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As intercollegiate athletic programs evolve, the role of the athletic director (AD)
has become increasingly complex, with varied career paths leading to this position
across different NCAA divisions and NAIA institutions. Traditionally, the AD ca-
reer trajectory followed a linear progression, often starting with coaching experi-
ence. However, recent research reveals individuals from diverse professional back-
grounds and educational experiences now enter the AD role. This study explores
the career trajectories of ADs based upon work experience, internships, education,
mentorship, and professional development across NCAA Divisions I, II, III, and
NAIA, aiming to identify unique pathways specific to each division. A total of 160
participants completed surveys related to their path to the AD chair. Through chi-
square analyses and analysis of variances (ANOVAs), the study reveals statistically
significant differences in work experience across the four groups. Key findings in-
clude variations in prior roles such as associate AD and head coach, as well as differ-
ences in internship experiences. Specifically, the results indicated a high prevalence
of coaching backgrounds among NAIA and Division III ADs, while those ADs in
DI more often come from roles as an association or assistant athletic director. The
results highlight the importance of practical experiences in shaping career trajecto-
ries, offering valuable insights for faculty mentoring students aspiring to become
ADs. These findings can guide faculty as they create curriculum for students related
to selecting appropriate educational and practical opportunities based on their aspi-
rations within different divisions.
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As intercollegiate athletic programs continue to evolve, the role of the athlet-
ic director (AD) has become increasingly multifaceted and complex. For faculty
mentoring students aspiring to become athletic directors, it is crucial to understand
the diverse career paths that lead to this position. These paths can vary significant-
ly across different National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) divisions and
the National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA) institutions, with each
requiring unique skills and experiences. Traditionally, the journey to becoming an
AD was considered to follow a linear progression, often beginning with coaching
experience. However, research has shown that this is no longer the case, as athletic
directors now come from a variety of professional backgrounds and educational ex-
periences (Fitzgerald et al., 1994; Lumpkin et al., 2015).

Research by Lumpkin et al. (2015) highlights notable differences in the back-
grounds of athletic directors across NCAA divisions. Specifically, Division I athletic
directors were more likely to have no coaching experience compared to their coun-
terparts in Divisions II and III. Division I ADs may need more expertise in admin-
istration, as they will be required to navigate the complex financial and strategic
aspects of a larger more lucrative athletic department. On the other hand, students
aspiring to become ADs in Divisions II, III, or NAIA may be more likely to benefit
from a coaching background, where the focus is often on student-athlete develop-
ment and maintaining strong relationships with sports teams.

Although differences in career paths have been noted in the literature, practical
guidelines suggest that ADs in Division II institutions still need experience beyond
coaching. An NCAA working group created a “guidebook™ for those interested in
being an AD at the Division II level. In the forward of the book, Schroeder and
Brasfield (n.d.) note:

If you are a Division II assistant or associate AD, you probably
have a specific task — for example, rules compliance or communi-
cations — without much assistance. If you are the sports informa-
tion director, you may not have given much thought to compliance,
ticket management or drug-testing policies. If you are the compli-
ance person, you may be deficient in promotional skills or how to
relate with media. It’s understandable, but those deficiencies hin-
der your quest to fill one of the few positions that come available
each year. You must be able to set yourself apart by demonstrating
a broad skill set, and you especially must be able to present busi-
ness or fundraising experience (p. 1).

This quote underscores the importance of a well-rounded skill set for aspiring
athletic directors.

This study builds on the work of Lumpkin et al. (2015) and Fitzgerald et al.
(1994) to examine the varying experiences and educational backgrounds of athlet-
ic directors across NCAA Division I, II, III, and NAIA institutions. By exploring
these differences, the study seeks to provide insights that can help students navigate
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the diverse career paths leading to the athletic director role. Additionally, this study
introduces new factors — such as internships, graduate assistantships, professional
development, and mentorship — that may play a significant role in shaping students’
career trajectories to the athletic director position, with these factors potentially vary-
ing by division. These insights will provide faculty with valuable information to
guide students in selecting appropriate educational paths and gaining relevant ex-
perience aligned with their aspirations to become athletic directors. The study will
address the following research questions:

1. What significant associations exist between the work experiences of athlet-
ic directors at NCAA Division I, II, III, and NAIA institutions?

2. Are there significant associations in the educational backgrounds of athletic
directors at NCAA Division I, II, III, and NAIA institutions?

3. What significant associations exist related to professional development
training for athletic directors at NCAA Division I, II, III, and NAIA insti-
tutions?

4. What significant associations exist related to mentorship development
trends for athletic directors at NCAA Division I, II, III, and NAIA institu-
tions?

By answering these questions, this study will provide essential insights that will
help better prepare students for athletic director positions, tailored to their division of
interest. By understanding the specific needs and opportunities within each division,
faculty can better support students in tailoring their educational and career strategies,
ensuring they are well-equipped to pursue the athletic director role that best aligns
with their goals.

Literature Review

Understanding the career paths and educational backgrounds of ADs across var-
ious collegiate athletic divisions is crucial for preparing students to pursue leadership
roles in athletic administration. While previous studies have examined the career
paths and education of athletic directors, there remains a gap in understanding dif-
ferences across NCAA divisions and the NAIA, specifically related to internships,
professional development, and relationship development. Insights into these path-
ways can help faculty design curriculum and courses that align with the career goals
of students. Furthermore, by examining these pathways, students and entry-level
employees can gain a clearer understanding of the steps needed to reach their desired
career destinations.

