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COMMENTARY: Will Greed Kill College Sports? 
 
By Rene A. Henry 
 
Seattle, Wash. – Will the greed for money kill college sports? Colleges and universities have an insatiable appetite for money these days and to feed this frenzy presidents are ignoring loyalty and years of relationships and are ready to rip apart athletic conferences. 
 
Greed already has killed a number of non-revenue sports at many institutions and every year several thousand students are denied the opportunity to participate and compete at the intercollegiate level in their favorite sport. 
 
The leaders of these institutions are the ones singly responsible. The presidents and chancellors control the NCAA and make the rules – not the coaches or athletic directors. And the athletes who compete and entertain to bring in the dollars and television ratings and make it all possible have no say whatsoever. 
 
The driving force behind it all is football. While athletic conference realignments have not been as disastrous as many originally thought, the fact that so many leaders of institutions were even thinking about it underlines a complete disregard in higher education for long term commitments, established rivalries, and common academic values. Hopefully, all the recent furor and speculation about teams moving from one conference to another will subside – at least for a while. 
 
The Big 10, which has had 11 members since 1990 when it expanded to add Penn State, started it all. There was much media speculation as to which conferences would be raided. Notre Dame obviously was #1 on the Big 10 list, but wisely decided to stay independent for football and in the Big East for all other sports. To date, only Nebraska from the Big XII has been added. The Big 10, one of this country’s oldest athletic conferences, was formed in 1895 by the presidents of seven Midwest universities. The only member that dropped out was the University of Chicago in 1946. 
 
There was much speculation regarding nearly one half of the members of the Big XII defecting to join the Pac-10 and even one or more to the SEC. This didn’t happen, but the Big XII is now the Big 10 and the Pac-10 added Colorado and Utah. The conference commissioners act only with the permission and direction of the presidents of their member institutions. 
 
The big question now is what will the conferences call themselves? The Big 10 and Pac-10 now have 12 members and the Big XII only 10. Keeping the names as they are will only create even more confusion for the public but no doubt makes perfect sense and will be logical for the leaders in higher education who run college sports. 
 
During all of the proselytizing and discussion regarding moves and conference realignment, which would increase the geographical spread and travel distance for all teams, I doubt that one college did a fiscal analysis of the potential added cost of travel not only for football teams, but all sports teams including basketball, baseball, softball, soccer, gymnastics, wrestling, swimming and diving, track and field, cross country, tennis, golf, field hockey, rifle and shooting, volleyball and lacrosse. Some of these sports have already been eliminated at many schools because of the increased costs of football. 
 
College presidents are very slow to cut costs but quick to increase tuition and fees. This will impact their athletic departments who now need to raise even more money to pay for the increased cost of scholarships. 
 
The leadership has failed by not reducing the biggest single line item cost in any department budget – football. I’ve asked more than a score of college presidents and regents why any college needs a football team nearly three times as large as professional teams in the National Football League. No one yet has given me an answer. This also is a question sportswriters and higher education journalists never ask. The typical college football team has 117 players compared to only 45 on game day for an NFL team. 
 
The average football scholarship costs $24,580 but this does not include health and medical insurance, liability insurance for the institution, uniforms, travel expenses, academic tutoring and other expenses. The NCAA allows colleges 85 football scholarships and even allows schools to “redshirt” or hold back a player for another year. Again, I wonder how many colleges have done an analysis of the actual cost of each football player, including those who are on the team and do not have scholarships. These so-called higher education “leaders” need to take a remedial course in Econ 101. 
 
Instead of continuing to blame Title IX for increasing athletic department costs, the presidents of the 119 colleges and universities who compete in big time football should cut the costs of football by reducing team sizes and scholarships. Revenues would continue to be the same from television and gate receipts, but more likely will even increase. The NCAA recently reprimanded the University of Southern California by taking away 30 football scholarships. Obviously the NCAA believes that a college can field a competitive football team with 30 less scholarships. 
 
It would seem logical that with revenues staying the same or increasing, profits would increase by reducing the 85 allowed scholarships to 55 with reductions of 10 each year for the next three years. The competition between schools will be just as great as the spirit of the students, alumni and fans. The game of football will not be hurt in any way. And other college sports may be allowed to survive. 
 
On June 17, the Knight Commission released its report of an 18-month study of college sports finances that said big-time college sports grew 38 percent between 2005 and 2008, nearly twice as much as was spent on academics. Members of the commission called for greater transparency in reporting financial date and graduation rates of student athletes and recommended linking graduation rates to rewards and revenues for post-season competition. The report made no mention whatsoever of actually reducing costs even though it said “a majority of university presidents agreed that current spending trends cannot be sustained.” If this same majority demanded an across-the-board reduction in football scholarships many financial problems would be immediately solved. This should be agenda #1 for the next meeting of the Knight Commission. 
 
Is greed quickly replacing ethics, integrity and loyalty in colleges and universities where football rules? Perhaps another way the presidents and chancellors could increase revenue for their schools would be to sell bobbleheads of themselves with a football under one arm, a basketball under the other, and hands extended and saying gimme, gimme, gimme, gimme. 
 
Rene A. Henry, an author and writer who lives in Seattle, spent five decades of his professional career in sports at all levels and 10 years in higher education at four different universities. His latest book, Communicating In A Crisis, should be a must read for anyone in higher education leadership and sports management.
