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Understanding the Institution of College Football 1869-1995
Abstract

College football has grown from a very rough form of student hazing on college campuses to very big business.  While there have been numerous conflicts associated with the play of college football, as a practice it still survives.  In this paper we attempt to understand how college football became such a dominant practice on college campuses.  This paper examines the evolution of college football from an institutional theory perspective. Institutional theory argues that activities become institutions as they become more taken for granted and gain legitimacy.  To examine the institutionalization of college football, provide an organizational historical discussion of the evolution of college football.  Then, after developing hypotheses on the grown of college football, we empirically examine the adoption and abandonment patterns of college football. Our results show that while there has always been contested over college football, for a core group of schools, college football remains the ultimate sport institution.  However, as more colleges adopt basketball, fewer colleges are adopting football.
INTRODUCTION

It seems as though every year there are articles written in the popular press calling for major reforms or out-right elimination of college sports.  Often these efforts are aimed at college football. For example, in a letter to the editor of the New York Times, one person writes: “For the past 40 years, I have been connected with the game of football as player, prep school coach and just plain spectator, so I believe I can lay claim to a knowledge of the conditions in the sport.  Football today, no matter what explanations are offered, is, in most colleges, on a thoroughly commercialized basis (Quoted from NY Times 11/7/1936 p.13)”.  What is interesting is not the statement, but that the statement was written in 1936.  Even when the NCAA tries to respond to issues in college football, critics suggest the response is not appropriate.  “Coaches have never been able to understand why regulatory bodies, sometimes composed of members who have never known the blood and sweat of a football field—or of any kind of competition—should be established supposedly for the good of the game…(Quoted from NY Times 1/11/1949 p. 37)”.  This quote was in reference the NCAA’s adoption of the sanity codes which aimed to clean up some of the problems in college sports.  

In this paper, our goal is to use an institutional approach to understanding the issues surrounding the evolution of college football. Our argument is that to understand college football, one has to take an archival and institutional perspective (see Ventresca and Mohr, 2002 and Schneiberg and Clemens, 2006 for a detailed discussion of this perspective).  Our argument is that a college’s decision to either add or drop football represents a process of institutionalization.  The institution of college football comes in the form of the adoption of football by colleges and universities; the more colleges adopt football the more institutionalized the practice becomes.  

THE INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF FOOTBALL

To examine football as an institution, we rely upon the typical tools of institutional theory (Ventresca and Mohr, 2002; Schneiberg and Clemens, 2006).  We combine historical documents and archival research to examine how a specific practice (college football) came to represent an institution. By institution, we rely upon’s Rowan’s and Miskel’s definition, “we say that an action, or sequence of actions and interactions is institutionalized when it recurs repetitively and without overt intervention, or when a pattern of social action reproduces itself according to some orderly set of rules (Rowan & Miskel, 1999: 360)”.  Berger and Luckman (1967) provide possibly the best illustration of how an institution need not be an organization in their explanation of the handshake as an institution in that there is a widely shared, social understanding of what a handshake means and there is also a shared understanding of the practice that communicates the meaning.  The part that we focus on in this project is the widely shared, social understanding.

Intuitively, it is difficult to judge that the practice of football could not be considered an institution in and of itself.  There is, in fact, much support for the institutionalization of collegiate football (Rudolph, 1962).  We propose that football can be thought of and examined as an institution for three reasons.  First, football is an example of an institution in that it comes ready with organizing logics, membership criteria, and regulative and normative structures (Scott, 1995). Football played a major role in the early evolution of higher education.  In fact, one education historian felt that some organizations created a college just to have a football team (Rudolph, 1962). As such, adopting and abandoning football would be a major decision facing colleges and the decisions to adopt and abandon football would be indicators of the taken-for-granted aspects of college football as an institution.  Lastly, historical, empirical data exists that allows us to specify the institution and the organizations at risk of adopting and abandoning football, and describe the evolution of this practice.  The question is not is the practice of football an institution, but rather why the practice of football became “the institution”.  
While the practice of football grew in violence and waned in support – Harvard and Yale withdrew from the Intercollegiate Football Association at one point, citing the level of violence as demoralizing and dangerous – one major facet of football influenced its spread across college campuses: money.  A good example of the primacy of football is the story of Michigan State University. The president of Michigan State had a goal to make his university a great university nationally.  He concluded “if it meant the betterment of MSU, our football team would play any eleven gorillas from Barnum and Bailey on Saturday” (Hyman & White, 1977:130).  Football fulfilled a significant need for early universities and it quickly became an important method of acquiring both direct monies and a wide-reaching reputation that encouraged further access to resources.
Football as a solution

Football became an activity that was an answer to two problems plaguing higher education: legitimacy through visibility and financial resources.  While certain colleges had high levels of revenue, they adopted football as a way to gain legitimacy for the school, responding to the public desire for extracurricular activity in the form of organized football.  Other colleges, whose legitimacy was already established, adopted football as a way to increase revenue and support the school financially.  Colleges quickly developed football programs as a strategy for visibility and prestige.  John Swain, president of Swarthmore at the end of the 19th century, saw athletics and social activities as a way to develop a social life for the student body (Clark, 1970).  Included in his vision for making the school a nationally known institution was the intent to increase the student body from 200 to 500, develop an engineering program, and field a football team.  A similar strategy was pursued at the University of Chicago (Lawson & Ingham, 1980) and by President Crowell of Duke University (Lewis, 1972).  President Crowell considered football a crucial part of his plans to remake “sleepy Trinity College (now Duke University) into a modern educational institution” (Summer, 1990:17).  Not only did Chicago hire Amos Alonzo Stagg, a successful coach from Yale, as a full-time football coach in 1892, but they also made him an associate professor and gave him tenure status. 