Career Pathways of Athletic Directors

Research on ADs often focuses on how the ADs got into their current positions.
The focus looks at different elements of the ADs background such as work experi-
ence, education, internships, and graduate assistantships. This section will review
previous literature to provide insight into these elements of the career pathways.
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Work Experience

One factor to review when trying to prepare ADs is the work experience the
individual had prior to becoming an AD. Early research on the career paths of indi-
viduals who become ADs shows those serving at NCAA Division I Football Bowl
Subdivision (FBS) Power 5 institutions often have backgrounds in fundraising and
development (Kirkpatrick, 2018). At the NCAA Division II level, Elliott and Web-
ster (2020) found 23.5% of the ADs in their study had previously held head coaching
positions. Similarly, Lumpkin et al. (2015) conducted content analysis of athletic
director biographies and observed that ADs in NCAA Division I were more like-
ly to have no prior coaching experience compared to those in Divisions II and III,
further emphasizing the shift toward more business-focused leaders in the highest
tier of collegiate athletics. This finding was inconsistent with previous research that
asserted the career paths of ADs included coaching experiences (Fitzgerald et al.,
1994). The work of Fitzgerald et al. (1994) suggested ADs careers include varied
backgrounds of both coaching and administrative roles.

Education

Another factor that is often reviewed is the educational background of the ADs.
Elliott and Webster (2020) revealed Sport Administration was a common academ-
ic discipline among athletic directors, with 46.4% of respondents holding degrees
in that field. Research by Lumpkin et al. (2016) and Kirkpatrick (2018) suggested
advanced degrees are common among athletic directors. Many viewed the master’s
degree as a credential necessary to enter the profession, emphasizing the importance
of understanding the AD’s role across NCAA divisions and the education needed for
the position (Bernhard, 2016).

In an attempt to understand the educational element, it is important to under-
stand the sport management curriculum. DeLuca and Braunstein-Minkove (2016)
found students in sport management programs expressed satisfaction with the sport
management curriculum and found value in courses like sport management, intro-
duction to the sport industry, and sport marketing but felt less engaged with socio-
cultural courses such as sport and society. This finding indicates a possible gap in un-
derstanding courses that best prepare students for serving in the AD position. While
these courses offer important sociocultural context, they may not always provide the
practical tools necessary for roles such as athletic director, particularly in divisions
where budget constraints and institutional demands are at the forefront.

Sellars et al. (2023) found courses like introduction to sport management and
legal aspects of sport management were highly regarded by students, while courses
such as sport finance and case studies were considered less enjoyable and more chal-
lenging. Future research is necessary to understand the value these courses, especial-
ly in areas that directly impact athletic directors’ roles, such as financial management
and legal matters in sport. In NCAA Division I programs, where the complexity of
athletics administration is higher, ADs often deal with more intricate financial and
legal matters, so the integration of business-oriented coursework (e.g., sport finance,
risk management) would be critical for preparing these leaders.
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Popp et al. (2015) evaluated master’s-level sport management programs and
found students who were pursuing leadership roles in athletic administration ex-
pressed a desire for more business-oriented coursework. These findings suggest that
incorporating business and management courses into the curriculum is necessary to
equip future athletic directors for the leadership demands of higher-tier programs,
however future research is needed to determine if these courses properly prepare
students for roles as athletic directors in NCAA Divisions II, NCAA Divisions III,
or NAIA institutions were there may be a higher need for coaching or leadership
experience.

Internships

DeLuca and Braunstein-Minkove (2016) went further and evaluated how well
sport management programs prepare students for careers in the industry. The re-
search included student participants who just completed their internships as well as
participants who served as site supervisors for student interns. Student participants
indicated finding value in the mandate to have an internship as a requirement of
their Sport Management degree program. This study highlighted the significance
of providing more internship opportunities for students. Additionally, the study em-
phasized the need for more applied learning within courses. However, later research
from Hawzen et al., (2018) examined the concept of “cruel optimism,” where stu-
dents are motivated by idealized dreams of working in sports, despite the indus-
try’s exploitative nature, particularly in the realm of unpaid internships. Walker et
al. (2020) noted that many sport management students view their internships as un-
paid, time-consuming, and lacking in educational substance. Their study suggested
institutions may inadvertently legitimize exploitative labor practices by awarding
academic credit for unpaid internships.

Research by VanSickle et al. (2023) found a trend toward a decreased emphasis
on experiential learning in sport management curriculum, which may reflect shift-
ing priorities within the field of sport management education. However, for aspiring
ADs, particularly in NCAA Division I, where the leadership and operational de-
mands are highest, a robust internship experience, hands-on practice, and a curric-
ulum that combines both theoretical and business-focused content may be critical.

Mashburn (2023) argues existing literature on sport management internships
tends to focus on student satisfaction with their internship rather than assessing how
well sport management coursework prepared the student for their internship. Brown
et al., (2018) noted that unless students, institutions, and site supervisors collaborate,
internships may fail to promote critical thinking and reflection. Similarly, Odio and
Menaker (2023) argue internships should cultivate transferable skills aligned with
student development and not just fulfill organizational needs. These recent studies
challenge the notion of a required internship and possibly question if the internship
is necessary in helping students achieve career goals of serving as an AD in each
division.
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Graduate Assistantships

Another area of focus related to career pathways is graduate assistantships
and their role in assisting students to reaching the AD position. Bernhard (2016)
found graduate students aspiring to work in intercollegiate athletics often choose
their graduate program based on the reputation of the athletic department and the
availability of graduate assistantships. Smith et al. (2017) indicated that although
graduate assistantships provided an opportunity to gain entry into the field, not all
opportunities provide the same value. These studies highlight the need for further
research to determine whether holding a graduate assistant position is a critical step
on the path to becoming an AD.

