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ABSTRACT
The Bowl Championship Series (BCS) was established in 1997 with the goal of matching
up the top two teams in a championship game and eliminating all doubts about the “true national
champion;” however, the BCS has done anything but dispel those doubts. Since its creation, the
BCS has generated national debate regarding the benefits and disadvantages of the system. There
has been increasing demand among conference commissioners, sports analysts, coaches, and
scholars for a post-season playoff. With the BCS’ announcement of a new playoff beginning in
2014, it raises the question: what are the financial implications of a playoff in college football? I
examine the effects of a playoff on regular season attendance and the value of post-season
television contracts. Drawing appropriate inferences from NCAA Men’s Basketball data, I
forecast the impact a playoff will have on college football. The results of the analysis imply that
universities will increase revenue as a result of a playoff.
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“College football has problems because of the massive amounts of money that flow
through the college football system, but the money is there because college football, with all of its
problems, fills a unique niche in American life, for fans and players alike. College football always
has been, and remains, a fascinating and always controversial part of American life.”
- James Quirk, Sports Economics Expert
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Chapter 1
Introduction
College football has been a controversial sport since the first game between Princeton
and Rutgers in 1869. One of the first major controversies of the sport regarding the safety of the
players resulted in the creation of the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), the
governing organization for all intercollegiate sports, in 1906. Presently, the organization oversees
three different divisions of college football: Division I, Division II, and Division III. Division I
football is further divided into the Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS; formerly Division I-A) and
the Football Championship Subdivision (FCS; formerly Division I-AA) (National Collegiate
Athletic Association, 2012).
Within the FBS, there are 124 universities as of 2012, and 120 of those universities are
divided among 11 conferences, which are named in Table 1-1 on the following page. The
remaining four universities are independent of a conference for football1 (National Collegiate
Athletic Association, 2012).

1

If a university elects to be independent of conference affiliation for football, it is not necessarily
independent for all other sports offered by the university. For example, Brigham Young University (BYU)
announced that its football program would become independent in 2011. At the same time, all other
intercollegiate sports offered by BYU would leave the Mid-American Conference for the West Coast
Conference. The University of Notre Dame maintains its status as independent while most of the
university’s other sports are affiliated with the Big East Conference (NCAA Division I Men’s Hockey and
NCAA Division I Men’s and Women’s Fencing are not affiliated with the Big East Conference).
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Table 1-1. Division I FBS Conferences
Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC)
Big East Conference
Big Ten Conference
Big 12 Conference
Conference USA (CUSA)
Mid-American Conference (MAC)
Mountain West Conference (MWC)
Pacific 12 Conference (Pac-12)
Southeastern Conference (SEC)
Sun Belt Conference
Western Athletic Conference
Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

Division I FCS, Division II, and Division III determine the national champion with a
playoff at the end of each season2. Division I FBS, however, uses the controversial Bowl
Championship Series (BCS) to determine the national champion. The BCS matches the number
one and number two ranked teams, as determined by the BCS rankings, in a national
championship game.
The BCS was created at the end of the 1997 season, and initially, it involved four bowl
games: Fiesta Bowl, Orange Bowl, Rose Bowl, and Sugar Bowl. In 2004, a fifth game, the
National Championship was added, which would rotate among the four bowls. The BCS invites
10 football teams to play in the five BCS bowls. Six of the 10 teams are the six BCS conference
champions, and the remaining four teams are at-large teams. The four at-large teams are the four
teams that are the highest ranked in the BCS and are not already invited to a BCS bowl as a BCS
conference champion. The six BCS conference champions receive automatic bids to a BCS bowl.
The six BCS conferences are included in Table 1-2 on the following page.

2

Division I FCS hosts a 20-team playoff, Division II holds a 24-team playoff, and Division III has a 32team playoff (National Collegiate Athletic Association, 2012).
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Table 1-2. Division I FBS BCS Conferences
Atlantic Coast Conference
Big East Conference
Big Ten Conference
Big 12 Conference
Southeastern Conference
Pacific 12 Conference
Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

An organizational chart outlining the overall structure of the NCAA and college football
is displayed below in Figure 1-1. The chart focuses on the organization of Division I football and
the conferences and independent universities that make up the FBS.

Figure 1-1. Divisional Organization of NCAA College Football

Since its creation, the BCS has been highly controversial, and college football fans have
petitioned year after year for a post-season playoff, like the playoff in Division I-FCS, Division
II, and Division III football. Until early 2012, college fans saw little progress by BCS officials to
create a playoff. On June 29, 2012, the BCS committee announced a post-season playoff, which
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would begin in 2014. This new post-season structure will include four teams in a three-game
playoff (National Collegiate Athletic Association, 2012). A selection committee will determine
which teams will participate in the playoff.
Before the announcement of the playoff, sports economists and analysts have debated the
impact of a playoff on college football. Many questions arose about the financial implications for
universities and conferences. How would a playoff impact regular season attendance, and thereby
regular season ticket sales? Would there be an effect on television contract revenue? Economists
and scholars have researched the main sources of revenue for college football but have yet to
determine the effects a playoff may have on them. According to renowned sports economist, Dr.
Roger Noll, the three primary sources of revenue for intercollegiate athletic programs are ticket
sales, television contract revenue, and post-season play (Noll, 1991). In Robert Brown’s study of
college football revenue sources from the 1988-1989 season, he determined revenue generated
from ticket sales represents a majority of the football program’s revenue. Noll’s research further
suggests “success in achieving gate receipts often translates into success in achieving higher
television revenues and invitations to bowls” (Price & Sen, 2003, p. 35).
Due to the minimal academic research on the financial implications of a playoff in
college football, I chose to evaluate the potential impact from the playoff that will begin in 2014.
For this thesis, I focused on how a playoff will affect regular season attendance, thereby regular
season ticket sales, and television contract revenue. I examined the potential impact of a playoff
on regular season attendance using college basketball as a proxy for college football. I used the
NCAA’s attendance records from 1978 to 2011 to determine the overarching trends in regular
season basketball attendance. Additionally, I used the Nielsen Media Company’s ratings for
college basketball to examine the changes in the number of viewers that watched the regular
season versus the March Madness tournament games. Based on the changes in viewership for the
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different levels of play, I projected the potential impact on college football viewership with the
implementation of a playoff.
My thesis aims to create new knowledge in the area of sports economics by evaluating
the financial impact of a playoff. Proponents of a playoff argue that increase the public’s interest
in college football and create a more fair and equitable method of determining the national
champion. Alternatively, opponents of a playoff believe that there is no need to fix a system that
is not broken – they cite the success in matching up the number one and number two ranked
teams since the BCS was created. My study will hopefully develop new knowledge for one side
of the debate.
The remainder of my thesis is organized as follows. Chapter 2 explains the history of
college football and explains how the sport got to its current state. Chapter 3 outlines the
arguments of both sides of the debate for a playoff. Chapter 4 reviews the relevant literature in
sports economics. Chapter 5 describes the methodologies used to analyze the data. Chapter 6
displays the data used in the analysis and the results from the study. Chapter 7 discusses the
results of the analysis and cumulative findings, and Chapter 8 concludes my thesis.
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Chapter 2
Brief History of College Football
College sports were changed forever with the first football game between Princeton
University and Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey on November 6, 1869. Rutgers
was victorious with a 6-4 win over Princeton, but Princeton evened out the score with a rematch
the following week and an 8-0 victory over Rutgers (Culpepper, 2005). With 50 players on the
field, a rugby ball and rules against running with or throwing the ball, the games were different
then than fans know them today.
College football has a dynamic history with a transformation from the original game with
a rugby ball and no coaches to the popular, billion-dollar game played today. Since the beginning,
the game of college football has seen changes in every aspect of the game, including the playbook
rules, substitution policies, uniforms, and even scoring system (Quirk, 2004). Following the first
game in 1869, more universities established football teams, including Columbia, Yale, Harvard
and NYU (Ours, 2007). Without coaches, the team captains took on the roles of the coach and the
rule-making officials (Quirk, 2004). Walter Camp, Yale’s captain during the early 1880s, took his
role to heart by petitioning for the change of the rules of the game, which transformed the game
into a sport that most would recognize as modern day football. The rules established the position
of quarterback, decreased the number of players on the field to 11, created a system of downs for
moving the ball (five yards in three downs), instituted a scrimmage structure for play, and
introduced a point system of scoring (Rielly, 2009). The rule changes transformed a game similar
to rugby into its own sport, football, which helped to increase the popularity of the sport.
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As football became more popular, large public universities fielded teams during the midto late- 1880s. In the Midwest, seven universities – Chicago, Illinois, Michigan, Minnesota,
Northwestern, Purdue, and Wisconsin – created the first collegiate athletic conference in 1896
called the Western Conference (which later became known as the Big Ten Conference). Around
the same time, football spread to the South where teams were established at universities such as
Alabama, Georgia, and Georgia Tech. The West Coast saw an increase in football teams as well
with teams in California and Washington (Quirk, 2004). By the early 1900s, most universities had
football teams, and in 1903, Harvard unveiled the design for the country’s first football stadium
(Ours, 2007).
The rapidly growing interest in college football also brought to light the dangers of the
sport. The rule changes made throughout the 1890s led to a slight decrease in football-related
injuries and deaths; however, more needed to be done (Ours, 2007). In 1905, President Theodore
Roosevelt demanded a change to the sport’s safety rules. President Roosevelt’s speech was the
catalyst for a reform movement supported by both universities and fans (Culpepper, 2005). Some
universities, including Columbia, banned football while others threatened to do so until changes
were made. The reform movement led to the establishment of the Intercollegiate Athletic
Association of the United States in 1906, which later changed its name to the National Collegiate
Athletic Association in 1910 (Quirk, 2004). The organization’s goal was to formulate rule
changes, establish policies and police the rules (Ours, 2007). The NCAA met with the rulemaking group headed by Walter Camp and successfully changed the rules and procedures of the
game in an effort to make the sport safer (Quirk, 2004).
With the start of World War I and the resultant draft, the number of eligible football
players substantially decreased, which led several colleges to cancel seasons or drop their football
teams. Although universities had to decrease football play during the war, individual groups and
teams started to appear throughout the country. Many games were hosted on military bases, and
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military commanders found ways to utilize football techniques and plays during training (Rielly,
2009). Due to the limited number of available players, the NCAA recognized the rules,
specifically those limiting substitution, needed to change. “Limited substitution” prohibited a
player from returning to the game in the same period he was substituted out. A few months before
Pearl Harbor, the rules were changed to allow “unlimited substitution” during the game, and the
rule banning communication between a substitute and his teammates was eliminated (Quirk,
2004).
With the 1950s came the Civil Rights Movement, which led to the public desegregation
of the South. For colleges – both public and private – this meant both blacks and other racial
minorities were permitted attendance; however, not all universities and their football programs
were accepting of the black men. Prior to the Civil Rights Act, a handful of black players
participated in college football, albeit mainly in the Midwest and New England. In the South, the
football teams were as white as their student bodies. When Southern schools played Northern
schools, the Northern schools benched their black players to avoid offending the Southerners. The
racial behavior ensued until “the Johnny Bright incident” of 1951, which brought racism to the
forefront of universities and their football programs. Johnny Bright was an African American,
star halfback at Drake University and the national rushing leader. In October 1951, Drake played
conference rival, Oklahoma State, in Oklahoma where papers speculated the possibility of racial
confrontations. During the game, an Aggies player tackled Bright, and while he was down, the
player punched Bright breaking his jaw. If it were not for the cameraman catching it all on film,
this would not be nearly as monumental. In the days following the game, the picture was
published in almost every major newspaper across the country. For the first time, the racial
problems present in college football made national news, which led universities to reform their
attitudes (Quirk, 2004).
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Unfortunately, it would be years before Southern universities and their football teams
would integrate. In 1970 at a time when Alabama was still one of the most heavily segregated
states in the country, the University of Alabama head coach, Paul “Bear” Bryant, took it upon
himself to show his team that regardless of skin color a football player, or any person, deserves
respect. After a loss to University of Southern California, Coach Bryant brought Southern
California’s starting African American fullback, Sam Cunningham, into the Alabama locker room
and told his players, “Gentlemen, this is what a football player looks like.” The Alabama players
stood and shook Cunningham’s hand. Bryant made a point that day that players of all races would
be accepted and welcomed on Alabama’s football team (Rielly, 2009).
The 1960s brought the emergence of an impressive group of coaches who would
significantly influence college football both at their universities and throughout the country for
more than 20 years. Included in this group is Coach “Bear” Bryant, who not only played a critical
role in the movement to integrate football in the South but also earned himself the honor of being
one of the most successful coaches in college football (Rielly, 2009). Bryant played football for
the University of Alabama and began his career coaching at the University of Maryland (1945),
University of Kentucky (1946-1953), and Texas A&M University (1954-1957) before returning
to Alabama. During his 25 years as head coach, Bryant won six national championships, more
than any coach in the history of college football (Quirk, 2004). Another coach in this
distinguished group is former Pennsylvania State University head coach, Joseph “JoePa” Paterno,
who coached young men for more than half of a century and donated millions of dollars to Penn
State to enhance academics and build numerous buildings, including the library. Paterno played
football at Brown University and started his career as Rip Engle’s assistant at Penn State before
becoming head coach in 1966 (Quirk, 2004). Paterno amassed many achievements during his
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tenure at Penn State, including most years as head coach, 409 wins3; five undefeated and untied
seasons; and two national championships (Rielly, 2009). There are more great coaches included
in this impressive group, such as: University of Southern California’s John McKay who coached
Southern California for 16 years winning four national championships and producing two
Heisman trophy winners, University of Nebraska’s Bob Devaney who turned around the school’s
football program and went on to win two national titles, and the University of Texas head coach,
Darrell Royal, who coached for 20 years in Austin and won 11 conference titles and two national
championships (Quirk, 2004).
In 1975, the NCAA established a divisional structure for college sports. Universities had
the opportunity to choose whether they wanted to have “big time” football teams or “small
college” teams for the first time. College’s classification decision was not set in stone – they
could change classification at any time. In 1978, the NCAA also created new requirements for
conference classification as either I-A or I-AA. Classification was dependent on stadium size,
average attendance at games, quality of schedule, number of athletic scholarships offered, and
more criteria.
During the 1980s, college football’s increasing popularity caused problems between the
major football programs and the NCAA, which eventually led to a Supreme Court case between
the two. Several decades prior, the NCAA sharply restricted the number of appearances by
universities on television to protect the smaller college programs and game day attendance. In a
research report from the 1950s, the NCAA reported that game day attendance had decreased in
areas where televisions were prevalent, but in the areas where televisions were not as common,
game day attendance was relatively steady. The television broadcasts and corresponding decrease
in attendance hurt smaller colleges more severely than the large universities. To minimize the
3

In an unprecedented and controversial ruling by the NCAA in July 2012, the NCAA vacated all Penn
State wins from 1998 to 2011, which eliminated 111 wins from Paterno’s record. The ruling decreased
Paterno’s lifetime wins to 298, making him 12th on the list of NCAA football coaches with the most wins.
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decrease in game day attendance, the NCAA severely restricted the number of college football
games broadcasted each week. Since the NCAA’s decision to decrease television broadcasts,
large universities, most notably the University of Notre Dame, grew frustrated by the regulation
(Rielly, 2009). In 1984, the University of Oklahoma and University of Georgia filed an anti-trust
lawsuit against the NCAA in an attempt to eliminate the television restrictions. The Supreme
Court ruled against NCAA, allowing individual schools and conferences to market its own
games. As a result of the Supreme Court ruling, the total amount spent on football television
rights decreased due to the influx of supply (Quirk, 2004).
The 1990s marked the organization of several new conferences. The prospect of
increased revenue from television contracts and bowl payouts drove universities to establish new
conferences. In 1991, the Big East Conference was established with eight previously independent
East coast universities. Conference USA and the Mountain West Conference were organized in
1996 and 1999, respectively (Quirk, 2004). By the late 1990s, universities sponsored more than
650 football teams, of which 595 were members of the NCAA (Ours, 2007).
Although there were many achievements during the 1990s, the most important and
notable event was the creation of the Bowl Championship Series (BCS). According to former
Pennsylvania State University president, Graham Spanier4, the BCS was officially established in
1997, just before the 1998 season (G. Spanier, personal interview, March 2, 2012). Prior to the
creation of the BCS in 1997, the major football conferences had affiliations with bowl games to
create post-season opportunities for the teams. The first bowl game was hosted by the
Tournament of the Roses, better known as the Rose Bowl, in 1902, showcasing the University of
Michigan and Stanford University (Culpepper, 2005). Until 1947, the Rose Bowl hosted various
teams from the East and West. In 1947, the most well-known matchup, between the Big Ten and
4