The visibility that the schools received from their football teams lead to the development of school colors, nicknames, and mascots (Rudolph, 1962). Schools could transfer the success of their football teams into an increased perception of prestige or to increased resources that could be used to augment academic prestige.  Although these two competing logics were inherently contradictory (Barley & Kunda, 1992), the two still both led to increased legitimacy for the individual colleges, albeit through different paths.

The potential prestige and status gained by universities through their football team became evident early as colleges quickly realized that people were willing to see elite schools compete in athletics when a Princeton vs. Yale 1889 football game brought in $25,000 in revenue (Hart, 1898).  In 1894, Harvard games against Yale and Pennsylvania grossed the school $42,000.  Harvard spent $7,000 in 1905 to hire Bill Reid as head coach of football—30% more than any professor earned at Harvard and nearly as much as the president was paid (Smith, 1988).  Even the University of Chicago made $11,000 from a game against Michigan in 1896.  In addition, the University of Chicago was accused of using J. D. Rockefeller’s grant to pay its football players (Smith, 1988).  
The formation of a governing council, initially the Intercollegiate Football Association, was yet another supporting mechanism for the institutionalization of football.  Because of their early success, Harvard’s rules quickly became the rules of play for football across the nation (Stagg, 1946).  However, Yale left the IFA because it did not like the rules that were adopted (Falla, 1981).  Yale could do this because it was considered the dominant school in college football.  Football receipts were 1/8th of the school’s income, and more money was spent on football than was spent on Yale’s law and medical schools (Gorn & Goldstein, 1993).  The quarrel over the rules became so intense that in 1895, Harvard, Pennsylvania, and Cornell forced its opponents to play by one set of rules, while Yale and Princeton used another set.  This forced some colleges to learn two different sets of rules.  In 1896, Cornell, Harvard, Navy, Pennsylvania, Princeton, and Yale formed the American football Rules Committee.  However, the schools in the West did not like these rules, and seven of these schools formed what is now the Big Ten Conference (Stagg, 1946).  At issue with the debate over the rules was the violence that plagued the early game of football. Some seasons had as many as 44 deaths (Leifer, 1995).  While rule changes minimized the violence, it led to a “closed-style” type of play (Stagg, 1946).  Fans preferred a more open style, which led to more rule changes from 1902-1904.  This style led to further deaths.  Though football represented a significant attraction to both society at large and to wealthy donors and policy makers, the conflicts over rules and safety led to fragmentation and a shift from positive to negative attention.
The (potential) de-institutionalization of football

In 1905, more than 18 players died as the result of football related injuries.  The violence of college football had captured the attention of everyone, including the president of the United States.  In 1905, President Roosevelt had called a meeting with Yale, Harvard, and Princeton to discuss rules that the schools could undertake that would curtail the violence in football (Smith, 1988).  President Roosevelt felt that these schools, which were not only academic leaders but athletic leaders as well, could lead other schools to change their rules.  Roosevelt also wanted to discourage these schools from their own brutal play.  In 1905, most of Harvard’s games resulted in some player receiving a severe injury (Smith, 1988).  None of President Roosevelt’s suggestions was followed and by the end of that year, Harold Moore of Union College had died in a game against New York University, and there were serious injuries to players in a Harvard vs. Columbia game (Flath, 1963).  It was these injuries that led to a meeting between 62 colleges and universities to discuss brutality in football.  The purpose of this meeting was to discuss three things: “should football be abandoned, if not what reforms are necessary to eliminate its objectionable features, if so, what substitute would you suggest to take its place (Quoted from NY Times 12/8/1905 p. 9)?”  While some schools decided to abandoned football, or switch to the less dangerous rugby style of play, the meeting ultimately led to the formation of the Intercollegiate Athletic Association which, in 1910, changed its name to the National Collegiate Athletic Association (Stagg, 1946). 
Here we see the first efforts to de-institutionalize football. As Oliver (1992) suggests, one reason why institutions erode is that the benefits are no longer there.  The death of athletes due to football was surely calling into the question whether or not the economic benefits of football were worth the potential violence and associated negative effect on school reputation.  However, as a new association was created, the NCAA, we see how football became even more institutionalized through the creation of a support mechanism that could maintain its status as a ready-made solution to a variety of problems.

The formalization of the rules of play undertaken by the NCAA had two effects: reducing brutality in football and structuring the organizational field.  Founded in 1906 with only 38 member schools, by 1942, the NCAA had 314 schools which included “nearly every college or university of importance in the country” (Stagg, 1946: 81).  The NCAA quickly became the dominant institution for collegiate and amateur athletics in the United States.  “It would be too sweeping to say the association (referring to the NCAA) has dominated athletics in American Colleges, but it is entirely just to say that the changes that have taken place in college sports had their counter parts in the proceedings of the association” (Savage, 1929:29).

This prestige given to football was also recognized within the academic realm.  Whereas crew, the first intercollegiate sport, received more than its share of attention in sport history books, football was the only sport that received attention in Rudolph's seminal book on the history of higher education (Rudolph, 1962). One possible explanation as to why football was perceived as the premier college sport is that it is the only true collegiate game.  Other sports, such as lacrosse, ice hockey, and basketball, were started as professional or club sports and were later picked up by colleges.  Football on the other hand, started and gained its popularity on college campuses (Leifer, 1995).  Professional football started after collegiate football was already institutionalized.

The football boom culminated in the 1920's as colleges started developing major stadiums and fans started watching football in the tens of thousands.  It was during this period that the University of Michigan and the city of Pasadena built stadiums that held more than 85,000 people, and in 1927 110,000 people attended an Army / Navy game. 

