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Impact of Intercollegiate Athletics on Undergraduate 
Enrollment at a Small, Faith-Based Institution

 
Matthew J. Brunet 
Michele W. Atkins
Gary R. Johnson
Linn M. Stranak

Abstract
Based on previous research, it is apparent many National Collegiate Athlet-

ic Association (NCAA) Division I institutions benefit from the existence of and 
success in intercollegiate athletics. However, few studies have researched the im-
pact of intercollegiate athletics at National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics 
(NAIA) institutions. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate the ef-
fect of intercollegiate athletics at a small, faith-based institution affiliated with the 
NAIA. More specifically, does success in or the existence of intercollegiate athletics 
have an effect on students’ decisions to enroll at this institution? Findings indicate 
the majority of freshmen student participants, including many intercollegiate ath-
letes, were not considerably influenced by the existence of intercollegiate athletics 
or the existence of successful intercollegiate athletics when deciding to attend the 
institution. These findings indicate the need for similar institutions to reevaluate 
the importance placed on and benefits derived from intercollegiate athletics.
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Introduction
The popularity of intercollegiate athletics continues to rise, and the relation-

ship between intercollegiate athletics and related factors that impact higher edu-
cation is being examined (e.g., Baade & Sundberg, 1996; Mixon & Trevino, 2005; 
Rhoads & Gerking, 2000; Tucker, 2004). Intercollegiate athletics are a high priority 
at many institutions; therefore, a great value is placed on athletic success. Others 
believe the value placed on intercollegiate athletics is too strong and can cause the 
focus to stray from academics (Duderstadt, 2000).

On average, fewer than one dozen colleges and universities show an annual 
profit in their athletic programs (Fried, 2007). As a matter of fact, between 1995 
and 2001, National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I athletic 
programs increased their spending by an average of 25%. During this same time 
period, the overall budget for NCAA Division I schools only increased by 10% 
(Frank, 2004). Furthermore, according to a 2004–2006 report conducted by the 
NCAA, only 19 out of 119 Football Bowl Subdivision schools experienced positive 
net revenues; the median net loss for these 119 schools was $7.2 million (Fulks, 
2008). Unbeknownst to most people, student fees cover an average of 20% of col-
legiate athletic budgets; however, the majority of students will never set foot on 
an athletic field (Frank, 2004). Therefore, concerns have been raised regarding the 
priority placed on intercollegiate athletics.

College Choice Theory and Athletic Programs
Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs and Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) mod-

el of college choice provide a theoretical foundation regarding college choice and 
describe how intercollegiate athletic programs can influence the college choice 
process.

According to Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs, humans have five basic 
needs: physiological, safety, belonging, esteem, and self-actualization. All com-
ponents in Maslow’s hierarchy play a role in college choice; however, the needs of 
belonging and esteem appear to be particularly important. Many institutions go to 
great lengths to provide their students with a sense of belonging, which can aid in 
the recruitment and retention of students. One way colleges and universities can 
achieve a sense of belonging is through intercollegiate athletic programs. Athletic 
programs can create a sense of belonging, ownership, and pride that attracts stu-
dents to their campuses. Maslow explained fulfilling the need of self-esteem can 
lead to feelings of self-worth, self-confidence, strength, adequacy, and usefulness. 
Intercollegiate athletic departments can greatly aid in fulfilling these needs by cul-
tivating athletic programs of which students can be proud, thereby providing stu-
dents with a sense of prestige, recognition, attention, and importance.

In addition to Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs, the second theory in-
corporated into this study was Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) model of college 
choice. Compared to other college choice models, Hossler and Gallagher’s model 
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focuses more on the student rather than the institution and isolates and contains 
the college choice process into three stages: predisposition, or deciding to attend 
college; search, or gathering information about different schools; and choice, or 
determining which college to attend. According to Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper 
(1999), this model is primarily sociological and background characteristics are 
correlated with the predisposition stage and are cumulative in terms of their effect 
on the college choice process. These background characteristics are present during 
all three stages but may vary in their level of influence.

The predisposition stage involves the decision to attend college as opposed to 
an alternative route, such as the military or workforce. According to Hossler and 
Gallagher’s (1987) model, the emphasis is not on the intention to attend college 
but rather the decision to attend college. When deciding whether to attend college, 
some high school students may be influenced by the media exposure generated by 
intercollegiate athletics. Therefore, intercollegiate athletics might have an impact 
on the predisposition stage of the college choice process.

