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Introduction 
 
Online crowdfunding is a form of fundraising that allows individuals or organizations to fund projects online by 
generating a wide variety of donation amounts from a large pool of individual donors. It is estimated that in 2015 
alone, online crowdfunding platforms accounted for nearly $35 billion in global contributions (Massolution, 2015). 
A growing number of organizations across the sport industry are now using some form of online crowdfunding 
(Atwood, 2014). In particular, university athletic departments are using online platforms to promote both annual 
fund and capital campaigns (Morales, 2017). This new mechanism for fundraising affords athletic administrators the 
opportunity to reach a wide audience of potential donors, but how can they ensure the campaigns are effectively 
marketed and that goals are met?  
 
Currently, little-to-no research exists to guide athletic administrators in designing effective online crowdfunding 
campaigns. As a result, the primary purpose of this study was to analyze crowdfunding campaigns across Division I 
intercollegiate athletics departments in order to identify determinants for campaign success. This exploratory study 
will establish a foundation of knowledge for college athletic administrators as they work to both develop and market 
online crowdfunding campaigns.  The research questions used to guide the study were: 1) What are the success rates 
of intercollegiate athletic crowdfunding campaigns? 2) Do differences exist in regards to campaign attributes such as: 
(a) number of reward tiers, (b) number of communication updates, (c) athletic success, (d) campaign type, or (e) 
length of campaign, based on campaign success rates?  
 
Review of Literature 
 
While online crowdfunding has been utilized for nearly a decade, little research has been done to determine what 
makes campaigns successful from a marketing perspective. In fact, just a handful of studies have looked at factors 
that lead to campaign success, and none of those studies have focused solely on athletic campaigns. In their study of 
crowdfunding campaigns across Kickstarter.com, Chen, Thomas, and Kohli (2016), found (a) guilt appeals, (b) 
utilitarian product types, (c) an emotional message frame, and (d) reward tiers were positively related to reaching 
funding goals. Specifically, they found funders were more likely to engage when provided with a functional, 
utilitarian product, and campaigns providing fewer, more meaningful reward categories were more likely to be 
funded. A study by the University of Buffalo, School of Management identified high quality photos and video, 
previous crowdfunding success, and positive comments from backers to be key factors in reaching campaign goals 
(Manne, 2016). Another study of Kickstarter campaigns identified a strong correlation between social promotion of 
campaigns through social media and fundraising results, suggesting that social media influence is a key factor in 
reaching campaign goals (Lu, Xie, Kong, & Yu, 2014).  
 
The emergence of university-based campaigns linked to athletics can likely be attributed to a 2015 rules clarification 
by the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA). The clarification acknowledges that member schools can 
use online crowdfunding platforms, in addition to traditional fundraising methods, as long as the funds raised are 
used for “actual and necessary” expenses related to competition, and that individual athletes do not receive funds 
directly (Morales, 2017). Since the clarification was released, athletic departments have launched their own 
crowdfunding campaigns to subsidize various aspects of athletics budgets.  A number of scholars have examined 
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issues related to college athletics fundraising, in particular donor motivation, although consensus has not been 
reached as to whether individuals are driven primarily by transactional or altruistic motivators (Popp, Barrett, & 
Weight, 2016). While some studies have shown that donors are motivated primarily by the ticket-related benefits 
they receive (Mahoney, Galdden, & Funk, 2013; Wells, Southall, Stotlar, & Mundfrom, 2005), others have found 
donors are driven by their desire to improve the quality of athletics, or the opportunity to help student-athletes 
(Gladden, Mahoney, & Apostolopoulou, 2005). For college athletic departments, annual fund campaigns typically 
include reward tiers linked to tangible items like tickets or parking. Online campaigns focused on capital projects 
(e.g. facility construction, equipment, or uniforms) are likely to provide rewards tiers focused on small giveaway 
items or name recognition, if rewards are offered at all. A recent Pew study found that 84% of crowdfunding donors 
were motivated by the sense of connection to the projects they support, and donors were far more likely to donate 
to “help a person in need” or “for a school” than they were to fund a business, or a new product or invention 
(Smith, 2016). This finding suggests that crowdfunding donors may be more inclined to be driven by altruistic 
motivators, as opposed to transactional motivators.  
 
Methods and Results 
 
In order to address the research questions, an e-mail was sent to a total of 482 Division I college athletic 
administrators in development/fundraising, seeking website links for completed crowdfunding campaigns that had 
been administered through their department. A total of 70 completed campaigns at the Division I level were 
identified and considered usable. Key variables were determined through content analysis of each campaign website. 
Two independent coders identified variables such as campaign type, monetary goal, actual funds raised, number of 
donors, length of campaign, campaign video length, number of photos, number of campaign updates, and number 
of reward tiers. Campaigns were classified as having either a tangible focus (facilities, equipment, travel, etc.) or an 
intangible focus (philanthropy, spirit enhancement, recruiting, etc.). Additionally, Learfield Cup scores were 
identified for each University athletic department as a measure of athletic success. Campaigns were categorized in to 
three groups based on the percentage of funds raised relative to campaign goal. These groups served as the 
dependent variable.  
 
Overall, 54.4% of the campaigns in the sample met their intended goal. This success rate is moderately higher than 
the 44% rate that has been reported by Kickstarter as an industry standard (Strohmeyer, 2013). An independent 
samples t-test resulted in no group differences in percentage of funds raised based on campaign type (tangible vs. 
intangible focus). The dependent variable (percentage of funds raised) was divided into three categories: low success, 
moderate success, and high success. Results from an ANOVA test yielded significant results for number of 
campaign updates (F(2,68) = 5.953, p = .004) and number of reward tiers (F(2,68) = 4.347, p = .017), with highly 
successful campaigns providing more updates and a greater number of reward tiers. No significant differences were 
found for length of campaign, Learfield Cup score, video length, or number of photos.  
 
Discussion and Implications 
 
The findings of this study provide a foundation for a growing body of research, which investigates a new and 
innovative model for external fundraising across intercollegiate athletics. Findings suggest to collegiate athletic 
administrators that effective communication through campaign updates and the development of sufficient reward 
tiers may be key to building successful campaigns. Perhaps surprisingly, athletic success does not appear to impact 
campaign success. Additionally, longer campaigns did not result in higher percentage of funds raised.  Complete 
descriptive statistics, results from the statistical analysis conducted, and further implications for intercollegiate 
athletic stakeholders will be provided at the conference. 
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