Graham Spanier was instrumental in creating the BCS. Dr. Spanier was one of the founding members of
the BCS Presidential Oversight Committee, and he served on the Oversight Committee from its
establishment until 2012.
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Pac-10 at the Rose Bowl, was established with an exclusive agreement between the two
conferences and the Tournament of the Roses (Pasadena Tournament of the Roses, 2012). The
bowl and conference affiliations helped the local communities; however, matchups between the
best teams did not usually occur due to the conference affiliations. In 1992, several conference
commissioners created the Bowl Coalition, which paired the champions of either the Big East,
ACC, or Notre Dame with the champions from either the Big Eight, SEC, or Southwest
Conference (Bowl Championship Series, 2010). Although it was successful in creating better
matchups, there were limitations; the champions from the SEC and Big Eight conferences were
unable to play each other, and the Rose Bowl refused to participate due to its exclusive contract
with the Big Ten and Pac-10 conferences (Rielly, 2009). Therefore, after only three years, the
Bowl Coalition was abandoned for the Bowl Alliance in 1995. Under the Bowl Alliance, the
Fiesta Bowl, Sugar Bowl, and Orange Bowl were able to choose the matchups because the
Alliance modified the conference tie-ins to specific bowls (Bowl Championship Series, 2010).
The Rose Bowl and the Cotton Bowl refused to participate in the Bowl Alliance games though;
therefore, the Big Ten and Pac-10 conferences were excluded from the Alliance (Rielly, 2009).
The two major changes made to the original Bowl Coalition were that there were no longer
conference-champion tie-ins, and there were two at-large spots included in the bowls, which were
available to any Division I-A team within the Bowl Alliance that met specific requirements (Bowl
Championship Series, 2010). Unfortunately, the Bowl Alliance could not determine a “true
national champion” because the games did not include the Big Ten, Pac-10, the Rose Bowl, or
any non-Bowl Alliance teams (Wikipedia, 2012). Although the Bowl Alliance made progress
since the original system, the commissioners ultimately wanted the Big Ten and Pac-10
conferences participating in the bowl selection. After speaking with the Rose Bowl, the
commissioners determined that the four bowls, including the Orange Bowl, Sugar Bowl, Rose
Bowl, and Fiesta Bowl would host the national championship rotating every year. This
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organization established the Bowl Championship Series (BCS) in 1997 (Bowl Championship
Series, 2010). The commissioners’ goal in creating the BCS was to match up the two top ranked
teams in a national championship game and match competitive and high-ranking teams in the
other three bowls. There was no guarantee that the next six ranked teams would automatically
play in the three bowls. To ensure choosing the six remaining teams was as equitable as possible,
the commissioners created a mathematical formula referred to as the BCS standings that ranked
the teams based on several criteria, including a team’s record, the strength of schedule, subjective
polls and computer rankings. The champions of the six founding conferences (Atlantic Coast, Big
East, Big Ten, Big 12, Pac-10 and Southeastern) received annual automatic qualifying bids to the
BCS. Any Division I-A independent team or champion of a smaller conference was eligible for a
BCS bowl, if it ranked in the top six in the BCS standings. If one of these teams did qualify by
ranking sixth or higher, Notre Dame would also qualify if it ranked tenth or higher in the final
BCS rankings or won at least nine games (Bowl Championship Series, 2010). The founding
conferences determined the four BCS bowls would host specific conference champions, unless
the bowl was hosting the national championship or the conference champion was playing in the
national championship:
Table 2-1. Bowl Championship Series Conference Affiliations
Rose Bowl
Orange Bowl
Big Ten; and
Atlantic Coast; or
Pac-10
Big East
Source: Bowl Championship Series

Sugar Bowl
Southeastern

Fiesta Bowl
Big 12

Throughout the late 1990s and early 2000s, the BCS changed the rules surrounding
automatic qualifying conferences bids, revenue distribution, and components of the BCS
standings. Additional computer rankings were added to the rankings and a new category called
“quality wins” was added to incorporate the strength of opposing teams in the BCS standings. In
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October 2003, the BCS first publically announced the BCS standings. In 2004, the BCS
established a fifth BCS game, the National Championship, which would be held one week after
the other four BCS games and would rotate among the Rose Bowl, Sugar Bowl, Orange Bowl,
and Fiesta Bowl (Bowl Championship Series, 2010).
Conference commissioners, university athletic directors and university presidents
representing all 120 programs in the Football Bowl Series (FBS) govern the BCS. The BCS
bowls and the other 30 post-season bowls are operated by community-based, usually not-forprofit organizations in the respective host cities (Bowl Championship Series, 2010).
The establishment of the BCS reemphasized the importance of conference alignment.
With automatic conference qualification, increased television contract revenue, and bowl game
income on the line, universities recognized the importance of conference alignment. Throughout
the 2000s, universities moved conferences at the prospect of increasing revenue. Although the
potential increase in television contract revenue and bowl game payouts was a contributing factor
in the movement between conferences, the creation of the BCS and the automatic conference bids
to the BCS bowls emphasized the six major BCS conferences over the five “mid-major”
conferences without automatic-qualifying bids. In 2003, University of Miami, Boston College,
and Virginia Tech all moved from the Big East to the ACC due to the potential revenue increase
(Quirk, 2004). With the conferences’ revenue sharing rules, universities in conferences with
large, revenue-generating programs received a higher amount of revenue as a result of the sharing
rules. This was one of the motivating factors in Miami, Boston College, and Virginia Tech’s
move to the ACC. Conference realignment is not a thing of the past – universities continue to
change conferences at the prospect of increased revenue. In 2011, University of Nebraska moved
to the Big Ten Conference, the University of Utah and University of Colorado moved to the
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Pacific 12 Conference5, Brigham Young University became independent for football, and Boise
State University moved to the Mountain West Conference (The Associated Press, 2011). Boise
State announced its movement from the Western Atlantic Conference to the Mountain West
Conference in 2011. After several frustrating years of undefeated or nearly undefeated football
seasons without appearances in the BCS National Championship, Boise State moved to the
Mountain West Conference to improve the “strength of schedule” component of the BCS
rankings. The University of Utah had similar undefeated or nearly undefeated seasons without the
opportunity to play in the BCS title game, which led to the university’s move to an automaticqualifying BCS conference, the Pacific 12 Conference.
Beginning in January 2012, the 11 FBS conference commissioners met for six months to
discuss an alternative to the BCS structure (The Associated Press, 2012). On June 29, 2012, the
BCS Presidential Oversight Committee announced that beginning in 2014 a playoff will
determine the national champion. Consequently, the BCS will be dead. After six months of
negotiation, the 11 FBS conference commissioners and Notre Dame Athletic Director released
the plan for a four-team seeded playoff beginning after the 2014 regular season. A national
selection committee will rank the teams based on criteria laid out in the commissioners’ plan. The
playoff will host semi-finals where the #1 ranked team will play the #4 ranked team and the #2
team will play the #3 team. The winners will play in the national championship. The games will
rotate among the four BCS bowls – Rose Bowl, Sugar Bowl, Orange Bowl, and Fiesta Bowl –
plus two additional bowls (The Associated Press, 2012).

5

In 2011, the Pacific 10 Conference became known as the Pacific 12 Conference after the University of
Colorado and University of Utah joined the Conference. Previously, the Pacific 12 Conference was known
as the Pacific 8 Conference when there were only eight universities in the Conference.
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Chapter 3
Arguments Against and In Favor Of a Playoff
The BCS was established in 1997 with the goal of ensuring “that the two top-rated teams
in the country meet in the national championship game and create exciting and competitive
matchups among either other highly regarded teams in four other bowl games” (Bowl
Championship Series, 2012). Since its inception, there has been a national debate about whether
college football should implement a playoff in the post-season or continue to use the longstanding BCS structure. Critics of a playoff maintain that the BCS is fair and consistent and has
been successful at matching the number one and number two ranked teams since establishment.
They contend that a playoff will lead to a decrease in regular season attendance and ticket sales
for universities as well as increased injuries for players due to additional post-season games.
Alternatively, advocates for a playoff argue that the only fair way of determining a national
champion is with a playoff. They insist that the BCS rankings are biased in favor of the six BCS
conferences and Notre Dame, which can leave out some of the best teams in college football
(ProCon.org, 2012).

Arguments Against a Playoff
One of the most cited arguments by opponents of a playoff is the impact that a postseason playoff would have on regular season attendance and therefore, revenue. Supporters of the
BCS believe that the BCS increases the emphasis on the regular season, because a single game
has an enormous impact on the BCS rankings. If this claim is correct, an increased importance of
each regular season game will increase attendance and revenue for teams. Many believe that with
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a playoff the regular season will no longer be as important, causing attendance and ticket sales to
decrease (ProCon.org, 2012).
Additionally, BCS supporters consider the impact of a playoff on post-season payouts to
universities. Under the BCS, every conference receives a portion of the bowl revenue regardless
of whether a conference participated in a given bowl. According to BCS research, bowl games
pay $260 million to universities annually and have paid over $1.8 billion to universities in the last
10 years (Bowl Championship Series, 2010).
In the past, the BCS standings have not ranked undefeated teams in the top two rankings
due to components of the rankings, such as strength of schedule. Consequently, teams from the
six major automatic qualifying conferences like the University of Alabama Crimson Tide tend to
rank higher than teams from the five “mid-major” conferences like the University of Utah Utes
who many have superior win-loss records. With the strength of schedule taken into account, the
BCS standings tend to be stacked in favor of the six major conferences. Proponents of the BCS
do not take issue with the rankings because “the BCS conferences have stronger teams in them.
An undefeated or one-loss record in a BCS conference should mean more than the same record in
a weaker, non-BCS conference because teams are not facing opponents of the same quality”
(ProCon.org, 2012).
Furthermore, opponents of a playoff defend the BCS rankings as fair and consistent.
They believe the rankings reward teams that both beat the competitors that they were supposed to
beat and the underdogs that beat high ranked teams. In terms of a playoff, they think a team could
lose the chance to play for the national championship if the team performs poorly in one game
(ProCon.org, 2012).
Critics of a playoff further argue that the BCS is succeeding at its goal of matching the
top two teams in a championship game. Prior to the establishment of the Bowl Coalition, the first
predecessor to the BCS, in 1992, the number one and number two ranked college football teams
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played each other in the post-season only eight out of 57 seasons between 1936 and 1992, or
approximately 14% of the time. The BCS, however, has matched the first and second ranked
teams in eight of 11 post-season bowls, representing 73% of seasons (PR Newswire, 2009).
Playoff antagonists argue that a playoff would have other adverse effects on players and
fans. They insist that a playoff would increase the number of injuries to players due to the
increase in post-season appearances. In addition, they consider the fan support at each game in a
playoff – if the playoff games occur in various cities, fans may not be able to travel to more than
one location due to financial and time constraints (ProCon.org, 2012).

Arguments In Favor Of a Playoff
Supporters of a playoff believe there is a better way to determine a national champion
than the BCS system. In fact, in a 2007 Gallup poll shown in Table 3-1 below, 85% of college
football fans asked supported a playoff system to determine the national champion (PR
Newswire, 2009).
Table 3-1. Gallup Poll Results
Which of the following would you prefer as the way to determine the national champion in
college football?
January 9-10, 2007
Response Option
The current system where the top two teams at the end of the regular
season meet in one of the bowl games
A one-game playoff between the top two teams after all the bowl
games have been played
A playoff tournament involving the top 4, 8, or 16 teams that would
replace the bowl games
No opinion
Source: Jones

Percentage
15%
16%
69%
1%
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President Obama, Senator Orrin Hatch (R-UT), and Congressman Joe Barton (R-TX) are
among the supporters of a playoff system. Senator Hatch states that the BCS is in violation of the
Sherman Anti-Trust Act, and Congressman Barton drafted an Act in January 2009 making it
“illegal to advertise or promote a ‘national champion’ in college football unless that team was the
winner of a national playoff system” (PR Newswire, 2009).
Based on the BCS rules, the founding conferences and Notre Dame have received an
automatic bid into the BCS bowls; unfortunately, the non-founding conferences, also known as
the five “mid-major” conferences have struggled to earn a spot in one of the BCS bowls, let alone
the national championship. Since 1998, nine undefeated teams were denied a spot in the BCS
National Championship game in favor of teams with one or more losses. Of those nine undefeated
teams, eight teams were from non-BCS conferences, including the University of Utah in 2004 and
2008 and Boise State University in 2006 and 2008 (PR Newswire, 2009).
Proponents of a playoff argue that the only way to determine a true national champion is
through a playoff. With the BCS rankings used to determine the team standings, the five “midmajor” conferences are at a disadvantage because the strength of schedule impacts the rankings.
In 2008, the University of Utah Utes and Boise State University were the only two undefeated
teams in the country; however, neither played for the national title. The Utes played the
University of Alabama Crimson Tide, who spent five weeks at the top of the polls, in the Sugar
Bowl and beat Alabama 31-17. Proponents of a playoff argue that Utah should have had a chance
to play for the national championship; however, the BCS standings did not feel the same.
Many believe that a playoff would replace the subjectivity of the BCS rankings and
human polls. In an economic study, Yale University economist, Matthew Kotchen, and
University of California – Santa Barbara political scientist, Matthew Potoski, found that the
conflict of interest present among the college football coaches participating in the USA Today
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Coaches Poll distorts the rankings. The Coaches Poll is one of the three components of the BCS
rankings.
We find, on average, that coaches rank teams from their own conference nearly a
full position more favorably and boost their own team’s ranking more than two
full positions. We also find that it does not matter if a coach’s team simply plays
a team during the season, but coaches rank teams they defeated more favorably
by more than half a position. Coaches thus make their own team look better by
ranking more favorably teams they defeated. […] Reflecting the structure of BCS
payout rules, the non-BCS conferences band together such that when one of their
teams is on the bubble, non-BCS coaches rank the teams one position more
favorably on average. In contrast, coaches from BCS conferences show
favoritism toward bubble teams from their own conference, though not to BCS
conference teams more generally. These patterns are consistent with the
distribution payouts: all non-BCS conferences receive a portion of the payout
when a non-BCS team receives an invitation, but for BCS conference teams, the
payouts go only to the participating team’s conference. […] When a coach’s
university receives a greater financial payout if a particular bubble team receives
a BCS invitation, coaches rank that team higher, thereby increasing their chance
of receiving the payout. On average, an additional payout between $3.3 and $5
million buys a more favorable ranking of one position. Moreover, for each
increase in a bubble team’s payout equal to 10 percent of a coach’s football
budget, coaches respond with more favorable rankings of half a position
(Kotchen & Potoski, 2011, pp. 18-19).
Playoff supporters argue that a playoff would actually increase revenue to universities,
especially those in the five “mid-major” conferences. Since BCS conferences receive automatic
bids to the BCS bowls, they receive a disproportional amount of bowl revenue. With a playoff,
supporters state that all conferences would have an equal chance of receiving a fair share of the
bowl payouts (ProCon.org, 2012). In addition, advocates argue that TV contract revenue would
increase with a playoff due to increased interest in the post-season competition.
Finally, advocates of a playoff maintain that the regular season will sustain its
importance. With a playoff, a few losses would make it difficult for a team to go to the playoffs;
therefore, every game is still important, just as it is under the BCS system (ProCon.org, 2012).
Thus, universities would not see a decrease in regular season attendance and ticket sales.
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Chapter 4
Literature Review
Since the creation of the BCS in 1997, there has been much debate regarding the benefits
and disadvantages of the system. Although the components of the BCS rankings change almost
every year in an effort to make the standings as fair as possible, teams from smaller conferences
and universities always get overlooked. Top-ranked, competitive teams match up in what is
intended to be an exciting game yet becomes a blowout by one team. Sports analysts from every
major broadcasting network argue that college football needs a post-season playoff for various
reasons6, including opportunities to increase revenue.
The debate between BCS proponents and opponents has become more contentious in
recent years; however, with the BCS’ announcement of the new playoff beginning in 2014,
hopefully the debate will subside. Although analysts, coaches, and commissioners have shown a
strong interest in a playoff, there is not any academic research on the subject. Neither sports
economists nor financial analysts have evaluated the implications of a playoff on the sport, its
conferences, or the universities.
According to Dr. Roger Noll, the three main sources of revenue for intercollegiate
athletic programs are gate receipts, television contract revenue, and post-season bowl payouts
(Noll, 1991). For universities, it is important to evaluate whether any one of the main sources of
revenue will change with a post-season playoff in place. Although there has not been any
academic or scholarly research on the impact of a playoff on college football revenue sources,
there have been many studies and academic papers published about each component of
6

Positions for both sides of the debate are explained in Chapter 3, “Arguments Against and In Favor Of a
Playoff.”
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university’s college football revenue, such as regular season ticket sales, television contracts, and
bowl attendance and payouts. Therefore, for this portion of the thesis, I have compiled research
from numerous studies about the topics that would be impacted with a college playoff. The
following includes scholarly literature regarding many aspects affecting the BCS or a playoff.

