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Introduction and Literature Review 

Fundraising is a critical element for university athletics departments, as they are challenged with the 

responsibility of providing resources for student-athletes during a time of rising expenses in the industry (Newlon, 

2014). This has resulted in a need for development personnel to be more strategic in maximizing fundraising 

revenue. However, scant research exists examining strategic decision-making among development offices to 

maximize revenue and giving efforts among donors (Harrison, Mitchell, & Peterson, 1995). The structure of most 

development efforts within athletics departments are likely susceptible to mimetic isomorphism or the mirroring 

after the process or strategies of other institutions (Cunningham & Ashley, 2001; Demers, 2007; Ward, 2015) rather 

than based on empirical evidence related to revenue maximization. Over the past 30 years, scholars have extensively 

researched the art of fundraising in intercollegiate athletic programs (Park, Ko, Kim, Sagas & Eddosary, 2016) and 

prior research is replete with literature pertaining to donor giving, donor behaviors and donor motivations (Gladden 

& Mahoney, 2005; Mann, 2007; Park et al., 2016). Little is known, however, about the relationship between structure 

and pricing of gift solicitation with revenue levels.  

Since prior literature has indicated donor motivations are primarily transactional in nature, as opposed to 

altruistically motivated (Mahoney, Gladden & Funk, 2003; Wells, Southall, Stotlar, Mundfrom, 2005), the majority of 

athletic departments developed tiered reward levels to incentivize donors to give at certain levels in order to acquire 

certain rewards or gain the ability to purchase sport event tickets (Coughlin & Erekson, 1985). Research within the 

crowdfunding industry suggests the number of incentives/tiered reward levels can have a direct impact on 

fundraising goals (Chen, Thomas & Kholi, 2016), however, no known empirical analysis examines effectiveness of 

tiered reward systems in intercollegiate athletics. Therefore, the purpose of this exploratory study was to analyze the 
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current structure and prices of tiered reward systems of athletic departments across the country and determine 

whether structures impact giving amounts. More specifically, the following research questions were posed:  

RQ1: What is the current structure of tiered reward systems at Division I FBS institutions? Specifically, what are the 

measures of central tendencies and variances for both the number of tiered reward levels, and their respective 

minimum price requirements? 

RQ2: What explanatory variables predict the variance in the number of tiered reward levels at Division I FBS 

institutions? 

RQ3: What explanatory variables predict the variance in the tiered reward minimum price requirements at Division I 

FBS institutions? 

RQ4: Is there a relationship between the mean value for tiered reward minimum price requirements and annual 

donation level revenue (when controlling for other key independent variables)? 

RQ5: Is there a relationship between the number of tiered reward levels and annual donation level revenue (when 

controlling for other key independent variables)? 

Methods 

A descriptive statistics analysis was conducted to assess the number of tiers and the mean prices per tier for 

NCAA Division Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) institutions. A total of 10 independent variables, deriving from 

prior literature, were included into a multiple regression analysis. Each of the 10 independent variables were placed 

into one of the following five categories: (a) performance-related, (b) historic-related, (c) market-related, (d) 

institution-related, and (e) athletic department-related. These variables included: (a) total university enrollment (b) 

median household income, (c) professional team in the market, (d) total number of student-athletes, (e) age of 

football program, (f) age of men’s basketball program, (g) NCAA men’s basketball tournament appearances, (h) total 

football bowl appearances, (i) Power 5 status, and (j) annual athletic contribution revenues. In two separate models, 

both the mean value of tiered reward minimum giving levels, and the total number of tiered reward levels were 

utilized as the dependent variables. 
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Results 

Data was collected for 121 university athletics departments. In answer to RQ1, approximately 58% of 

athletic departments in the sample set structured their number of reward levels between 8 to 10 tiers. This was 

consistent across the type of institution (public or private) and the institutions status (Power 5 or non-Power 5). The 

mean number of tiered reward levels across the sample was approximately nine tiers (M = 8.85, SD = 2.08). The 

range for the total number of tiered reward levels was 15. In answer to RQ2, no significant relationships between 

the total number of tiered reward levels and the 10 variables utilized were unearthed. In examining RQ3, statistically 

significant relationship between several variables–men’s basketball tournament appearances, men’s football bowl 

game appearances, and university enrollment— and tiered reward prices were found. The final predictive model 

indicated these variables account for about 25% of the variance in tiered reward prices. Results of RQ4 indicated no 

statistically significant relationship between total number of tiers and annual contribution revenue. Results of RQ5 

revealed no statistically significant relationship between the mean prices per tier and annual contribution revenue. 

Discussion 

The structure of reward tiers for the Power 5 and Non-Power institutions were virtually identical, yet none 

of the market-driven factors predicted variance in the number of tiered reward levels. This suggests college athletics 

departments may be falling susceptible to memetic isomorphism. The current study also revealed no relationship 

between mean minimum giving level per tier and annual contribution revenue, which suggests the market for tiered 

reward levels is not priced to maximize revenue. Results also suggests athletics departments generating the most in 

annual contribution revenue, on average, do not have the most number of tiered reward levels; these athletic 

departments also posted lower minimum donation requirements than other athletic departments, per tier level. This 

is consistent with similar crowdfunding research suggesting the number of tiered reward levels do not influence 

overall giving (Chen et al., 2016). Ultimately, the results of this study should encourage athletic departments to 

utilize market factors or to examine their effectiveness and improve their fundraising strategies in order to maximize 

giving. This will allow for athletic departments to help improve their fundraising strategies and offset rising expenses 

within intercollegiate athletics. 
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