By the 1940s, football lost some of its prestige.  College basketball, founded in 1893 by a minister from the Young Men's Christian Association (YMCA) had begun to eclipse football.  It was basketball that attracted a global audience when it became involved in the Olympics in 1912.  It was also basketball that produced the first post-season national collegiate championship tournament with the start of the National Invitational Tournament (NIT) in 1937.  The NCAA started its tournament in 1938.  That same year, the National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA) started its tournament in protest to the NCAA and NIT’s tournament.  It was the smaller colleges from the NAIA, which were not given the opportunity to compete in the NCAA tournaments that fueled the basketball movement (Land, 1977).  In response to the NAIA, which organized for the smaller colleges, the NCAA developed their own small college division.  The two divisions eventually evolved into five divisions: Three sub-divisions of Division I, and Divisions II and III. It is Division I that is reserved for schools that place the most emphasis on sports and can derive the most financial benefits.  However, the sub-divisions in Division I demonstrate the weakening of the primacy of football.  Of the three sub-divisions in Division I, division I-AA and I-AAA are for schools that want to compete at the highest level in basketball but at a lower level in football (I-AA) or not field a football team at all (I-AAA).  Out of the more than 310 schools that participate in basketball on the division I level, less than 120 schools participate in football at an equally high level.

In addition to the growing presence of basketball—a potential contending institution—football lost more of its taken-for-granted status due to the negative influences derived from the increasing revenue gained from football contests.  The last, and still significant, movement away from the domination of collegiate football has been Title IX.  Title IX is devoted to nondiscrimination on the basis of sex in education programs and activities receiving federal financial assistance.  With the law’s enactment in 1972, more pressure was placed upon co-educational colleges and universities to offer an equivalent number of opportunities for female athletes as those that existed for male athletes.  Some collegiate athletic programs expanded their options in women’s sports.  Other schools abandoned a few of their existing men’s sports to comply with Title IX.  The NCAA reacted by offering women’s national championships in Divisions II and III in 1981 (Falla, 1981), and Division I in 1982.  Figure 1 represents a chart showing the growth and decline of football, and the growth of basketball.

******Insert Chart 1 here******
The University of Chicago represents an example of how the institutionalization and de-institutionalization of the practice of football “played out” across college campuses.  At the start of the 20th century, the University of Chicago was one of the dominant football programs in the United States. They won seven Big-Ten (although the conference was not called the Big Ten in the early 1900s) championships during the first 24 years of the 20th century.  However, feeling the negative influences of football, they canceled the program in 1939 (Michigan State replaced then as members of the Big Ten in 1943).  But, feeling that sports had some place on campus, the University of Chicago brought football, and other sports, back in 1969. It is this dilemma of how to incorporate the institution of football with the institution of higher education that we believe occurred on many college campuses.

From this brief and selective historical account, one can see the progression of football as a formally sponsored practice.  While formal support for football was impacted by the institutionalization of the sport, support also existed for its de-institutionalization.  Several times throughout history, many colleges banned football due to violence, destruction, and the perception that football went against appropriate behaviors for gentlemen.  Despite these strong coercive pressures, the practice of football persisted due to the desire of members of society to play and watch the game (Falla, 1981).  Once football was accepted at a collegiate activity, the social and economic support for the sport became inseparable.  Colleges could not abandon the sport due to the financial support provided by spectators; spectators did not abandon the sport because of the inherent value they found in attending the games.  The social construction of value attached to the attendance and participation in a football game is even more tangible today (i.e. the BCS football bowl championship series).  
The identification and exploration of the practice of football as an institution lends itself to the empirical and quantitative examination of the institutionalization and de-institutionalization of this collegiate sport.  The institutionalization of the practice of football began through its association with higher education.  This is supported by the extensive historical accounts provided by Rudolph (1962), Falla (1981), and Leifer (1995) and the involvement of high status universities in the persistence of the sport and the growth in participation.  Also, the support for the institutionalization of the practice of football can be provided from competing perspectives.  Consistent with the diffusion literature, the practice of football became institutionalized through peripheral social construction (Leblebici, et. al, 1991) and through support from formal institutions (Tolbert & Zucker, 1983).  By becoming institutionally embedded within the structure of higher education, football became institutionalized.  As higher education developed and grew, the institution of football grew along with it.  This progression defined the social actors and the type of actions involved in collegiate football while reinforcing the common understanding of football.

The process of institutionalizing the practice of football, complex as it is, is less cognitively provocative than the opposing process of de-institutionalization.  As defined previously, de-institutionalization takes place due to various pressures.  The early changes in football were seen as results of political pressures, including goal incongruence, both within and outside of the individual organizations involved, and social pressures.  Alterations that took place served the function of enforcing pragmatic legitimacy (Suchman, 1995) along with refocusing on social desires.

The de-institutionalization of football can be viewed at the organizational level through strategic abandonment.  The organizational abandonment of a practice that is accepted at the collective level can represent a decoupling of population logics and organizational practice.  Alterations in the organizational priorities of colleges and a changing emphasis on economic efficiency requirements can be highly influential in the abandonment of an organizational practice (Oliver, 1992; Greve, 1995), despite consistent collective acceptance of that practice.  Most consider diffusion a process that is often the result of coercive, normative, or mimetic forces (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). However, while we know that organizations copy each other, what we do not know, is which organizations they choose to imitate (Scott, 1995).  This represents the altered perceptions of the institution of football across populations.  While football may be considered an institution at the collective level, the deinstitutionalization of football may take place within certain subpopulations.  Obviously, football has not become deinstitutionalized at the collective level; however, an institution can be contested without failing entirely (Barley & Kunda, 1992).