Attendance
Economists have performed many studies analyzing the drivers of sports attendance.
Sports economists have evaluated the determinants of football and basketball attendance during
both the regular season and post-season competition. Marketing professionals have researched the
impact of marketing expenditures on attendance as well. The studies can shed insight into what
drives sports attendance, which ultimately, drives gate revenue. By evaluating the drivers of
attendance, athletic departments can determine how to allocate their budgets most effectively and
efficiently.

Regular Season Attendance
Kaempfer and Pacey’s research (1986) focused on the impact of television broadcasts on
college football attendance after the Supreme Court’s 1984 ruling against the NCAA giving
universities the right to negotiate their own contracts with local, regional, national, and cable
networks. Using a dataset of 72 NCAA Division I FBS and FCS football programs during the
pre-deregulation period from 1975-1981, Kaempfer and Pacey estimated the demand for
attendance. Given the 40% increase in television broadcasts in 1978, Kaempfer and Pacey
believed this sudden influx of broadcasts would be similar to the increase in broadcasts after
deregulation in 1984. According to their research, television broadcasts and attendance had a
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complementary relationship. They found that historic and current winning percentages are
important determinants of spectator attendance. Additionally, if a given university was a major
football power, a public institution, or offered free student tickets, in-person game attendance was
9.8%, 4.7%, or 1.6% higher, respectively (Kaempfer & Pacey, 1986).
Fizel and Bennett (1989) furthered Kaempfer and Pacey’s research by using both preand post-deregulation data from 1980-1985 to estimate college football attendance. Fizel and
Bennett focused on the universities with the largest football programs by including 93 of 106
Division I-A universities in the sample size. Using a model similar Kaempfer and Pacey’s, Fizel
and Bennett found that television broadcasts and game day attendance were actually substitutes
not complements as Kaempfer and Pacey’s research previously indicated. Fizel and Bennett’s
research indicated that universities with major football programs were similar to a cartel situation
because “each team can increase attendance (sales) if it can increase its own telecasts, ceteris
paribus, but if all teams increase telecasts simultaneously, attendance (sales) of each will
decrease” (Fizel & Bennett, 1989, p. 987). On average, the net effect of the increase in broadcasts
decreased in-person game day attendance. The results implied that “unless revenues gained from
increased television coverage offset the apparent declines in revenue from stadium attendance,
football programs will generate fewer dollars” (Fizel & Bennett, 1989, p. 988).
DeSchriver and Jensen (2002) researched the determinants of regular season attendance
in Division II college football using economic demand models. They chose to emphasize the
determinants that are controllable by athletic administrators in order to identify what
administrators can do to increase attendance. Using survey data following the 1994, 1996, and
1999 seasons, DeSchriver and Jensen developed economic models that explained approximately
40% to 70% of the changes in attendance. The results of the paper revealed that promotional
activities, such as Homecoming and Military Appreciation Day, and on-field success measured by
winning percentage positively relate to attendance. DeSchriver and Jensen found that “the effect
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of winning in the current season increases over the course of a season while the impact of the
previous season’s winning percentage on attendance decreased as the season progressed”
(DeSchriver & Jensen, 2002, p. 325). Ultimately, DeSchriver and Jensen indicated that athletic
administrators at Division II colleges should focus on increasing the promotional activities in
order to increase spectator attendance (DeSchriver & Jensen, 2002).
Although most literature on regular season college football attendance has focused on the
effects of television broadcasts, Price and San (2003) chose to concentrate on the independent
variables affecting regular season attendance. Price and Sen developed a predictive model to
analyze the determinants of game day demand for Division I FBS college football. Using 1997
regular season attendance as the dependent variable, Price and Sen tested explanatory factors
including game-, team-, and university-specific variables. Based on the findings, Price and Sen
determined that the quality of both teams as measured by the win-loss record, traditional rivalries,
and membership in a specific conference affected fan support and increased regular season
attendance. Alternatively, universities with lower enrollment and more off-campus students
tended to attract fewer college football fans. Additionally, the presence of a local professional
football team also decreased demand (Price & Sen, 2003).
Expanding on Price and Sen’s research, Padgett and Hunt (2012) aimed to help sports
business managers and athletic administrators by examining the impact winning percentage has
on college football attendance and therefore revenue. Padgett and Hunt concentrated on college
football at the “mid-major level” because these programs tended to see large fluctuations in
attendance throughout the season. According to their results, there was a weak correlation
between winning percentage and attendance in the following season at the “mid-major level”
primarily due to the small fraction of attendance attributable to season tickets. However, the
results also showed a strong correlation between winning percentage and attendance in the same
season, which indicated that a large portion of the Conference USA and Sun Belt Conference fan
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base “decide to attend games on a game by game basis based upon how the team is performing
during that season” (Padgett & Hunt, 2012, p. 131). Padgett and Hunt’s findings implied that it
was difficult for athletic administrators to forecast revenue in the “mid-major” conferences due to
the fluctuations in attendance attributable to the changes in winning percentage (Padgett & Hunt,
2012).

Post-Season Attendance
Using 2007-2008 bowl game attendance data, Griffith (2010) conducted geospatial and
statistical economic research with the goal of determining whether bowl game attendance can be
predicted from specific measures, such as a team’s win-loss percentage, distance between a
team’s school and the city hosting the bowl game, and the payout of the bowl game (Griffith,
2010). According to Griffith’s research, college football bowl attendance was predictable using a
combination of the payoff levels and the distance of the closer team to the host city’s stadium.
These are two factors over which individual bowl-organizing officials have some control. The
findings of Griffith’s paper implied that cities hosting NCAA post-season bowl games should
focus on increasing sponsorship revenues for payouts. Therefore, bowls with larger payouts can
attract football teams with higher winning percentages. According to Griffith, the current postseason college football structure supported the implementation of a national championship
playoff – by adding two additional cities, a playoff could involve 64 teams over five rounds.
There could be bowls in more cities or more cities could have multiple licenses for bowls,
resulting in an increase in NCAA bowl licensing. “The net effect would include increased
payouts, albeit over a series of games rather than for a single game” (Griffith, 2010, p. 209).
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Bowl Championship Series (BCS)
In Hal Stern’s research (2004) titled “Statistics and the College Football Championship,”
on the statistical analysis involved in determining the national champion through the BCS
rankings, he described the BCS as “A System Without a Guiding Principle” (Stern H. S., 2004, p.
181). Stern argued that the BCS’ objective, “to select the ‘top two teams,’” is too ambiguous and
leads to varying opinions about which teams should be considered the ‘top two teams’ (Stern H.
S., 2004, p. 181). Using four statistical methods, Stern determined the frequency with which the
varying methods correctly predicted game outcomes. Of the four methods, the least-squares
method7 incorporating the scores of the games was successful8 at predicting the outcome of the
game. Stern insisted that the BCS should determine its objective or goal of the rankings (Stern H.
S., 2004). In the discussion following Stern’s article, Kenneth Massey (2004), the creator of the
Massey Ratings, a component of the BCS formula since 1999, indicated he and his colleagues9
have a suggestion on improving the BCS. Massey urged the BCS to incorporate a measure based
on the Borda voting point total10 in the current BCS rankings (Massey, 2004). David Harville
(2004) also furthered Stern’s argument with a discussion surrounding improvements that should
be considered by the 11 FBS conference commissioners that govern the BCS. Harville argued
that the BCS should account for home-field advantage because there were biases present in favor
of certain conferences at the expense of others. Additionally, Harville discussed the impact of the

7

The least-squares method is presently incorporated into the BCS rankings to predict the final two-thirds of
each football season.
8
The least-squares method including actual game scores predicted the outcome of professional football,
professional basketball, and professional baseball with 0.65, 0.70, and 0.56 frequencies. Additionally, the
same method predicted college football, college basketball, and college hockey with 0.73, 0.72, and 0.73
frequencies.
9
David Rothman, Jeff Sagarin, and Peter Wolfe
10
Borda voting is a system whereby individuals vote on the teams they believe should be ranked from 1st to
25th. The Borda voting point total is determined based on the top 25 polls, where the number one team
receives 25 points, number two team receives 24 points, number three team receives 23 points, and so on.
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BCS’ complete restriction11 on the use of the margin of victory in the rankings. He contended that
the BCS should incorporate a partial restriction12 on the margin of victory because the complete
restriction makes it difficult to accurately rank football teams (Harville, 2004).
In a follow-up publication, Stern (2006) formally advocated a boycott of the BCS system
for determining the national champion. He argued that the computer rankings portion of the BCS
standings was still subject to human error and was simply an equation created by humans. Due to
the rules, the BCS computer rankings were not allowed to include the site of the game or the
score of the game in the formula. In addition, Stern considered what individuals believed was the
“best way” to evaluate a team’s performance, and it was nearly impossible for everyone to agree
on the “best way.” Sterns stated that in the final BCS rankings of the 2005 season (including the
games on December 4, 2005) “five of six evaluations have Ohio State as 4th best in the country
while one rating has them 9th; four of six evaluations agree that TCU is the 13th (+/- 1) best team
while two have them 25th or below; Auburn’s rankings range from 5th to 15th” (Stern, In Favor of
A Quantitative Boycott of the Bowl Championship Series, 2006, p. 2). Stern further argued that
there was no reason why college football could not have a playoff because a playoff could be
developed within the bowl system; and, the NCAA had little power regarding a playoff as
compared to the major conferences, so a playoff would be possible (Stern, In Favor of A
Quantitative Boycott of the Bowl Championship Series, 2006).
Using simulation studies, Annis and Wu (2006) examined possible knockout
tournament13 designs and the probability that the best team was selected in each playoff design.
Annis and Wu created playoff structures that “balance[d] the probability that the top team
qualifie[d] with the probability that it [won] once the tournament [began]” (Annis & Wu, 2006, p.
11

Complete restriction on margin of victory means that only win-loss information can be used.
A partial restriction on the margin of victory means that “a margin of victory that exceeds a certain limit
is treated exactly the same as one that equals the limit” (Harville, 2004, p. 188).
13
A knockout tournament is a playoff structure where the loser of each game is eliminated from the
remaining playoff games.
12
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151). They conducted simulation studies with four tournament sizes – one, two, four and eight
teams – and five possible structures – one-team (Top 1), two-team (Top 2 or BCS), four-team
(Top 4), and two eight-team playoffs (Top 8 and 6 Plus 2). The one-team tournament (Top 1)
determined the national champion based on the rankings after the regular season without any
additional games. The two-team tournament (Top 2) was similar to the BCS structure where the
top two teams based on the rankings played in a national championship game. The Top 4 and Top
8 playoffs fielded the four or eight highest ranked teams to play in the playoff while the 6 Plus 2
selected the six BCS conference champions plus two at-large teams with the highest rankings.
Annis and Wu assumed that all the playoff simulations were played on neutral sites similar to the
long-standing bowl structure. Their results revealed that the eight-team tournament had the
highest probability of including the “true Number 1 team” with the Top 8 format performing
slightly better than the 6 Plus 2 format (Annis & Wu, 2006, p. 155). Overall, Annis and Wu’s
findings determined that:
Regardless of simulation method, the two-team playoff is the poorest choice. For
all metrics and simulations methods, all four- and eight-team playoffs produced
more desirable results (smaller true rank of championship qualifiers, larger true
rank of teams excluded, and larger probability of Number 1 versus Number 2)
than did the two-team playoff. Therefore, if the NCAA strives for the “best”
championship game, one could argue that any reasonable system is better than
their current one (Annis & Wu, 2006, p. 156).
Therefore, according to Annis and Wu’s simulation studies, of all the possible post-season
structures that could be used to determine the national champion, the current structure with a twoteam “playoff” is the worst option.
In Hal Stern’s article, “Statistics and the College Football Championship,” he addressed
the issue of a playoff in Division I-A college football and the reasons behind why proponents of
the BCS did not want a playoff:
Among the reasons given by opponents of a tournament are: (1) the danger of
injury to players in the additional games; (2) the pressure that additional games
would put on the student-athletes’ academic programs; (3) a desire to avoid
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having the college football season run into a second semester; (4) a sense that the
occasional split championship controversy is good for the game; and (5)
recognition that the bowls have been good allies to college football (Stern H. S.,
2004, p. 180).
Stern contended that none of the aforementioned five reasons were problematic enough to
warrant the BCS rather than a playoff. He objected to all of the five reasons above with evidence
as to why the reason should not be considered legitimate. Stern finished by including the
following as to why there may not be a playoff:
One possibility is that having a championship tournament sponsored by college
football’s lead organization (the NCAA) would require the member schools of
the football-dominant BCS conferences to split the many of millions of dollars of
revenue generated by such an event more equally with their fellow institutions of
higher learning than is required by the current system (Stern H. S., 2004, p. 180).
One of the few polls included in the BCS ratings is the USA Today Coaches Poll. Using
the Coaches Poll, Matthew Kotchen and Matthew Potoski conducted an economic study on the
conflict of interest present among the college football coaches participating in the USA Today
Coaches Poll. Kotchen and Potoski’s research indicated that coaches ranked their own teams and
their opponents higher in order to make themselves look better in the Coaches Poll and hopefully,
the BCS ratings:
We find, on average, that coaches rank teams from their own conference nearly a
full position more favorably and boost their own team’s ranking more than two
full positions. We also find that it does not matter if a coach’s team simply plays
a team during the season, but coaches rank teams they defeated more favorably
by more than half a position. Coaches thus make their own team look better by
ranking more favorably teams they defeated. […] Reflecting the structure of BCS
payout rules, the non-BCS conferences band together such that when one of their
teams is on the bubble, non-BCS coaches rank the teams one position more
favorably on average. In contrast, coaches from BCS conferences show
favoritism toward bubble teams from their own conference, though not to BCS
conference teams more generally. These patterns are consistent with the
distribution payouts: all non-BCS conferences receive a portion of the payout
when a non-BCS team receives an invitation, but for BCS conference teams, the
payouts go only to the participating team’s conference. […] When a coach’s
university receives a greater financial payout if a particular bubble team receives
a BCS invitation, coaches rank that team higher, thereby increasing their chance
of receiving the payout. On average, an additional payout between $3.3 and $5
million buys a more favorable ranking of one position. Moreover, for each
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increase in a bubble team’s payout equal to 10 percent of a coach’s football
budget, coaches respond with more favorable rankings of half a position
(Kotchen & Potoski, 2011, pp. 18-19).
The economic studies and research provided insight into the determinants of regular
season attendance and the probability of predicting attendance at bowl games. Additionally, the
academic analysis critiqued the BCS system and its components and evaluated possible changes
and improvements to the BCS. Others considered the possible playoff structures and the
probability of the top ranked team being included in each potential structure. Even though there
was not research on my specific topic, the research on the adjacent topics still provided a
sufficient backdrop into my thesis topic.
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Chapter 5
Methodology
Although accounting and reporting problems make it difficult to ascertain precisely how
much revenue intercollegiate athletic programs bring in every year and the amount of revenue
attributable to a specific sport, there is little debate regarding the primary sources of college
football revenue. According to prominent sports economist Roger Noll, most collegiate athletic
programs’ three main sources of revenue are ticket sales, television contract revenue, and postseason play revenues (Noll, 1991). Robert Brown’s analysis of college football revenue sources
from the 1988-1989 season indicates revenue generated from ticket sales represents a majority of
the football program’s revenue. Furthermore, Noll’s research suggested, “success in achieving
gate receipts often translates into success in achieving higher television revenues and invitations
to bowls” (Price & Sen, 2003, p. 35). In Getz and Siegfried’s research on the direct and indirect
effects of intercollegiate athletics on universities, they determine that “on the revenue side, bigtime athletics generates ticket sales, royalties on logos, and television contracts, usually shared
among conference members” (Getz & Siegfried, 2012, p. 352). Furthermore, Padgett and Hunt
concur with Noll, Brown, and Getz and Siegfried’s assertions stating that “even a 5% fluctuation
in attendance at the SEC level would mean little to a SEC team’s bottom line given that revenues
at these schools are also driven significantly by television contracts and bowl payouts” (Padgett &
Hunt, 2012, p. 130).
Given the consensus around the sources of college football revenue for athletic programs,
it is important to consider the impact of a change on any aspect of college football would have on
these major sources of revenue. The BCS’ announcement about the new post-season playoff in
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college football beginning in 201414 will inevitably affect the revenue components of the college
football revenue equation. However, given the lack of academic research on this matter, it is
unknown what the effect of a playoff will have on college football. For this reason, it is important
to analyze the economic and financial impacts that a playoff will have on college football.
Will regular season attendance increase or decrease with a playoff? Will networks
increase the price of television contracts? And, most importantly, what will the answers to these
questions mean for universities? Do universities stand to make more or less money with the
establishment of a playoff?
Based on my research and data analysis, I hypothesize that overall a playoff will increase
revenue for universities with major football programs. Drawing appropriate inferences from
NCAA Men’s Basketball data, I believe that the implementation of a playoff will not materially
affect regular season college football attendance; therefore, regular season ticket sales or gate
receipts will not decrease. I further predict that the value of a television contract will increase for
major college football programs: that is, network conglomerates, such as ABC, ESPN, NBC, and
FOX, will pay more for the rights to broadcast the post-season games, especially the playoff.
Finally, I predict that bowl payouts to universities with football teams in the post-season playoff
will increase while the bowl payouts to universities in the other long-standing bowls likely not
change. Based on these components of revenue considered15, I believe that universities’ college
football revenue will increase because regular season attendance will stay constant and television
contract revenue will increase.