Once the decision has been made to attend college, the student will begin to 
make a list of colleges and college attributes. During this stage, students seek out 
information about colleges and universities. According to Hossler and Gallagher 
(1987), this stage involves increased interaction between students and institutions 
and is possibly the most important stage in the college choice process. During this 
stage, students will change which colleges are on their list and learn new questions 
to ask while conducting their search. Colleges and universities can use positive 
attributes generated by intercollegiate athletics to attract potential students. At-
tributes such as vibrant social opportunities, strong school spirit, and a sense of 
belonging may attract students to a particular institution, due in part to intercol-
legiate athletics.

The choice stage involves applying to a list of schools compiled throughout 
the predisposition stage. Students apply to schools in a preference order that is 
consistent with, but not necessarily identical to, their selection order. In this stage, 
students compare the academic and social characteristics of each school to find 
the “best value with the greatest benefits” (Hossler et al., 1999, p. 150). Intercol-
legiate athletic programs may have a positive impact on the choice stage due to the 
positive social opportunities they provide. The benefits provided by intercollegiate 
athletics may be the deciding factor in a student’s decision to enroll at a particular 
institution.

Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs and Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) mod-
el of college choice provide valuable insight when studying the factors that influ-
ence college choice. Any new findings regarding college choice can be valuable 
information to institutions of higher education, including the impact of intercol-
legiate athletics. Therefore, these two models were used as a theoretical foundation 
to study the impact of intercollegiate athletics on undergraduate enrollment.
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Institutional Benefits of Intercollegiate Athletics
Numerous studies have been conducted examining the specific benefits of in-

tercollegiate athletics upon higher education. A study by Tucker (2004) revealed a 
positive and significant relationship between football success and alumni giving. 
Similarly, a study conducted by Rhoads and Gerking (2000) showed athletic suc-
cess could have a positive impact on alumni giving. Likewise, a study by Baade and 
Sundberg (1996) indicated football bowl appearances as well as postseason bas-
ketball tournament appearances were a significant determinant of alumni giving. 
Additionally, a study conducted by Dugan, Mullin, and Siegfried (2000) revealed 
intercollegiate athletes, compared to non-intercollegiate athletes, responded more 
favorably to requests for donations after graduation. Furthermore, a study con-
ducted by Mixon and Trevino (2005) indicated a positive and significant relation-
ship between intercollegiate athletics and freshman retention and graduation rates. 
Likewise, a study by Tucker (2004) revealed a positive and significant relationship 
between football success and graduation rates. Similarly, a study by Schurr, Wit-
tig, Ruble, and Henriksen (1993) discovered a positive and significant relationship 
between intercollegiate athletic involvement and graduation rates. Finally, Coats 
and Cox (2004) conducted a study of Nicholls State University’s athletic program 
and concluded the program provided a significant economic boost to the local 
economy, which could lead to increased community support.

In 1984, Doug Flutie, quarterback at Boston College, won the Heisman Tro-
phy, which is awarded to the best college football player in the country. Whether 
directly or indirectly related, applications to Boston College surged 16% in 1984 
(from 12,414 to 14,398) and another 12% (to 16,163) in 1985 (McDonald, 2003). 
This phenomenon later became known as the Flutie Factor (McEvoy, 2006). Simi-
larly, in 1996, the year after Northwestern University’s football team recorded 10 
wins, compared to only three wins the previous year, and earned a trip to the pres-
tigious Rose Bowl, their admissions applications increased by 21% (Northwestern 
University, n.d.). Likewise, since 1950, eight out of the nine largest enrollment 
increases for Auburn University have come the year after their football team fin-
ished in the top 10 of the football rankings or played in a nationally televised bowl 
game (Auburn University, n.d.).

Numerous studies have been conducted to determine if there is a positive 
correlation between winning seasons and major boosts in enrollment. In 1987, a 
landmark study conducted by McCormick and Tinsley investigated the Flutie Fac-
tor to determine whether intercollegiate athletics had a positive impact on college 
enrollment. McCormick and Tinsley (1987) studied universities associated with 
major athletic conferences (e.g., Atlantic Coast Conference, Big Ten Conference, 
Big Eight Conference, Pacific Atlantic Conference, Southwestern Conference, and 
Southeastern Conference) and concluded winning trends in college football (over 
a 15-year period) improved winning schools’ average SAT scores among incoming 
freshmen. More recently, Tucker (2005) conducted a study regarding the effects 
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of intercollegiate athletics on freshmen SAT scores and found a 10% increase in 
winning percentage increased average SAT scores by roughly 14 points and one 
additional appearance in the final Associated Press top 20 rankings or one extra 
bowl game appearance during the same time period increased average SAT scores 
by more than 12 points.