HYPOTHESES

In this paper, we have three major research questions: 1) what are the factors that led to the institutionalization of the practice of football; 2) what are the factors that led to the de-institutionalization of the practice of football; and 3) are processes of institutionalization and de-institutionalization symmetrical (is going up the same as going down) (Amburgey & Dacin, 1994)?  Specifically, do the factors that increase a school’s likelihood of adopting football also decrease its likelihood of abandoning football?  Our first set of hypotheses deal with the factors that impact a schools likelihood of adopting football.

Factors predicting the adoption of football

Our first hypothesis deals with football as a resource strategy and with the status of the adopting school.  First, if schools were adopting football to gain resources, then the schools that needed resources the most would be most likely to adopt the sport. Rudolph (1962) argued that having a successful football team helped public universities induce their state legislature to increase funding.  Only a few schools could use their academic capabilities to attract resources; for the majority of schools, sports, and football in particular, comprised the dominant revenue source.  According to Chu (1989),

Chicago and a few well-heeled institutions concentrated in the East could afford to design programs in order to directly achieve well-defined education objectives, the majority of institutions could not afford this luxury.  Survival required addition of programs and modification of traditional mission to suit potential students and the public imagination.  The growing popularity of sports represented an opportunity for resource acquisition unknown before the late nineteenth century (1989, p. 33).

In short, football became an institutional solution to a resource problem. We suggest that the schools that needed resources the most would be public schools. These types of schools would not have endowments from their church affiliate, nor from a wealthy donor if they were a private school.  

A second reason why public schools were more likely to adopt football pertains to their relative status.  We suggest that schools like Harvard, Yale, Princeton and the University of Chicago were relatively high status compared to many of the newer public schools.  As relatively lower status institutions, public schools were more likely to be disadvantaged by prevailing arrangements and thus stood to benefit more from change (Kraatz & Zajac, 1996).  Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1: Public schools are more likely to adopt football than non-public schools.

During the early days of the institutionalization of football, football was seen as a tool for visibility. Thus, a focal school would have been more likely to adopt football, the stronger the cue to do so was noticed. One way for a school to recognize the potential gain from football would have been to see other schools adopt football. Thus, consistent with the view that density represents the legitimacy of construct, the more prior adopters, the more likely a focal school is to adopt (Strang & Meyer, 1993).  From this we hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 2: The more schools have adopted football in the previous year, the more likely a focal school is to adopt football in the subsequent year.

Since football historically co-evolved with many colleges, we suggest that it co-evolved as a dominate logic (Hoffman, 1999) and as part of the prevailing archetype (Hinings & Greenwood, 1988).  Thus football, as the first major sports activity, should occur first in a school’s athletic development.  We think, the prior adoption of football provides for residual socio-political legitimation (Ruef & Scott, 1998) for the adoption of basketball.  However, since basketball did not historically co-evolve with football as a dominant logic, the benefits of first adopting basketball do not provide the residual socio-political legitimation for football.  Thus, if schools developed an athletic profile, they should do it through football first, and then other sports. Thus, we argue:

Hypothesis 3: Schools that adopted basketball first would be less likely to adopt football.

Given the institutional impact of Title IX, one would expect that during the period of title IX, schools would be less likely to adopt football as adopting football would come with an enormous expense (having to develop the equivalent number of female athlete equivalent sports). Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 4: During the period of Title IX, schools are less likely to adopt football.

We have also argued that basketball was a contending institution and may have challenged the dominance of collegiate football.  As such it served as a source of an institutional contradiction (Seo & Creed, 2002).  Thus, as basketball was growing, as evidenced by the number of schools that adopted basketball, fewer schools would adopt football.  This is evidenced through the viability of competing logics; while football was accepted as an institution, basketball represented a competing institution that supplied a similar level of legitimacy.  This leads to our next hypothesis:
Hypothesis 5: As more schools adopt basketball, a focal school is less likely to adopt football.

Factors predicting abandonment of football

We argue that the logic for increases in the likelihood of adopting football would be the same for the decreases in the likelihood of abandonment, if institutional and de-institutional processes are symmetrical. Thus:

Hypothesis 6: Public schools are less likely to abandon football.

Hypothesis 7: As more schools adopt basketball, a focal school is more likely to abandon football

Hypothesis 8: During the period of Title IX, schools are more likely to abandon football.

We also propose several hypotheses specific to the abandonment of football.  If schools adopted football before the negative aspects of violence and the creation of the sanity rules in college football became apparent (and before there were other alternative activities), they would be more likely to abandon football after the negative aspects developed.  This is similar to Oliver’s (1991) efficiency proposition in her work on strategic responses to institutional pressure: “When an organization anticipates that conformity will enhance social or economic fitness, acquiescence will be the most probable response to institutional pressures” (1991, p. 161). Furthermore, the formation of the NCAA in 1906 provided a supporting mechanism Washington & Ventresca, 2004) for schools that adopted football after its formation.  As such, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 9:  Schools that adopted football before 1906 are more likely to abandon football than schools that adopted football after 1906.

1906 is chosen due to it being the year after the first nationally publicized death of a football player and the year that the NCAA was formed.
We also argue that schools joining the NCAA during the early days of its founding would support an institutional logic that football was an important activity on college campuses.  During this early period in the history of the NCAA, schools began creating football stadiums with capacities of over 80,000, and traveling across the country to compete against other schools.  In addition, the NCAA developed and sanctioned more than twenty sports (Smith, 1988; Stagg, 1946).  The “poster-child” for this increased attention given to intercollegiate sports was football.  