Professional Networks and Mentorships

Professional networks, mentorship, and relationship-building are perceived as
critical factors influencing the career advancement to the athletic director role. Welch
et al. (2021) highlighted the unique challenges faced by ethnic minority female ADs,
who often encounter compounded barriers due to both gender and racial biases. Their
study emphasized the importance of professional relationships, mentorship, and sup-
port networks in overcoming these barriers. The findings of this study underscored
the importance of mentorship programs and networking opportunities for aspiring
athletic directors. Similarly, Hancock and Hums (2016) explored the challenges
faced by female administrators in advancing to senior leadership positions within
NCAA Division I athletic departments. Their study highlighted the importance of
interpersonal relationships with supervisors and mentors and access to professional
development activities aided in participants’ career advancement.

Research on professional development within athletic departments highlights
the importance of communication and relationship-building in effective leadership.
Elliott et al. (2023) examined the dynamics between athletic directors and their direct
reports within NCAA Division II athletic programs. The importance of communica-
tion was a key theme that emerged from the semi-structured interviews. . Addition-
ally, the relationship between ADs and university presidents plays a significant role
in career success. LeCrom and Pratt (2016) studied the relationship dynamics at the
NCAA Division I level between athletic directors and university presidents. Through
qualitative interviews with athletic directors, the study highlighted how ADs feel
there should be trust and open lines of communication in the relationship. Addi-
tionally, presidents who respect the athletic director’s expertise led to more positive
relationships between the two parties.

These findings indicate that while professional networks and relationships play
a critical role across all divisions, the nature of the relationships and their impact
can vary by NCAA division. NCAA Division I programs, due to their size, visibility,
and complexity, may place more emphasis on high-level connections with university
presidents, whereas NCAA Division II institutions may focus more on day-to-day
communication between ADs and their direct reports.

Furthermore, Bravo et al., (2012) surveyed athletic administrators and found
communication skills, relevant work experience, and work ethic were valued highly
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in the hiring process. However, recent graduates often lacked these attributes, high-
lighting the need for sport management programs to provide rigorous, experiential
coursework that cultivates these essential skills.

Preparation in Evolving College Athletics Landscape

Based upon the different education and professional experiences of ADs across
NCAA divisions and NAIA institutions, there appears to be a need for more re-
search to understand the preparation of ADs. An additional gap in previous research
suggests preparing future athletic directors requires not only providing technical
knowledge but also fostering the development of these skills through internships and
mentorship.

In conclusion, while there are general trends in the preparation of athletic direc-
tors through work experience, education, internships, mentorships, and professional
development, the specific needs and demands can vary significantly by NCAA di-
vision. This research addresses the gap in the literature related to understanding the
necessary education and experiences required for ADs by division to help better
prepare students for these roles.

Method

To answer the four research questions of this study, a systematic approach had to
be used to collect data. The following section will provide insight into this systematic
approach. The participants, the survey instrument, and the data analysis techniques
used to answer the questions will be discussed.

Participants

This study surveyed ADs at NCAA and NAIA member institutions. The target
population included individuals who were designated as ADs on the official insti-
tutional websites of NCAA and NAIA member schools. A comprehensive list of
NCAA and NAIA institutions was compiled, and the survey link was distributed to
those individuals listed as the AD on each institution’s website. A total of 1,130 ADs
were invited to participate in the survey.

A total of 160 participants completed the survey, which is 14.2% response rate.
Although the response rate is relatively low, the participants represent each division,
and the rate aligns with those reported in previous studies within the sport manage-
ment field (see Bravo et al., 2012; Sattler, 2018; Stokowski et al., 2022; Stokowski
et al., 2018). Of the 160 participants, 33 (20.6%) were from NCAA Division I, 22
(13.8%) were from NCAA Division II, 63 (39.4%) were from NCAA Division III,
and 42 (26.3%) were from NAIA institutions. Approximately, 75.6% of the respon-
dents were male and 24.4% were female. The average age of participants when they
became an athletic director was 40.61 years (SD = 7.98), with the youngest at 23
and the oldest at 64. On average, participants had worked 8.95 years (SD = 6.85) in
their current AD positions and 11.74 years (SD = 8.53) total as an athletic director
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throughout their careers. Table 1 provides the response rates by division while Table
2 provides a demographic comparison between the study’s sample and the 2023-
2024 NCAA demographics for ADs at all levels and NAIA (A. Grosbach, personal
communication, May 14, 2025, National Collegiate Athletic Association B, n.d.).
For all divisions of the NCAA, 75% of ADs are males and 25% are females (NCAA,
2025).

Table 1.
Response Rates by NCAA Division
Division Total Member Total Number of Percent of Division
Institution in Responses in Each Represented by
Division Division Survey Responses
Division I 365 33 9.04%
Division II 304 22 7.24%
Division III 431 63 14.62%
NAIA 237 42 17.72%
Table 2.

