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For Manoli, Alex, and Rivers, 
and the many games we have yet to play and watch together.
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FOREWORD

For more than a decade, Ive had the opportunity to be in regular conversation with Clay Grayson as we navigated the rapidly changing landscape of college athletics. I first met him at a lunch in the IPTAY suite in Memorial Stadium in 2014. I had just taken a job at Clemson as Deputy AD for Dan Radakovich. It was a very different time in athletics. Clay was a different kind of lawyer, often reminding us that in higher education were in the forever business.

Weve spent the years since thinking together about structure, governance, and long-term strategy. Clay has consistently challenged me and our leadership team to think one step ahead, to focus not just on the pressures of the moment, but also on the architecture required for durability.

One of the concepts that resonated most with me is what Clay calls the athletic flywheel. Sustainable success in college athletics is built on aligned governance, organizational design, and strategic reinvestment working together to compound over time.

That long-view thinking influenced how we approached the maturation of Clemson Ventures and how we positioned our athletics enterprise within a rapidly professionalizing environment. The goal has been to build a model that allows Clemson to engage confidently in the market while preserving the mission and values that define our university.

Semi-Pro arrives at a pivotal moment for higher education and college sports. Clay explains why universities were drawn toward privatizing certain functions, how governance structures shape leverage and control, and what institutional leaders must understand to navigate this new era responsibly.

This book is written by someone who has helped design many of the frameworks institutions are now implementing. For presidents, trustees, athletic directors, and advisors seeking clarity in a time of transition, Semi-Pro offers both diagnosis and direction.

As I think back to that first lunch in the IPTAY suite, Im reminded that the conversations we began then are the same ones shaping the future of college athletics today.

Graham Neff

Director of Athletics

Clemson University




PREFACE

The Flywheel Vision

The flywheel as a business ideal first gained prominence in Jim Collinss best seller, Good to Great. Collins used the analogy to describe how disciplined effort, applied consistently, creates momentum that compounds over time in a company. That was more than two decades ago, in the context of Fortune 500 companies.

Ive always believed the flywheel analogy applies just as powerfully to universities and their athletic enterprises, though its a different kind of machine. Its a flywheel built for institutions navigating the turbulent economics of college sports. The metaphor holds, but the application is distinct. In this context, the weight of the wheel is brand. The leverage comes from tribe. And the balance of the system is governance. When those elements align, momentum builds.

My purpose in this book is to offer a new way of thinking about the design of athletic operations at the collegiate level. Changes are needed for athletic departments to meet the challenges of this new world where college sports, particularly football and basketball, are transitioning from amateur to professional.

When I use the word professional, Im referring broadly to the new ability of universities to pay student-athletes, whether through permissible revenue sharing, the facilitation of name, image, and likeness (NIL) opportunities, or otherwise. Theres something about the ability to earn a living from ones skill that alters ones status. In that sense, student-athletes are no longer fixed to amateurism. They now occupy a space where each can be both student and professional.

As I was writing this book, I realized that from time to time, I was accidentally switching the words professional and private, and professionalization and privatization. It sounds strange, but I think it reflected an intuition that one leads to the other. As athletic participation becomes professionalized, universities are pulled toward private structures that can support it. The two ideas begin to coexist.

If I were to define privatization in this context, it would include the movement of athletic operations into a universitys nonprofit affiliates.

What follows is an examination of how universities can engineer nonprofit athletic foundations within next-generation athletic enterprises to navigate this emerging space, somewhere between amateur and professional. Athletic booster clubs, NIL collectives, and athletic multimedia rights foundations are components that, when properly aligned, can form a coherent system with leverage and resilience that can succeed in this new era.

Universities already possess the raw materials of a flywheel. Brand derives from immovable campuses, historic rivalries, and alumni loyalty that outlives any coach or athletic director. Tribe emerges from students, alumni, parents, retirees, donors, faculty, staff, and fans who are willing to give time, money, and attention when they feel part of something larger than themselves. Good governance determines whether that energy compounds or dissipates.

A flywheel is simple but unforgiving. You can push and push and feel nothing happen. Then, almost imperceptibly, momentum begins to build. Once the flywheel is moving, it resists disruption. Stop pushing, and it doesnt collapse. It coasts. Keep pushing, and it stores power that cant be created any other way.

The challenge is that college athletics has been operating with mismatched parts. The NCAA clung to an amateurism model until courts forced change through decisions such as Alston and House. NIL collectives emerged rapidly, often without durable governance. In 2023, the IRS was compelled to clarify that NIL payments are not charitable. And athletic departments are now facing cost escalators that rise each year, driven by athlete compensation, compliance demands, and competitive pressure. No combination of ticket price increases or annual appeals can cover those obligations indefinitely.

So here we are. The professionalization of college sports is no longer theoretical. Private structures are beginning to intersect with college athletics. The question going forward is whether universities will design governance models that allow engagement with private interests on institutional terms, consistent with mission, transparency, and control.

