
 
 
 
 
 
 

Origins and Development of College Athletics Organization 



I.  Origins and Development of College Athletics Organization 
  
College sports is about two things: 
 

∙     the individual competitions themselves and 
∙     the regulations that define a sports program.  

 
The transition from rule-making for individual sports, particularly football, to the 
governance of institutional athletic programs created the structure of college athletics, 
and launched a governance process that has ever since been under constant revision 
and and readjustment to match the ever expanding scope, size, and popularity of 
college sports.
 
Unlike most professional sports, college sports since the early part of the twentieth 
century have been about a program with multiple sports, not about the individual 
sports operated separately. Although we may follow football, basketball, soccer, 
track, hockey, or lacrosse, without much interest in the other college sports, the 
governance of college sports is an activity about the program.  
 
Within the evolution of college sports, football has always had a dominant role, and 
the effort to control and manage football defines much of the organizational character 
of college sports.



Relationship Rules

Independent
Autonomous
Colleges and 
Universities

 
 
 
 
 

Decentralized Governance of College Sports (before 1906)

In this 
arrangement, 
each college's 
sports teams 
negotiated their 
competitions 
with other 
colleges 
independently 
without uniform 
rules or 
renewals. 



Advantages of Autonomous Colleges and Sports
 

● Each college sport maximizes its own opportunities without regard for the 
needs or opportunities for other sports at their own college.

● Each college sport could negotiate individual agreements with other colleges.
● The agreements could vary by circumstances from year to year.
● Colleges only locked into short term agreements.
● No college is required to agree to anything.

Disadvantages of Autonomous Colleges and Sports
 

● Can not achieve economic and publicity  benefits that come from large group 
agreements.

● Can not leverage resources of many institutions for improvements and 
stability in arrangements.

● Can not rely on long term agreements to support long term expenses.
● Can not use strength of many institutions to defend individual sports or 

colleges.

 

This decentralized approach illustrated above focused on individual 
sports within individual colleges and had a variety of advantages and 

disadvantages



1905

In the decentralized mode, the 
arrangements among colleges for 
athletics were key news stories: Two 
examples of colleges working out 
individual agreements. Have to do 
this for each set of competitions. 
Sometimes doesn’t work as indicated 
in Georgetown/Virginia example.

Yale and
Harvard make
a one season 
deal

Georgetown
and Virginia
 Make a one 
season deal



Threat of breaking all the links, 
whatever their character or 
advantage to the colleges.

What Produces Change and Requires Central Governance?

             SCARY EXTERNAL         
FORCE

In the early 1900's, with much controversy over 
the violence and injury rates of college football, 
the leading institution's coaches began 
extensive conversation about how to change 
the rules of college football so that the risk of 
injury could be reduced. Within this 
conversation, a subtext was the possibility that 
the colleges would eliminate football as too 
dangerous to be permitted. This is the scary 
external force leading to change.



1903

Beginning of process to 
reform the rules of 
college football to reduce 
injuries. Note that each 
institution appears to 
have a veto.

Institutions participated in a Football Rules 
Committee, which sought to establish common 
rules for football games. Clearly these changes 
sought to sustain the popularity of the game.



1904

In these negotiations about 
college football, the principal 
actors are the coaches, not 
university officials.

In developing rules for football, the 
conversations are not university conversations 
but football conversations. This recognizes the 
predominant importance of football to colleges 
because of the large crowds football could 
attract.



1905

By 1905, the football rules argument had 
begun to be an institutional argument, 
although the university's control over the 
game, its rules, and its coaches is still not 
clear. Harvard’s president denounces 
football as corrupt and its rules 
unenforced. Thinks there is no way to 
regulate the players or the coaches.



1905

College football is of such significance 
that it gains the intense interest of the 
nation’s president who considers 
football of vital national interest to the 
American people. He looks to the 
prominent coaches, not presidents, or 
the trustees, to find a solution to the 
problem.



1905

Key elements here are focus on 
fair play (no cheating) and safe 
play (reduce injuries and death). 
Note the close engagement of 
Roosevelt with the details of the 
game.

These comments recognize the 
instability of arrangements for 
football games in the early 
years, in this case Yale and 
Harvard have difficulty 
agreeing.



1905

The drumbeat for reducing the 
injury and death rate in college 
football continues, but some 
worry that the rules changes 
required for safer play may make 
the game less interesting or 
popular. These, of course, are 
themes that will recur over and 
over again throughout the 
subsequent history of football. 
The challenge of game safety vs 
the violence essential to the 
game.



1905

Both of these articles highlight the challenges to 
football that include the threat of abolishing the 
game. We now see the shift from coach control 
towards more university control with the threat of 
abolishing football. While presidents can't manage 
football, they can call for its abolition.