Furthermore, a study conducted by Toma and Cross (1998) revealed from 
1979 to 1992, 14 out of 16 universities recorded increased applications the year 
after winning a national championship in NCAA Division I college football. Like-
wise, McEvoy (2005) found a 1-year improvement in football winning percentage 
greater than .25 resulted in a 6.1% increase in admissions applications. Mixon and 
Hsing (1994) found athletic achievement and level of distinction had a positive 
impact on out-of-state enrollment. 

The relationship between intercollegiate athletics and college enrollment is 
of particular interest to school administrators because of the direct impact that 
enrollment statistics have on universities. Increased enrollment may stimulate 
revenue. In addition, an increased applicant pool may lead to greater selectivity, 
possibly resulting in improved average SAT and ACT scores among incoming 
freshmen, which can serve the university academically. With college enrollment 
being such a prevalent issue, exploration of the relationship between enrollment 
and intercollegiate athletics is warranted.

Based on previous research, it is apparent many NCAA Division I colleges and 
universities benefit from the existence of and success in intercollegiate athletics 
(e.g., higher incoming SAT scores, improved academic rankings, and increased 
enrollment). However, few studies have researched the impact of intercollegiate 
athletics at small, faith-based institutions, specifically those affiliated with the Na-
tional Association of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA). There are many differences 
between the NCAA and the NAIA such as number of members, eligibility require-
ments, level of athletic ability, and size of athletic budgets.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of intercollegiate ath-
letics at a small, faith-based institution affiliated with the NAIA. More specifically, 
this study examined the degree to which the existence of or success in intercol-
legiate athletics at the institution impacted students’ decision to enroll at this in-
stitution. 

Admissions Applications
Several researchers have investigated the effects of intercollegiate athletics on 

the number of admissions applications received. McEvoy (2005) examined the re-
lationship between dramatic changes in team success and the change in applicant 
numbers the following year. McEvoy (2005) sampled 62 schools between 1994 and 
1998. All 62 schools competed in NCAA Division I athletics and belonged to ma-
jor athletic conferences (i.e., Atlantic Coast Conference, Big East Conference, Big 
Ten Conference, Big 12 Conference, Big Eight Conference, Pacific 10 Conference, 
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and Southeastern Conference). Athletic performance was deemed the indepen-
dent variable based on winning percentage from year to year between 1994 and 
1998 and was limited to games played within each university’s respective confer-
ence. Athletic performance was calculated for men’s basketball, women’s basket-
ball, women’s volleyball, and football. Winning percentage was categorized into 
three categories: an increase of .25 or greater, a decrease of .25 or greater, and no 
change at all. The three categories of winning percentage, multiplied by the four 
sports being studied, provided a total of 12 strata. Universities and teams that did 
not fit one of these criteria were withdrawn from consideration. 

Four separate ANOVA tests were run, one for each of the four sports. Accord-
ing to McEvoy (2005), only football showed a significant relationship when com-
pared to the number of applications received. Schools whose football teams had a 
.25 or greater increase in winning percentage showed an average 6.1% increase in 
undergraduate applications. Those with no change in winning percentage showed 
an average increase of 2.5% in undergraduate applications, and those with .25 or 
greater decrease in winning percentage showed an average 0.4% decrease in un-
dergraduate applications. Men’s basketball, women’s basketball, and women’s vol-
leyball did not show a significant relationship between winning percentage and 
the number of applications received. McEvoy (2005) suggested increased media 
exposure for NCAA Division I college football might explain why only football, 
and not basketball or volleyball, was responsible for increased undergraduate ap-
plications. He also suggested as media exposure continues to grow for women’s 
sports, the effect of these sports on applications received could increase as well.

A second study conducted by McEvoy (2006) focused on the impact of elite 
individual athletic performances on the number of undergraduate applications. 
McEvoy (2006) used a pretest–posttest control group design to compare the num-
ber of applications received by NCAA Division I universities the year before and 
the year after one of their players was named a top five finalist for the Heisman 
Trophy. 

A 2 x 2 mixed-factor ANOVA design was used. Differences in undergraduate 
admissions applicants between institutions with top five Heisman Trophy finalists 
and the control group were examined. The year in which the athlete was a top five 
Heisman Trophy finalist and the subsequent year were also examined. Universities 
in the experimental group (those with top five Heisman Trophy finalists) experi-
enced an average increase of 6.59% in applications received. The control group 
received an average increase of 3.33% in applications received. Therefore, schools 
in the experimental group received almost twice the increase in applications com-
pared to those in the control group. However, not all institutions experienced an 
increase in applications the year after having a top five Heisman Trophy finalist.