Comparison of Demographic Information between Study Sample and NCAA/NAIA
Data

Division Percentage Percentage Percentage of  Percentage of
Male in Female in Male ADs Female ADs
Study Study
Division | 97.0% 3.0% 84.0% 16.0%
Division II 77.3% 22.7% 76.0% 24.0%
Division III 71.4% 28.6% 66.0% 34.0%
NAIA 64.3% 35.7% 79.8% 20.2%

Survey Instrument

The survey instrument was developed by the research team following an ex-
tensive review of the literature on the roles and responsibilities of athletic directors,
with a particular focus on the prior roles, educational backgrounds, and profession-
al development experiences used in previous studies (See Fitzgerald et al., 1994;
Lumpkin et al., 2015). The survey instrument also included experiences such as
internships, graduate assistantships, and other career-related training that may not
have been included in previous studies related to the career path of athletic directors.
Based on this review, the survey was designed to capture both quantitative and qual-
itative data, addressing several key areas relevant to the research questions. The final
version of the survey consisted of a mix of closed-ended and open-ended questions.
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The survey instrument is included in appendix A. Prior to distributing the survey to
the broader sample, a pilot study was conducted with a small group of athletic di-
rectors from three NCAA conferences. The purpose of the pilot study was to assess
the clarity and reliability of the survey questions and to ensure the survey instrument
was effective in capturing the intended information. Feedback from the pilot study
participants led to minor adjustments in the wording and formatting of some ques-
tions. The revised survey was then distributed to all athletic directors in the sample.

The survey was distributed electronically via a secure online platform, with a
link sent to the email addresses of ADs listed on institutional websites. Participants
were given a two-week window to complete the survey, with reminder emails sent
at the one-week mark. The survey was voluntary, and respondents were assured that
their participation would be confidential, with all responses aggregated for analysis.

Data Analysis

Following the completion of the data collection process, the responses were
cleaned and coded for analysis. Descriptive statistics were initially computed to sum-
marize the demographic characteristics of the participants, including their educa-
tional backgrounds, professional experiences, and institutional types. The next phase
of analysis involved chi-square tests, conducted using SPSS statistical software, to
examine whether there were significant associations in experience and education-
al backgrounds across four distinct groups: NCAA Division I, NCAA Division II,
NCAA Division III, and NAIA athletic directors related to each research question.
Chi-square tests were chosen to determine the relationships between categorical
variables and Cramer’s V test were performed to measure effect size. Statistical sig-
nificance was set at p < .05 for all tests.

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB). All partic-
ipants reviewed the informed consent before completing the survey, the study did
not collect identifying information to protect participant confidentiality. Participants
were given the option to withdraw from the study at any time if they desired. Results
are discussed in the section below.

Results

Overall, participants were also asked if they felt prepared for the position of ath-
letic director. No significant association related to the participant feeling prepared for
the athletic director role between divisions. Results related to each research question
are included in this section.

For RQ1, the researchers completed chi-square statistical tests related to work
histories that included the participant serving as an associate athletic director, assis-
tant athletic director, head coach, or an assistant coach prior to taking on the role of
an athletic director. The chi-square analysis identified significant associations for
participants who held associate AD positions prior to taking on the AD role (x* (3, N
=134) =13.43, p <.001), Cramer’s V = .317 indicating a large effect size (Cohen,
1988). The chi-square analysis also identified significant associations for participants
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who held an assistant AD positions prior to taking on the AD role (x* (3, N = 134)
=7.83, p=.05), Cramer’s V = .166 indicating a medium effect size. The chi-square
analysis identified significant associations for participants that held coach positions
prior to taking on the AD role (x* (3, N = 134) =24.68, p <.001), Cramer’s V = .429
indicating a large effect size. The chi-square analysis did not reveal significant asso-
ciations in career history related to having a previous coordinator position, having
a previous assistant coach position, or having a position outside of athletics prior
to serving as an AD. Tables 3, 4, and 5 below include significant findings related to
each of these positions. To further analyze the data, researchers conducted a one-way
ANOVA to reveal any significant differences identified in the number of years an
AD worked prior to becoming an AD in each of the divisions. The researchers did
not find any statistically significant differences related to the number of years the
participant worked prior to being an AD at the different levels, F(3,152) = 1.06, p =
.37. Additionally, a one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine if there were any
significant differences in age when became AD and division level. The researchers
did not find any statistically significant differences related to the age of the respon-
dent when the individual became an AD in each division, F(3,129) = 1.15, p = .33.

Table 3
Percent of Participants Who Held an Associate AD Role Prior to Becoming AD
Division Percent of Participants who Percent of Participants who Did
Held an Associate AD Role Not Have an Associate AD Role
Prior to Becoming an AD Prior to Becoming an AD
NCAA DI 79.17% 20.83%
NCAADII 50.00% 50.00%
NCAA DIII 56.14% 43.86%
NAIA 31.43% 68.57%
Table 4
Percent of Participants Who Held an Assistant AD Role Prior to Becoming AD
Division Percent of Participants who  Percent of Participants who Did
Held an Assistant AD Role ~ Not Have an Assistant AD Role
Prior to Becoming an AD Prior to Becoming an AD
NCAA DI 79.17% 20.83%
NCAA DII 66.67% 33.33%
NCAA DIII 61.40% 38.60%

NAIA 55.56% 44.44%
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Table 5
Percent of Participants Who Held a Head Coaching Role Prior to Becoming AD
Division Percent of Participants who Percent of Participants who Did
Held a Head Coaching Role ~ Not Have a Head Coaching Role
Prior to Becoming an AD Prior to Becoming an AD
NCAA DI 12.50% 87.50%
NCAA DII 44.44% 55.55%
NCAA DIII 56.14% 43.86%
NAIA 77.14% 22.86%

Additionally, related to RQ1, chi-square tests indicated previous internship ex-
perience reported by participants was different across the groups of ADs (x? (3, N =
134) = 10.84, p = .013), Cramer’s V = .281 indicating a medium effect size. How-
ever, chi-square analysis did not reveal statistical associations related to the area
in which the participant had the internship experience or the participant having a
graduate assistant position prior to the AD role. Table 6 below includes the percent
of participants that held an internship by division.

