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Intercollegiate Athletics and Institutional Fundraising: A Meta-Analysis
Abstract

After nearly 30 years of research, the disparate findings of studies examining the influence of intercollegiate athletics on private, individual giving to high education institutions have failed to generate generalizable knowledge.  The current study examined all available empirical studies conducted between 1979 and 2008 on this topic.  Meta-analysis results indicate that intercollegiate athletics does have a small, but statistically significant, effect on giving.  Follow-up analysis revealed three significant moderators on the strength of the intercollegiate athletic-private giving relationship:  the public vs. private status of the institution, the alumni status of the donor, and whether or not the institution competes in football.  Implications of the results and directions for future research are discussed.
     Since the late 1970’s, numerous academic studies have purported to examine the effects of intercollegiate athletics on fundraising.  Still, nearly 30 years later, disparate research designs and conflicting results have left researchers lacking the ability to confidently comment on how athletic programs influence donors to higher education.  The goals of this meta-analysis are to clarify the common knowledge developed through previous research and to provide direction for continued research of how sports programs affect fundraising at colleges and universities.

     Many of the weaknesses of this research stream lie in the various research designs employed.  While most studies use fundraising, in one way or another, as the dependent variable, the calculation of fundraising varies dramatically.  Some studies use aggregated institutional giving as the dependent variable (e.g., Gaski & Etzel, 1984; McCormick & Tinsley, 1990; Humpreys & Mondello, 2007; Stinson & Howard, 2007), while other studies examine individual donor behavior (e.g., Stinson & Howard 2004).  Some studies include only alumni donors (e.g., Baade & Sundberg, 1996; Grimes & Chressanthis, 1994), while other studies include both alumni and non-alumni donors (e.g., Stinson & Howard 2004, Humphreys & Mondello, 2007).  Further, several studies have focused only on fundraising for intercollegiate athletics programs (e.g., Mahony, Gladden & Funk, 2003; Gladden, Mahony & Apostolopoulou, 2005, McEvoy, 2005), while other studies have included academic fundraising or general institutional support (e.g., Cunningham & Conchi-Ficano, 2002; Grimes & Chressanths, 1994).  Some studies have focused entirely on private schools (e.g., Shulman & Bowen, 2001; Turner, Meserve & Bowen, 2001), other studies have examined only public schools (e.g., Grimes & Chressanths, 1994, Stinson & Howard 2004), while yet other studies have included both public and private schools in the sample (e.g., Rhoads & Gerking, 2000; Humphreys & Mondello, 2007).  Finally, many studies have essentially been case studies of a single institution (e.g., McCormick & Tinsley 1990, Grimes and Chressanths 1994; Stinson & Howard 2004), while other studies have examined panel data for multiple institutions (e.g.,  Baade & Sundberg, 1996; Tucker, 2004; Stinson & Howard 2007; Humphreys & Mondello, 2007).  The end result of the inconsistency in research design is a set of conflicting, often confusing results.

     The conclusions of these previous studies can essentially be classified into three categories:  studies concluding there is little or no relationship between athletics and fundraising, studies concluding that intercollegiate athletics programs have a positive influence on fundraising (either for athletics and/or institutional support), and studies concluding that athletics programs have a negative effect on institutional fundraising.  Several studies concluded that intercollegiate athletics program have little or no influence on fundraising (e.g., Gaski & Etzel, 1984; Shulman & Bowen, 2001; Litan, Orszag & Orszag, 2005).  In a literature review, Frank (2004) also concluded that the lack of consistent results across the research stream was suggestive of the lack of a strong relationship between athletics and giving.

     Equally as many studies have concluded that there is a positive relationship between intercollegiate athletics and institutional fundraising (e.g. Sigelman & Carter, 1979; McEvoy, 2005, McCormick & Tinsley, 1990).  Other authors have found that when included with other institutional variables and factors, intercollegiate athletics has a significant influence on fundraising, though other institutional factors may be more important determinants of giving (i.e., Rhoads & Gerking 2000, Cunningham & Conchi-Ficano 2002).