McEvoy (2006) concluded having a top five Heisman Trophy finalist could 
positively impact university admissions. A more specific conclusion was schools 
with top five Heisman Trophy finalists were more likely to experience an increase 
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in undergraduate applications compared to schools with similar win–loss records 
but without a top five Heisman finalist.

The majority of current research pertaining to this topic focuses on NCAA 
Division I institutions or community colleges. Therefore, it is difficult for NAIA-
affiliated schools to draw conclusions from these findings. Although athletic bud-
gets at NAIA schools are typically smaller compared to NCAA Division I budgets, 
the priority placed on athletics is still apparent. NAIA schools could greatly benefit 
from research developed to investigate the impact of intercollegiate athletics on 
college enrollment. As previously mentioned, many NAIA schools are smaller in 
size compared to NCAA Division I schools, and their dependence on yearly en-
rollment could be even stronger. Therefore, any positive or negative effects that 
intercollegiate athletics have on NAIA enrollment could be critical information.

Method
The institution was a small, faith-based institution affiliated with the Southern 

Baptist Convention and the NAIA. The institution had an undergraduate enroll-
ment of 2,857 students, and the population used to collect data for analysis con-
sisted of first semester, full-time, freshmen students over age 17. At the time, 1,184 
were considered residential students, 59% were female, 41% were male, and 25% 
were minorities. The undergraduate student body was made up of 78% white/
non-Hispanic, 10% black/non-Hispanic, 2% nonresident aliens, 1% Hispanic, less 
than 1% American Indian/Alaskan, and 8% refused to indicate. The student body 
represented 42 states and 37 countries. The average ACT score for first-time fresh-
men was 25, and the average SAT score for first-time freshmen was 1139. The 
freshmen class included 65 intercollegiate athletes, 46 of whom received athletic 
scholarships. Thirty-seven intercollegiate athletes (56.9%) and 18 intercollegiate 
scholarship athletes (39.1%) participated in the study. The student-to-faculty ratio 
was 12:1, and 84% of faculty held the highest degree possible in their respective 
field. 

The dependent variable was the decision of freshmen students to enroll at 
the institution. Independent variables included the importance placed on the ex-
istence of intercollegiate athletics and the existence of successful intercollegiate 
athletics. Additional variables were measured such as participation in intercol-
legiate athletics (athlete or nonathlete) and athletic scholarship status (those who 
received athletic scholarships).

The 2009 Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) Freshman Sur-
vey, conducted by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI), was used to 
measure the effect of intercollegiate athletics on students’ decision to enroll at the 
institution. The CIRP allows for an additional 20 questions at the end of its survey. 
These questions can be designed to investigate specific areas of interest at indi-
vidual institutions. For this study, five questions were added to the existing CIRP 
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survey to further explore the relationship between intercollegiate athletics and the 
decision to enroll at the institution. 

Students were asked to reflect on the mere existence of intercollegiate ath-
letics and then the existence of successful intercollegiate athletics when decid-
ing to enroll at the university and to respond in one of three ways: very impor-
tant, somewhat important, or not important. Additionally, students were asked 
whether they would have chosen a different institution if there was an absence of 
intercollegiate athletics at the university. This was a hypothetical question, which 
introduces some level of error. Data were disaggregated by athletic status to deter-
mine if this variable had an effect on students’ decision to enroll. A contingency 
table chi-square analysis was used to determine if there was a significant relation-
ship between athletic status and the decision to enroll at the institution based on 
the existence of intercollegiate athletics at the university. For the purpose of this 
study, successful intercollegiate athletics was defined as teams that are consistently 
ranked in the top 25 of their respective athletic association (e.g., NCAA, NAIA) 
or consistently win their respective conference championship. The university in 
which the sample was derived has maintained a successful intercollegiate athletic 
program within the NAIA across several sports for many years. Results were then 
disaggregated by athletic status to determine whether this variable had an effect 
on their decision to enroll. Finally, a contingency table chi-square analysis was 
used to determine whether there was a significant relationship between athletic 
status and the decision to enroll at the institution based on the existence of suc-
cessful intercollegiate athletics at the university. An alpha level of .05 was used for 
all statistical tests. 