Our hypothesis regarding football abandonment is similar to Oliver’s consistency argument (Oliver, 1991).  Oliver contends that the higher the degree of consistency between institutional norms and organizational goals, the lower “the likelihood of organizational resistance to institutional pressures” (1991, p. 164).  Abandoning football is inconsistent with the institutional logic of a school that joined the NCAA before 1938.  As founding members of the NCAA, this lack of consistency should lead to resistance against the pressure to abandon football.  Thus, we argue that schools that joined the NCAA during this period would be less likely to abandon football.  This leads to hypothesis 10:

Hypothesis 10: Schools that joined the NCAA before 1938 are less likely to abandon football than all other schools (schools that did not join the NCAA and schools that joined the NCAA after 1938).

We use 1938 as the boundary of the early period consistent with prior research (Smith, 1988; Washington, 1999).  In 1938, the NCAA created the NCAA post-season men’s basketball tournament, the National Invitational Men’s basketball tournament started, and the National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics was founded so small schools could organize to compete against each other in basketball.  These changes ushered in a new logic for the NCAA—away from football as the dominant activity and towards basketball.  Thus, we view 1938 as the year when the association between football and the NCAA started to weaken. 

We also hypothesize one interaction.  We speculate that public schools would be responsive to external pressure from alumni and from their state legislatures (Agthe & Billings, 1998) and that Title IX represented a major external pressure for the abandonment of football.  Thus, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 11:  After the period of Title IX, public schools will be more likely to abandon football than other schools.

METHODOLOGY AND VARIABLES

The data set includes data on 546 colleges that were founded prior to 1906.  Our data set places all the schools in the same institutional environment—founded prior to the start of the NCAA—and the same historical context—founded prior to the explosion of higher education in the United States (Rudolph, 1962).  We examine adoption decisions from 1869, the year the first schools adopted football, until 1995.  For our abandon football dataset, we examine those decisions from 1937, the year the University of Chicago abandoned football, until 1995. The University of Chicago’s decision to abandon football was a major shift as they had won numerous national football championships in the 1920s and 1930s.  Of the 546 schools founded before 1906, 354 participated in football as of 1937.  From the 354 schools that had adopted football, 71 schools abandoned football between 1937 and 1995. We coded data on a school’s participation in football from the Blue Book of College Athletics (1940-1996) and the Ronald Encyclopedia of Football (1963).  

Variables

Our dependent variables of interest are adopting football or abandoning football.  We measure the impact of being a public school with the variable public school that receives a 1 for all publicly affiliated schools and 0 for other schools.  To assess the diffusion argument, we constructed a time-varying lag variable, prior adopters in previous year, which measures the number of schools that adopted football in the previous time period.  We measure the impact of adopting basketball before football with the variable adopt basketball. This variable receives a 1 when a school has adopted basketball and 0 for all other years.  We also create a time-varying variable, number of prior adopters of basketball, which is a count of the number of schools that have adopted basketball from 1895 on.  To assess the impact of Title IX, we constructed the variable Title IX, which has a value of 1 for every year a school is in the dataset from 1972-1995 and a 0 for all other years.  To measure the impact of membership in the NCAA we created a variable, early member in the NCAA, which receives a 1 for schools that were members in the NCAA prior to 1938 and 0 for all other schools (schools that joined the NCAA after 1938 or schools that never joined the NCAA).  To measure the impact of being an early adopter of football we created a variable, early adopter of football, which receives a 1 for schools that adopted football prior to 1906 and 0 for all other schools (schools that adopt football after 1906).  To assess our interaction hypothesis, we constructed the variable publicXtitleIX, which takes a value of 1 for all public schools in the dataset after 1972 and 0 for all other schools (all non-public schools and all public schools prior to 1972).

To control for simple resource explanations, we included two control variables for size.  Enrollment and endowment are measured at 5-year intervals measuring the log of student body size (enrollment) and the log of the financial endowment (endowment).  One could argue that schools did not adopt and abandoned football if they could not afford it; thus, we would expect that smaller student bodies and schools with smaller endowments are more likely to abandon football than large schools with large endowments.  Getting this data proved impossible prior to 1910 so we do not include it in the models predicting adoption of football.  We also controlled for the age of the school with the variable age. In addition to the public identity, there are other distinct identities involved in higher education. We control for two such identities: black for schools that are historically black and liberal arts for schools that have a liberal arts designation.

Modeling strategy

The effects of the explanatory variables were estimated by using logistic regression with a logit function:

log(P(t)/[1-P(t)]= a + (bixi+ (cjxj(t)

where P(t) is the probability of adopting football (or abandoning football), bi is the set of coefficients for explanatory variables xi that do not change over time, cj is the set of coefficients for explanatory variables xj(t) that do change with time, and a is a constant.  Because our dataset consisted of organization-year data, there is within cluster dependence among the colleges and universities in the sample.  Thus, we used a robust estimator to obtain the results (White, 1980). The robust estimator increases the standard error of estimates, and so provides a more conservative test of the hypotheses.  We used STATA (Statacorp, 2001) to estimate the models.  Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations for the variables used in the analysis. 