14

Background information regarding the new playoff is explained in the previous chapter titled “Brief
History of College Football.”
15
Although regular season ticket sales and television contracts are the largest components of college
football revenue for athletic departments, there are in fact other sources of revenue as well, which were not
considered for this analysis because the other sources do not make up as large of a percentage of the total
revenue as gate receipts and television contracts do.
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Attendance
Michael McCann, Director of the Sports Law Institute at Vermont Law School, recently
told Inside Higher Ed that the BCS has both anti-competitive and pro-competitive aspects,
including the belief that the BCS actually increases regular season attendance since the outcome
of every game affects the rankings (Grasgreen, 2012). Similarly, most opponents of a playoff
argue that regular season attendance would decrease because the regular season will be less
important than the post-season playoff. The University of Oklahoma Head Coach, Bob Stoops’
commented to the Los Angeles Times in 2005, “in basketball there is far less interest in the
regular season than there is in the tournament. Everyone gets March Madness for the tournament.
You don't want everyone to get January madness for football and forget about everything else
that's happening in the regular season. I think basically we are in a playoff the last half of the year
in the regular season. ... People from coast to coast are watching each other because if anyone
slips, you're going to be out” (Bowl Championship Series, 2010). Most proponents of the BCS
and the bowl system, including Coach Bob Stoops, cite NCAA Men’s Basketball as a compelling
reason why college football should not have a playoff. They argue that regular season attendance
at NCAA Men’s Basketball games has decreased over the years because the playoff has
decreased the importance of regular season games. Like Stoops, they believe college football’s
regular season is already a playoff, and there is no reason to change that.
For this reason, I decided to examine NCAA Men’s Basketball regular season attendance
to determine if opponents of a playoff are correct in their assertion that a playoff decreases
regular season attendance. I chose to analyze the general trends in total and average regular
season attendance over an extended period of time. If opponents of a playoff are correct, I
assumed that the long-term changes in total and average attendance data would reflect their claim.
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Additionally, I presumed that the general trends reflected in the men’s college basketball data
would apply to college football if a post-season playoff were instituted.
I elected to use NCAA Men’s Basketball as a proxy for NCAA Football because of the
similarities between the two sports. Since college basketball successfully established and
supported a post-season playoff for nearly 75 years, it seemed like the closest and most
reasonable comparison for purposes of this analysis.
NCAA Men’s Basketball and NCAA Football are clearly both governed by the same
college athletics rule-making organization, the National Collegiate Athletic Association. With
that in common, both college sports do not allow universities or booster clubs to offer studentathletes any form of financial compensation for their participation in college sports with the
exception of tuition, room and board, and textbook expenses. Universities sponsoring men’s
basketball and football programs are limited in their recruiting efforts due a specified number of
permitted scholarships. Additionally, the student-athletes participating in basketball and football
are approximately the same age, and if playing Division I-A sports and are likely to have
comparable athletic abilities. Both college basketball and college football have similar seasons, in
that it lasts for roughly four to four and half months. From a facilities point of view, both sports
offer similar athletic facilities – usually on university campuses – though one being an indoor
facility and the other an outdoor stadium. Basketball and football training facilities are similar, as
compared to professional sports where the training schedule and facilities are quite different.
College sports limit the number of hours of training and practice due to the student-athletes’ other
responsibilities, like academic success. Alternatively, the professional sports allow athletes to
only focus on training, practice, and athletic improvement. When considering the fan base for
college basketball and college football, the spectators and fans of both sports are similar. In many
cases, the alumni are a considerable portion of the fan base as well as current students, faculty,
and staff. In Koo and Hardin’s research on fans’ emotional attachment to sports teams, they found
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that emotional attachment is a considerable factor when fans determine whether to attend sporting
games or not (Koo & Hardin, 2008).
Emotional attachment is built over several years and often includes going to
games as a young child. This emotional attachment is often even stronger when
the team represents the spectator’s alma mater. Memories of one’s college years
and reunion with old college friends are likely to keep a significant number of
people coming to games even when the team’s performance may be subpar
(Padgett & Hunt, 2012, p. 130).
According to Koo and Hardin’s research, college basketball and college football have similar fan
bases due to the long-standing allegiance with those associated with the university. Although
professional sports also have a strong fan base, they do not tend to have the same loyalty.
Alternatively, there are significant differences between NCAA Men’s Basketball and
NCAA Football. Basketball plays between 28 and 35 regular season games in a given season,
nearly triple the number of regular season college football games. In some cases, a college
basketball team can play several games in one week, as opposed to college football where a team
plays a single game per week on Thursday, Friday, or primarily Saturday. Since there are three
times as many college basketball games in a season than college football, individual basketball
games do not have the same level of importance as football games. In basketball, there are
approximately 35 regular season games, so each games represents 2.9% of the entire season.
Alternatively, in college football where there are 11 games in a season, each game constitutes
9.1% of the total regular season. Although college basketball and football have similar facilities,
basketball arenas also tend to have smaller capacities. Since basketball arenas have smaller
capacities, basketball does not require as much demand to reach capacity.
I chose not to compare NCAA Football to the National Football League due to the large
number of differences between the two sports. In addition to age, talent level, compensation, and
training schedule, the NFL has a different ticket structure than college football. Similarly, I did
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not believe the National Basketball Association as a reasonable comparison to college football
because of the numerous differences between the two sports that make a comparison difficult.
Due to the differences between NCAA Men’s Basketball and NCAA Football, there are
limitations to this method of analyzing the impact of a playoff on regular season basketball
attendance and forecasting the effect on regular season college football. Because many basketball
games occur during the week and are not limited to the weekends, basketball attendance –
average and total – will be lower than football attendance. In addition, basketball arenas, on
average, have a lower capacity than football stadiums, which will also impact total and average
attendance basketball attendance. Taken as a whole, I consider NCAA Men’s Basketball to be a
reasonable proxy for NCAA Football for purposes of this analysis and for the reasons explained
in the above paragraphs.
After concluding that college basketball would be the best proxy for college football, I
obtained college basketball attendance data – total and average – for every NCAA Division I-A
university for the years 1978 through 2011. Using Microsoft Excel, I compiled the total and
average annual attendance data for 31 universities across 22 states and the District of Columbia
and eight conferences into a database for use in this trend analysis. To ensure the universities
included in the sample varied by geographic region, conference, private or public status, size, and
level of play, I used a nonrandom sampling technique referred to as purposive sampling to select
the 31 schools. Purposive sampling is a nonrandom sampling technique where “respondents are
chosen because they have particular features or characteristics which will enable detailed
exploration of the research objectives” (Office for National Statistics, 2008).
When identifying universities to include in the sample, I wanted to include only large,
major universities because I considered smaller universities to be less applicable to this study. I
assumed that basketball programs at major universities would likely receive large amounts of
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funding regardless of the success of the program. I looked for schools from large conferences16
throughout the United States. I also took the universities’ source of funding into consideration
when identifying programs to include. I wanted to include both large, public universities and midsized, private universities for purposes of comparison. Another consideration was geographic
region. I included universities from 22 states and the District of Columbia, as depicted in
Figure 6-1 on page 50. The schools are spread throughout the U.S., including rural, suburban,
urban areas, which was another consideration that I took into account. I chose basketball
programs in rural settings, including small college towns, as well as programs in suburban areas
and urban metropolises. Considering specific athletic characteristics, I wanted to include
universities with large, well-funded athletic departments but smaller, less successful basketball
programs. Alternatively, I chose to include universities with similar large, well-funded athletic
departments and highly successful basketball programs. I identified universities that are
considered to have the “best” basketball programs due to the number of national championships
or appearances in the Elite Eight, Final Four, or National Championship game but do not rank in
the annual top 25 universities with the highest average attendance17. I also took into consideration
the universities that consistently rank in the top 25 highest average attendance yet have not
appeared in the later rounds of March Madness. Moreover, I analyzed the success of basketball
programs from 1978 until 2011 and included basketball programs with success in recent years,
such as the last five to seven years, but had setbacks or little success in earlier years, such as the
late 1970s and early 1980s. Additionally, I also considered the opposite circumstance with highly
successful programs in the late 70s and early 80s but improving programs in recent years. Finally,
I included schools with a long-standing basketball tradition. A summary of all considerations in
choosing the universities in the sample is included in Table 6-1 on page 49.

16
17

Universities were considered based on their conference affiliation as of late 2011.
As measured by the National Collegiate Athletic Association
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Given the characteristics explained above, I chose 31 universities that I believed best
represented the predetermined. The sample was intended to be representative of the entire
population of NCAA Division I-A universities. The college basketball programs included in the
sample are displayed in Table 6-2 on page 50.
The selected universities may not necessarily be included in every category; however,
they are characterized by at least one of the aforementioned considerations. For example, most
people would not consider the West Coast Conference to be a major athletic conference, but
Brigham Young University (BYU) was included in the sample for other reasons. At the time of
data collection, BYU had just moved from the Mountain West Conference to the West Coast
Conference18. Additionally, the Pennsylvania State University cannot be included in a majority of
the characteristics described above; however, Penn State does have a large, well-funded athletic
department, primarily due to its football program, with a small basketball program. Although the
University of New Mexico may seem like an unusual inclusion in this sample, New Mexico
played every year for a crowd that ranks in the top 25 highest average attendances for NCAA
Men’s Basketball since 1970.
Since the effects that a playoff has on annual attendance will not likely be immediately
apparent and there will inevitably be other contributing factors to the change in attendance from
one year to the next, it is beneficial to use data over an extended period of time, such as 10, 20, or
30 years. For this reason, I compiled all available basketball attendance data – average and total –
over a 33-year period from 1978-2011 from the National Collegiate Athletic Association’s
basketball statistics website.

18

In 2011, Brigham Young University announced it was leaving the Mountain West Conference to join the
West Coast Conference for all athletic programs, except football. BYU’s football team became independent
and lost its conference affiliation. Other independent football programs include the University of Notre
Dame, United States Military Academy, and the United States Naval Academy.
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To determine whether regular season attendance decreases due to a playoff, I analyzed
the general trends in the 31 universities’ attendance data as a whole. Individually, I examined
each university’s attendance data to identify any unusual increases or decreases from one year to
the next or over several years. To consider the effect a specific conference affiliation may have on
universities, I studied the change in total and average attendance within each conference over the
33-year period19.
Furthermore, I also separately graphed the total and average attendance figures of all
universities together to visually identify trends in the dataset over the 33-year period. Although
this was helpful in examining the overarching trends of all the data, it was difficult to identify any
individual trends due to the number of universities and corresponding data points on the graph.
To study the direction of regular season attendance on a smaller level, I visually organized the
universities’ attendance information in graphs by conference. To evaluate the data on an even
more minute level, I graphed each school individually20.
Using a visual form of analysis, such as graphs, allowed me to better examine the total
and average attendance data and then determine if I had missed any trends while looking at the
data tables in Excel. Although it was helpful to analyze the total and average attendance data
points, the individual data points alone made it difficult to understand the changes occurring in
the data. I found that the graphs made it easier to comprehend how the total and average
attendance data changed from one year to the next as well as over the entire 33-year period. Using
the graphs for total and average attendance, I was able to determine whether the total or average
attendance in 2011 was higher than the attendance in 1978.
19

Universities are included in their respective conference as of September 2012. For this reason, the
University of Nebraska and University of Missouri are included in the Big Ten Conference and the
Southeastern Conference, respectively. Since Syracuse University will not leave the Big East Conference
for the Atlantic Coast Conference until July 2013, Syracuse is still included in the Big East Conference.
20
The line graphs for the individual universities are not included due to the large number of universities
and corresponding graphs. However, the line graphs for total and average attendance by conference are
included in the following chapter titled “Data Analysis & Results.”
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If there were more than six universities in a conference, I organized the universities by
the divisions within the given conference in order to more accurately examine the data.
Specifically, the sample of 31 universities includes 11 universities in the Big Ten Conference. By
graphing all 11 universities’ attendance data on one graph21, it was difficult to interpret the data or
identify trends because the data points and line graphs were muddled on the graph. For this
reason, I separated the universities by division – Leaders Division and Legends Division – within
the Big Ten Conference. The basketball programs from the sample that are in the Leaders
Division of the Big Ten Conference are the University of Illinois, Indiana University, Ohio State
University, Pennsylvania State University, Purdue University, and University of Wisconsin.
There are also five schools from the sample in the Legends Division of the Big Ten Conference:
University of Iowa, University of Michigan, Michigan State University, University of Minnesota,
and University of Nebraska. The Big Ten Conference is the only conference where this issue
arose. The other seven conferences have four universities or fewer in the sample.

Television Contracts
The second largest component of athletic departments’ revenue from college football is
television contracts. With television contracts valued as high as they have been in past years, it is
important to analyze the impact a playoff could have on television contracts. A key aspect of the
discussion surrounding a college football playoff is the potential change in the value of a
television contract – regular and post-season. If there are fewer viewers watching college football
as a result of a post-season playoff, the major network conglomerates are likely to pay less for the
television rights. Alternatively, if more people watch college football due to the establishment of

21

The line graph of the 11 programs in the Big Ten Conference is included in the following chapter titled
“Data Analysis & Results.”
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a playoff, the value of the television contract will increase, meaning the networks will likely pay
more for the rights to the football games.
To consider the potential impact of a playoff on television contracts, I obtained the
Nielsen Media Company’s television ratings for both college basketball and college football over
the past several years and compiled them in the same database I created for regular season
basketball attendance. Because the television ratings focus on a different aspect of this economic
analysis, the Nielsen ratings were compiled into different worksheets in the same workbook (or
database) in Microsoft Excel. The entire database was created and managed using Microsoft
Excel and its functionalities.
The Nielsen Media Company’s technology captures the percentage of total television
owners watching a specific television show or event at a specific time. Then, this information is
used to determine the total number of households or viewers watching that specific television
show or event. The Nielsen Media Company can provide more detailed information by specifying
certain parameters, such as age and geographic region, and determining the number of households
or viewers within the parameters that were watching the television show or event.
As stated in the Attendance subsection above, I chose to compare NCAA Men’s
Basketball television ratings with NCAA Football ratings because of the similarities between the
two sports. Although there are similarities between NCAA Football and the National Football
League, I considered college basketball to be the closest comparable sport for this analysis.
Regardless of the number of similarities between college basketball and college football,
there are also a number of differences that will impact this study. Because many basketball games
occur during the week and are not limited to the weekends, there will inevitably be fewer viewers
watching college basketball games that occur during the week than spectators viewing college
football games on a weekend. Additionally, due to the total number of basketball games
throughout the season, college basketball viewership per game will likely be lower than that of
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college football, which only has approximately 11 football games22 during the regular season;
however, the total college basketball viewership may exceed total college football viewership
because college basketball as nearly three times as many regular season games than college
football. Comparatively, when there are between 28 and 35 college basketball games in a season,
fans may consider missing one basketball game on television to be negligible because there are
many more games to watch during the season. For example, consider a college football team with
11 regular season games and a college basketball team with 35 regular season games. For every
single football game a fan does not watch on television, he or she missed roughly 9.1% of the
total regular season. Alternatively, if a basketball fan misses one of the 35 regular season games
on television, that is only 2.9% of the regular season games. Combining the effects of weekday
games and the number of basketball games will impact the television ratings and the number of
people watching.
In the course of my research about the Nielsen ratings, I found that the ratings are very
expensive if purchased directly from Nielsen Media Company. I inquired with the Company
about the academic price of college football and college basketball ratings and received a price
estimate for NCAA Football ratings for all nationally televised bowl games from 2007 to 2011
and the NCAA Men’s Basketball ratings for 10 nationally televised regular season and March
Madness games between 2007 and 2011. To purchase only the NCAA Football ratings, it cost
$1,000 for a one-year license, and for both the NCAA Football and NCAA Men’s Basketball
games, it cost a total of $1,750 for a one-year license to the data23. Considering the price tag on
the Nielsen ratings, it was too expensive for me to purchase the ratings directly from the
Company.
22

Conference championships are considered part of post-regular season play.
The information about the cost of Nielsen ratings was obtained via a “Nielsen Media Proposal” from the
Nielsen Media Company. I received this information when one of the Penn State librarians inquired about
the price of the ratings on my behalf. The price of Nielsen ratings may vary, and the price I received may
not be considered standard pricing.

