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Discussion Points 
 

 

WHAT ALTERNATIVES TO CUTTING SPORTS WERE CONSIDERED? 

• In 2020, the athletics business model was carefully examined in the context 

of the national landscape, and cost-cutting measures were implemented 

including: 

o A layoff of 10% of athletics staff 

o Substantive voluntary pay reductions for the entire athletics 

executive team and several head coaches 

o Team operating budget reductions were taken to the greatest extent 

possible 

• These measures were not sufficient to address the significant gap between 

revenue and expenses. With no additional viable revenue generation or cost-

saving measures available to us, a broad set of potential alternatives to 

cutting sports was analyzed, discussed, and ultimately ruled out, including: 

o Additional permanent university support, taken from resources 

currently devoted to teaching and research 

o A $580 million athletics fundraising campaign to provide the means 

necessary to sustain 36 nationally competitive programs 

• When faced with these economic realities, and once those alternatives were 

determined to be insufficient or infeasible, we were forced to decide between 

reducing the number of varsity sport offerings to support the pursuit of 

excellence across all remaining sports, or continuing to sponsor 36 sports 

with an understanding that Stanford would no longer be nationally 

competitive in many of them. 

• If we had chosen to continue sponsoring 36 sports we would have had to 

make significant cuts in the following areas, sacrificing excellence for 

breadth: 

o Scholarships—which represent nearly 20% of the total varsity 

athletics budget 

o Coach compensation—which has become an extremely competitive 

national marketplace, made all the moreso by the Bay Area’s cost of 

living 

o Student-athlete support services (e.g., nutrition, sport psychology, 

sports medicine, sports performance, sports science)—which have 

become established across the Division I landscape in recent years 

as expectations and needs of the top student-athletes and coaches 

o Operating budgets—an area in which we already lag well behind our 

competitive peers in most of our sports 

o Facilities—an area in which our competitive peers are constantly 

investing, especially in the revenue sports of basketball and football 



 

 

• These cutbacks would have dealt a crippling blow to our pursuit of broad-

based competitive excellence. 

• In alignment with athletics’ stated objective to provide all student-athletes 

with an opportunity to achieve excellence both athletically and academically, 

university leaders, the Department of Athletics and the Board of Trustees 

reached the decision to reduce the scope of program offerings. 

• Even with these changes, which eliminate nearly half of the projected 

structural deficit moving forward, a $380 million athletics fundraising 

campaign will be necessary to close the remaining structural deficit and 

make the necessary investments to sustain excellence in the remaining 25 

sports. The Board of Trustees and the university are fully committed to this 

endeavor. 

• We have committed to providing the opportunity for the 11 discontinued 

varsity sports to transition to club status, and we are already providing 

fundraising support to some of them as they actively pursue this transition.  

o Many of these sports can compete successfully as club teams 

without a dramatic difference in the participating students’ 

experience. 
 

ARE THESE DECISIONS A RESULT OF FINANCIAL MISMANAGEMENT? 

• No. The Stanford Board of Trustees and university leadership reached this 

decision only after a thorough review of athletics revenues and expenditures. 

During this review, Stanford University determined that the athletic 

department had appropriate expense levels and had displayed prudent fiscal 

management. 

• In fact, Stanford has achieved unprecedented success with a budget tens of 

millions less than many of its peers while supporting twice as many sports as 

the national Division I average of 18. 

• Stanford Athletics spends less per student-athlete than nearly all of its peers, 

which is particularly notable given the high cost of living and operating in 

Stanford’s market. 

• The most relevant metric in comparing expenditures at Stanford to our peers 

is non-scholarship expense per student-athlete. In that metric, Stanford does 

more with less that its major peers (Appendix A). 

• Expense figures distributed in some recent media reports are misleading, as 

they include units outside of varsity athletics (e.g., recreation and wellness). 

 
 

WHY COULDN’T WE BRING BACK SPORTS WHICH COULD SELF-ENDOW? 

• Reinstating one or a few sports is harder than it sounds. You’d have to take 

into account many of the same criteria from the initial decision, such as: 

o Ensuring that the amount of “self-endowment” accounted for costs 

beyond operating expenses, including support staff, scholarships, 

facilities, and others.   