******Insert Table 1 about Here******

RESULTS
Results of adoption processes

Table two presents the results of the factors that impact a school’s likelihood of adopting football.  Model one provides the results of our control variables. Schools that are historically black and older in age are less likely to adopt football than other schools.  Model two shows the results of our first hypothesis.  While we hypothesized that public schools would be more likely to adopt football than other schools, our results show that the variable public school is not significant. When interpreted in light of model one, this suggests that while higher education and football co-evolved, higher education is the core and sport (i.e., football) is the periphery in terms of institutional identity.  Thus institutions of higher education expanded their core identity to include sports, not vice versa (Fox-Wolfgramm, Boal & Hunt, 1998), and there was no difference in their ability of both public and private institutions of higher education to do this.  Thus, hypothesis one was not supported.  
Hypothesis two argued that as more schools adopted football in the previous year, more schools would adopt in the current year.  Model three suggests there is some support for this hypothesis as prior football adopters in previous year is positive and significant.  Model four tests our third hypothesis which argued that as more schools adopted basketball, less schools would adopt football. Recall, our argument is that basketball represented a contender institution and thus was taking some of the legitimacy away from football. This hypothesis is supported as adopt basketball is negative and significant.  Model five tests the impact of Title IX on a schools likelihood of adopting football. Here, again, our hypothesis is supported as during the period of Title IX (after 1981) schools are less likely to adopt football than prior to 1981. Our fifth hypothesis argued that as more schools adopted basketball, a focal school is less likely to adopt football. This hypothesis is also supported as the variable number of prior adopters of basketball is negative and significant.  Model seven presents all the variables in the same model.  Here the results remain the same as all of our hypotheses are significant except hypothesis 1, which argued that public schools would be more likely to adopt football than other schools.

*******Insert table 3 about Here********

Results of abandonment processes

Table three presents the results of our analyses of the factors that impact a school’s likelihood of abandoning football.  Model eight presents the results of our control variables.  Model nine presents the results of hypothesis six, public schools would be less likely to abandon football than other schools. This hypothesis is supported as public school is negative and significant.  Model 10 presents the results of our 7th hypothesis.  This hypothesis is supported as the number of prior adopters of basketball has a significant impact on a schools likelihood of abandoning football.  Model 11 presents the results of our 8th hypothesis.  Here, our hypothesis arguing that schools would be more likely to abandon football during the period of Title IX is not supported; the variable Title IX is not significant.  It appears from our data that the institutionalization of basketball was a bigger predictor of the de-institutionalization of football than even the passage of Title IX.  While Title IX represents a dominant force in collegiate athletics, its power was mitigated by other institutions that maintained their collegiate football programs.  Given there were more institutions wanting to keep college football than there were institutions that called for its abandonment, it makes sense that Title IX would not have much of an impact on the field and thus, would be an insignificant predictor of football abandonments.

Model 12 presents the results of our hypothesis arguing that schools that adopted football early would be more likely to abandon football as football lost some of its prestige.  This hypothesis is supported as early adopter of football is positive and significant.  Model 13 presents the results of our hypothesis arguing that schools that were early members of the NCAA would be less likely to abandon football.  This hypothesis is also supported as early member in the NCAA is negative and significant.  This finding might account for the insignificance of hypothesis 8.  Because schools that were early members of the NCAA were less likely to abandon football than other schools, Title IX would not have impacted the abandonment of football at these schools as strongly as did the support for football that came from the NCAA.  Model 14 presents the results of our interaction hypothesis that argued that public schools would be more likely to abandon football during title IX. This hypothesis is not supported.  Model 15 presents the results of all of our hypothesized variables together.  Here the results remain unchanged.  Early members of the NCAA are less likely to abandon football, schools that adopted football before 1906 are more likely to abandon football, as more schools adopt basketball, a school is more likely to abandon football, and public schools are less likely to abandon football.

Robustness check


In addition to the 354 schools that adopted football from our dataset as of 1937, 95 more schools that were founded between 1906 and 1937 also adopted football.  This gives us 449 schools in our abandon football dataset. Out of these schools, 75 schools made the decision to abandon.  Therefore, we ran additional analyses of the abandonment of football with the 449 schools (and the 75 abandonment decisions) instead of the analyses presented that only included the 354 schools from the original dataset of 546 schools founded prior to 1906.  Our results were virtually identical in that the same hypotheses were supported.  We also experimented with a random-effects specification, which makes more liberal assumptions of serial correlation. Random-effects models also produced virtually identical results as our results with the robust estimation.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study examined the institutionalization and deinstitutionalization of collegiate football. Football is arguably the most dominant institution in the early evolution of the collegiate athletic field and, some would argue, the most pervasive institution of all of higher education. What other activity occurs on college campuses with, in some cases, more than 100,000 people in attendance? However, new institutional challenges came to combat football for dominance; basketball as a contender athletic event, the NCAA as a governance institution, and Title IX as a regulatory institution.  We tested the life course of football by examining the factors that predicted its adoption and the factors that predicted its abandonment.  

So how did this institution that we call college football emerge?  Football started as a “game”, mainly as a way to provide a social outlet for college students to balance their strict, mostly religiously instructed, life.  However, football was not the only social outlet for students on campus; during this same time, fraternities, book clubs, debating societies, and other intramural sports, were created (Rudolph, 1962). However, football gained socially accepted status as it became endorsed by the elite schools, Harvard and Yale.  These schools were not only the best during the early days of higher education, they also were very central in creating and developing the rules of collegiate football.  Thus, football benefited from the residual socio-political legitimacy of relative standing of these institutions of higher education. We believe that the adoption of football by high profile schools led to increased theorizing that made football part of the dominate logic and archetype of higher education in the United States.  The high status of the theorizing agent led to a greater zone of acceptance, (Rao, Monin, & Durand, 2003) and thus widespread adoption of football.  This may be the driving force behind the isomorphic pressures (Oliver, 1992; Barley & Kunda, 1992) that drove the adoption of football, as shown by the significance of hypothesis two.  Also, football is unique in that it really developed as a college game first.  Football became a repeatable practice as Harvard, Yale, and Princeton met to develop the Intercollegiate Football Association and created (agreed upon) a set of rules.

Once Harvard and Yale started not only competing against each other, but also making money from the competition, other schools recognized that football could easily become a solution to a real problem.  In a sense, it became “taken-for-granted” that football could solve resource problems. The last component of the institutionalization process of football was the creation of the NCAA as a supporting mechanism.  The NCAA was organized to solve a football problem (deaths due to increasing violence); it also gave football the necessary organizational support and governance structure to maintain its existence.  