Results
A total of 454 freshmen were invited to participate, and 239 freshmen com-

pleted the survey, yielding a 53% response rate. Findings showed 20.1% of all 
freshmen student participants reported the existence of intercollegiate athletics 
was very important, 29.7% reported it was somewhat important, and 50.2% re-
ported it was not important when making the decision to enroll at the university. 
Results were then disaggregated by athletic status to determine whether this vari-
able had an effect on their decision to enroll. Table 1 provides the responses to this 
question disaggregated by athletic status.

The Pearson chi-square analysis found a significant relationship between in-
tercollegiate athletic status (athlete or nonathlete) and the importance placed on 
the existence of intercollegiate athletics, χ2 (2, N = 239) = 51.73, p < .001, as well as 
a significant relationship between athletic scholarship status (those who received 
athletic scholarships) and the importance placed on the existence of intercollegiate 
athletics, χ2 (2, N = 239) = 41.11, p < .001. These findings suggest intercollegiate 
athletes are statistically significantly more likely to place greater importance on 
the existence of intercollegiate athletics in their decision to enroll at the university 
than nonathletes.
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Additionally, students were asked whether they would have chosen a differ-
ent institution if there was an absence of intercollegiate athletics at the university. 
Results showed only 13.4% of freshmen student participants reported they would 
have chosen a different institution and 86.6% reported they would have chosen 
the same institution. Results were then disaggregated by athletic status to deter-
mine whether this variable had an effect on their decision to choose a different 
institution. Table 2 provides the responses to this question.

The Pearson chi-square analysis showed a significant relationship between in-
tercollegiate athletic status (athlete or nonathlete) and the decision to attend a dif-
ferent institution based on the absence of intercollegiate athletics, χ2 (1, N = 239) 
= 33.65, p < .001, as well as a significant relationship between athletic scholarship 
status (those who received athletic scholarships) and the decision to attend a dif-
ferent institution based on the absence of intercollegiate athletics, χ2 (1, N = 239) 
= 38.23, p < .001. These findings suggest intercollegiate athletes were more likely 

Table 1   
Importance Placed on the Existence of Intercollegiate Athletics
   
 Response
Variable Very (%) Somewhat (%) Not (%)

Athletic Status   
     Not an Athlete 12.9 28.7 58.4
     Intercollegiate Athlete 59.5 35.1 5.4
     Scholarship Athlete 77.7 16.7 5.6
   
Note. N = 239.

Table 2  
Choice of Different Institution Based on the Absence 
of Intercollegiate Athletics
  
 Response
Variable Yes (%) No (%)

Athletic Status  
     Not an Athlete 7.9 92.1
     Intercollegiate Athlete 43.2 56.8
     Scholarship Athlete 61.1 38.9
  
Note. N = 239.
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to attend a different institution based on the absence of intercollegiate athletics 
than nonathletes. Likewise, scholarship athletes are more likely to attend a differ-
ent institution based on the absence of intercollegiate athletics than those who did 
not receive athletic scholarships.

Additional findings showed 13.4% of all freshmen student participants re-
ported the existence of successful intercollegiate athletics was very important, 
25.5% reported it was somewhat important, and 61.1% reported it was not im-
portant when making the decision to enroll at the university. Table 3 provides the 
responses of students disaggregated by athletic status.

The Pearson chi-square analysis showed a significant relationship between 
intercollegiate athletic status (athlete or nonathlete) and the importance placed 
on the existence of successful intercollegiate athletics in participants’ decision to 
enroll at the institution, χ2 (2, N = 239) = 54.21, p < .001, as well as a significant re-
lationship between athletic scholarship status (those who received athletic schol-
arships) and the importance placed on the existence of successful intercollegiate 
athletics, χ2 (2, N = 239) = 69.82, p < .001. These findings suggest intercollegiate 
athletes are more likely to place greater importance on the existence of successful 
intercollegiate athletics in their decision to enroll at the university than nonath-
letes. 

Conclusions
Findings from aggregated data analysis showed nearly half of all freshmen 

student participants (49.8%) were affected by the existence of intercollegiate ath-
letics and slightly more than half (50.2%) were not affected by the existence of 
intercollegiate athletics in their decision to enroll at the institution. However, data 
also suggested intercollegiate athletes were more likely to place greater importance 
on the existence of intercollegiate athletics in their decision to enroll at the univer-
sity than nonathletes (p < .001).

