasing institutional prestige, visibility, and access to 
new revenue streams as the primary factors affecting conference realignment. 

The experiences at Regional-U provide an example of the interplay be-
tween these complex factors, as they not only considered increasing their 
athletic and academic prestige through conference memberships, but also 
increasing their institutional visibility by expanding their market footprint. 
Similarly, administrators at Private-U discussed how to expand their brand 
into a strategic student recruiting base. The experiences of institutions mov-
ing from a non-AQ conference to either another non-AQ conference or an 
AQ conference exhibit competitive isomorphism (Dimaggio & Powell, 1991), 
whereby market forces drive the decision to increase prestige. 

Unlike competitive isomorphism for institutions moving from a non-AQ 
conference, institutions already positioned within an AQ conference with 
access to AQ revenue and prominence exhibited characteristics of resource 
dependency theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). In particular, State-U’s decision 
was centered on stabilizing athletic revenues rather than accessing additional 
revenues. Institutional leaders at State-U also discussed the desire to access 
a conference in which revenues are equitably allocated. For State-U, there 
was a small increase in athletic revenue resulting from the move; however, 
access to stable and equitable revenue mattered more. 

While access to additional athletics-based revenue was a constant underly-
ing concept for conference membership, it was somewhat surprising to find 
that the prominence placed on increasing institutional visibility, and the reach 
of each university’s brand drove the athletic conference realignment decision 
as much as access to additional athletics-based revenues. Respondents did not 
shy away from the conversation about increases in athletics-based revenues 
associated with conference realignment. However, there were unique per-
spectives between their institutions’ transitions from a non-AQ conference 
and those already located within an AQ conference.

For institutions such as Regional-U and Private-U, their decision-making 
about athletic realignment considered accessing additional athletics-based 
revenues to support additional expenses that come with an increase in athletic 
conference prestige. For State-U, which already had access to revenues associ-
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ated with an AQ conference, realignment was not predicated on increasing 
revenue, but rather based more on accessing stable and equitable revenue 
distribution. State-U’s concerns were primarily focused on maximizing power 
and organizational security—tenets of the Resource Dependence Theory 
(Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). State-U’s engagement in the athletic conference 
realignment process was about exploiting the power associated with equal 
distribution of the conference revenues in their new conference, rather than 
the skewed power dynamics of their previous conference members.  While 
athletics-revenue played a role in the decision-making process, there was a 
distinct difference in the way it was contextualized. 

The utilization of athletics as the mechanism to increase an institution’s 
brand and reach served as the most overt and consistent theme across each 
of the three case study sites. Confirming the notions of Suggs (2001), in 
which athletics serve as the “front porch” for an institution, leaders at the 
three sites discussed increasing institutional reach and branding through 
athletics-based television exposure. Institutional leaders also discussed 
the opportunity for the institutions to participate in athletic competitions 
outside of their traditionally-regional areas. Accessing these non-traditional 
regional sites creates additional opportunities for alumni to remain engaged 
with university-based events (Toma, 2003). 

At each of the three institutions, the institution’s president or chancellor 
discussed the strategic use of athletic conference realignment as a catalyst 
to broaden their institutional brand and reach. Each of the three institu-
tions routinely discussed the notion that athletic conference realignment 
could increase applications and enrollments, thus confirming the research 
of murphy and Trandel (1994). Private-U’s decision was an effective way 
for an institution that is primarily known in the South and West to increase 
its prominence and recruiting in the Northeast corridor. State-U had a 
foothold with students in the midwest area, but had a strategic mission to 
expand visibility and enrollments from the Southeast. Regional-U, by joining 
a conference that spans 10 states, created an opportunity for the university 
to promote its academic programs and increase enrollments in states from 
which it had not previously drawn. This exposure for a young institution 
created a competitive advantage relative to its peers. For all institutions, ath-
letics served as an efficient and effective way to publicize their institutions, 
confirming the results of Pope and Pope (2009), who found that athletic 
success leads to increases in student interest and applications. The align-
ment within a conference that routinely traveled to targeted recruitment 
areas allowed institutional administrators to build a presence and start the 
brand integration process. 

The last factor that affected athletic conference realignment was the inher-
ent decision to utilize athletic conference realignment as an opportunity to 
increase athletic and academic prestige. This increase in prestige was achieved 



Kramer / Motivations to Switch 365

by moving to a new athletic conference that had institutions viewed as both 
athletic and academic aspirational peers. For Regional-U, there was a con-
scious decision to utilize athletic conference realignment as a means to align 
with other public institutions that operated within an urban environment. 
Specifically, Regional-U discussed the benefit of aligning with a public urban 
institution, such as the University of Alabama, Birmingham (UAB), as well 
as academically-elite institutions, such as Rice University, as a mechanism to 
gain legitimacy without substantial investment in the academic enterprise. 
Both Rice and UAB represented strategic partners that would strengthen 
Regional-U’s athletic and academic reputation. 

For Private-U, there was an effort to align with the elite private institu-
tional membership of their new conference. In particular, Private-U leaders 
discussed the opportunity to realign with other elite private liberal arts 
institutions. moving from a conference that is primarily regionally focused 
and populated with public institutions, Private-U viewed athletic confer-
ence realignment as an opportunity to become associated with institutions 
that shared similar missions and challenges associated with being a private 
institution in the landscape of higher education. 