The adoption of football seems to follow the process suggested by Tolbert & Zucker (1983).  First, football was in a pre-institutionalization stage (habituation) where it emerged in response to the pragmatic problem of resource scarcity.  Next, it entered the semi-institutionalization stage (objectification) wherein a social consensus emerged over the value of football, with increasing adoptions (the notion of density dependence) and the development of supporting mechanisms.  Finally, it became taken-for-granted (institutionalized) as it entered the sedimentation stage where isomorphism occurred for normative reasons rather than merely copying other successful organizations.  What is particularly interesting is that basketball's emergence as a legitimate institution gave higher education legitimacy choices.  This allowed colleges to substitute basketball for football without football losing legitimacy.  It also, suggests that when institutions enter into legitimacy contests, the success of one does not de-legitimate the other.  Rather, it merely partitions the space in which each institution operates.

As with the life-course of many things (strategies or products for example) the institutionalization of the practice of football came under attack.  The contestation of football occurred, at least in part, through the gain in status of a rival institution: basketball.  As more schools started adopting basketball, schools stopped adopting football and even started abandoning it.  As such the emergence of basketball served as a competitive commitment (Hinings & Greenwood, 1988) and provided an editing rule (Sahlin-Andersson, 1996) for institutional change.  As a competing institution arose, football lost the monopoly on social value through organized athletics, and as a provision for financial resources.  The rise of a competing institution affected the loss of football’s taken-for-granted status.  The de-institutionalization of the practice of football was, to some extent, supported by the diffusion of a functional substitute (Greve, 1995), basketball. 

We add to Tolbert and Zucker’s stages by adding three stages of how institutions lose some of their institutionalization. The fourth stage is contestation.  This is where a new practice challenges the incumbent institution for legitimacy in a given field.  In our case, contestation occurred as basketball challenged football for primacy in collegiate athletics.  The fifth stage is fragmentation as the field responds to this new contending practice by dividing into niches or sub-fields.  In the case of football, fragmentation occurred with the creation of division I-A, I-AA, I-AAA and division II and division III.  The final stage is reformulation.  Here is where the incumbent institution is reformulated based upon the original mechanisms of institutionalization. In our case, the institution lost some of its taken-for-granted status as it was no longer valued in certain parts of the field (Division I-AAA) and its value was minimized in other parts of the field (Division I-AA, Division II, and Division III).  Alternatively, reformulation can also occur as the supporting mechanisms go away, or if the practice loses its social acceptance.  Examples here could be blood-letting as a medical practice (loss of social acceptance) and collegiate boxing which is no longer practiced as it lost its support by the NCAA.
However, we note that there are some shortcomings to our study. The first is the ability to get symmetrical resource data.  Given our dataset and the time-span of our data (the first adoption occurs in the 1860s, well before the creation of organizations that created higher education directories) it was impossible to see if resources had a symmetrical effect.  Also, given our choice of data, we could not use performance as a reason for abandonment; a simple argument could be schools abandoned football because they were bad at it.  However, anecdotal evidence suggested otherwise.  The University of Chicago won numerous Big Ten championships in the late 1920s and early 1930s and abandoned football in 1937.  Future research could further explore the link, if any, between performance and institutional change.  An alternate explanation could be that basketball provided a viable substitute for football, thus schools no longer needed football in order to communicate legitimacy.  The decision to abandon one legitimate practice may also represent a decision to adopt another, competing practice.  Future research in this area might compare schools that abandoned football without adopting basketball versus those schools that abandoned football and did adopt basketball.
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Table 1: Summary statistics of variables used to predict the adoption of football
	
	Sum/Mean
	Std
	Correlations

	Adopt Football
	354
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Number of prior adopters of Basketball
	253
	221
	-0.086
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Title IX
	0.144
	0.35
	-0.042
	0.540
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Adopt basketball
	0.365
	0.482
	-0.069
	0.774
	0.523
	
	
	
	
	

	Prior football adopters in previous year
	3.41
	6.46
	0.113
	-0.461
	-0.214
	-0.343
	
	
	
	

	Public School
	209
	
	-0.007
	0.069
	0.024
	0.006
	-0.021
	
	
	

	Historically Black
	34
	
	-0.018
	0.056
	0.021
	-0.009
	-0.006
	0.159
	
	

	Liberal Arts
	128
	
	0.003
	-0.064
	-0.023
	-0.024
	0.000
	-0.421
	-0.020
	

	Age
	58
	40
	-0.040
	0.722
	0.549
	0.602
	-0.319
	-0.069
	-0.037
	0.103

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	All correlations greater than .01 or less than -.01 significant p>.01
	
	
	
	
	

	31622 observations, 354 adoptions across 546 colleges and universities
	
	
	
	


Table 2: Results of analyses predicting the adoption of football 
	Variables
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3
	Model 4
	Model 5
	Model 6
	Model 7

	Number of prior adopters of Basketball (hyp 5)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-0.006***
	
	-0.003***
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.0004
	
	0.001
	

	Title IX (hyp 4)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-2.97***
	
	
	
	-1.15***
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.71
	
	
	
	0.74
	

	Adopt basketball (hyp3)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-2.411***
	
	
	
	
	
	-0.90**
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.2850
	
	
	
	
	
	0.33
	

	Prior football adopters in previous year (hyp 2)
	
	
	
	
	0.07***
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.05***
	

	
	
	
	
	
	0.004
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.004
	

	Public School (hyp 1)
	
	
	-0.09
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-0.004
	

	
	
