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ABSTRACT 

SPATIAL ANALYTICS OF NCAA CONFERENCE REALIGNMENT AND THE 
RESIDUAL EFFECTS ON RECRUITING GEOGRAPHY 

Sean V Dolan, M.S. 

George Mason University, 2014 

Thesis Director:  Dr. Matthew Rice 

 

Studying the geographic trends and patterns of collegiate football recruiting is 

crucial to understanding the areas and regions from where coaches seek to attract 

potential players.  A thorough analysis of a school’s recruiting footprint can help 

determine how effective (or ineffective) its coaches are at recruiting on an annual basis.  

Mapping the geographic regions that have proven to be successful in the past can help 

shape a school’s recruiting strategy going forward.  The ability to consistently attract 

athletes from a particular geographic area can help establish relationships, foster 

allegiance and solidify a strong foothold by promoting a school’s brand and reputation 

throughout that particular community.  These cascading effects can help stabilize a 

school’s recruiting efforts for years to come.  In addition, mapping the geographic 

footprints that college football programs establish in select regions of the country reveals 

hotbeds from which top-tier athletes can be targeted.  Obviously, the more skilled the 
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athlete, the more he will be targeted by multiple schools and the greater the likelihood for 

overlapping recruiting footprints from different (and sometimes competing) college 

football programs.  This thesis features a comparative geographic analysis that reviews 

college football recruiting patterns both prior to and following recent conference 

realignments by a select set of Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS) schools.  The analysis 

first exploits and analyzes the relationship between recruiting and locality, looking 

specifically at the degrees of allegiance that contribute to the process of attracting recruits 

to certain college football programs.  In addition, the analysis illustrates the collection 

and visualization of recruiting metrics (i.e. geocoding the high schools and junior 

colleges of recruits that commit to a school) two years before that school realigns as well 

as two years after it.  This five-year evaluation period allows for a balanced review of any 

impacts to recruiting that the realignment may have had.  Finally, through the application 

of geospatial analytic techniques such as mean center and standard distance calculations, 

this thesis correlates geographic shifts in recruiting footprints to specific conference 

realignment actions.  Mapping the spatial footprints of recruiting bases through this 

approach not only provides insight into where recruits have come from in the past, but it 

also provides an idea of where they may come from in the future, further demonstrating 

the bond between recruiting and geography.
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INTRODUCTION 

The recruitment of college athletes across the sports spectrum has and will always 

be a cyclical process.  As each year passes, new classes of top-tier athletes feed the 

pipeline of collegiate athletics, hopefully helping to earn victories on the playing field 

and elevating the prestige and success of the college or university which they represent.  

In general, several factors contribute to the success of recruiting, notably budgets, brand 

recognition and the extent of influence that a coach can have on a high school athlete 

aspiring to exhibit his/her skills on the college level.  These factors and the degree to 

which they vary between all of the universities across the country make college recruiting 

unique.  They help bring parity and competitive balance to virtually every sport, year 

after year, season after season.  However, what happens when colleges and universities 

alter their loyalties and allegiance and change conferences?  How is the recruiting 

pipeline affected when a school that has traditionally been a member of one conference 

suddenly decides to become a member of another conference, severing all ties and 

affiliations once held with that conference which it just abandoned  (i.e. alumni/donor 

relationships, revenue streams, historic rivalries with other schools, etc.)? 

Additional hypothetical questions seek to determine if the recruiting strategies of 

competing schools changes as a result of gaining new conference members.  For 

example, if School A and School B, two schools from different conferences but located 
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within 10 miles of each other, suddenly joined the same conference, what effect (if any) 

would that have on both schools’ recruiting strategies?  Does conference alignment have 

any bearing on how recruiting is conducted among in-conference teams?  Likewise, is 

recruiting affected by the in-conference opponents that a school’s teams plays?  For 

example, imagine that School X has always been a member of Conference 1.  If School X 

suddenly leaves Conference 1 and joins Conference 2, will some targeted recruits be 

more inclined to commit to School X now, due to the opponents, level of competition and 

amount of national media exposure offered by Conference 2?  Will School X alter its 

recruiting footprint to perhaps target more players located closer to the geographic area 

covered by Conference 2’s members?   