23

43
For this reason, I extensively researched alternative sources of the Nielsen ratings that
would not cost as much as the ratings directly purchased from the company. I found that there are
several other sources of the ratings data; however, not all of the data is available from one given
source. For instance, I found one source with the overnight weekend ratings for college basketball
and college football but not weekday ratings; therefore, if a game occurred on Monday through
Thursday, the Nielsen ratings were not available. On the other hand, another source had a
significant amount of data available on college football over a period of five years; however,
there were ratings available for less than five college basketball games over a five-year period.
There was also inconsistency in the sources because one source stated the total number of
households and viewers that watched a specific college basketball or football game yet another
source shared the percentage of total television owners that watched the specific game. Therefore,
I had to determine the most reliable and consistent sources of the Nielsen ratings.
For purposes of this analysis, I primarily focused on the percentage of total television
owners watching a specific college football or basketball game from the online editions of Street
& Smith’s SportsBusiness Daily. I chose to use the percentage of total television owners because
the data was available for both college basketball and college football over the same timeframe.
Unfortunately, only the overnight Nielsen Ratings on the weekends were available for college
basketball and college football through the SportsBusiness Daily; however, given the number of
ratings available for both sports, I did not consider this to be a limiting factor of the analysis.
Additionally, I believed it was beneficial to use the weekend ratings because that eliminated the
effect of decreased viewership for weekday basketball games. The overnight weekend ratings for
college basketball and football are more comparable because they are from the same days of the
week. The Nielsen ratings were available free of charge to individuals with a subscription to the
SportsBusiness Daily.
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In collecting the Nielsen ratings, I did not limit my analysis to a specific sample of
universities, as I did with the analysis of regular season attendance. The ratings included in this
analysis are from a range of universities across every major conference. I gathered all available
Nielsen ratings from the SportsBusiness Daily for college basketball. The available ratings were
limited in the sense that Nielsen only published the highest ratings in a given weekend; therefore,
the basketball teams from smaller conferences may not have had enough viewers to include the
ratings on the list of the most watched sporting events. The available Nielsen ratings included
regular season games with more than 35 different universities, conference semi-finals with 10
schools, conference championships with 20 individual programs, and March Madness tournament
games with nearly 30 different universities.
When analyzing the Nielsen ratings, I examined the change in the percentage of total
television owners that watched college basketball during the regular season, conference semifinals, conference championships, and March Madness tournament. I paid specific attention to the
change between the four levels of play mentioned above24. I wanted to identify any trends in the
percentage of viewers from the regular season to the conference semi-finals, the conference semifinals to the conference championship, and the conference championship to the March Madness
tournament. Fortunately, the available Nielsen data for college basketball included several tiers of
the March Madness tournament25, so I was also able to focus on the change in the percentage of
viewers from one level of March Madness to the next.
Although analyzing the raw data was helpful, I found that it was easiest to interpret the
ratings in a visual format, such as a graph. Therefore, I plotted the individual Nielsen ratings for

24

The four levels of play include the regular season games, the conference semi-finals, the conference
championships, and the March Madness tournament.
25
The available Nielsen ratings for tiers of the March Madness tournament include the Second Round
(Round of 64), Third Round (Round of 32), Regional Finals (“Elite Eight”), and National Semi-Finals
(“Final Four”). The First Round (“First Four”) is made up of four games between the four lowest at-large
bid teams and the four lowest automatic bid (conference champion) teams.
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college basketball games in an X Y Marked Scatter Plot with each level of play represented by a
different color and symbol. The scatter plot made it very easy to identify the trends in the data.
To further quantify the change in the percentage of viewers from the regular season
through March Madness, I calculated the simple average of all the Nielsen ratings for the regular
season college basketball games. I did the same for the Nielsen ratings for the other three levels:
conference semi-finals, conference championships, and March Madness tournament. I compared
the average Nielsen ratings for each level to quantify the average increase or decrease in the
percentage of viewers from one level of college basketball competition to the next.
In order to specifically consider the change in the percentage of viewers within the tiers
of March Madness, I calculated the average of the Nielsen ratings for each tier of the NCAA
tournament, including the Second Round (Round of 64), Third Round (Round of 32), Regional
Finals (“Elite Eight”), and National Semi-Finals (“Final Four”). In doing so, I quantified the
average change in the percentage of viewers from one tier of March Madness to the next.
For the purposes of comparison, I also compiled Nielsen ratings for Division I-A Football
from the SportsBusiness Daily. I obtained ratings for a majority of the college football games
between major conferences throughout the 2011 season. The Nielsen ratings I collected were not
limited to a sample of universities fulfilling certain criteria, as was the case for the analysis of
regular season basketball attendance but rather all available Nielsen ratings were included in the
database for the analysis. The Nielsen ratings for the regular season college football games
included nearly 40 different programs and the conference championships covered almost 10
universities. Unfortunately, the college football bowl games with available Nielsen ratings were
not adequate for this analysis. Because the bowls with available Nielsen ratings occurred on the
weekends, the ratings for a large number of bowls were not available. Furthermore, the bowls that
did occur on the weekends and were available online represented the smaller, less popular bowl
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games that occurred earlier in December. The bowls with available Nielsen ratings were not the
best sampling of bowls and therefore, not included.
Similar to the methods used to analyze the college basketball ratings, I examined the
change in the percentage of viewers over the regular season. I wanted to identify any trends in the
percentage of viewers from the regular season to the conference championships to discover
whether there tended to be an increase or decrease in the number of viewers that watched
conference championships versus the regular season games. In addition to studying the ratings
data in table format in Excel, I graphed the ratings for both the regular season games and the
conference championships on the same graph using an X Y Marked Scatter Plot. The two
separate levels of play were illustrated on the graph using different colors and symbols. I also
computed the average Nielsen rating for the regular season games and the conference
championship games separately. This was a helpful measure to compare the percentage of
viewers who watched the regular season games and the conference championship games.
Since the college basketball ratings are only for weekend games, I found the ratings were
easier to compare due to fewer varying and limiting factors. Based on the two sets of Nielsen
ratings, I analyzed the level of variability in the number of viewers watching college football
games as compared to college basketball.
Using the information I learned from the college basketball Nielsen ratings, I evaluated
how a college football playoff might affect the percentage of viewers that watch the post-season
games. To project the impact of a playoff in college football, I had to make a few assumptions.
My overarching assumption was that the trends in college basketball viewership from the regular
season through the March Madness tournament would also be applicable to college football
viewership, meaning that the changes in college basketball viewership from the regular season to
the March Madness and during March Madness, will also occur in college football viewership

47
when the playoff is instituted in 2014. I assumed that I could use college basketball viewership to
predict the behavior of college football viewers when the playoff begins.
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Chapter 6
Data Analysis & Results
The data included analyzed in this thesis includes the total and average regular season
basketball attendance available through the National Collegiate Athletic Association’s online
basketball resources. The NCAA ranked the basketball programs by the average attendance per
game for each season between 1978 and 2011. The attendance data is displayed below in both
table and graph format in the “Attendance” subsection.
Additionally, using the Street & Smith’s SportsBusiness Daily online archive of Nielsen
ratings, I examined the ratings for college basketball and football. Nielsen Media Company
ranked the sports programming based on the percentage of television owners that watched a
specific sporting event. The Nielsen ratings for basketball and football are included in the
“Television Contracts” subsection below.
Based on the results of this data analysis, I predict that there will not be a reduction in
regular season college football attendance when a playoff is implemented in 2014. I further
predict that a playoff will increase television ratings and thus, increase television contract revenue
and bowl payouts to universities for post-season college football. Finally, I predict that bowl
payouts to football teams not participating in the playoff will not change. Overall, I believe that
the cumulative effect of a playoff is an increase in revenue.
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Attendance
As mentioned in the previous section, I considered more than 10 different criteria in
selecting what universities to include in the sample. A summary of the considerations used to
choose the universities is included below in Table 6-1.
Table 6-1. Characteristics Considered for Purposive Sample
“Major” university
Size of university
Affiliated conference
Funding Type
• Private
• Public
Geographic region
• State
• City location
" Urban
" Suburban
" Rural
Large, well-funded athletic department with
• Small basketball program
• Large basketball powerhouse
Success of basketball program and corresponding level of annual attendance
Success of basketball program
• Recent winning percentage
• Historic winning percentage
Tradition
After choosing the desired characteristics to be included in the sample, I selected the 31
universities that best embodied the considerations above. The basketball programs selected are
spread throughout 22 states and the District of Columbia as depicted below by the blue shaded
states in Figure 6-1.

50

Figure 6-1. U.S. Map of States Illustrating Distribution of Universities Across the Country

The sample was intended to be representative of the entire population of NCAA Division
I-A universities. The college basketball programs included in the sample are displayed in
Table 6-2 below.
Table 6-2. Observed Universities in the Sample
Brigham Young University
Duke University
Georgetown University
Indiana University
Marquette University
Michigan State University
North Carolina State University
Ohio State University
Pennsylvania State University
Purdue University
Syracuse University
University of California – Los Angeles
University of Illinois
University of Iowa
University of Kansas
University of Kentucky

University of Louisville
University of Maryland
University of Michigan
University of Minnesota
University of Missouri
University of Nebraska
University of New Mexico
University of North Carolina
University of Oregon
University of Southern California
University of Tennessee
University of Texas
University of Wisconsin
Vanderbilt University
Washington State University
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The 31 universities in the sample cover eight major conferences throughout the U.S. All
college basketball programs in the sample are affiliated with a conference, but the same cannot be
said for the college football programs at the aforementioned universities. Brigham Young
University’s football program is independent and not associated with a specific conference. The
conferences included in the analysis are displayed below in Table 6-3.
Table 6-3. Observed Conferences in the Sample
Atlantic Coast Conference
Big Ten Conference
Big 12 Conference
Big East Conference
Mountain West Conference
Pacific 12 Conference
Southeastern Conference
West Coast Conference
After identifying the schools to be included in the sample, I created a database containing
the both the total and average attendance data for each university. In total, the database of regular
season basketball attendance contains over 2,100 attendance data points for the 31 schools – more
than 1,050 data points for total attendance and 1,050 for average attendance.

Total Regular Season Attendance
The universities’ total regular season attendance data was grouped by conference for
purposes of analyzing the data and displaying it on the following pages. The total attendance data
is shown in Table 6-4 through Table 6-13 in alphabetical order by conference, which is the same
order as displayed in Table 6-3.
The first conference shown below is the Atlantic Coast Conference. The four basketball
programs in the Atlantic Coast Conference are Duke University, University of Maryland, North
Carolina State University, and University of North Carolina.
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Table 6-4. Atlantic Coast Conference Total Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

All four universities in the Atlantic Coast Conference experienced an increase in total
attendance over the 33-year period. The University of North Carolina saw the largest increase in
total attendance with over 160,000 more spectators in 2011 than in 1978. UNC experienced a
decrease of nearly 51,000 in 2011, so the change in total attendance would be higher if 2011 had
not seen that large decrease in attendees. The University of Maryland saw the second largest
increase with over 95,000 more attendees. Duke University experienced a 66,000+ increase in
total attendance, and from 2009 to 2011, Duke saw constant, steady total attendance at 158,338.
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The last university in the sample, North Carolina State University, increased attendance of almost
63,000 from 157,500 in 1978 to 220,457 in 2011.
The following conference is the Big Ten Conference, which contains 11 basketball
programs from the sample. The Big 10 includes the University of Illinois, Indiana University,
University of Iowa, University of Michigan, Michigan State University, University of Minnesota,
University of Nebraska, Ohio State University, Pennsylvania State University, Purdue University,
and University of Wisconsin. Due to the large number of universities in the Big Ten Conference
included in the sample, I separated the schools by division within the conference. The Big Ten
Conference is split into the Leaders Division and the Legends Division. The Leaders Division
includes the University of Illinois, Indiana University, Ohio State University, Pennsylvania State
University, Purdue University, and University of Wisconsin. The Legends Division includes
University of Iowa, University of Michigan, Michigan State University, University of Minnesota,
and University of Nebraska. The total attendance data for both divisions of the Big Ten
Conference is displayed in Table 6-5 on the following page. The shading denotes the universities
included in the Leaders Division.
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Table 6-5. Big Ten Conference Total Attendance26

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

Due to the large number of universities in the Big Ten Conference, as illustrated by the
number included in the table above, I separated the schools by their respective division in the Big
Ten for purposes of analyzing the data in the lines graphs included in the following pages in this
chapter. For this reason, I also split the total attendance data into two tables for each division in
the Big Ten. The additional tables are included in Table 6-6 and Table 6-7 on the following
pages.

26

Shading denotes universities included in the Leaders Division of the Big Ten Conference.
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Table 6-6. Big Ten Conference – Leaders Division – Total Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

Of the six universities in the Leaders Division of the Big Ten Conference, half of them
experienced six digit increases in total attendance from 1978 to 2011. Indiana University saw the
lowest increase with almost 60,500 more spectators in 2011 as compared to 1978. Purdue
University and Pennsylvania State University increased total attendance by approximately 64,000
and 92,500, respectively. Ohio State University saw an increase of 47,000 spectators in just one
year from 2010 to 2011, which helped the University’s growth in total attendance of 115,000
viewers. The University of Illinois and University of Wisconsin experienced the largest increases
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in total attendance in the Leaders Division of the Big Ten Conference with 131,500 and 153,000
more attendees, respectively.
The total attendance for the Legends Division of the Big Ten Conference is displayed
below.
Table 6-7. Big Ten Conference – Legends Division – Total Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

The Legends Division of the Big Ten Conference did not see as large of an increase in
total attendance as the Leaders Division, yet all programs in the Leaders Division still recorded an
overall increase. The largest escalation in attendance occurred at Michigan State University with
93,400 more attendees. The University of Iowa and University of Michigan increased attendance
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by more than 30,000 and 13,000 viewers, respectively. The two universities with the lowest
growth in attendees expanded their total attendance by less than 6,000 spectators. The University
of Nebraska increased attendance by 5,600 while the University of Minnesota expanded
spectators by about 1,800.
Continuing in alphabetical order of the conferences, the Big 12 Conference is next with
two basketball programs, including the University of Kansas and the University of Texas.
Table 6-8. Big 12 Conference Total Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

Both basketball programs in the Big 12 Conference experienced an increase in total
attendance over the 33-year period. The University of Texas saw the lower of the two increases in
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attendance with 57,300 more spectators in 2011 than in 1978. The University of Kansas expanded
attendance by over 113,600 from 182,250 in 1978 to 295,856 in 2011.
The Big East Conference follows with four universities from the sample – Georgetown
University, University of Louisville, Marquette University, and Syracuse University.
Table 6-9. Big East Conference Total Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

There was substantial growth in the Big East Conference’s total attendance from 1978 to
2011. Three of the four programs in this sample of the Big East increase by more than 100,000,
and the other program increased by 95,000. Syracuse University increased by 303,500 attendees,
more than the other universities in this sample of the Big East. Marquette University saw the
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lowest increase in viewers with 95,000 more spectators between 1978 and 2011. The University
of Louisville and Georgetown University expanded attendance by nearly 272,000 and 134,000,
respectively.
The Mountain West Conference is next with only one university, the University of New
Mexico Lobos.
Table 6-10. Mountain West Conference Total Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

Since there is only one university in the sample for the Mountain West Conference, there
is little to compare the University of New Mexico attendance to within its own conference. Over
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the 33-year period, the University of New Mexico’s total attendance declined by approximately
45,400.
From the western U.S., the Pacific 12 Conference subsequently follows the Mountain
West Conference with four basketball programs. The conference comprises the University of
Oregon, University of California – Los Angeles, University of Southern California, and
Washington State University from the sample.
Table 6-11. Pacific 12 Conference Total Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

The Pacific 12 Conference expanded attendance as a whole; however, one of the four
programs experienced a large decline in total attendance. The University of California – Los
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Angeles experienced a 64,000 decrease in attendance at regular season basketball games. The
University of Southern California increased attendees by 20 over the 33-year period. From 2008
to 2011, USC’s total attendance dropped by 52,000. The University of Oregon and Washington
State University experienced growth of 22,700 and 50,500 spectators, respectively.
The next conference is the Southeastern Conference with four basketball programs from
the sample. The Southeastern Conference includes the University of Kentucky, University of
Missouri, University of Tennessee, and Vanderbilt University. The total attendance data for the
aforementioned universities is displayed below.
Table 6-12. Southeastern Conference Total Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association
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Similar to the Pacific 12 Conference, the Southeastern Conference experienced overall
growth but not all of the four schools experienced that same growth. The University of Tennessee
and University of Missouri expanded by six-digit amounts – 168,000 and 123,000, respectively.
Vanderbilt University did not see as much growth in attendance as Tennessee and Missouri but
substantially more than the University of Kentucky. Vanderbilt increased total attendance by over
27,000 individuals while Kentucky’s attendance dropped by 19,000 over the 33-year time span.
Lastly is the West Coast Conference with only one university, like the Mountain West
Conference. Brigham Young University represents the only university from the West Coast
Conference.
Table 6-13. West Coast Conference Total Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association
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Like the Mountain West Conference, the West Coast Conference is unable to compare
attendance figures since there is only one basketball program included in the sample. Brigham
Young University grew its total attendance figures by 38,800 from 1978 to 2011. Comparing
BYU to the University of New Mexico27, BYU surpassed UNM in attendance growth, as UNM’s
total attendance decreased by 45,000 over the time span.
Although analyzing the raw data from the NCAA is important and helpful in drawing
conclusions, I also considered graphing each conference important because it would allow me to
identify any trends I may have missed by just examining the numbers. Additionally, the graphs
were beneficial in viewing the change in total attendance from one year to the next as well as the
net change over the 33-year period. Using the graphs for total attendance by conference, I
determined whether the total attendance in 2011 was higher than the attendance in 1978. The
graphs also indicated when universities and conferences had peak attendance seasons and record
low attendance season. For this reason, I graphed each conference for total regular season
attendance, which is displayed below in alphabetical order in Figure 6-2 through Figure 6-11 on
the following pages.