Due to their interest and participation in athletics, intercollegiate athletes 
were more affected by the existence of intercollegiate athletics. However, 86.6% 

Table 3   
Importance Placed on the Existence of Successful Intercollegiate Athletics
   
 Response
Variable Very (%) Somewhat (%) Not (%)

Athletic Status   
     Not an Athlete 6.9 24.3 68.8
     Intercollegiate Athlete 48.7 32.4 18.9
     Scholarship Athlete 77.8 11.1 11.1
   
Note. N = 239.
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of all freshmen student participants, 56.8% of intercollegiate athletes, and 38.9% 
of scholarship athletes would have chosen the same institution even if there were 
no intercollegiate athletics available. These findings clearly show the majority of 
students, including intercollegiate athletes and many scholarship athletes, chose 
to attend this institution based on factors other than the existence of intercolle-
giate athletics. These findings are particularly astonishing because, based on their 
responses, these intercollegiate athletes would be willing to forego their intercol-
legiate athletic careers, and in some cases their athletic scholarships, to attend this 
institution. Based on the unique qualities of this institution, variables such as aca-
demic reputation, student life programs, religious affiliation, size, financial assis-
tance, and graduate job placement could have influenced these decisions. 

Due to the minimal impact of intercollegiate athletics on undergraduate en-
rollment at this institution, similar institutions should reconsider the importance 
placed on intercollegiate athletics, especially as a separate functioning entity, and 
ensure athletic departments are deeply immersed within the university culture 
and the mission of the athletic department is reflective of the institutional mis-
sion statement. Doing so could prevent the athletic department from becoming 
an isolated entity and possibly increase the importance placed on intercollegiate 
athletics by nonathletes. Furthermore, institutions should reconsider the amount 
of emphasis placed on intercollegiate athletics when recruiting potential students 
and should promote athletics as an integral component of quality student life at 
the institution.

Moreover, findings from aggregated data analysis showed less than half of all 
freshmen student participants (38.9%) were affected by the existence of successful 
intercollegiate athletics and the majority of freshmen student participants (61.1%) 
were not affected by the existence of successful intercollegiate athletics in their 
decision to enroll at the institution. However, findings also suggested intercol-
legiate athletes, as well as scholarship athletes, were more likely to be influenced 
by the existence of successful intercollegiate athletics in their decision to enroll at 
the institution than nonathletes and those not receiving athletic scholarships (p < 
.001). These findings are not surprising because most students who participate in 
intercollegiate athletics tend to have a greater appreciation for successful athlet-
ics and a better understanding of the benefits derived from success in athletics. 
Therefore, it stands to reason they would be more influenced by the existence of 
successful intercollegiate athletics than nonathletes.

Furthermore, there appears to be little evidence of the Flutie Factor at this 
particular institution. These findings could be due to the inability of successful 
NAIA athletics to create the same advertising effect as successful NCAA Divi-
sion I athletics, as found by McEvoy (2006). Therefore, due to a lack of national 
media exposure, recognition, and prestige created by NAIA athletics, it is possible 
successful NAIA athletics do not significantly affect the belonging, esteem, and 
self-actualization needs of college students, as described in Maslow’s (1943) Hi-
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erarchy of Needs or the predisposition, search, and choice stages of Hossler and 
Gallagher’s (1987) model of college choice.

Although every institution should strive for excellence in athletic program-
ming, this and similar institutions should reconsider the amount of importance 
placed on successful intercollegiate athletics and ensure athletic departments are 
held accountable and rewarded for more than just winning seasons. Furthermore, 
these institutions should consider the amount of emphasis placed on successful 
intercollegiate athletics when recruiting potential students.

Study Limitations and Future Research
The major limitation for this study was the sample consisted of freshmen 

students enrolled at a small, faith-based institution affiliated with the Southern 
Baptist Convention and the NAIA. As a result, these findings cannot be general-
ized to all institutions. Although many institutions face similar challenges, each 
institution has a unique subculture that creates distinctive variables. Second, stu-
dents were surveyed after they arrived on campus, and some students spent up to 
1 month on campus before completing the survey. Therefore, students’ opinions 
may have been skewed by their initial campus experiences. Third, the researcher 
did not have access to the amount of athletic scholarship received by each intercol-
legiate athlete; therefore, due to the large range of athletic scholarships awarded, 
it was difficult to draw conclusions based on scholarship athlete responses. For 
example, an intercollegiate athlete receiving a $500 annual scholarship may have 
responded differently than an intercollegiate athlete receiving a $20,000 annual 
scholarship. Last, because the survey data were dependent upon self-reported in-
formation given by freshmen students, accurate results were dependent upon the 
honesty and objectivity of each student.