This thesis project seeks to answer all of these questions by focusing on the 

Division-1 (D1) football programs of a select group of U.S.-based universities that were 

directly involved in recent NCAA conference realignments. 

Realignment	  Rationale	  
 

Before analyzing the geographic effects of conference realignment, it is important 

to first identify and understand the reasons that drive a school to join another conference.  

Why does a college/university choose to leave its current conference to join another one 

in the first place?  What motivating factors influence that decision?  One such 

justification for recent alignment actions is the growing competitive imbalance among 

conference teams.  If there is a clear lack of parity among a conference’s members in 

terms of athletic success (i.e. the same schools consistently win and the same schools 

consistently lose), the unsuccessful schools will be more inclined to take action in order 
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to (hopefully) restore a steady state of competitive balance for their own athletic success.  

This process is termed as churning, which results in the shake-up of school membership 

on the conference level in an attempt to restore competitive balance.  In other words, 

some schools/universities whose athletic programs (i.e. college football) have failed to 

remain competitive among in-conference opponents have left to join new conferences 

where they hope to achieve a more consistent record of success.  These moves are more 

than likely orchestrated and supported by not only the school’s administration, but also 

the commissioners of both conferences who are ultimately affected by the move (as both 

stand to benefit from such a situation).  The push to attain a healthy competitive balance 

within conferences is one that is often fully supported by university presidents as well, as 

maintaining this level playing field is directly correlated to a school’s financial success 

(i.e. profits from increased ticket sales, etc.), especially within conferences where college 

football is a proven generator of revenue, as in the Southeastern Conference (SEC). 

One such realignment occurred with the University of Maryland’s departure from 

the Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC) to join the Big Ten Conference, a move that 

officially became effective at the start of the 2014 college football season.  As some have 

argued, the reasoning behind this move was purely financially-driven, as the university’s 

athletic department prior to the move was nearly bankrupt from a combination of 

mismanagement and ill-advised decisions.  When asked about the conference transition in 

early 2014, University of Maryland’s Athletic Director Ryan Anderson stated “the 

economic impact is tremendous for the athletic department and moving forward in the 
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future1.”  In addition, from a media exposure perspective, the University of Maryland 

also stands to benefit tremendously by moving to the Big Ten earlier this year.  

According to representatives from Navigate Research, increased subscriber fees from 

Maryland’s metro markets could increase each school’s payout from the league’s Big Ten 

Network (its TV station) to $10 million a year, with that number ballooning to $35 

million a year as soon as 20172.  Despite being one of the founding member schools of 

the ACC, the University of Maryland felt that its financial base could be strengthened 

(and seemingly rescued) by moving to the Big Ten.  As it looks right now, and based on 

TV revenue projections, that move appears to have been a smart one for the school and 

its athletic programs.  However, from a competitive balance perspective, the ability of 

Maryland’s football program to achieve and sustain success on the Big Ten playing field 

still remains to be seen; as of 12/4/14, their record stood at 4-4 in Big Ten play (7-5 

overall).  The effects on its football recruiting footprint, and whether the move will result 

in an influx of recruits from different regions of the country, remain to be seen as well. 

Focus	  Schools	  
 

Given that NCAA conference realignment is a relatively recent development (as 

seen with the University of Maryland) that many sports experts believe will continue in 

years to come, this thesis project will focus on some of the latest major changes and how 

they have affected recruiting among a select group of FBS schools.  The list of these 

                                                
1	  O’Neil,	  Dana.	  	  “Maryland	  saying	  goodbye	  to	  the	  ACC.”	  	  ESPN,	  07	  March	  2014.	  	  Web.	  	  14	  September	  2014.	  	  
http://espn.go.com/mens-‐college-‐basketball/story/_/id/10563252/maryland-‐set-‐say-‐goodbye-‐acc.	  	  	  
2	  Mihoces,	  Gary.	  	  “Maryland	  leaves	  ACC	  for	  more	  money.”	  	  USA	  Today,	  20	  November	  2012.	  	  Web.	  	  14	  
September	  2014.	  	  http://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/college/2012/11/19/maryland-‐leaves-‐acc-‐for-‐
big-‐ten/1715635/.	  	  
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colleges/universities along with details on their conference realignments are provided in 

Table 1.  Figure 1 provides the geographic locations of each of these focus schools in a 

map display. 