This book traces how that architecture might be built. From the Cotton Bowl tax dispute in 1991 to the Supreme Courts guidance on nonprofit joint ventures in Redlands Surgical to the evolution of booster clubs and the emergence of modern NIL and multimedia rights structures, the chapters that follow explore how governance choices will shape outcomes going forward. Well talk about the NFL, because its structure offers lessons that cant be ignored. Well talk about private capital, because its already present. Well talk about enforcement, because someone must. And well talk about tribe, because thats where the real leverage lives.

College sports can survive change without losing its soul, but only if governance is treated as system architecture, designed to enable athletic departments to gain leverage through affiliate nonprofit foundations. Done right, the flywheel turns. The tribe deepens. Brand value compounds. Momentum builds quietly, then decisively. And once that wheel reaches speed, it becomes very hard to stop.



CHAPTER 1

From the Amateur Ideal to Professional Reality

College sports in America began at a time that was very different from today. It started with one race. In 1852, Harvard and Yale gathered on Lake Winnipesaukee in New Hampshire to row boats against each other. The event wasnt organized by students or faculty but by the Boston, Concord & Montreal Railroad company. The railroad company was trying to promote tourism in and around the Lakes Region of New Hampshire. I always thought the involvement of a railroad company as the organizer of the event was notable in light of the current discussions regarding private interests in college athletics. It seems to me theres always been a commercial component to college sports, whether or not weve wanted to acknowledge it.

Something about this race resonated with people. Two institutions, bound by history and rivalry, competing in a way that pulled together students, alumni, and local townspeople into one orbit.1 That event endures to this day. Now known as the Harvard-Yale Regatta, its held on the Thames River in Connecticut and remains the oldest intercollegiate sporting event in America, serving as the direct link to the birth of college sports more than 170 years ago.

In 1869, another sports rivalry between schools was born. Rutgers and Princeton staged a football game under a patchwork of soccer and rugby rules. It bore little resemblance to the sport that would later fill one hundred-thousand-seat stadiums. But like the Harvard-Yale Regatta, it carried symbolic weight. It was a contest between universities, played by students in their own colors, watched by communities who saw their identity reflected on the field.2

By the 1870s and 1880s, football spread across universities on the East Coast. Baseball flourished too, but football became the cultural anchor. It looked less like leisure and more like war. It offered universities a ritual of toughness and loyalty in an age of industrial upheaval.

The trouble was that football of that era was also lethal. With no helmets, no forward pass, and only rudimentary rules, the sport was violent. Newspapers began calling autumn Saturdays a death harvest.3 In 1905, eighteen young men died from football injuries. President Theodore Roosevelt had enough. He summoned college leaders to the White House. Reform, he warned, or risk abolition.4

Out of that crucible came the amateur ideal. Universities reframed sports as pedagogy. Athletics, they argued, were an extension of education, a way to form character, instill discipline, and teach teamwork. Students would remain amateurs, with no salaries or contracts. Athletics would remain a complement to learning.

The NCAA was born in 1906 (it was then called the Intercollegiate Athletic Association of the United States).5 It was created to formalize this amateur ideal. The original charter of the NCAA was about safety and amateurism, creating rules that made football survivable and insisting that athletes were students first.

The amateur framework was more than moral posturing. It carried legal and financial weight. Labeling athletics as educational justified why universities could host them under nonprofit charters. It drew a bright line between noble, civic-minded competition and the allegedly corrupting world of professional sport. And it gave universities cover to treat tickets and donations as public-spirited contributions rather than commercial transactions.

Of course, the amateur story was never pure. From the start, boosters slipped money under the table. But the amateur ideal was powerful enough to last a century. It survived scandals, lawsuits, and shifting cultural tastes because it served a purpose. It made college sports look like an extension of higher education.

That story is ending. The House settlement; name, image, and likeness (NIL) markets; and billion-dollar media contracts have stripped away the veneer. But to understand where college sports is going, we must first understand the moral fiction on which the college athletic industry was built. Amateurism was both the shield and the scaffolding. Its collapse explains why universities must now invent new structures, such as foundations, LLCs, and joint ventures, to manage the transition toward professionalization.

The Cotton Bowl, 1991

An early test of the amateur narrative of college sports occurred on New Years Day, 1991, in Dallas, Texas. The setting was the Cotton Bowl, featuring a marquee matchup: the Texas Longhorns, ranked third in the nation, against the swaggering Miami Hurricanes, ranked fourth. On paper, it was supposed to be a clash of equals. In reality, it became a rout.

Miami overwhelmed Texas from the opening whistle. Quarterback Craig Erickson threw with clinical precision, wide receiver Randal Hill turned short passes into highlight reels, and the Hurricanes defense, anchored by Russell Maryland and Jessie Armstead, smothered the
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Why the Tax Structure Matters
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