Research examining freshmen student responses from similar institutions 
(e.g., NAIA-affiliated) would help determine the effects of intercollegiate athlet-
ics nationwide. Furthermore, research examining the responses from upperclass-
men, faculty, and staff members would allow institutions to discover the impact 
of athletics campus-wide and discover how intercollegiate athletics contribute to 
the quality of life at the institution. Last, research examining the effects of inter-
collegiate athletics on overall quality of life and booster, donor, and alumni giv-
ing would allow institutions to discover the importance of intercollegiate athletics 
across a broader spectrum.

Overall Conclusions and Implications
Findings from this study indicate the existence of intercollegiate athletics has 

little impact on the decision of students to enroll at the institution as freshmen. 
Based on these results, it is recommended this institution and similar institutions 
reconsider the benefits derived from the existence of intercollegiate athletics as an 
entity in itself. Institutions should consider intercollegiate athletics as part of the 
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overall culture of the institution, an emersion instead of a separate function. Ad-
ditionally, these findings could benefit institutions when deciding on the impor-
tance placed on intercollegiate athletics, the funding designated to intercollegiate 
athletics, or the possibility of leaving the NAIA and joining the NCAA. However, 
before making decisions based on these findings, institutions should conduct fur-
ther research to investigate the impact of intercollegiate athletics on student reten-
tion, faculty and staff recruitment, and alumni giving.

Second, findings from this study indicate the existence of successful inter-
collegiate athletics has little impact on the decision of students to enroll at the 
institution as freshmen. Based on these results, it is recommended this institution 
and similar institutions reconsider the benefits derived from the existence of suc-
cessful intercollegiate athletics. Moreover, these findings could benefit institutions 
when setting admission standards, academic probation guidelines, and judicial 
principles for intercollegiate athletes as well as establishing expectations, salaries, 
and bonuses for athletic directors and coaches. Finally, these findings could ben-
efit athletic departments in their efforts to increase school spirit and marketing 
toward nonathletes. However, before making decisions based on these findings, 
institutions should conduct further research to investigate the impact of success-
ful intercollegiate athletics on student retention, faculty and staff recruitment, and 
alumni giving.
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Impact of Intercollegiate Athletics on Undergraduate 
Enrollment at a Small, Faith-Based Institution 

Matthew J. Brunet, Michele Atkins, Gary R. Johnson, and Linn M. Stranak

I. Research Problem
The purpose of this study was to investigate the effect of intercollegiate athlet-

ics at a small, faith-based institution affiliated with the National Association of In-
tercollegiate Athletics (NAIA). More specifically, does success in or the existence 
of intercollegiate athletics have an effect on students’ decisions to enroll at this 
institution? Findings indicated the majority of freshmen student participants, in-
cluding many intercollegiate athletes, were not considerably influenced by the ex-
istence of intercollegiate athletics or the existence of successful intercollegiate ath-
letics when deciding to attend the institution. These findings indicate the need for 
similar institutions to reevaluate the importance placed on and benefits derived 
from intercollegiate athletics. This article would likely be useful to athletic depart-
ments and other major stakeholders of intercollegiate athletics that decide on the 
importance placed on intercollegiate athletics, the funding designated to intercol-
legiate athletics, the promotion of school spirit, or the decision to move from the 
NAIA to the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA). Furthermore, this 
article could be useful to university administrators at institutions similar to the 
university under study who set admission standards, academic probation guide-
lines, and judicial principles for intercollegiate athletes, as well as who establish 
expectations, salaries, and bonuses for athletic directors and coaches. 

II. Issue
The popularity of intercollegiate athletics continues to rise, and the relation-

ship between intercollegiate athletics and related factors that impact higher edu-
cation is being heavily researched and scrutinized. One of these related factors is 
the impact of intercollegiate athletics on college choice. Numerous studies have 
revealed positive and significant relationships between NCAA Division I athletic 
success and alumni giving, freshman retention rates, graduation rates, improved 
academic rankings, freshman SAT scores, and admission applications received.

The relationship between intercollegiate athletics and college enrollment is of 
particular interest to school administrators because of the direct impact enroll-
ment statistics have on universities. Increased enrollment can stimulate revenue. 
In addition, an increased applicant pool may lead to greater selectivity, possibly 
resulting in improved average SAT and ACT scores among incoming freshmen, 
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which can serve the university academically. With college enrollment being such 
a prevalent issue, exploration of the relationship between enrollment and intercol-
legiate athletics is warranted.

Based on previous research, it is apparent many NCAA Division I colleges and 
universities benefit from the existence of and success in intercollegiate athletics 
(e.g., higher incoming SAT scores, improved academic rankings, and increased 
enrollment). Few studies have researched the impact of intercollegiate athletics 
at small, faith-based institutions, specifically affiliated with the NAIA. There are 
many differences between the NCAA and the NAIA such as number of members, 
eligibility requirements, level of athletic ability, and size of athletic budgets.