Table 6
Percent of Participants Who Had an Internship Role Prior to Becoming AD

Percent of Participants who Held  Percent of Participants who Did
Division  an Internship Prior to Becoming  Not Have an Internship Prior to

an AD Becoming an AD
NCAA DI 75% 25%
NCAA o o
DII 61% 39%
NCAA o 0
DIl 49% 51%
NAIA 33% 67%

Related to RQ2, the results did not find any statistically significant associations
between the AD’s undergraduate degree and the division (Table 7). Similar findings
were also suggested between the AD’s master’s degree major and the division (Table
8). A chi-square analysis did reveal significant associations in the highest degree held
and the division (x? (3, N =134) =21.73, p = .04), with a medium effect size (Cram-
er’s V=.213). Additionally, the chi-square analysis revealed a significant association
across courses recommended for those interested in becoming an AD (x* (39, N =
57) =57.97, p = .036). The calculated Cramer’s V = .582 indicating a large effect
size. Tables 9 and 10 report the highest degree held by participant by division and
recommended courses reported by division respectively.
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Table 7

Percent of Participant Undergraduate Degree Majors by Each Division
Major Division I Division I Division Il ~ NAIA
Business 24.2% 22.7% 12.7% 16.7%
Science/Math 6.1% 4.5% 3.2% 7.1%
Education 9.1% 0.0% 9.5% 11.9%
Health/Physical Ed 12.1% 27.3% 15.9% 26.2%
Health Promotion 0.0% 0.0% 1.6% 0.0%
Coaching 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 2.4%
Athletic Training 0.0% 9.1% 1.6% 2.4%
Kinesiology 0.0% 0.0% 3.2% 7.1%
Social Studies/ Humanities 18.2% 18.2% 22.2% 11.9%
Government & Legal Studies  0.0% 0.0% 1.6% 0.0%
English 3.0% 0.0% 6.3% 0.0%
Communication 15.2% 4.5% 12.7% 11.9%
Christian Ministries 0.0% 4.5% 0.0% 0.0%

Recreation/Sport Manage-
ment

General/ IDS 0.0% 0.0% 4.8% 2.4%

12.1% 9.1% 4.8% 0.0%
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Table 8
Percent of Participant Master s Degree Majors by Each Division
Major Division I Division I~ Division III NAIA
Business 28.6% 5.3% 8.8% 23.7%
Sport Administration 32.1% 36.8% 35.1% 31.6%
Athletic Training 0.0% 0.0% 3.5% 0.0%
Coaching 0.0% 0.0% 1.8% 0.0%
Physical Ed 7.1% 15.8% 7.0% 5.3%
Kinesiology 0.0% 10.5% 10.5% 10.5%
Christian Ministries 0.0% 5.3% 0.0% 2.6%
Education 25.0% 21.1% 22.8% 21.1%
Counseling 3.6% 0.0% 1.8% 5.3%
Science/Math 0.0% 5.3% 1.8% 0.0%
Criminal Justice 0.0% 0.0% 1.8% 0.0%
Communication 3.6% 0.0% 1.8% 0.0%
English 0.0% 0.0% 3.5% 0.0%
Table 9
Percent of Participants Who Held Each Degree
Division Bachelor Master ID PhD/EdD
NCAA DI 9.09% 57.58% 12.12% 21.21%
NCAA DII 13.64% 77.25% 0% 9.09%
NCAA DIII 7.93% 80.95% 0% 9.52%

0,
NAIA 7.14% 78.75% 0% 11.90%
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Table 10
Undergraduate Courses Recommended by Participants
Second Most Third Most
Division Most Recommended Recommended Recommended
Course
Course Course
NCAA DI Finance 36.4% Sport Law 27.3% Accounting 9.1%
Administration .
NCAA DII 40.7% Sport Law 25.5% Marketing 25%
. 0
NCAA o . N Administration
DIII Sport Law 40.7% Finance 22.2% 749,
NAIA Sport Law 33.3%  Finance 19.3% Adml‘;l;f;a“on
. 0

For RQ3, no significant associations were found across divisions related to
participating in professional development by athletic directors. Professional devel-
opment opportunities participants completed included leadership programs, mentor-
ship programs, and coursework. In total 88.9% (n = 120) of participants indicate
they participate in some type of professional development opportunity. Addition-
ally, there was no significant associations revealed between divisions related to the
frequency of professional development opportunities reported by athletic directors.
Of the participants who indicated they participated in professional development op-
portunities, 98% (n = 105) of participants indicated they participate in professional
development at least once a year.

For RQ4, while the majority of the respondents (n = 101,74.8%) indicated they
had a mentor, no significant associations were identified between divisions related
to the AD having a mentor. Additionally, there was no significant association to the
impact of the mentor between divisions. Participants indicated using their mentor
for advice and guidance (n = 26, 16.3%), as a sounding board (n = 14, 8.8%), and
for practical help (n = 13, 8.1%). Finally, related to mentors, there was no significant
association related to type of mentors for athletic directors in each division. Mentor
types included informal mentors, previous AD as a mentor, and the participant’s
supervisor as a mentor.