1905
Although the college presidents 
appear to have little control over the 
process of setting the rules for college 
football and concede authority to the 
coaches. They raise the stakes with an 
increased threat to abolish the game.



1905

Continued pressure to fix the rules of the game for fear that it will be abolished. 
Some mobilize in support of a reformed game. Argument now directed towards 
convincing university administration.



1905

KEY MEETING FOR COLLEGE SPORTS



1905

Resolution 
efforts move 

ahead but 
continued 
challenges 
to the game



1905

Resolution 
arguments 

and conflicts 
continue



1906

The threat 
to eliminate 
football 
asserts 
power and 
authority of 
institution 
over 
coaches.



Resolution efforts appear to succeed. 1906



1906

Even as deal is worked out, some 
continue to advocate for abolition of  
football. The University of Chicago 
faculty action is a significant opinion, 
but the faculty do not have the power 
to suspend football.



1906

Establishment of a new 
structure of rules for 
football achieved with 
expectation it will lead to 
continued operation of the 
game. Theoretically the 
game will be safer.



Headlines hit the main points of 
the reform:
 

❑ Centralize and regulate all 
sports.
 

❑ Focus on the relationship 
between money and the 
integrity of the game.

190
6



Recognizes that football 
is driving the new order 
that includes all college 
sports and prevents a 
return to the operating 
conditions of the past.

Recognizes that money is the 
key problem, and in this case, 
the main source is  ticket 
revenue from football.

Thinks that too much money is 
at the root of all problems, but 
the universities have built 
stadiums that will require them 
to continue to focus on money.  

1906



Gives examples of big debts 
for athletic facilities at major 
institutions and says the 
universities must generate a 
large income primarily from 
ticket sales to pay this debt.

Knows that endowment and annual 
gifts (what we would call seat 
premiums today) won’t be enough, 
and so income from the games is 
the only possibility. But hopes that 
the universities will restrain their 
spending, pay their debts, and 
return sports to a more reasonable 
financial basis.

1906



Finally, identifies one of the major 
problems as offering bribes that 
get students to come and play who 
shouldn’t be at the university in the 
first place and only are kept there 
to help the teams win.  Thinks 
keeping freshmen out of play for a 
year will help.

1906



1906

Reform Victory 
Celebrated



1907

As this chart indicates, the new rules 
had minimal impact on injuries and 
fatalities in college football, even if the 
reform dramatically changed the 
governance system of college 
athletics. 



1909

As this article 
illustrates, famous 
coaches still drive the 
conversation about 
football rules and 
operations although 
they are more sensitive 
to the reform issues as 
the potential threat to 
the survival of football 
remains.  The rules 
changes proposed 
were supposed to 
reduce injury and 
death.



1909

Continued 
challenge 
from death 
toll.

Efforts and 
action to 
cancel 
football in 
college and 
high school,

Discussion 
about what 
causes so 
many 
fatalities,



January 3, 1909 NYT

1909

Development of the organization continues with the 
IAA the predecessor name for the NCAA. Note that this is an institutional discussion 

that focuses on the all sports within what we now call a program



1909

Yet even with the new 
organization, football violence 
remains a constant challenge. 
The IAA recognizes that the 
level of injuries and deaths 
must be reduced or football 
will eliminated..  IAA 
organization addresses rules 
in ways that they hope will 
reduce risk of serious injury.



1910

The IAA introduces rules changes to reduce violence and danger of game.



1910

Results of playing under new rules.
Better but still not good.



“High school and college football 
have approximately 12 fatalities 
annually with indirect systemic 
causes being twice as common as 
direct blunt trauma. The most 
common causes are cardiac failure, 
brain injury, and heat illness. The 
incidence of fatalities is much higher 
at the college level for most injuries 
other than brain injuries, which were 
only slightly more common at the 
college level. The risk of SCT, heat-
related, and cardiac deaths increased 
during the second decade of the 
study, indicating these conditions 
require a greater emphasis on 
diagnosis, treatment, and 
prevention.”

Fatalities in High School and College Football Players Am J Sports Med May 2013 

2013

To place the issue of 
death from football into 
context, a report in 2013 
recognizes that football 
remains a dangerous and 
violent sport although the 
death toll, recognizing the 
much larger number of 
participants in high 
school and college by 
2013, is still an issue.



1910

Period of major reform of 
football concluded by 1910. 
But the transition of college 
sports to a program run by 
the universities has become 
the standard. Note however, 
that everyone imagines that 
college sports can become 
less ruthlessly competitive. 
A challenge recognized at 
the very beginning of the 
intercollegiate enterprise.



The result of all the conversation, drama, and controversy around football and college 
sports between 1905 and 1910 changed the national governance system for college 
sports: 

● from a collection of individual institutions that negotiated special, short term deals 
amongst partner schools primarily around the operation of football, 

● to a consolidated system of college sports focused on the complete program of 
intercollegiate athletics at each institution and required arrangements to be 
negotiated among all participating colleges or universities. 