     The third category of findings center on potential crowding-out effects, where athletics programs may have a negative effect on institutional support.  Crowding out effects in this context would typically be caused by donors increasing their giving to athletic programs and simultaneously decreasing their support of academic programs (e.g. Stinson & Howard, 2004; Stinson& Howard, 2007).

     As this brief review of this research stream indicates, it is quite difficult to confidently draw any generalizable conclusions as to the effect intercollegiate athletics programs have on institutional giving.  Given the number of studies conducted, and the over 30 years of research available, a meta-analysis is appropriate. There are four primary advantages to pursuing a meta-analytical approach in summarizing this research stream (Wilson, 2001):  meta-analysis is a structured research technique that allows formal review of previous empirical work; meta-analysis is more sophisticated than traditional qualitative review studies; effect sizes across the studies may identify relationships that would otherwise be missed; and, meta-analysis allows for the coordination and management of the various findings from each of the included studies.  Successful meta-analysis will be useful to identify the common effects across the research stream and for providing strong direction for future research.  

     The purpose of this study was to perform a meta-analytic review of the available scholarly research on the relationship between intercollegiate athletic success and institutional giving. The study hypothesizes that a) intercollegiate athletic success indeed has a positive relationship with institutional giving and b) the relationship varies across the selected moderator variables of institution type, giving target, giving base, level of competition and sport of interest.

Methodology
Data Sources

     The initial search for studies relevant to this meta-analytic review was constructed 

utilizing a selection of available Internet-based research databases including: ABI/INFORM Complete, Academic Search Premier, Dissertations and Theses Full-text from Proquest, EBSCO Electronic Journal Service, ERIC (Educational Resource Information Center), General OneFile, JSTOR, Management & Organization Studies: A SAGE Full-Text Collection, OmniFile Full-text Mega Edition, Social Sciences Full-text and Web of Science. Among the key search terms included were combinations of athletic success, philanthropy, institutional giving and development. Articles published from 1975 through 2008 were included in this selection process. According to the literature, 1979 was the first year which a peer-reviewed publication featured an article quantitatively investigating the relationship between intercollegiate athletic success and philanthropic giving, (Sigelman & Carter, 1979). Additionally, manual ancestor searches and electronic descendent searches were conducted to compile additional studies, including relevant unpublished doctoral dissertations. 
Study Selections

     The initial collection of studies was narrowed based on whether or not the following criteria were included in the study: 1) measures of athletic success (win percentage, postseason appearances and rankings); 2) a related outcome measure of philanthropic giving; 3) and designations of school type (public/private), sports of interest (football, basketball, etc.), level of athletic competition (NCAA divisions), pertinent giving targets (university, athletics or academics), and giving bases (overall or alumni). Studies without appropriate statistical measures reported were excluded.  The final sample consisted of 16 studies published between 1979 and 2008.  
Data Extraction

     In concordance with meta-analysis procedures outlined by DeCoster (2004), studies were then coded with pertinent study identifiers and select moderator variables extracted from the overall pool. Moderating variables included: 1) school type (public, private or other); 2) giving targets (university, athletics, or academics); 3) giving base (total or alumni); 4) NCAA classification (Division I, Division I-AA, or other); and 5)  sports of interest (football, basketball, or other)

Data Analysis

     For each of the selected studies, at least one effect size was calculated by inputting reported statistics into the Comprehensive Meta-Analysis (CMA) software to determine each study’s effect size (g), along with the respective inverse weight variance (w).  Test of Homogeneity (Q) through SPSS was then calculated for overall effect size to determine which type of effects model (fixed or random) would be reported, along with whether or not the moderating variables would need to be analyzed. Analysis of each moderating variable was calculated using inverse variance weight one-way ANOVA to determine if differences among each moderating variable were statistically significant. This final statistical procedure also was calculated through SPSS.