27

Since Brigham Young University and the University of New Mexico are the only universities represented
in their respective conferences, I considered comparing them to be reasonable, especially since Brigham
Young University was previously a member of the Mountain West Conference.
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Figure 6-2. Atlantic Coast Conference Total Attendance Graph

Figure 6-2 shows the four universities from the sample that are associated with the
Atlantic Coast Conference. All four of the basketball programs saw an increase in total
attendance over the 33-year period, which is evident if you look at the line graphs for each
individual university. North Carolina State University gradually expanded its attendance base
over the years with a sharp increase in spectators in 2000. Similarly, the same can be said of Duke
University and the University of Maryland. Duke steadily climbed over the years at a relatively
constant rate while Maryland grew at a faster rate, especially between 2003 and 2008. The
University of North Carolina saw large growth in total attendance with some years of declining
attendance. Taken as a whole, the Atlantic Coast Conference regular season total attendance
increased by nearly 385,000 during the 33 years.
The following graph shows the 11 universities from the sample, which are associated
with the Big Ten Conference. As described in the previous chapter, Methodology, I split the
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universities up by division within the Big Ten. The total attendance for the Leaders Division and
the Legends Division is also displayed below in Figure 6-4 and Figure 6-5. The colors associated
with each university in the graph of the Big Ten Conference as a whole do not correspond with
the colors used for each school in the division graphs.

Figure 6-3. Big Ten Conference Total Attendance Graph

The results of the above line graph were difficult to interpret due to the number of
universities included in the sample, which is why the following two graphs break up the 11
universities into their two respective divisions. All 11 universities expanded their attendance from
1978 to 2011, and overall, the Big Ten Conference increased by more than 761,000 in the 33
years, which represents an increase of more than 44%.
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Figure 6-4. Big Ten Conference – Leaders Division – Total Attendance Graph

All the basketball programs in the Leaders Division of the Big Ten Conference reported
attendance growth during the time span. As a whole, the Leaders Division grew by nearly
617,000 spectators. Of the 761,000 increase in total attendance in the entire Big Ten Conference,
80% of the growth is attributable to the Leaders Division. The Leaders Division alone grew by
nearly 73% from 1978 to 2011. The Leaders Division did not experience the same steady,
consistent growth in attendance that the Atlantic Coast Conference did. Many of the schools in
the Leaders Division have large peaks and troughs in the data, except the University of Wisconsin
whose growth is relatively steady. Ohio State University had substantial drops and surges in
attendance, like in 1997, 2000, 2004, and 2008. Although less dramatic, Indiana University’s
attendance behaved similarly to Ohio State.
The total attendance graph for the Legends Division is shown in Figure 6-5 on the
following page.
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Figure 6-5. Big Ten Conference – Legends Division – Total Attendance Graph

This sample of the universities in the Legends Division includes five of the six schools.
All five of the programs displayed in the line graph above experienced growth in the total
attendance, albeit some more than others. The Legends Division increased total attendance by
roughly 145,000, which represents 20% of the total growth in attendance in the Big Ten
Conference. Like the Leaders Division, the universities did not see steady increases in attendance;
rather there were big surges and some mid-sized drops. Considering Michigan State University,
the university experienced heightened attendance around 1989-1990 and again in 2006. The
University of Nebraska’s total attendance dropped over a period of years beginning around 1995.
Returning to alphabetical order by conference, the following line graph shows the total
attendance data for the Big 12 Conference.
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Figure 6-6. Big 12 Conference Total Attendance Graph

Both universities in the Big 12 Conference reported attendance expansion over the 33
years, which amounted to a 171,000 total increase for the Big 12 Conference. The increase
represents a 46% increase in total Big 12 attendance from 1978 to 2011. The University of
Kansas reported relatively steady growth in attendance after the decline around 1993. The
University of Texas, on the other hand, did not obtain such steady growth with drops in
attendance around 1981, 1984, and 1993 and a strong attendance escalation in 1990.
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Figure 6-7. Big East Conference Total Attendance Graph

All four of the basketball programs in the Big East Conference experienced increased
attendance from 1978 to 2011. The Big East Conference grew by 150%, or nearly 804,000
attendees. Syracuse University reported explosive growth in the basketball program with large
increases in attendance during the 1980s. Although the University saw a gradual decrease during
the mid-1990s and early 2000s, attendance continued its expansion in 2003. The University of
Louisville, Marquette University, and Georgetown University saw relatively consistent growth
with a few exceptions during years of exceptional attendance growth.
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Figure 6-8. Mountain West Conference Total Attendance Graph

Since the Mountain West Conference only has one school from the sample, it is skewed
to state that the entire conference experienced decreased attendance. The University of New
Mexico reported a drop in total attendance of 45,000 people over the 33 years. The University
experienced increased attendance during the 1980s, but overall, the program lost spectators. From
1978 to 2011, the number of viewers declined by 15%.
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Figure 6-9. Pacific 12 Conference Total Attendance Graph

As a whole, the Pacific 12 Conference reported increased attendance from 1978 to 2011;
however, the University of California – Los Angeles saw a large decline in attendance, and the
University of Southern California saw a negligible increase of 20 spectators. The large drop in
UCLA’s attendance caused the entire conference to only increase by 9,000 viewers. The
conference’s attendance only increased by less than 2% over the 33 years.
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Figure 6-10. Southeastern Conference Total Attendance Graph

Three of the four schools in the Southeastern Conference experienced a positive change
in attendance over the 33-year time span. The University of Kentucky decreased by 19,300
attendees during the period. Taken as a whole, the Conference increased by nearly 300,000 or
36% since 1978. Vanderbilt University reported the steadiest changes in attendance while the
University of Tennessee experienced the largest changes from year to year.
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Figure 6-11. West Coast Conference Total Attendance Graph

Since there is only one university from the sample in the West Coast Conference, it is
difficult to state that the entire conference experienced increased attendance over the years.
Brigham Young University reported a nearly 17.5% increase in basketball game attendees from
1978 to 2011. The University had large changes in attendance from one year to the next,
especially in from 1984 to 1985 and 1997 to 1998.
Analyzing the 1,050 data points for total attendance, I found only three of the 31
universities – University of Kentucky, University of New Mexico, and University of California –
Los Angeles – cited a decline in total attendance over the 33-year period. Considering the 31
schools together, there was a collective increase in total attendance of 2,421,312. Surprisingly, the
Big East Conference reported the largest increase in attendance of almost 804,000 among the four
universities, which is more than 40,000 more than the second highest conference, the Big Ten
Conference, which included 11 universities.
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Average Regular Season Attendance
In addition to examining the total attendance data for all 31 universities or eight
conferences in the samples, I also identified any trends in the average attendance data, which was
also available on the National Collegiate Athletic Association’s website, similar to the total
attendance figures. The average attendance data for each of the eight conferences are displayed
below in alphabetical order.
The universities included in the Atlantic Coast Conference are Duke University,
University of Maryland, North Carolina State University, and University of North Carolina.
Table 6-14. Atlantic Coast Conference Average Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association
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Every university included in the Atlantic Coast Conference reported increased average
attendance from 1978 to 2011. The University of North Carolina saw the largest increase in
average attendance of 8,600, representing an increase of roughly 81%. North Carolina State
University cited the second largest increase in average attendance with 3,300 more viewers in
2011 as compared to 1978. The University of Maryland and Duke University are third and fourth
with increase of 2,500 and 900, respectively. It is worth noting that Duke’s average attendance
per season stayed constant from 1992 to 2011, which is evident in the table above as well as the
line graph in Figure 6-12. This was due to the basketball arena being at capacity on average for
those seasons.
As before in the total attendance section, the Big Ten Conference follows the Atlantic
Coast Conference with the University of Illinois, Indiana University, University of Iowa,
University of Michigan, Michigan State University, University of Minnesota, University of
Nebraska, Ohio State University, Pennsylvania State University, Purdue University, and
University of Wisconsin. Similar to the total attendance data section, the Big Ten Conference is
broken up into the Leaders Division and the Legends Division. The Leaders Division includes the
University of Illinois, Indiana University, Ohio State University, Pennsylvania State University,
Purdue University, and University of Wisconsin. The Legends Division includes University of
Iowa, University of Michigan, Michigan State University, University of Minnesota, and
University of Nebraska. The shading denotes the universities included in the Leaders Division.
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Table 6-15. Big Ten Conference Average Attendance28

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

Due to the large number of basketball programs included in the same that are from the
Big Ten Conference, it was difficult to identify trends in the data using the line graphs. As a
result, I found it necessary to break up the universities by division within the Conference. In
addition to breaking up the data for purposes of the graphs, I considered it beneficial to separate
the data in table format. The average regular season attendance for the Leaders Division and
Legends Division are included individually below.

28

Shading denotes universities included in the Leaders Division of the Big Ten Conference.
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Table 6-16. Big Ten Conference – Leaders Division – Average Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

Similar to the Atlantic Coast Conference, all the universities in the Leaders Division of
the Big Ten Conference cited growth in average attendance over the 33 years. Purdue University
had the smallest increase of 640 spectators while the University of Wisconsin saw large growth in
average attendance of more than 8,500. Wisconsin’s attendance was nearly at capacity from 2004
to 2011. The University of Illinois and Pennsylvania State University had notable increases in
average attendance of 7,100 and 4,000, respectively.
The following table includes the average attendance for the basketball programs included
in the Legends Division of the Big Ten Conference.
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Table 6-17. Big Ten Conference – Legends Division – Average Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

The same overall increase in average attendance in the Leaders Division cannot be said
for the Legends Division. The schools in the Legends Division did not report the same large
increases in attendance. The University of Michigan saw the largest decrease in average
attendance of almost 3,000 spectators. Fortunately, Michigan State University’s average
attendance increased by 5,000, which helped to offset the University of Michigan’s decline.
However, the other three schools all cited decreased average attendance, which was not offset by
another university. The University of Minnesota reported a decline of 1,650 viewers while the
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University of Nebraska and University of Iowa experienced a drop in average attendance of 775
and 330, respectively.
Returning to alphabetical order by conference, the next conference is the Big 12
Conference, which includes the University of Kansas and University of Texas.
Table 6-18. Big 12 Conference Average Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

Both the University of Kansas and University of Texas indicated increased attendance
from 1978 to 2011. The University of Kansas saw the largest increase of more than 35%, which
resulted in 4,300 more spectators in 2011 as compared with 1978. Additionally, the University of
Texas also increased average attendance by nearly 1,100. Texas would have reported a larger
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increase; however, the University reported a 1,000 decrease in average attendance from 2010 to
2011.
The following average regular season attendance data is for the Big East Conference
consisting of Georgetown University, University of Louisville, Marquette University, and
Syracuse University from the sample.
Table 6-19. Big East Conference Average Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

Similar to the Atlantic Coast Conference and the Big 12 Conference, all four of the
schools in the Big East Conference cited increased attendance. The four basketball programs saw
increases in the several thousands, such as Marquette University, which had the smallest increase
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of 4,650. Syracuse University expanded attendance by over 150% from 1978 to 2011, which
resulted in almost 14,000 more fans in 2011 than in 1978. Georgetown University and University
of Louisville also increased attendance by more than 9,000 during the 33-year time span.
The University of New Mexico represents the only basketball program selected from the
Mountain West Conference for this economic analysis. The average regular season attendance for
this conference is shown below.
Table 6-20. Mountain West Conference Average Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

Unfortunately, the University of New Mexico’s average attendance declined over the 33
years reported by the National Collegiate Athletic Association. The average attendance dropped
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by a little over 2,500 from 1978 to 2011. The University of New Mexico’s decline would be
approximately 1,000 higher if not for the increase between 2010 and 2011.
The following conference in alphabetical order is the Pacific 12 Conference, including
University of Oregon, University of California – Los Angeles, University of Southern California,
and Washington State University.
Table 6-21. Pacific 12 Conference Average Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association

Interestingly, Washington State University was the only basketball program to cite an
increase in average attendance over the time span; the other three universities all saw declining
average attendance. Washington State University increased its average attendance by 637
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spectators. The University’s average attendance declined from 2008 to 2011, causing the total
change to be lower than it could have been. The University of California – Los Angeles reported
the largest decrease in the Pacific 12 Conference with a 3,500 decline in average attendance. The
University of Oregon and University of Southern California also experience decreased average
attendance of 2,000 and 700, respectively.
Similar to the total regular season attendance data, the Southeastern Conference follows
with four basketball programs, including the University of Kentucky, University of Missouri,
University of Tennessee, and Vanderbilt University.
Table 6-22. Southeastern Conference Average Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association
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According to the average attendance figures for the Southeastern Conference, three of the
four universities increased attendance from 1978 to 2011. Vanderbilt University was the only
schools of the four that did not cite a net increase in average attendance; Vanderbilt’s attendance
declined by more than 1,000 spectators. Alternatively, the University of Tennessee increased
average attendance by over 6,500, and the University of Missouri also increased attendance by
approximately 5,100 over the 33 years. The University of Kentucky also increased average
attendance by only 270 viewers.
And, the last conference in this sample is the West Coast Conference, which only has one
school from the sample of 31 universities – Brigham Young University.
Table 6-23. West Coast Conference Average Attendance

Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association
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Like most of the universities in the sample, Brigham Young University also grew its
average attendance over the 33-year time period. BYU’s average attendance increase by more
than 1,500 spectators, or 9% over the years.
Just as with the total regular season attendance, I also graphed the average regular season
attendance data to further evaluate the dataset. Graphing the average attendance allowed me to
examine any additional trends in the average regular season data that I may have otherwise
missed. Additionally, the graphs were beneficial in showing the “big picture” for each university
and viewing the change in average attendance from one year to the next as well as the net change
over the 33-year period. Using the graphs for average attendance by conference, I determined
whether average attendance in 2011 was higher than the attendance in 1978. Similar to the
previous section for total regular season attendance data, the conferences are graphed and
displayed below in alphabetical order in Figure 6-12 through Figure 6-21. The Big Ten
Conference is also further broken down into its two divisions: Leaders Division and Legends
Division.
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Figure 6-12. Atlantic Coast Conference Average Attendance Graph

The four universities included in the Atlantic Coast Conference increased their average
attendance over the 33-year period. The University of North Carolina experienced the largest
increase from 1985 to 1986, when the average attendance nearly doubled. Duke University’s
average attendance was almost constant beginning in 1990 as the basketball arena hit capacity.
Overall, the Atlantic Coast Conference increased average attendance by more than 15,300
spectators during the 33 years.
The following three graphs are for the Big Ten Conference. The first graph, shown in
Figure 6-13, displays the average regular season attendance data for all 11 universities from the
sample in the Big Ten Conference. The second two graphs display the average attendance for the
Leaders Division and the Legends Division separately. The Leaders Division average attendance
is shown in Figure 6-14 while the Legends Division attendance data is included in Figure 6-15.
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The colors associated with each university in the graph of the Big Ten Conference in Figure 6-13
do not correspond with the colors used for each school in the division graphs.