 

Table 1.  Focus Schools 
 
# School/University Leaving Joining Effective Year 

1 Brigham Young 
University 

Mountain West 
Conference 

West Coast 
Conference 

(football becoming an 
Independent) 

2011-2012 

2 University of 
Missouri 

Big-12 
Conference 

Southeastern 
Conference 2012-2013 

3 West Virginia 
University 

Big East 
Conference 

Big 12 
Conference 2012-2013 

4 University of 
Nebraska 

Big 12 
Conference 

Big Ten 
Conference 2011-2012 
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Figure 1.  Focus Schools 
 

Strengths	  and	  Limitations	  
 
  The strengths of this thesis project are the availability of data for each of the four 

schools listed above.  All college recruit information from the past 10+ years (including 

the name, position, high school, city and state of each committed recruit) is free, open-

source information that is conveniently categorized in an online database for every 

Division-1 college football program.  In addition, for each recruit, there is a listing of all 

schools that targeted/recruited him, including the one school to which he eventually 

committed.  Having this information readily available to collect, consolidate, aggregate 

and geocode enables a straightforward geographic depiction of the recruiting bases for 
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each of the focus schools across a five-year span.  This data also helps portray the 

geographic extent by which high school athletes are recruited by different Division-1 

college football programs.  The locations of each college/university listed above are also 

available via open-source channels and can be easily mapped, which helps provide an 

aspect of proximity with regards to the origins of committed recruits.  The proximity of 

these schools to their recruit base can be easily shown through multi-layer cluster 

mapping. 

  A potential limitation of the approach outlined in this thesis project is a lack of 

substantial evidence that any component of a school’s recruiting strategy did indeed 

change as a result of conference realignment actions.  Even if it does exist, this 

correlation between conference realignment and recruiting geography is a difficult one to 

prove with any degree of confidence through geospatial analysis.  Another limitation of 

this thesis project is failing to allow for a sufficient number of years for evaluation, 

particularly prior to the realignment action.  Since each of the four focus schools 

realigned within the last 3-4 years, there is simply not a great deal of recruit information 

to date that might possibly show new geographic footprints resulting from realignment.  

More than likely, this phenomenon requires years of data that precede (as well as follow) 

the actual year of realignment, in order to uncover and visualize long-term trends and 

patterns.  That future information will obviously be available in time, as each year passes, 

but for the purposes of this thesis project, there is only a few years’ worth of data that has 

been collected and analyzed via the spatial statistics tools described in later sections. 



8 
 

BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

  In order to understand collegiate athletic recruiting as a repeatable, cyclical task 

involving multiple factors that affect both the recruiter and the athlete, it is necessary to 

first dissect and discuss the process from start to finish and examine all parts involved. 

  A key consideration when evaluating collegiate recruiting in general is to study 

the relationship between allegiance and locality, and specifically how a school’s 

influence can be measured in terms of geography.  Different coaches (and different 

schools for that matter) possess varying degrees of influential prowess that are applied to 

attract a recruit to play for his/her school.  Much of that influence is dictated by available 

funding that is spent on recruiting efforts, which for some schools is no small sum of 

money.  For example, the costs incurred by some colleges and universities in the 

recruiting process are substantial – the average institution spent $526,000 in 2001 alone3.  

However, money does not always guarantee success on the recruiting trail is only one 

factor in securing a favorable recruiting class.  

  When faced with the task of securing a full class of recruits to adequately fill 

roster spots and key positions on a college football roster, some schools will search far 

and wide to court the most talented and most targeted high school athletes.  For some 

college football programs (like the University of Notre Dame), this task is a simple one.  