The next section will include a discussion of these results and implications for
faculty preparing students for the AD role and students looking to plan their career
paths toward serving in an athletic director role.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences and education of ath-
letic directors (ADs) across NCAA Division I, NCAA Division II, NCAA Division
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111, and NAIA institutions and identify any differences between divisions. This study
builds on the work of Fitzgerald et al. (1994) and Lumpkin et al. (2015) by identify-
ing key differences and providing deeper insights into the factors that shape athletic
director career paths and how they may vary by division.

Work Experience

One of the study findings is the statistically significant association in work ex-
periences across divisions. The results from RQ1 indicate ADs at Division I insti-
tutions are more likely to have held roles as assistant or associate athletic directors
whereas ADs in Division II, Division III, and NAIA institutions are more likely to
have backgrounds in coaching. These findings align with the research by Lumpkin
et al. (2015), which highlighted the growing trend in Division I institutions for ADs
to have expertise in administration rather than coaching. In contrast, Division I and
111, and NAIA ADs appear to be more likely to have coaching experience, suggesting
that these divisions place a greater emphasis on developing relationships with stu-
dent-athletes and fostering team dynamics. This differentiation in career pathways
reinforces the notion that the role of an AD is tailored to the unique needs of each
division’s athletic program (Fitzgerald et al., 1994; Lumpkin et al., 2015).

Educational Backgrounds

Similar to Elliott and Webster (2020), the results suggest sport administration
was the most common degree choice, at least at the master’s level for ADs. The study
also revealed additional differences in educational backgrounds across divisions. In
reference to RQ2, the results suggest Division I ADs were more likely to hold ad-
vanced degrees, with a portion possessing doctorates. In contrast, ADs in Division
I, Division III, and NAIA were more likely to hold master’s degrees. Additionally,
Lumpkin et al. (2015) and Elliott and Webster (2020), found there was a prevalence
of advanced degrees among ADs. These findings align with Bernhard (2016) who
found that many graduate students pursue sport management degrees as a necessary
credential for advancement in intercollegiate athletics.

When reviewing the results on educational background, the results suggest some
similarities and differences to previous research. The results from the current study
suggest the ADs at the different divisions varied on the classes they believe were
important to prepare students to work in the field. These differences in recommended
academic preparation come back to the division differences in the AD role. Sport fi-
nance was recommended at all levels except Division II as an important class. How-
ever, Sellers et al. (2023) found students indicated sport finance was less enjoyable
and more challenging, indicating a disconnect between student and AD perceptions.
Additionally, while sport marketing and introduction to sport industry were classes
found by students to be helpful (Deluca & Braunstein-Minkove, 2016), these classes
were not recommended as the top three except sport marketing with Division II ADs.
These findings suggest differences in perceptions between ADs and students. One
reason for this difference is the foundation aspect is already established in the ADs
while the students are just getting that foundation created. Both the student partici-
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pants and ADs value the importance of legal aspects of sport management (Deluca
& Braunstein-Minkove, 2016).

The advanced educational differences may be indicative of the varying skill
sets and knowledge required at each level (Lumpkin et al., 2015). This finding high-
lights the need for academic programs to market and structure themselves not just
as degree-granting institutions, but as career accelerators for those looking to serve
in the athletic director role. These distinct career routes may point to the need for
flexible academic programs that offer both administrative, leadership training, and
coaching-related development, depending on a student’s intended career trajectory.
As suggested by DeSensi et al. (1990), a single curricular model may not adequately
meet the diverse needs of sport management graduates; instead, sport management
programs should consider offering specialized tracks or electives aligned with differ-
ent NCAA division.

Internships

Internships were a key component of the pathway for many athletic directors in
this study. However, significant variations in internship experiences were observed
across divisions. While the study revealed a statistically significant association
among divisions and internship experiences, it was reported by the respondents that
these opportunities play a crucial role in preparing individuals for leadership roles
within athletic administration. To further support the role of internships, Bravo et
al. (2012) found related work experience as a lacking attribute in job candidates for
entry-level athletic administration roles. The results from this study suggest ADs at
all levels recommend internships and hand-on experiences as means to prepare stu-
dents. Faculty must therefore be intentional in preparing students for roles in athletic
administration. For example, if the student plans to pursue an AD position at a DI
member institution, faculty should work to ensure the student has skills that can lead
to an assistant or associate AD position. Conversely, if a student plans to pursue an
AD position as a NCAA DII, NCAA DIII, or NAIA institution, faculty may have the
student take more classes related to coaching and earning coaching certificates as
opposed to going through an internship route.

As faculty work to include internships in the sport management curriculum,
faculty should ensure a quality experience for the student that ensures the student is
able to work on skills to help reach their goals, not just the goals of the organization.
Publications have challenged the idea that all internships are inherently educational
and should be required in the sport management curriculum (Brandon-Li et al., 2016;
Brown, 2025; Odio & Menaker, 2023). The results from this study suggest current
ADs feel they are valuable.