Results

Studies Selected

     The initial search for applicable studies resulted in 26 combined studies that focused on the relationship of athletic success and institutional giving in NCAA institutions. Among the 26 articles, 24 were from peer-reviewed journals, while two were unpublished dissertations. Following the inclusion and exclusion process, a final count of 16 studies were found, of which 83 different effect sizes could be calculated.  

Tests of Homogeneity

     The relationship of athletic success and giving (n = 83) resulted in a minimum effect size (Hedge’s g) of -0.489 and a maximum effect size of 4.121, with a weighted standard deviation of 0.195. Homogeneity analysis (Q = 536.2, df = 82) proved to be significant (p < .001). As a result, the random effects model was selected for a mean effect size of 0.20 and a 95-percent confidence interval of 0.15 and 0.25.

Moderator Analysis

      Following tests of homogeneity, the Q value for the relationship was significant at the p < 0.05 level, prompting moderator analysis. Moderator analysis for philanthropic giving (see Table 1) was tabulated on five moderators: institution type, giving target, giving base, NCAA classification, and sport of interest. 

Table 1

Moderator Analysis
	Institution Type
	Effect Size
	Effect Size CI

	Public
	0.08
	0.05 - 0.11

	Private
	0.08
	0.05 - 0.12

	Combination
	0.12
	0.10 - 0.15

	
	
	

	Giving Target
	Effect Size
	Effect Size CI

	University
	0.11
	0.08 - 0.12

	Athletic 
	0.12
	0.08 - 0.16

	Academic
	0.08
	0.03 - 0.14

	
	
	

	Giving Base
	Effect Size 
	Effect Size CI

	Total
	0.08
	0.06 - 0.10

	Alumni Only
	0.16
	0.13 - 0.19

	
	
	

	NCAA Classification
	Effect Size 
	Effect Size CI

	Division I-A
	0.10
	0.07 - 0.12

	Division I-AA
	0.13
	0.10 - 0.16

	Combination
	0.08
	0.02 - 0.13

	
	
	

	Sport of Interest
	Effect Size 
	Effect Size CI

	Football
	0.13
	0.10 - 0.15

	Basketball
	0.08
	0.05 - 0.10

	Other
	0.03
	-0.35 - 0.40


     For institution type, Qbetween showed a value of 6.71 (df = 2) and was significant (p = .035). Relationships focused solely on public institutions had a mean effect size of 0.08 and a 95-percent confidence interval of 0.05 and 0.11. Relationships focused on private institutions had a mean effect size of 0.08 and a 95-percent confidence interval of 0.05 and 0.12. Relationships focused on a combination of institutions had a mean effect size of 0.12 and a 95-percent confidence interval of 0.10 and 0.15. These findings suggest private institutions are slightly less subject to fluctuations in giving based on athletic influence.
     For giving base, Qbetween showed a value of 19.47 (df = 1) and was significant (p < .001). Relationships focused on giving from overall supporters had a mean effect size of 0.08 and a 95-percent confidence interval of 0.06 and 0.10. Relationships focused on giving from alumni supporters had a mean effect size of 0.16 and a 95-percent confidence interval of 0.13 and 0.19. This analysis suggests alumni giving is more strongly influenced by intercollegiate athletics than other groups.

     For sport of interest, Qbetween showed a value of 9.10 (df = 2) and was significant (p = .011). Relationships focused on football success had a mean effect size of 0.13 and a 95-percent confidence interval of 0.10 and 0.15. Relationships focused on basketball success had a mean effect size of 0.08 and a 95-percent confidence interval of 0.05 and 0.10. Relationships focused on success from other sports had a mean effect size of 0.03 and a 95-percent confidence interval of -0.35 and 0.40. Football, according to this analysis, has the strongest influence on donor giving.