 

 

o Ensuring that bringing back these sports wouldn’t create a “second-

teir” experience for the teams and that the prospects for future 

success and a Stanford-caliber experience for each sport were 

strong, including regional and national support for each sport 

o Gender equity and Title IX compliance 

• For those same reasons, particularly the need to achieve gender equity and 

Title IX compliance, it would be complicated and difficult to reinstate one or 

more sports.  

• In other words, it’s not solely the number of sports, but also the specific 

combination of sports that makes these 25 teams as a whole sustainable 

financially, nationally, and equitably. 

• We looked at steady-state models with more teams, fewer teams, different 

teams--this is the model that works. Reinstating one or some sports breaks 

the whole solution. 

 
WHY COULDN’T WE BRING BACK ALL 11 SPORTS THROUGH FUNDRAISING? 

• Reinstating all 11 sports would require raising the $200 million necessary to 

endow these sports at a nationally competitive level on top of the $380 

million necessary to sustain the remaining 25 sports.  
o Some media reports have suggested that a lower level of fundraising 

would be required to sustain these sports. These assertions are 

based on endowing only the operating costs and do not take into 

account the full expense of sponsoring these sports,  including the 

costs associated with that sport, from scholarships to facilities.   

• This would require Stanford Athletics to more than triple its annual 

fundraising for the next five years, a result that we judged would not be 

feasible based on extensive analysis of our fundraising prospects, including 

evaluating the giving patterns and potential of supporters of the 11 sports.  
o Some groups have suggested allowing the 34 non-revenue-

generating sports to “self-endow” leaving the revenue generating 

sports to benefit from their funds. $580 million is the amount we 

have determined would be required to do this, as this is the amount 

that brings our budget into stasis while providing all sports the ability 

to pursue excellence.  

• Ultimately, the demonstrated fundraising capacity of the overall pool of 

athletics supporters was not sufficient to pursue a $580 million target. It is 

not that Stanford lacks ambition in fundraising, but we do have significant 

experience in what is feasible. To be clear: a $380 million fundraising target 

for the 25 sports will itself be a challenge, but the university is fully 

committed to it. 
 

 

 



 

 

WHY DIDN’T THE UNIVERSITY STEP IN AND SAVE THESE SPORTS? 

• Stanford’s intercollegiate athletics program has a long-held philosophy of 

self-sustenance. It is expected to operate with a financial model that does 

not rely on permanent support from the university. Doing this consistently 

has proven to be an increasingly difficult challenge. 

• Were Stanford to provide the subsidy needed to support these programs, it 

would be directing resources away from the university’s core missions of 

research and teaching.  
 
WHAT SUPPORT IS BEING OFFERED TO AFFECTED STUDENTS AND STAFF? 

• All affected student-athletes will receive the full amount of their scholarship 

for the remainder of their time at Stanford. 

• The discontinued sports will have an opportunity to compete as club sports. 

• The contracts of coaches will be honored, and staff received severance pay. 

 

 

WAS THIS DECISION ACTUALLY REACHED EARLIER, AND WHY WASN’T THIS 

POSSIBILITY BROADLY COMMUNICATED SOONER? 

• The athletic department’s financial challenges have been well documented 

through recent years, and were shared with key volunteer boards, but this 

decision wasn’t reached until the summer of 2020, when the fundraising 

needs to support the 36-sport model were deemed infeasible and the effects 

of Covid-19 exacerbated the already dire financial situation. 

• Although broad consultation with various stakeholders may seem 

appropriate in principle, we did not see a practical way of executing such a 

protracted approach without triggering extreme uncertainty and animosity 

that could lead to an exodus of student-athletes, coaches, and recruits 

across many sports, including those that would ultimately not be cut. This 

would have had lasting, damaging effects for many of the programs.  



 

 

 

 

Appendix A 
 

Institution 
Varsity 

Sports 

Average Directors 

Cup Finish 

(last 5 years) 

Non-Scholarship Expenses 

Per Student-Athlete 

Texas 18 7 $300,423 

Florida 19 4 $258,638 

Oregon 17 17 $221,571 

Average 24 - $181,833 

Northwestern 19 43 $181,394 

Notre Dame 24 18 $177,635 

Ohio State 37 6 $173,533 

USC 21 4 $172,950 

Washington 20 23 $171,150 

UCLA 23 5 $163,771 

Michigan 27 7 $154,874 

Duke 25 19 $149,230 

Stanford 36 1 $133,122 

California 28 15 $105,536 

    

 

 