                                                
3	  Wieberg,	  S.	  (2003).	  Big	  spending	  no	  guarantee	  of	  big	  revenue.	  USA	  Today,	  August	  14.	  Retrieved	  
from	  http://www.usatoday.com/sports/college/2003-‐08-‐14-‐spending-‐revenue-‐study_x.htm.	  
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In 2012, out of the 11 Notre Dame commitments that were listed in the ESPNU 300 (a 

national ranking list of the top high school seniors), 10 of them were not from Indiana 

(where Notre Dame is located)4.  Due to the national footprint that programs like the 

University of Notre Dame have firmly established through years of effective recruiting, 

little would deter or discourage recruits from striving for the high level of collegiate 

competition that Notre Dame’s football program can offer.  In other words, even if the 

University of Notre Dame opted to abandon its Independent status and join a major 

conference in the sport of football, its current recruiting reach across the country would 

most likely remain unaffected, and may possibly increase due to increased media 

exposure. 

  For those smaller college football programs that may not enjoy the luxury of an 

extensive recruiting budget, however, creativity and efficiency become the primary 

strategies to apply when persuading top players.  Due to their more modest recruiting 

funds, smaller schools exert less influence when it comes to attracting high school 

athletes, and this reality is painfully felt all along the recruiting trail.  For those outside of 

the D-1 football sphere (i.e. FCS, Division II, Division III, etc.), the bulk of recruiting is 

done in December and January (inopportune months for athlete evaluation) through 

lengthy road trips.  A handful of lower-level programs are lucky enough to afford 

commercial flights and rental cars on those trips, but a vast majority of coaches use their 

                                                
4	  Weathersby,	  Edwin.	  	  “7	  College	  Football	  Programs	  That	  Have	  No	  Geographical	  Recruiting	  Limitations.”	  	  
Bleacher	  Report,	  15	  November	  2012.	  	  Web.	  	  http://bleacherreport.com/articles/1410814-‐7-‐college-‐
football-‐programs-‐that-‐have-‐no-‐geographical-‐recruiting-‐limitations.	  
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own cars or school-owned vehicles5.  Due to these circumstances and what some lower-

level programs are forced to work with, recruiting often suffers.  Regardless of the size of 

the school or the size of that school’s athletics budget, recruiting is an integral ingredient 

in building the foundation of any collegiate sports program.  Although more challenging 

for some schools than others, it is a required and demanding step along the path of 

sustaining both current and future success on the playing field. 

  Another factor that contributes to the success of recruiting campaigns is the 

influence of social media.  Major advances in technology have helped implement and 

ingrain social media applications as a part of everyday life.  From a human geography 

perspective, the proliferation of social media has led to the emergence of a new type of 

geospatial information that defies the conventions of authoritative or volunteered 

geographic information, yet can be harvested to reveal unique and dynamic information 

about people and their activities6.  In today’s wired society, social media outlets can also 

be used as a recruiting tool geared towards high school athletes to generate interest and 

excitement in a university’s football program.  This information can then be used to get a 

sense of how large (or small) a program’s geographic reach is, which can be helpful in 

pinpointing target areas for recruiting. 

                                                
5	  Crabtree,	  Jeremy.	  	  “Want	  planes?	  	  Train	  in	  automobiles.”	  	  ESPN,	  2013	  December	  17.	  	  Web.	  	  
http://espn.go.com/college-‐sports/recruiting/football/story/_/id/10152574/inside-‐world-‐junior-‐college-‐
football-‐recruiting.	  
6	  Stefanidis,	  A.	  Cotnoir,	  A.	  Croitoru,	  A.	  Crooks,	  M.	  Rice,	  and	  J.	  Radzikowski	  (2013)	  	  “Demarcating	  New	  
Boundaries:	  Mapping	  Virtual	  Polycentric	  Communities	  through	  Social	  Media	  Content”,	  Cartography	  and	  
Geographic	  Information	  Science,	  eds.	  Ming-‐Hsiang	  Tsou	  and	  Michael	  Leitner,	  40:2,	  (April	  2013),	  pp.116-‐
129.	  DOI:	  10.1080/15230406.2013.776211.	  
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  Before looking specifically at how conference realignment has affected recruiting, 

it is necessary to continue the discussion between recruiting budgets and the quality of 

student-athlete that college football programs have the ability to attract.  Likewise, it is 

important to assess the impact (if any) that recruiting budgets (both large and small) have 

on the geographic footprint of a recruiting campaign.  This idea then begs the question, 

“Does a larger recruiting budget imply larger geographic footprint, and in turn, a greater 

chance of signing better recruits?”  Since high school football talent is not evenly 

distributed across the country, many if not all recruiting campaigns are focused on a 

specific group of states known for producing the most talented players for the college 

level.  Schools that have the good fortune of being located near talent-rich areas won't 

have to spend as much money on transportation or other logistical recruiting expenses as 

schools that don't7.  Knowing which states have the most to offer in terms of talent is 

nothing new to college football coaches, but that shared, common knowledge makes 

recruiting battles and competing for the same recruit(s) between top-tier programs that 

much more interesting. 