     The Qbetween values for giving target and NCAA Classification were not statistically significant.  
Discussion

     The primary objective of this study was to provide some conclusion to the seemingly disparate research results reported over the last thirty years regarding the influence intercollegiate athletics programs have on institutional fundraising.  Using Cohen's ranges of effect size (small ES <_ .20; medium ES = .50; large ES >_ .80) as cited by Lipsey & Wilson (2001), the overall results suggest that athletic success has a small, but significant relationship on institutional giving (p < .001).  However, the small overall effect sizes are indicative of the varying degrees of influence athletics has had in the reported studies.  
     Institution type was identified as a significant moderator across the studies included in this meta-analysis. Fundraising at public universities was influenced more heavily by intercollegiate athletic performance than fundraising at private institutions.  While it is important to note that the effect sizes for the two groups are nearly identical, this finding is consistent with the observed pattern of previous research.  Many recent studies that have concluded that there is no relationship between intercollegiate athletics and fundraising have included data primarily drawn from academically-elite private institutions (i.e., Shulman & Bowen 2001, Turner. Meserve & Bowen, 2001).  On the other hand, many of the recent studies concluding there are significant effects of athletics on giving include strong or sole representation of public institutions (i.e., Grimes & Chressanthis, 1994; McCormick & Tinsley, 1990; Rhoads & Gerking, 2000; Stinson & Howard, 2004).  There are several plausible explanations for this finding, all of which will necessitate further research.  Students, alumni and donors may identify differently with private institutions than with public institutions.  Additionally, while there are some notable exceptions, many private institutions place less emphasis on athletic programs than many of their public counterparts.  In particular, there are fewer private schools participating in NCAA I-A football.  Given the results here that football is the most important sport influencing giving, the fact that fewer private school participate in the highest levels of football competition may lessen the overall influence athletics have on giving at those institutions. Finally, Stinson & Howard (2007) reported that schools ranked in the Top Tier by US News & World Report were less susceptible to athletic performance affecting giving patterns than other schools.  The strong academic position of many private schools may also lessen the role athletics play in institutional fundraising. 
     Another significant moderator identified in the meta-analysis was the donor’s alumni status.  Studies focusing solely on alumni giving displayed a relationship nearly double that of studies based on giving from a combined fan-base. This finding, while counter to many assertions made in the popular press (e.g., Sperber 2000), is an important finding that may bear directly on whether athletics help or hurt institutional fundraising.  Athletic performance, has been linked to increased numbers of alumni donors making gifts (Daughtrey & Stotlar, 2000).  Seemingly, increased numbers of donors would be indicative of the positive influence athletics can have on institutional fundraising.  However, other studies have suggested that alumni donors may alter their giving patterns, both to athletic and academic programs based on athletic performance, potentially causing crowding out effects (Stinson & Howard, 2004; Stinson & Howard, 2007).  Further work should concentrate specifically on the effect of athletics on pro-institutional alumni behaviors, including fundraising.
     Finally, this study identified a significant difference in the influence of athletics on fundraising based on the primary sport of interest. Football success displayed a much stronger influence on giving (by nearly 60 percent) than basketball or other sports.  This finding supports the dominant role of football in athletic fundraising generation, and the subsequent influence on total institutional fundraising.  It is also consistent with research concluding that when basketball is the focal sport (I-AAA Institutions), it is the strongest influence ongiving (Stinson & Howard, 2008).  
     Despite a thorough review of the available research, this study is not without certain limitations. Foremost, there is a relatively small amount of quantitative-based research examining intercollegiate athletics and giving.  The number of studies including sports other than football and basketball, and non NCAA Division I institution is even fewer.  This fact may very well have led to the insignificant effect sizes for the fundraising target and NCAA classification moderators.  Still, the significant meta-analytic findings identified here are critical to understanding the influence of athletics programs on fundraising.  Based on this analysis we can be quite confident that intercollegiate athletic programs do have a significant influence on institutional fundraising, though the strength of that relationship is moderated by three important variables: the public vs. private status of the institution, the alumni status of the donor, and the primary sport of interest.  Future research should continue to seek understanding of the underlying mechanisms causing these relationships. 
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