	
	0.14
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.12
	

	Historically Black
	-0.89***
	
	-0.86**
	
	-0.88***
	
	-0.87**
	
	-0.85***
	
	-0.54*
	
	-0.61
	

	
	0.28
	
	0.28
	
	0.27
	
	0.28
	
	0.28
	
	0.26
	
	0.27*
	

	Liberal Arts
	0.16
	
	0.12
	
	0.12
	
	0.00
	
	0.09
	
	-0.17
	
	-0.12
	

	
	0.14
	
	0.15
	
	0.14
	
	0.13
	
	0.14
	
	0.11
	
	0.14
	

	Age
	-0.12***
	
	-0.01***
	
	-0.01***
	
	0.00
	
	-0.01***
	
	0.01***
	
	0.01***
	

	
	0.002
	
	0.002
	
	0.002
	
	0.002
	
	0.002
	
	0.002
	
	0.002
	

	Constant
	3.88***
	
	-3.84***
	
	-4.58***
	
	-4.04***
	
	-4.01***
	
	-3.90***
	
	-4.44***
	

	
	0.09
	
	0.10
	
	0.11
	
	0.09
	
	0.09
	
	0.08
	
	0.11
	

	log likelihood
	-1937.81
	
	-1901.73
	
	-1901.73
	
	-1901.73
	
	-1901.73***
	
	-1901.73
	
	-1901.73***
	

	log likelihood of base model
	-1901.73
	
	-1901.45
	
	-1815.46
	
	-1830.87
	
	-1878.16
	
	-1790.74
	
	-1736.27
	

	Chi Square 
	72.16***
	
	0.55 n.s.
	
	172.53***
	
	141.73***
	
	47.14
	
	221.98
	
	330.91
	

	degrees of freedom
	3
	
	1
	
	1
	
	1
	
	
	
	1
	
	5.00
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Standard Errors below coefficients
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	* p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Hypothesized variables one-tailed, control variables, two-tailed
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	n 31622 org-years, 354 events
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Table 3: Results of the analysis predicting the abandonment of football
	Variables
	Model 8
	Model 9
	Model 10
	Model 11
	Model 12
	Model 13
	Model 14
	Model 15

	PublicXTitle IX (hyp11)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-0.57
	
	0.55
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.81
	
	0.81
	

	Early Member in NCAA (hyp10)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-0.69*
	
	
	
	-0.67*
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.31
	
	
	
	0.34
	

	Early adopter of Football (hyp 9)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1.84***
	
	
	
	
	
	2.07***
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.50
	
	
	
	
	
	0.48
	

	Title IX (hyp 8)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-0.39
	
	
	
	
	
	-0.37
	
	-0.42
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.38
	
	
	
	
	
	0.46
	
	0.47
	

	Number of prior adopters of Basketball (hyp 7)
	
	
	
	
	0.004+
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.008***
	

	
	
	
	
	
	0.002
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	0.003
	

	Public School (hyp 6)
	
	
	-2.20***
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-2.29***
	
	-2.30***
	

	
	
	
	0.36
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	-.40
	
	0.41
	

	Endowment
	-0.07
	
	-0.13***
	
	-0.06
	
	-0.06
	
	-0.11**
	
	-0.04
	
	-0.13***
	
	-0.15***
	

	
	0.04
	
	0.04
	
	0.04
	
	0.04
	
	0.04
	
	0.04
	
	0.04
	
	0.04
	

	Enrollment
	0.07
	
	0.30***
	
	-0.29
	
	0.08
	
	0.07
	
	0.11
	
	0.30***
	
	0.15***
	

	
	0.04
	
	0.09
	
	0.05
	
	0.04
	
	0.05
	
	0.05
	
	0.10
	
	0.04
	

	Historically Black
	0.85
	
	1.09**
	
	0.78
	
	0.87
	
	1.08**
	
	0.70
	
	1.09**
	
	0.67
	

	
	0.45
	
	0.35
	
	0.45
	
	0.44
	
	0.35
	
	0.45
	
	0.35
	
	0.36
	

	Liberal Arts
	-0.86*
	
	-1.18***
	
	-0.87*
	
	-0.87*
	
	-0.89*
	
	-.98**
	
	-1.18**
	
	-1.27***
	

	
	0.39
	
	0.38
	
	0.39
	
	0.38
	
	0.37
	
	0.45
	
	0.37
	
	0.37
	

	Age
	-0.005
	
	-0.005
	
	-0.007
	
	-0.003
	
	-0.005
	
	-0.005
	
	-0.004
	
	-0.011
	

	
	0.003
	
	0.004
	
	0.004
	
	0.004
	
	0.004
	
	0.004
	
	0.004
	
	0.006
	

	Constant
	-5.36***
	
	-6.06***
	
	-7.04
	
	-5.49***
	
	-6.69***
	
	-5.47***
	
	-6.11***
	
	-10.84***
	

	
	0.37
	
	0.59
	
	0.97
	
	0.39
	
	0.53
	
	0.39
	
	0.63
	
	1.17
	

	log likelihood
	-465.13
	
	-439.63
	
	-463.79
	
	-464.67
	
	-453.36
	
	-462.27
	
	-439.22
	
	-420.79
	

	log likelihood of base model
	-476.46
	
	-465.13
	
	-465.13
	
	-465.13
	
	-465.13
	
	-465.13
	
	-465.13
	
	-465.13
	

	Chi Square 
	22.64***
	
	51.00***
	
	2.88n.s.
	
	0.88 n.s.
	
	23.54*
	
	5.72*
	
	51.88***
	
	88.68***
	

	degrees of freedom
	5
	
	1
	
	1
	
	1
	
	1
	
	1
	
	3
	
	6
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Standard Errors below coefficients
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	+ p<.06, * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Hypothesized variables one-tailed, control variables, two-tailed
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	n 23240 org-years, 75 events
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