Finally, the culture and prior year’s realignment surrounding State-U im-
pacted its desire to realign with other AAU institutions and counter current 
inequity and marginalization. Their new conference provided alignment 
with more AAU institutions along with access to stable athletic revenues. The 
alignment with other academically-elite institutions was a key motivator for 
State-U throughout its flirtation with offers to join multiple conferences. 

Scholars (Goidel & Hamilton, 2006; Lovaglia & Lucas, 2005) have discussed 
the institutional prestige and rankings associated with intercollegiate athletic 
sponsorship. Each of the three institutions discussed the potential increased 
prestige associated with the conference realignment process. While decisions 
to realign centered on prestige-seeking behaviors, there was an underlying 
theme that any conference realignment would represent an increase in athletic 
competition and prestige. Institutions operated under the assumption that 
within Division I-A, no institution would leave its current athletic conference 
for one that did not provide increased athletic and/or academic benefits. This 
distinction is important, as it informs the decision-making process. 

liMitations

The findings of this study are valuable to several populations within higher 
education. In particular, this study can assist Division I institutions as they 
make athletic conference realignment decisions. While useful, scholars must 
recognize that several portions of this study are limited by the generalizability 
of the findings to a broader set of institutions. 
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I utilized a qualitative case study approach, which, by nature, limits the 
generalizability of these findings to the case sites. The use of triangulating 
data from survey and document analysis increased the generalizability of the 
results. Nevertheless, the results of this study are still limited. 

In keeping with a qualitative approach, I endeavored to include direct 
quotations whenever possible to allow readers to determine whether this 
study’s findings apply to their institutions. Furthermore, the three institu-
tions in this study are all Division I-A athletic institutions. Though I selected 
these institutions intentionally to maximize variation, readers attempting to 
extrapolate the study’s findings to other institutional types should proceed 
with caution. Even within the realm of Division I athletic programs and 
institutions, there are different types of institutional governance structures. 
Readers of this study should remember that this study’s findings were deter-
mined solely for Division I-A institutions that recently experienced athletic 
conference realignment. The data for this study focus on a single realignment 
event for each institution. As such, decision-makers, institutional priorities, 
and strategic planning could change.

Finally, the highly politicized nature of athletic conference realignments 
creates incentives for individuals to discuss “politically correct” answers to 
interview questions rather than the realities. I addressed this concern by 
providing anonymity to the individuals as well as building a strong and 
trusted rapport. Regardless of the steps taken to mitigate this limitation, 
readers should view the results with this in mind.

aPPPenDix 

table 1. 
fbs confeRence RealignMent (2004–2014)

Year Team                                    Prior Conference            New Conference

2004 miami (FL) Big East ACC
2004 Virginia Tech Big East ACC
2004 Connecticut Independent Big East
2004 Troy Independent Sun Belt
2004 Florida Atlantic FCS Independent FBS
2005 Boston College Big East ACC
2005 South Florida Conference USA Big East
2005 Louisville Conference USA Big East
2005 Cincinnati Conference USA Big East
2005 Temple Big East Independent
2005 Florida International FCS Sun Belt
2005 Florida Atlantic Independent Sun Belt
2005 New mexico St. Sun Belt WAC
2005 Idaho Sun Belt WAC
2005 Utah State Sun Belt WAC
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2005 Tulsa WAC Conference USA
2005 Southern methodist WAC Conference USA
2005 Rice WAC Conference USA
2005 UTEP WAC Conference USA
2005 UCF WAC Conference USA
2005 marshall WAC Conference USA
2005 Texas Christian WAC mWC
2007 Temple Independent mAC
2008 Western Kentucky FCS Independent
2009 Western Kentucky Independent Sun Belt
2011 Colorado Big 12 Pac-10
2011 Utah mWC Pac-10
2011 Nebraska Big 12 Big 10
2011 BYU mWC Independent
2012 South Alabama FCS Sun Belt
2012 UTSA FCS WAC
2012 Texas State FCS WAC
2012 massachusetts FCS mAC
2012 Hawaii WAC mWC
2012 Fresno State WAC mWC
2012 Nevada WAC mWC
2012 TCU mWC Big 12
2012 Texas A&m Big 12 SEC
2012 State-U Big 12 SEC
2012 Temple mWC Big East
2012 West Virginia Big East Big 12
2013 Georgia State FCS Sun Belt
2013 Syracuse Big East ACC
2013 Pittsburgh Big East ACC
2013 San Diego State mWC Big East
2013 Boise State mWC Big East
2013 Houston Conference USA Big East
2013 memphis Conference USA Big East
2013 UCF Conference USA Big East
2013 Private-U Conference USA Big East
2013 Florida International Sun Belt Conference USA
2013 North Texas Sun Belt Conference USA
2013 Utah State WAC mWC
2014 maryland ACC Big 10 
2014 Rutgers Big East Big 10
2014 Florida Atlantic Sun Belt Conference USA
2014 Tulane  Conference USA Big East
2014 East Carolina Conference USA Big East
2014 middle Tennessee Sun Belt Conference USA
2014 Louisville Big East ACC

Year Team                                    Prior Conference            New Conference

Appendix, cont.
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