Figure 6-13. Big Ten Conference Average Attendance Graph

The results of the above graph were difficult to interpret due to the number of schools
included in the sample, which is why the following two graphs break up the 11 universities into
their two respective divisions. Overall, the Big Ten Conference increased average attendance by
more than 22,000; however, four of the 11 universities included in the Big Ten Conference
reported a decline in average attendance from 1978 to 2011.
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Figure 6-14. Big Ten Conference – Leaders Division – Average Attendance Graph

The six basketball programs in the Leaders Division of the Big Ten Conference cited an
increase in average attendance. Indiana University experienced relatively constant average
attendance over the many years as compared to the University of Illinois’s average attendance,
which had large changes. The University of Wisconsin saw steady growth in average attendance
until the 1990s when the average attendance leveled out due to basketball arena capacity
problems. Overall, the division’s attendance increased by almost 23,000, which represents a 37%
increase in attendance from 1978 to 2011.
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Figure 6-15. Big Ten Conference – Legends Division – Average Attendance Graph

The basketball programs in the Legends Division did not do as well as the Leaders
Division. Only one of the five programs reported an increase in average attendance from 1978 to
2011. Michigan State University increased average attendance by 4,900 spectators while the
University of Michigan, the program with the largest decrease in average attendance, cited a drop
of 2,800. The University of Minnesota’s average attendance reported a decline of more than
1,500 viewers. The teams’ average attendance was not very consistent or steady and was
dramatically changing. Michigan State University’s average attendance made large jumps and
drops prior to 1990 when it became steady. Beginning in 2000, Michigan State also hit a plateau
and average attendance did not change. Overall, the average attendance of the Legends Division
decreased by 700, which was less than a 2% decrease.
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Figure 6-16. Big 12 Conference Average Attendance Graph

Looking at the line graph above of the Big 12 Conference, the teams’ average attendance
can be characterized very differently. It is evident that both universities’ average attendance
increased over the 33-year period; however, the behavior of each university’s attendance is quite
different. The University of Texas’s average attendance was prone to large drops and surges, yet
the University of Kansas’s attendance increased substantially until 1985 when average attendance
was relatively constant. Finally in the early 2000s, Kansas’s average attendance stayed constant
around 16,300 spectators. As a whole, the Big 12 Conference increased average attendance by
5,400 or 22%.
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Figure 6-17. Big East Conference Average Attendance Graph

The Big East Conference experienced exceptional growth from 1978 to 2011. The four
universities from the sample that are members of the Big East Conference all grew their average
attendance figures during the 33-year period. Syracuse University reported the largest expansion
in the Big East with 160% increase in average attendance, resulting in 13,700 more spectators in
2011 than 1978. The University of Louisville and Marquette University reported relatively
consistent and steady growth through the years while Syracuse University saw large increases and
a gradual decrease from 1990 to 2002. As a whole, the Big East Conference’s average attendance
grew by nearly 108% from 1978 to 2011, representing an increase of 37,500 spectators.
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Figure 6-18. Mountain West Conference Average Attendance Graph

As previously explained, it is difficult to draw conclusions about the average attendance
of the entire Mountain West Conference when there is only one university from the sample in the
conference. Considering the University of New Mexico’s average attendance, it did not perform
as well as some of the other universities in the sample. Beginning in the early 2000s, the average
attendance started to gradually decline. Over the 33 years, the average attendance decreased by
2,700, which represents a 15% decrease in the university’s average attendance.
The following conference is the Pacific 12 Conference, which includes University of
Oregon, University of California – Los Angeles, University of Southern California, and
Washington State University.
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Figure 6-19. Pacific 12 Conference Average Attendance Graph

The Pacific 12 Conference did not perform well in terms of average attendance. Three of
the four basketball programs in this conference saw a decline in the average number of fans at the
game. Washington State University was the only school to report that average attendance grew
from 1978 to 2011. The other three universities – University of Oregon, University of California
– Los Angeles, and University of Southern California – all cited net negative changes in
attendance. The University of California – Los Angeles reported the largest decrease in
attendance of more than 3,500 spectators, or -31.5%. None of the universities had steady or
consistent changes in average attendance. All four programs’ attendance, as depicted in the graph
above, experienced large drops and surges in attendance. In total, the Pacific 12 Conference saw a
decrease in attendance of over 5,500 from 1978 to 2011. That represents a nearly 17% decrease in
average attendance over 1978’s attendance.
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Figure 6-20. Southeastern Conference Average Attendance Graph

Compared to the Pacific 12 Conference, the Southeastern Conference did quite well with
regards to increasing average attendance. Only one of the four schools cited a net decrease in
average attendance over the 33-year period. Vanderbilt University was the only university to cite
the decrease in average attendance of approximately 1,000 viewers. The University of Kentucky
grew its average attendance by 268 spectators over the time span. Kentucky also had the most
constant average attendance of all universities in the sample. Looking at the line graph above,
there was very little change in Kentucky’s average attendance from one year to the next. The
University of Tennessee reported the largest net increase in average attendance, growing by over
6,500 viewers. The four universities cited a collective net increase of 11,000 for the Southeastern
Conference, which represents almost 20% growth.
The last conference in the sample is the West Coast Conference, which is depicted on the
following page.
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Figure 6-21. West Coast Conference Average Attendance Graph

The only university included in the West Coast Conference was Brigham Young
University. Overall, the net change in BYU’s average attendance was positive and resulted in an
increase of 1,500. The university’s average attendance experienced many large drops and
expansions. BYU’s attendance grew by 9% from 17,168 in 1978 to 18,714 in 2011.
In total, the 31 universities saw a net increase in average attendance of nearly 85,000
from 1978 to 2011. Similar to the results for total attendance, the Big East Conference reported
the largest increase in average attendance with 37,510 more spectators in 2011 than in 1978. That
represents an increase of more than 105% from 1978. The Big Ten Conference had the second
largest increase in average attendance with 22,995 more viewers. Surprisingly, the increase in the
Big Ten Conference is entirely attributable to the Leaders Division with an increase of 22,995.
The Legends Division actually reported a net decrease of 700 for the 33-year period.
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After analyzing the 31 universities’ average attendance data, I found that only nine of the
schools reported a net decrease in average attendance, including the University of Iowa,
University of Michigan, University of Minnesota, University of Nebraska, University of New
Mexico, University of Oregon, University of California – Los Angeles, University of Southern
California, and Vanderbilt University. Of the nine basketball programs that cited lower
attendance, three – Iowa, Nebraska, and USC – of the nine experienced a decrease of less than
1,000 spectators and six - Iowa, Minnesota, Nebraska, Oregon, USC, and Vanderbilt – of the nine
reported an attendance decline of less than 2,000 fans. Only UCLA cited a drop in average
attendance of more than 3,000 people.
Interestingly, the University of Kentucky reported a decline in total attendance of 19,321
yet reported an increase in average attendance of 268 spectators. Additionally, there were only
three basketball programs that experienced a net decrease in total attendance, but nine universities
reported a net decrease in average attendance.
Overall, between the 31 universities, there was a collective increase in total attendance of
2,421,312 and a net increase in average attendance of 84,799. The increase in both total and
average regular season attendance supports the hypothesis that regular season attendance does not
necessarily decrease with a playoff. Although opponents of a playoff argue that a playoff
decreases the importance of the regular season and therefore, causes a decline in regular season
attendance, the regular season attendance data from 1978-2011 does not support this assertion.

Television Contracts
Utilizing the available Nielsen ratings on Street & Smith’s SportsBusiness Daily, I
compiled the ratings for college basketball and college football into the database in Microsoft
Excel. The ratings are measure the percentage of total television owners that watched a specific
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show, in this case a specific basketball or football game. Both the college basketball and college
football overnight Nielsen ratings were reported in and collected from Street & Smith’s
SportsBusiness Daily. The ratings for both sports were from games that only occurred during the
weekends.
The available Nielsen data includes ratings for 82 basketball games – 45 regular season
games, eight conference semi-finals, 12 conference championships, and 17 March Madness
tournament games. The college basketball ratings were from games that occurred during the
2010-2011 and 2011-2012 seasons. Included on the following pages are the Nielsen ratings for
college basketball. The shading denotes the varying levels of play in basketball. The blue shading
indicates the regular season games. Green shading denotes conference semi-finals, and orange
coloring is indicative of conference championships. The yellow shading denotes March Madness
games. The Nielsen ratings data for college basketball is displayed in two parts on the following
two pages.
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Table 6-24. Nielsen Media Company Weekend Ratings for College Basketball (2010 – 2012)

Source: Nielsen Media Company
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Source: Nielsen Media Company
Although the table displayed the data in a simple, easy to understand format, it was
difficult to interpret the information from the table. Therefore, to understand the change in the
data from the regular season through the March Madness tournament, I graphed the Nielsen
ratings using Microsoft Excel’s graphing functions. I plotted each individual Nielsen rating for
the regular season, conference semi-finals, conference championships, and March Madness
games in an X Y Marked Scatter Plot. Each level of play is indicated by a different color, which
corresponds to the colors used in Table 6-24 above. The four levels of college basketball games
are also shown using four different shapes, as expressed in the legend below the graph.
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Figure 6-22. Nielsen Media Company Weekend Ratings for College Basketball (2010 – 2012)

The Scatter Plot ideally demonstrates the change in the percentage of viewers watching
college basketball from the regular season to March Madness. Specifically looking at the regular
season Nielsen ratings, there was a large range between 0.6-3.2%. Most of the ratings were below
3%, meaning the less than 3% of television owners watched the regular season college basketball
games. Of the 45 regular season basketball games, only two games had overnight Nielsen ratings
greater than 3%. Both games matched up the same two teams – University of North Carolina and
Duke University – exactly one year apart. The first of the two games occurred on Saturday,
March 5, 2011 at 8:00PM29 and received a Nielsen rating of 3.2%. The two teams played each
other a year later on Saturday, March 3, 201230 with 3.1% of television owners watching the
game.

29
30

All times with respect to the Nielsen ratings are given in Eastern Standard Time.
The time of the game was not available.
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The conference semi-finals had a tight range of overnight Nielsen ratings between 1-2%.
Unlike the regular season ratings, the conference semi-finals ratings do not fall below 1% with
more than of the ratings above 1.5%. Of the eight conference semi-finals in the ratings dataset,
the Big Ten Conference had the highest ratings, as compared to the Southeastern Conference. The
three conference semi-finals with the lowest ratings of nearly 1% were all Southeastern
Conference games. The Big Ten Conference Semi-Final between the University of Michigan and
Ohio State University on Saturday, March 10, 2012 at 4:00PM had the highest overnight weekend
rating of 2.0% in this category.
The basketball ratings dataset includes 82 games, of which 12 are conference
championships. The championship games had ratings ranging from 0.80-2.7% with only one
game below 1% and five games at or above 1.8%. The conference championships with the lowest
Nielsen ratings during the 2010-2011 and 2011-2012 seasons were from the Missouri Valley
Conference, Atlantic 10 Conference, and Conference USA. Similar to the ratings in the
conference semi-finals, the Big Ten Conference had the highest with a 2.7% rating for the
conference championship during both seasons.
The final level of play was the March Madness tournament, which represented 17 of the
82 basketball games with Nielsen ratings. The March Madness games varied by tier of play yet
overall, the ratings were between 2.2-9.5%. Of the 17 games included in the sample, only two had
ratings below 3% with the majority of ratings above 5%, meaning more than 5% of television
owners watched the majority of NCAA tournament games in the sample. To gain a better
understanding of what games in March Madness had the highest Nielsen ratings, I used the same
X Y Marked Scatter Plot that is shown in Figure 6-22, but I focused only on the March Madness
tournament and the different tiers of play within the tournament. The available Nielsen ratings for
tiers of the March Madness tournament include the Second Round (Round of 64), Third Round
(Round of 32), Regional Finals (“Elite Eight”), and National Semi-Finals (“Final Four”). Figure
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6-23 below shows the specific tiers of March Madness and the corresponding Nielsen ratings. All
of the March Madness ratings are highlighted in various colors and included in the yellow box
while the other ratings are in gray. The four red circles represent the Second Round (Round of 64)
games. The seven purple circles denote the Third Round (Round of 32) games in the tournament,
and the four blue circles indicate the Regional Finals (“Elite Eight”). And, the pink circles
represent the National Semi-Finals (“Final Four”).

Figure 6-23. Nielsen Media Company Weekend Ratings for March Madness (2010 – 2012)

The graph in Figure 6-23 shows the change in the percentage of viewers from one tier of
March Madness to the next. Unfortunately, there were not any additional Nielsen ratings
available for the March Madness National Final through the SportsBusiness Daily. Considering
each tier of March Madness individually, the Second Round ratings ranged from 2.2-4.1%. The
lowest rated Second Round game was a matchup between the University of Cincinnati and
University of Texas on Friday, March 16, 2012 at 12:00 noon, which had rating of 2.2%. The
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Second Round game with the highest Nielsen rating of 4.1% was between Duke University and
Lehigh University on Friday, March 16, 2012 at 7:00PM.
The Third Round of March Madness had a wider range of Nielsen ratings between 3.76.4%. The ratings for the seven Third Round games are evenly distributed throughout the range.
The game with the lowest rating of 3.7% was between Syracuse University and Kansas State
University on Saturday, March 17, 2012 at 12:00 noon. The University of North Carolina versus
Creighton University on Sunday, March 18, 2012 at 5:30PM had the highest percentage of
viewers watching with a 6.4% rating.
The Regional Finals (“Elite Eight”) also had a wide range of ratings between 4.7-7.8% on
Saturday and Sunday, March 24-25, 2012. Of the four Regional Finals with available Nielsen
ratings, two had ratings at the low end of the range with a 4.7% and 5.3% rating. Alternatively,
the other two tournament games had high ratings of 6.9% and 7.8%. Similar to the Third Round
games, the Regional Final with the highest rating was the matchup between the University of
North Carolina and University of Kansas at 5:00PM on Sunday.
And, the last tier of tournament games had the highest ratings, as seen in Figure 6-23.
The two games were matchups between Butler University and Virginia Commonwealth
University on Friday, April 2, 2010 at 6:09PM and the University of Connecticut and University
of Kentucky on Friday, April 2, 2010 at 8:39PM with ratings of 8.3% and 9.5%, respectively.
As expressed in the chapter titled “Methodology,” I calculated the mean Nielsen rating
for each level of play in college basketball, including the regular season, conference semi-finals,
conference championship, and March Madness tournament. The mean, minimum and maximum
values for each level, as expressed in the above paragraphs, are shown below in Table 6-25.
Table 6-25. Nielsen TV Ratings Statistical Data for College Basketball
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The average Nielsen rating for each level of play increased from one level to the next,
except in the case of the conference semi-finals. The average rating for the conference semi-finals
was lower than the average rating for the regular season games by 0.04%. As previously
explained, the regular season data contained two basketball games that received ratings
substantially higher than the rest of the regular season dataset. The two games were between the
University of North Carolina and Duke University one year apart, and the games received ratings
of 3.1% and 3.2%. Because these two games’ ratings were outliers, I recalculated the average
regular season rating excluding the two games. The adjusted mean rating was 1.441%, which is
below the average rating for the conference semi-finals.
I also computed the average rating for each tier of play in the NCAA Tournament to gain
a better understanding of the increase in viewership at each tier of the tournament. The data for
the minimum, maximum, and mean for each tier of play in the March Madness tournament is
shown in Table 6-26 below.
Table 6-26. Nielsen TV Ratings Statistical Data for College Basketball March Madness

The average Nielsen rating increased with each tier of play in the tournament from the
Second Round (Round of 64) through the National Semi-Finals (“Final Four”). The maximum
and minimum ratings are also expressed in the table above for each tier, which correspond with
the paragraphs above.
Focusing on NCAA Football, I also compiled the overnight weekend Nielsen ratings for
college football to analyze the trends in football viewership. The Nielsen ratings dataset for
football includes 47 regular season games with nearly 40 different programs and four conference
championships with eight different universities. The regular season football games cover every
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major conference and independent university as well as several of the smaller conferences, such
as Conference USA. The regular season games also include several rivalries, such as the Red
River Rivalry, the Tiger Bowl, the Saban Bowl, and the Army-Navy game. The table on the
following page (see Table 6-27) displays the Nielsen ratings for all 51-football games included in
the sample. Similar to the shading for the college basketball table, the blue coloring represents
regular season games while the orange shading denotes conference championships. The Nielsen
data is shown in the table on the following page.
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Table 6-27. Nielsen Media Company Weekend Ratings for College Football (2011)

Source: Nielsen Media Company
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The table format is simple and easy to read, yet at the same time, the format is the
limiting factor because it is difficult to understand the changes in the data and the trends
throughout the season. To focus on the changes in the football viewership, it was necessary to
graph the ratings data to determine how viewership was trending from the regular season to the
conference championships. Using Microsoft Excel, I plotted each rating for the 51 regular season
and conference championship games in an X Y Marked Scatter Plot. The graph is laid out
similarly to the scatter plot for college football with the separate types of games denoted by
different colors and shapes. The colors on the graph correspond to the shading on the table above,
meaning the regular season games are indicated in the graph by blue shapes and orange shapes
denote the conference championships.