Professional Development and Mentorship

RQ3 and RQ4 explored the role of professional development and mentorship
in preparing ADs for their roles. Interestingly, the study found no significant differ-
ences across divisions regarding participation in professional development activities
or mentorship opportunities. The lack of significant differences in professional de-
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velopment may suggest that, while professional development is critical, it may be
similarly available across divisions, albeit in varying formats or frequencies. For
example, the NCAA offers three professional development opportunities to stu-
dent-athletes — the Student-Athlete Leadership Forum, Career in Sport Forum, and
the NCAA Postgraduate Internship Program (See National Collegiate Athletic As-
sociation, n.d.). Additionally, the NCAA website offers many resources for those
interested in pursuing an AD role.

The results in this study regarding mentorship are also noteworthy. The lack of
significant associations between mentorship and division may indicate mentorship
is not a universally implemented or structured component of AD career prepara-
tion. This aligns with the findings of DeLuca and Braunstein-Minkove (2016), who
emphasized the importance of internships and mentorship in preparing students for
careers in athletic administration, yet also noted the inconsistency of these opportu-
nities across institutions. Faculty may want to focus more on ensuring students have
access to formalized mentorship opportunities that align with the specific needs and
goals of their desired division.

As the findings from this study and previous literature (e.g., DeLuca & Braun-
stein-Minkove, 2016; Welch et al., 2021) demonstrate, internships and mentorship
are vital components for aspiring athletic directors. It is important for faculty and
mentors to recognize the differences in internship opportunities across divisions and
to help students strategically select experiences that align with their career aspira-
tions. Tailoring these opportunities to the unique needs of each division will not only
help students develop the skills required for their desired role but also enhance their
ability to succeed as future athletic directors.

Implications for Students and Faculty

This study provides valuable insights for both students aspiring to become ath-
letic directors and faculty members who are guiding them. For students, the findings
suggest those aiming for Division I AD roles should prioritize gaining administrative
and leadership experience. In contrast, those pursuing Division II or III and NAIA
AD positions may benefit more from gaining coaching experience and developing
strong relationships with athletes and teams.

For faculty, the results emphasize the importance of offering a curriculum that
reflects the varied career paths and educational requirements across divisions. For
example, programs designed for aspiring Division I ADs should include courses fo-
cused on business management, fundraising, and finance, while those for Division
IT and IIT and NAIA ADs should emphasize coaching, leadership, and team develop-
ment. Additionally, the study suggests faculty should consider implementing more
structured internship and mentorship programs to provide students with the hands-on
experience and professional networks necessary for career advancement.

As faculty prepare students for future roles as ADs, it is crucial to acknowledge
the evolving landscape of intercollegiate athletics. The financial strain brought on by
the COVID-19 pandemic — particularly the sharp decline in revenue from lost ticket
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sales (Williams & Mathis, 2021) — highlighted the need for ADs to possess strong
financial insight. Future leaders must be prepared to manage constrained budgets
and make strategic resource allocation decisions, even when those choices involve
difficult measures such as staff reductions or the elimination of athletic programs
to maintain departmental sustainability. Additionally, with emerging developments
such as Name, Image, and Likeness (NIL) policies and potential revenue-sharing
models, the role of the AD is becoming increasingly complex. Particularly at the
NCAA Division I level, a solid business background will be essential, along with the
ability to build and lead teams equipped to navigate these changes while supporting
both student-athletes and the broader athletic department.

Limitations and Future Research

While this study offers valuable insights, it is not without limitations. The rela-
tively low response rate (14.2%) may limit the generalizability of the findings, par-
ticularly given the diversity of institutions included in the sample. Future research
could explore these career pathways with larger, more representative samples, as
well as investigate how factors such as gender, race, and institutional resources influ-
ence career trajectories in athletic administration. Additionally, further exploration
of how mentorship and professional development programs are structured across
divisions could yield valuable information for improving career preparation in this
field.

Conclusion

Overall, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the diverse career
paths, educational backgrounds, and professional development opportunities avail-
able to athletic directors across NCAA and NAIA divisions. By highlighting the
distinctions between divisions, the study provides important guidance for students
and faculty, helping them to better navigate the varied routes to becoming an athletic
director. This study contributes to an important and growing dialogue about how to
best prepare future athletic administrators. Given the diversity of pathways into ath-
letic director roles across divisions, sport management programs may want to con-
sider curricular flexibility to ensure students are getting required skills and education
to match career goals. Programs that offer tailored experiences aligned with career
goals — whether administrative or coaching-focused — will better equip graduates
to meet the complex and varied demands of leadership in intercollegiate athletics.

References

Bernhard. L. M., Haslerig, S. J., Navarro, K., & Houston, D. A. (2016). Masters of
sport: Graduate school pathways of aspiring intercollegiate athletics profession-
als. Journal for the Study of Postsecondary and Tertiary Education, 1, 85-102.



Chasing the AD Chair 123

Bravo, G. A., Won, D., & Shonk, D. J. (2012) Entry-level employment in intercolle-
giate athletic departments: Non-readily observables and readily observable at-
tributes of job candidates. Journal of Sport Administration & Supervision, 4(1),
63-78.

