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There has shown to be a dearth of literature that explores the present brand of, or, current state of branding by 
Historically Black Colleges and University (HBCU) intercollegiate athletic conferences. Conceptually the definition 
of branding can be ambiguous at times (see Temple, 2006) in the broader corporate organizational context, but even 
more hard to pinpoint in the higher education context. However, it can be understood that a brand is much more 
than simply a logo, symbol, or a design (Chapleo, 2008). Understanding that the classification of higher education as 
either a product or a service is a debatable concept that broadens the depth of the context in which an institution 
can be marketed or branded (see Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2006). Unlike most products or services, the outcomes 
of higher education are heavily dependent on the abilities, motivations and interactions of the students as individuals 
and groups, thus making the ability to define an effective product in the higher education context a daunting task 
(Temple, 2006). To a degree, what can then be identified as branding in higher education can be described as the 
management of the institution’s reputation or simply public relations (see Chapleo, 2008; Temple, 2006). Inherent in 
this notion is the conceptualization of the institution’s image or perception which, in turn, can be affected by 
intercollegiate athletics. 
 
The association between intercollegiate athletics and the institution can have a positive impact on the institution 
itself in a variety of ways (i.e., campus culture, recruitment and retention, institutional perception; see Brand, 2006). 
In the context of HBCUs, intercollegiate athletics have played a pivotal role in the identity of the institutions that 
house them as well as the Black community in which they serve. From storied legacies and traditions, HBCU 
athletics have been deeply entrenched in the development of HBCU institutions as well as the enrichment of the 
students and communities from which they sprouted (see Cooper, Cavil, and Cheeks; 2014). Throughout the years, 
HBCU athletics have had their triumphs and tribulations but have fought to remain relevant and viable into 
contemporary times. Thus, the recent formulation of the Celebration Bowl, in which the champions of the MEAC 
and SWAC face off to crown an inaugural post season champion between the two conferences (see ESPN Events, 
2015), has promoted the notion of the necessity to begin to investigate this concept of a collective branding strategy 
which could be utilized to broaden the consumer base of both HBCUs and HBCU athletics as well as contribute to 
the sustainability of HBCU athletics moving forward. 
 
Therefore; the purpose of this exploratory study and subsequent presentation is to illuminate the current branding 
strategies and understanding of branding of HBCU athletics from the perspective of HBCU athletic conference 
commissioners and marketing administrators. This study is designed to capture the voice of the individuals who are 
in positions of authority within their respective athletic conferences with the ability to effectuate change and 
implement strategies that impact the branding of HBCU athletics. From these insights, this research hopes that a 
broader discussion and dialogue may begin to call greater attention to how each of the respective conferences can 
come together to formulate a collective branding strategy for the overall advancement of HBCU athletics. It is 
within the aspirations of the researchers to utilize the information gleaned from this research to inform future 
studies and publications. Furthermore, this presentation is designed to also assist in understanding the significance 
and impact of consumer perception and the external environment on HBCU athletic branding and perceived value. 
 