This, then, is the start of the system that has prevailed in ever more complex and 
sophisticated, as well as controversial, form to the present. For all of its many failings, this 
approach provided the platform for the hugely successful college sports enterprise that 
has had such a profound impact on both K-12 youth sports and the subsequent transition 
to professional sports.

The key elements are visible in the diagram below. For a college's sports to compete 
against other colleges, its institution must follow the rules of the national organization 
applied to all schools. If college violates the rules, the institution's teams may not compete 
with other institution's teams. This is the organization's power and it requires that the 
institutions enforce the rules on each other, for the IAA/NCAA has no legal power to 
enforce it's own rules other than through the voluntary agreement of its members.

It is a remarkable record of expansion and adaptation, and whether this system is capable 
of continuing to serve its purpose into the next generation of high profile and celebrity 
driven college sports remains to be seen.



 If you don’t 
follow rules, you 
are penalized by  
the other 
institutions 
inside the box.

If you follow rules, you 
can ONLY compete 
with those colleges 
inside the box.

NEW System Puts All 
Colleges INSIDE the 
RULES BOX

Old System

If your college follows the 
rules, you are inside the 
box, and you can compete 
with other colleges. also 
inside the box.

If don’t agree with the rules, you are 
OUTSIDE the box and you can't 
compete with those INSIDE the box.



What are the tools of governance and control?
 
What makes it possible for a governance system to work?
 
What is the critical resource?
 
What are the penalties for not participating?
 
Who has power and authority to act?

With the invention of the IAA/NCAA that the university agree will set rules 
for all sports programs, the challenge then becomes the following:

● how does this voluntary organization, 

● without any legal authority,

● control athletics at colleges,

● that are legally independent and autonomous?



Always in sports, we must return to the fundamental purpose of the enterprise. This 
purpose is fundamental, for without it, there is no point in the competition. 

Winning is what all sports are about. They do many other things in terms of skills, activities 
purposes, and value, but without a process of winning, there is no significant sport.

When we create the rules of a sport, we design the system we will apply to this artificially create 
competition, to determine winners and losers. We design a space for the competition, we 
establish a system for placing real individuals inside this artificial space, we create a system of 
rules that defines how they will compete against each other within the space and within the 
artificial time we designate, and then we complete the design of our sport by defining the method 
of determining winners and losers. 

No sports organization of significance succeeds without the design features described here and 
an organization created to manage these artificially created sports competitions must pay special 
attention to the winning and losing process to ensure the organization's value to the participants. 
Without a system for identifying winners and losers, the organization's ambition to control college 
sports would fail. 

For the college sports system, championships proved to be one the important mechanisms to 
give value to the membership and create an essential function for the system. 

The following slide chronicles with a variety of examples the NCAA's determined effort to 
construct championships that would tie the individual colleges to the organization because it was 
the best way to identify sports winners. Establishing championships in many sports ensured that it 
would be harder break the NCAA because the supporters of many sports teams would want to 
remain where a national championship winner could be identified.



1910 Marks the beginning of the modern era in college athletics when on 
December 29,  IAAUS changed its name to the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA)

1914: First football championship, Yale Bowl Yale vs Harvard. 
        This follows the precursor championship of the Harvard-Yale rowing regatta in 1852.

1921: 62 NCAA Colleges and Universities, First National Collegiate Track and Field Championships in 
Chicago. 

1924: First National Collegiate Swimming Championship, US Naval Academy.

1928: First National Collegiate Wrestling Championship, Iowa State

1938: First National Collegiate Gymnastics Championships, University of Chicago
          First NCAA sponsored collegiate tennis championship
          First National Collegiate Cross Country championship, at Michigan State

1939: First NCAA sponsored National Collegiate Basketball Championship at Northwestern University.  

1941: First National Collegiate Fencing Championships at Ohio State

1947: First National Collegiate Basketball Championship, Kalamazoon Michigan

1954: Baseball championship reorganized by NCAA
          First National Collegiate skiing championships University of Nevada Reno

1959: First National Collegiate Soccer Championships, University of Connecticut

1965: First National Collegiate Indoor Track championships in Detroit

1969: First National Collegiate Water Polo Championships Long Beach State College

1980: First Pilot National Collegiate Rifle Championships.  A co-ed sport.

1981: 19 Women's Championships established



Women sports leaders sought to create an organization that would do for 
women what the NCAA had done for men, and in 1971 the Association for 
Intercollegiate Athletics for Women (AIAW) was founded to govern collegiate 
women's athletics in the United States and to administer national championships. It 
evolved out of the Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics for Women (founded in 
1967). 