The majority of current research pertaining to this topic focuses on NCAA 
Division I institutions or community colleges. Therefore, it is difficult for NAIA-
affiliated schools to draw conclusions from these findings. Although athletic bud-
gets at NAIA schools are typically smaller compared to NCAA Division I budgets, 
the priority placed on athletics is still apparent. NAIA schools could greatly benefit 
from research developed to investigate the impact of intercollegiate athletics on 
college enrollment. As previously mentioned, many NAIA schools are smaller in 
size compared to NCAA Division I schools, and their dependence on yearly en-
rollment could be even stronger. Therefore, any positive or negative effects inter-
collegiate athletics have on NAIA enrollment could be critical information.

III. Summary
Roughly 20% of all freshmen student participants reported the existence of in-

tercollegiate athletics was very important, 29% reported it was somewhat impor-
tant, and 50% reported it was not important when making the decision to enroll 
at this university. Findings also suggest intercollegiate athletes are more likely to 
place greater importance on the existence of intercollegiate athletics in their deci-
sion to enroll at the university than nonathletes.

Additionally, students were asked whether they would have chosen a differ-
ent institution if there was an absence of intercollegiate athletics at the university. 
Results showed roughly 87% of students surveyed reported they would have cho-
sen the same institution, even without intercollegiate athletics, and surprisingly, 
nearly 60% of intercollegiate athletes and 40% of scholarship athletes responded 
the same way.

Additional findings showed roughly 13% of all freshmen student participants 
reported the existence of successful intercollegiate athletics was very important, 
25% reported it was somewhat important, and 61% reported it was not important 
when making the decision to enroll at the university. In comparison, almost 49% 
of intercollegiate athletes reported successful intercollegiate athletics was very im-
portant, 32% reported it was somewhat important, and nearly 19% reported it 
was not important when deciding to enroll at the university. When scholarship 
athletes were asked the same question, almost 78% reported successful intercolle-
giate athletics was very important, 11% reported it was somewhat important, and 
another 11% reported it was not important when making their decision to enroll.
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IV. Analysis
These findings clearly show the majority of students, including many intercol-

legiate and scholarship athletes, chose to attend this institution based on factors 
other than the existence of intercollegiate athletics. These findings are particularly 
astonishing because, based on their responses, many intercollegiate athletes would 
be willing to forego their intercollegiate athletic careers, and in some cases their 
athletic scholarships, to attend this institution. Based on the unique qualities of 
this institution, variables such as academic reputation, student life programs, reli-
gious affiliation, size, financial assistance, and graduate job placement could have 
influenced these decisions. 

Due to the minimal impact of intercollegiate athletics on undergraduate en-
rollment at this institution, similar institutions should reconsider the importance 
placed on intercollegiate athletics and ensure athletic departments are deeply im-
mersed within the university culture and the mission of the athletic department 
is reflective of the institutional mission statement. Doing so could prevent the 
athletic department from becoming an isolated entity and possibly reduce the lack 
of importance nonathletes place on intercollegiate athletics. Furthermore, institu-
tions should reconsider the amount of emphasis placed on intercollegiate athletics 
when recruiting potential students.

These findings also reveal the apparent inability of successful NAIA athletics 
to create the same advertising effect as successful NCAA Division I athletics. Al-
though every institution should strive for excellence in athletic programming, this 
institution and similar institutions should reconsider the amount of importance 
placed on successful intercollegiate athletics and ensure athletic departments are 
held accountable and rewarded for more than just winning seasons. Furthermore, 
these institutions should consider the amount of emphasis placed on successful 
intercollegiate athletics when recruiting potential students.

V. Discussions/ Implications
This study found the existence of intercollegiate athletics has little impact on 

the decision of students to enroll at the institution as freshmen. Based on these 
results, it is recommended that this institution and similar institutions reconsider 
the benefits derived from the existence of intercollegiate athletics as an entity in 
itself. Institutions should consider intercollegiate athletics as part of the overall 
culture of the institution, an emersion instead of a separate function. Additionally, 
these findings could benefit institutions when deciding on the importance placed 
on intercollegiate athletics, the funding designated to intercollegiate athletics, or 
the decision to move from the NCAA to the NAIA. However, before making de-
cisions based on these findings, institutions should conduct further research to 
investigate the impact of intercollegiate athletics on student retention, faculty and 
staff recruitment, and alumni giving.
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