Figure 6-24. Nielsen Media Company Weekend Ratings for College Football (2011)

The scatter plot depicts the Nielsen ratings for the various regular season and conference
championships throughout the 2011 season. Considering the regular season Nielsen ratings alone,
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there was a large range and level of variation in the data points. The 47 games range from 1.211.9%, indicating that only 1.2% of television owners watched one of the games while nearly
12% of television owners watched the other game. There were two regular season games with a
rating of 1.2%, the lowest rating in the sample, both of which included the University of Notre
Dame. In the two games, the University of Notre played the Purdue University on Saturday,
October 8, 2011 at 3:30PM and the United States Naval Academy on Saturday, October 31, 2011
at 3:30PM. The game with the highest rating of 11.9% was the University of Alabama versus
Louisiana State University at 8:00PM on Saturday, November 5, 2011. Looking at the graph, it
was evident that this game was an outlier, and without the game, the highest rating was 6.1%,
nearly half the Alabama versus LSU game.
The four conference championships have a smaller range between 3.1-7.4%. The
Southeastern Conference Championship between Louisiana State University and University of
Georgia on Saturday, December 3, 2011 at 4:00PM had the highest Nielsen rating of 7.4%. The
first Big Ten Conference Championship between the University of Wisconsin and Michigan State
University on Saturday, December 3, 2011 at 8:15PM had the second highest ranking of 4.3%.
The Conference USA Championship did not have nearly the same level of success with the
lowest rating of 3.1% on Saturday, December 3, 2011 at 12:00 noon between the University of
Southern Mississippi and University of Houston.
To further the analysis, I computed the mean, minimum, and maximum for both regular
season college football and conference champions. The minimums and maximums correspond
with the numbers explained in the above paragraphs. The statistical data is included in Table 6-28
on the following page.
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Table 6-28. Nielsen TV Ratings Statistical Data for College Football

The mean Nielsen ratings increase from the regular season to the conference
championship. The rating mean for the regular season shown above includes the rating of 11.9%
for the University of Alabama and Louisiana State University game on November 9, 2011. As
previously stated, this game is an outlier because it is nearly double the next highest regular
season rating. This was illustrated above in the scatter plot in Figure 6-24. Because this game is
an outlier, I recalculated the mean and maximum values for the regular season attendance.
Excluding the outlier, the adjusted mean falls 0.185 percentage points to 3.196%, and the
maximum is 6.100%, which is expressed below in Table 6-29.
Table 6-29. Nielsen TV Ratings Adjusted Statistical Data for College Football

The average Nielsen rating increased from the regular season games to the conference
championships, which indicates there are a large percentage of television owners watching the
post-season games.
The adjusted mean Nielsen rating for regular season college football was 3.196% as
compared to the adjusted mean Nielsen rating for regular season college basketball, which was
1.441%. The mean rating for the college football conference championship games was 4.500%,
which was 2.864% higher than college basketball’s mean rating for conference championship
games, which was 1.636%. Although there is a large difference between the mean ratings for
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regular season and conference championship games, the college basketball trends can still hold
true.
The Nielsen ratings data for college basketball indicates that there is a substantial
increase in the percentage of television owners that watched the regular season games versus the
March Madness games (see Figure 6-22, Table 6-25 and Table 6-26). This increase in the
percentage of viewers supports the hypothesis that the value of a television contract will increase
due to an increase in the number of television viewers. Given the assumption that trends in
college basketball viewership can be used to forecast trends in college football viewership with a
playoff, there will be an increase in the number of viewers that watch post-season college football
games when there is a playoff.
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Chapter 7
Discussion
With the establishment of a playoff in 2014, it may seem like an afterthought to consider
whether universities will increase their college football revenue; however, considering athletic
departments moved conferences due to financial motivations, universities would not have agreed
to a playoff if they did not stand to increase revenue. The 2007 Gallup Poll in Table 3-1 indicates
that fans want to see a playoff in college football, but just because fans want a playoff does not
mean universities would agree to it if they did not stand to benefit from a playoff in some manner.
There must be a reason why every conference commissioner and the University of Notre Dame
Athletic Director agreed to a playoff, and it is highly unlikely it was only for the fans.

Attendance
Most opponents of a playoff state that a playoff would decrease the importance of college
football’s regular season, which would lead to a decrease in regular season attendance. The
opponents also cite college basketball as “proof” that a playoff leads to decreased regular season
attendance. If that were the case, I would expect to see a gradual decrease in regular season
attendance over an extended period of time. However, based on the results from the previous
chapter, I would argue with the opponents of a playoff that their assertion is false – regular season
attendance has not decreased in college basketball.
In the sample of 31 universities, only three of the schools reported a decrease in total
regular season attendance from 1978 to 2011, including the University of Kentucky, University of
New Mexico, and University of California- Los Angeles. The University of Kentucky decreased
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by less than 20,000; the University of New Mexico’s total attendance declined by 45,300, and the
UCLA saw a decrease of less than 65,000.
In the same sample, only nine of the 31 universities cited a decline in average attendance
over the 33-year period. Those schools include the University of Iowa, University of Michigan,
University of Minnesota, University of Nebraska, University of New Mexico, University of
Oregon, University of California – Los Angeles, University of Southern California, and
Vanderbilt University. Of the nine universities that saw decreases in average attendance, only two
of them also saw declines in total attendances.
Overall, the number of universities that reported decreases in attendance constitutes less
than one-third of the sample. Based on low number of universities that experienced declines in
attendance, I do not believe this serves as a serious concern for all universities considering the
impact of a playoff. Given the number of factors affecting attendance, there will likely be some
universities that will experience a decline in total and average attendance, but it will not likely be
directly attributable to the playoff. Attendance may decline as a result of a team’s lower winning
percentage, less popular team matchups, or other outside concerns.
Based on the long-run attendance of the sample, I do not consider a possible decrease in
regular season attendance to be a concern that would cause universities to oppose a playoff. The
opponents of a playoff argue that college basketball is proof enough that a playoff would
negatively affect regular season attendance; however, the results of the sample analysis in the
previous chapter deflate the opponents’ argument.
Although the sample only includes 31 universities from the entire population of NCAA
Division I-A universities, I believe the sample is representative of the population of universities.
Based on the criteria in Table 6-1 on page 49, the schools in the sample include a wide variety of
basketball programs with different levels of talent, winning percentage, popularity, and tradition.
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The programs are also selected throughout the United States and include eight different
conferences.
College basketball and college football have different regular seasons, in that college
basketball competes in approximately 35 regular season games, which is nearly triple the number
of regular season college football games. Therefore, the outcome of a single regular season game
impacts the team’s ability to qualify for the championship more in college football than in college
basketball due to the large number of basketball games. Losing a regular season basketball game
does not have the same results for access to the championship tournament as losing a regular
season football game. Due to the fewer number of games and shorter regular season in the college
football, the stakes are higher for a single football game than a basketball game. Higher stakes
translates into higher demand for regular season college football games. As a result of the higher
stakes and higher demand for college football, spectators will continue to attend regular season
football games because of the value of each individual game.
I do not necessarily believe that regular season attendance will increase with a playoff;
however, based on the long-run results of my research and the theoretical framework, I do not
believe that regular season attendance will decrease with the new playoff.

Television Contracts
One of the top three largest sources of revenue for athletic programs is the revenue
derived from television contracts. Universities earn millions of dollars each year from television
contracts; therefore, the potential impact of a playoff is of great significance because universities
would not agree to a playoff if they were at risk of losing millions of dollars.
Considering the results of the evaluation of the Nielsen ratings, I believe it is quite clear
that there is a large increase in the number of people watching each tier of the NCAA Men’s
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Basketball March Madness Tournament. Figure 6-22 illustrates the increase in the percentage of
television owners watching the regular season games versus March Madness. Based on the data,
there is a 2.5% increase in the number of people watching March Madness compared to the
regular season games. Based on Figure 6-24, college football is ideally setup to benefit from an
increase in the number of viewers watching on television. The trend in the percentage of viewers
watching college basketball during the regular season through the conference championships
looks very similar to the trend for the regular season and the conference championships for
college football; therefore, with a playoff, college football could gain additional television
viewers in each level of the playoff. With the new playoff, the bowls will still continue to be
played by teams not included in the playoff, so college football fans will still continue to watch
those games. The primary concern is the change in the number of viewers of the playoff.
Examining Figure 6-23, each color depicts another tier of the tournament, which shows
that there are a larger number of people watching each successive tier of the tournament. As
explained in the chapter titled “Methodology,” I presume that if this behavior occurs in college
basketball, it will likely occur in college football as well. Therefore, if there are additional
viewers watching each level of the playoff in college basketball, it is likely the same will occur
for college football.
The mean Nielsen rating for each tier of the March Madness tournament increased. The
mean rating for the Second Round (Round of 64) was 2.975% while the mean rating for the Third
Round (Round of 32) was 5.086%. The mean rating for the Regional Finals (“Elite Eight”) was
6.175%, and the mean rating for the National Semi-Finals (“Final Four”) was 8.900%. It is clear
that there is an increase in the percentage of television owners watching the college basketball
games at each tier of the tournament, which means there are a larger number of people watching
each tier.
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I assume that if more people watch college football with a playoff, the value of the
television contract will increase, meaning the networks will likely pay more for the rights to the
football games. If this is the case, the results of the analysis of the Nielsen ratings would indicate
that television network conglomerates will likely pay more for the rights to the playoff games in
college football. Increased payments from the networks equates to increased revenue for
universities.
Based on the data analysis, as explained in the previous chapter, universities will likely
make additional revenue with the new playoff that begins in 2014. Universities will not likely see
a decrease in regular season attendance, which means regular season ticket sales and gate receipts
should not change; additionally, network conglomerates will pay more money for the college
football playoff games, which translates to higher television revenue for universities.

Economic and Social Welfare Analysis
If universities will likely increase revenue with a playoff, it begs the question: why did
the conference commissioners not institute a playoff prior to the June 2012 announcement? In an
interview with Jim McVay, the President and Chief Executive Officer of the Outback Bowl, he
expressed his beliefs on the benefits of the BCS and bowl structure and why he does not believe a
playoff would work. He explained that neither student-athletes nor football coaches want a
playoff. McVay indicated that players do not want a playoff because they are worn out after 11
regular season games; with the BCS, they only play one more game in an exciting bowl location,
but with a playoff, they have to play three or four more games at several locations. In addition, if
the players are eligible for the NFL draft, they do not want to risk getting hurt. McVay argued
that coaches do not want a playoff either. With the BCS, there are 35 winners, one from each
bowl game. McVay provided the following example: after the Outback Bowl between the
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University of Florida and Penn State on January 1, 2011, Florida’s head coach, Urban Meyer,
went back to Gainesville as a hero, even though he did not win the BCS National Championship.
With a playoff, McVay contended that there are not as many winners (J. McVay, personal
interview, May 11, 2011).
In the interview, Jim McVay argued many valid points about why there is not a playoff in
college football – maybe money is not the only consideration. Using economic and social welfare
analysis, I considered the possibility that a playoff may not be the optimal post-season outcome.
To determine whether a playoff is the socially optimal outcome, I examined the BCS and playoff
in the context of Pareto efficiency. By definition, Pareto efficiency is “an economic state where
resources are allocated in the most efficient manner. Pareto efficiency is obtained when a
distribution strategy exists where one party’s situation cannot be improved without making
another party’s situation worse. Pareto efficiency does not imply equality or fairness”
(Investopedia, 2012). The definition implies that individual parties are maximizing their utility in
a Pareto efficient situation.
In the context of Pareto efficiency, a playoff may not the optimal Pareto efficient postseason outcome. As McVay mentioned during the interview, there are 35 winners with the BCS
and bowl structure, meaning the alumni, students, faculty, and staff of 35 universities are deemed
winners at the end of the bowl season regardless of whether their football team played in the BCS
National Championship. Alternatively, with the new four-team playoff beginning in 2014, there
will be fewer winners. The winners of the National Semi-Finals will continue onto the National
Championship; however, the team that loses at the championship game will not likely celebrate
for winning the National Semi-Final. They will most likely be upset for losing the national title
game. As a result, the alumni, students, faculty, and staff of the national championship runner-up
will not feel like winners, even though their team won the National Semi-Final.
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With a playoff, universities in the playoff have the potential to compete in more than
post-season game, meaning the number of fans traveling to the post-season games has the
potential to decrease. For example, if the University of Virginia is competing in a National SemiFinal game hosted by the Rose Bowl, there will likely be a decrease in the number of fans that
travel to Pasadena, California for the game because there is a possibility that Virginia could play
in the National Championship game hosted by the Orange Bowl in Miami, Florida. Due to the
increased cost of traveling to more than one post-season game, fewer fans will likely attend the
games. Therefore, a post-season playoff would not maximize the utility of fans planning on
attending the games.
In the context of Pareto efficiency, I do not believe that a post-season playoff is the
optimal outcome for college football. Thus, if the FBS conference commissioners were
considering social welfare analysis and Pareto efficiency, it is understandable that they did not
institute a playoff prior to the June 2012 announcement. However, from a financial perspective,
the conference commissioners should have implemented a playoff prior to 2014. With a playoff, I
contend that there will not be a decrease in regular season college football attendance. I predict
that a playoff will increase post-season television ratings and thus, increase television contract
revenue and bowl payouts to universities for post-season college football. Finally, I further
predict that bowl payouts to football teams not participating in the playoff will not change.
Overall, the cumulative effect on universities with major football programs will be an increase in
college football revenue.
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Chapter 8
Conclusion
Since the first college football between Princeton and Rutgers, there have many changes
to the sport, including the organization and structure of post-season competition. The current
system of post-season play was established in 1997 and became known as the Bowl
Championship Series (BCS). The BCS was established to match the top two teams in a
championship game and increase the popularity of college football; however, since its creation,
the BCS has generated debate surrounding the post-season competition. Conference
commissioners, sports analysts, and football coaches contend that the sport should move away
from the BCS and establish a playoff. The debate between playoff proponents and opponents has
become more contentious in recent years as one-loss teams from the BCS conferences have been
picked to play in the BCS National Championship over undefeated teams from the “mid-major”
conferences.
On June 29, 2012, the 11 FBS conference commissioners and Notre Dame Athletic
Director announced the establishment of a post-season playoff. The four-team, three-game
playoff will commence after the 2014 regular season, and the three games will rotate among the
four BCS bowls. This thesis aimed to evaluate the financial implications of a post-season playoff
on college football by determining the effect a playoff has on regular season attendance and value
of post-season television contracts.
The methodology used in the regular season attendance study involved aggregating
regular season attendance data for NCAA Men’s Basketball from 1978-2011, drawing
appropriate inferences from the data, and forecasting the effects of a playoff on regular season
college football attendance. I compiled attendance data for 31 universities across 22 states and the
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District of Columbia, representing over 2,100 data points. In addition, the methods used in the
television contract study consisted of researching sources of the Nielsen Media Company’s
television ratings, aggregating the ratings for both college basketball and college football,
analyzing the trends in post-season basketball viewership, and projecting the impact of a playoff
on college football viewership.
The results of the attendance study imply that regular season college football attendance
will not decrease with the establishment of a playoff in 2014. This suggests that universities will
not experience a decrease in regular season ticket sales. Due to football’s shorter season, the
demand for each regular season football game will be high because the outcome of each regular
season game impacts the possibility of playing in the championship playoff more in college
football than in college basketball. The results of the television contract study indicate that the
value of a post-season college football television contract will increase with a playoff due to an
increase in the number of viewers. Therefore, network conglomerates will pay more for the rights
to broadcast the post-season football games. Additionally, I contend that the bowl payouts to
universities with football teams in the playoff will increase due to the increase in the value of the
post-season television contracts. The bowl payouts to universities with teams in the other longstanding bowls will not be affected, meaning those universities will likely receive the same bowl
payouts.
As the 11 FBS conference commissioners and the Notre Athletic Director make decisions
about the new post-season playoff, it is important that they understand the financial impact that a
playoff will have on universities and their football programs. The potential increase in revenue
for athletic departments can help fund new intercollegiate sports or provide additional funding for
athletic scholarships or facilities.
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