But after Title IX made women's sports a key element for colleges and universities 
in providing equal access to opportunities for women, In 1982 the first Division I 
NCAA Women’s Basketball Tournament was held. The NCAA offered incentives 
such as transportation cost to participating members, something the AIAW was 
not able to do. When former AIAW powerhouses like Tennessee, Louisiana Tech, 
and Old Dominion decided to participate in the NCAA tournament, the AIAW 
tournament lost much of its appeal and popularity. NBC canceled its TV contract 
with the association. The remaining members decided to sue the NCAA to remain 
independent, but they lost their case, and after 1982 the AIAW had stopped 
operations an women's college sports became fully part of the NCAA 

WHAT HAPPENED TO THE WOMEN 
During the expansion of the authority of the NCAA?



How did the NCAA lose control over 
football television?

This is one of the most significant failures of 
the organization and demonstrates the 
challenge of operating a membership 
organization that requires the agreement of 
the members to enforce controversial or 
difficult policies. 

The following slide adapted from Wikipedia 
outlines the efforts of the NCAA to control 
football television.



1939,The first televised college football game between Fordham University and 
Waynesburg College, 

1939, Kansas State's -University of Nebraska was the second to be broadcast. 

1940, University of Maryland - University of Pennsylvania broadcast by Philco. 

1950, a small number of prominent football schools, including Penn Notre and Dame 
broadcast their games regionally

1951 season, the NCAA – prohibited live broadcasts but received much criticism and lifted 
some blackouts of sold out games

1952, Rose Bowl the first national telecast of a college football game. Bowl games were 
always outside the control of the NCAA

1952, NCAA limited telecasts to one nationally-broadcast game each week 

1955, NCAA kept eight national games, while permitting 5 weekly regional telecasts 

1981, The universities of Oklahoma and Georgia sued the NCAA on antitrust violations. 

1984, the Supreme Court ruled in NCAA v. Board of Regents of University of Oklahoma 
that the NCAA's television plan violated the Sherman Antitrust Act allowing. colleges, 
universities, and athletic conferences to negotiate contracts resulting in the explosion of 
broadcast options currently available.

 



Organizational Development of the NCAA

Over the years since its invention in 1910, the success of college sports 
has required the NCAA to become more complex. Perhaps most 
significant, as the number of institutions with intercollegiate athletic 
programs grew larger, the range of institutional size and resources also 
expanded so that over time the NCAA found it necessary to create 
divisions and subdivisions so that the competition would involve 
institutions of more or less equivalent resources. 

Today, NCAA is a very complex and large organization with many 
divisions and subdivision, many governance committees and groups. 

The core governance system gives every institution one vote and every 
conference one vote. Majority of decisions are made within divisions. 

What follows is the timeline of the NCAA competitive divisions and some 
general statistics about NCAA membership For full information see the 
NCAA website that has extensive information and statistics on all 
aspects of the NCAA organization and operations.



Years Division

1906–1955 None

1956–1972 University 
Division (Major 
College)

College 
Division (Small 
College)

1973–present Division I Division II Division III

1978–2006 Division I-A Division I-AA 
(football only)

Division I-
AAA

Division II Division III

2006–present Division I 
Football Bowl 
Subdivision
Autonomy 
Conferences 
(Power Five) as 
subset of FBS 
2014

Division I 
Football 
Championship 
Subdivision 
(football only)

Division I 
(no-
football)

Division II Division III



NCAA Membership

1,098 Colleges and Universities
   102 Conferences
 
350 Division I (largest programs with most financial aid)

130 Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS). Postseason play outside 
the NCAA  with higher financial aid allocations.
127 Football Championship Subdivision (FCS). Postseason play 
in the NCAA’s Division I Football Championship.
103 Division I schools without football.
 
310 in Division II (limited financial aid) 
 
438 in Division III (no athletically related financial aid
 
482,533 Student-Athletes in 19,326 teams within 3 divisions
 
(Approximate Numbers: )



The Power Five conferences:       Other 5 conferences in FBS=63 Institutions
● Big Ten, 
● Big 12, 
● ACC, 
● Pac-12 
● SEC.
● 65 Institutions

In 2014, the NCAA gave the Power Five conferences greater autonomy for stipends and recruiting rules.

The College Football Playoff 
rotates among six bowl games, 
two bowl games used as each year as the national semi-finals, 
four other bowls matching the remaining top teams in the country. 

Conference champions from the Power Five are not guaranteed a spot in the playoffs, 
Conference champions from the Group of Five are eligible to appear in the playoff. 

Each conference champion from the Power Five and the highest-ranked Group of Five conference 
champion is guaranteed a spot in either the playoff or one of the four other most prestigious bowl games.

Group of Five Conferences:
● American Athletic Conference, 
● Conference USA, 
● Mid-American Conference, 
● Mountain West Conference, and 
● Sun Belt Conference. 

The FBS also has a few independent schools, including Notre Dame and BYU.