Brown, C., Willett, J., Goldfine, R., & Goldfine, B. (2018). Sport management in-
ternships: Recommendations for improving upon experiential learning. The
Journal of Hospitality, Leisure, Sport & Tourism Education, 22, 75-81. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.jhlste.2018.02.001

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical power analysis for the behavioral sciences (2nd ed.).
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203771587

DeLuca, J. R., & Braunstein-Minkove, J. (2016). An evaluation of sport manage-
ment student preparedness: Recommendations for adapting curriculum to meet
industry needs. Sport Management Education Journal, 10(1), 1-12. https://doi.
org/10.1123/SMEJ.2014-0027

Elliott, K. P., Johansen, B., & Siegrist, A. M. (2023). An analysis of perceptions
of the relationship between the athletic director and athletics’ direct reports in
NCAA division II. Journal of Applied Sport Management, 15(1), 37-47. https://
doi.org/10.7290/jasm 157312

Elliott, K.P., & Webster, N. J. (2020). An assessment of tiered giving strategies
for small college athletic administrators. International Journal of Business in
Sports, Tourism & Hospitality Management, 4(1), 1-22.

Fitzgerald, M. P., Sagaria, M. A. D., & Nelson, B. (1994). Career patterns of athlet-
ic directors: Challenging the conventional wisdom. Journal of Sport Manage-
ment, 8(1), 14-26. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsm.8.1.14

Hancock, M. G., & Hums, M. A. (2016). A “leaky pipeline”?: Factors affecting the
career development of senior-level female administrators in NCAA Division |
athletic departments. Sport Management Review, 19(2), 198-210. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.smr.2015.04.004

Hawzen, M. G., McLeod, C. M., Holden, J. T., & Newman, J. I. (2018). Cruel op-
timism in sport management: Fans, affective labor, and the political economy
of internships in the sport industry. Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 42(3),
184-204. https://doi.org/10.1177/0193723518758457

Kirkpatrick, N. (2018). Collegiate = corporate? The business and financial back-
grounds of athletic directors at the “Power 5” conference level. Journal of Issues
in Intercollegiate Athletics, 11, 98—114.

LeCrom, C. W., & Pratt, A. N. (2016). Exploring interactions between NCAA Di-
vision I athletic directors and university presidents: A qualitative study from
athletic directors’ perspectives. Journal of Intercollegiate Sport, 9(2), 200-225.
https://doi.org/10.1123/jis.2015-0036

Lumpkin, A., Achen, R. M., & Hyland, S. (2015). Education, experiences, and ad-
vancement of athletic directors in NCAA member institutions. Journal of Con-
temporary Athletics, 9(4), 249-249.




124 Elliott et al.

Mashburn, L. (2023). The internship in sport management: A literature review. In-
ternational Journal of Business in Sports, Tourism & Hospitality Management,
4(2), 35-45.

National Collegiate Athletic Association. (n.d.). Student-athletes. NCAA.org. https:/
www.ncaa.org/sports/2016/2/5/college-athletes.aspx

National Collegiate Athletic Association B (n.d.). Executive summary: Demograph-
ics database (2023-24). NCAA.org. https://www.ncaa.org/sports/2018/12/13/
ncaa-demographics-database.aspx

Odio, M., & Menaker, B. (2023). Rethinking the sport management internship. Sport
Innovation Journal, 4, 152—162. https://doi.org/10.18060/27358

Popp, N., Weight, E. A., Dwyer, B., Morse, A. L., & Baker, A. (2015). Assessing
student satisfaction within Sport Management Master’s degree programs. Sport
Management Education Journal, 9(1), 25-38. https://doi.org/10.1123/
smej.2014-0007

Schroeder, B. & Brasfield, K. (n.d.) So you want to be an AD. NCAA. https:/www.
ncaa.org/sports/2014/5/14/so-you-want-to-be-an-ad.aspx

Sattler, L. A. (2018). From classroom to courtside: An examination of the experien-
tial learning practices of sport management faculty. The Journal of Hospitality,
Leisure, Sport & Tourism Education, 22, 52—62. https://doi.org/10.1016/].jhl-
ste.2018.02.002

Sellars, N., Atwater, C., Corr, C., & Martin, C. (2023). Student perceptions of pro-
gram quality: The value of the Commission on Sport Management accreditation
in the strategic development of sport management curricula. Sport Management
Education Journal, 17(2), 106—113. https://doi.org/10.1123/smej.2022-0035

Smith, A., Taylor, L., & Hardin, R. (2017). Career entry and experiences of female
graduate assistants in college athletics. Journal of Issues in Intercollegiate Ath-
letics, 10, 234-260.

Stokowski, S., Paule-Koba, A. L., Huml, M. R., Koch, M. C., & Bo, L. (2022). Sport
management: Who we are and where we are going. The Physical Educator,
79(1), 84—103. https://doi.org/10.18666/TPE-2022-V79-11-10084

Stokowski, S., Li, B., Goss, B. D., Hutchens, S., & Turk, M. (2018). Work motiva-
tion and job satisfaction of sport management faculty members. Sport Manage-
ment Education Journal, 12(2), 80-89. https://doi.org/10.1123/smej.2017-0011

VanSickle, J., Burakowski, K. A., & Dane-Staples, E. (2023). Curriculum represen-
tation in programs accredited by COSMA. Sport Management Education Jour-
nal, 17(2), 96-105. https://doi.org/10.1123/smej.2022-0029

Walker, N. A., Agyemang, K. J., Washington, M., Hindman, L. C., & MacCharles,
J. (2020). Getting an internship in the sport industry: The institutionalization of
privilege. Sport Management Education Journal, 15(1), 20-33.

Welch, N. M., Siegele, J. L., & Hardin, R. (2021). Double punch to the glass ceil-
ing: Career experiences and challenges of ethnic minority female athletic di-
rectors. Women in Sport & Physical Activity Journal, 29(1), 20-28. https://doi.
org/10.1123/wspaj.2020-0013