  The quality of a potential recruit can further be measured in terms of the on-field 

value that he may bring to the football program.  It is a shared belief that talented high 

school recruits are more likely to become talented college players.  Although not always 

a safe assumption, this claim is based on the fact that the talent level and the on-field 

success of a college football program experience something known as “bidirectional 

                                                
7	  Brown,	  Matt.	  	  “Which	  college	  football	  team	  gets	  the	  most	  bang	  for	  their	  recruiting	  buck?”	  	  SB	  Nation,	  
2013	  July	  7.	  	  Web.	  	  http://www.landgrantholyland.com/2013/7/7/4490880/college-‐football-‐recruiting-‐
most-‐bang-‐for-‐their-‐buck.	  	  
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causation,” meaning that they concurrently cause each other8.  This is simply another 

motivating factor that can dictate recruiting philosophy and the geographic extent of a 

program’s search for suitable recruits. 

  Conference realignment and its impact to all aspects of recruiting (including 

budgets, philosophies and most importantly geographic footprints) is the focal point of 

this thesis project and what it aims to visualize via geospatial analysis.  As later sections 

will explain, realignment is viewed as a determining factor when conducting recruiting 

campaigns.  At West Virginia University, for example, coaches may have looked west in 

recruiting and increased travel costs as the Mountaineers moved to the Big 12 Conference 

(in 2012).  The same thing may have occurred at Missouri, only to the south in an attempt 

to compete in recruiting with its new league mates in the SEC9.  As schools change 

conferences, an obvious result would be for them to target recruits throughout the 

territories and geographies of those new conferences.  However, a more interesting trend 

is the increased amount of exposure and interest in states other than those contained 

within the current and previous conferences.  Conference realignment generates recruit 

interest on the national level as well, sometimes far away from where the actual 

realignment occurs.  Programs that change conferences recruit their new conference 

territories slightly more as they're forced to pay a little less attention to old territory.  But 

the clearest increase comes in the "Elsewhere" states outside of either conference's 

                                                
8	  Lloyd,	  Nathan.	  	  “NCAA	  Division	  I	  Football	  Bowl	  Subdivision:	  The	  Importance	  of	  Recruiting	  and	  Its	  
Relationship	  with	  Team	  Performance.”	  	  Utah	  State	  University,	  2011	  August	  1.	  	  
http://digitalcommons.usu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1056&context=gradreports	  
9	  Sherman,	  Mitch.	  	  “Balancing	  the	  recruiting	  budget.”	  	  ESPN,	  2012	  June	  12.	  	  http://espn.go.com/college-‐
sports/recruiting/football/story/_/id/8041461/the-‐cost-‐recruiting.	  
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footprint. That's likely due to increased national visibility. Bigger TV deals mean more 

TV games, which makes it easier to be a known name in far-off territory10.  This reality is 

a positive outcome for schools that change conferences; there is no set limit or boundary 

to the extent of their influence/exposure resulting from realignment, and on-field success 

could bring great benefit and value to a program.  

  College football programs at schools like the University of West Virginia and the 

University of Missouri are just two examples that demonstrate the correlation between 

conference realignment and recruiting footprints.  This thesis project identifies several 

additional examples as well, in an attempt to portray how these two phenomena in the 

world of college athletics (which will inevitably continue in the future) are connected and 

dependent on each other. 

  In general, the underlying framework of this thesis project seeks to address key 

components of sports analytics.  To that end, several academic works relate to the 

problem statement of this project and employ similar analytic techniques for answering 

spatial questions.  For example, Kirk Goldsberry (Ph.D., Harvard University) applied 

spatial analytics techniques in studying the shooting performances of today’s professional 

National Basketball Association (NBA) players, stating that “every on-court event-type 

exhibits a unique spatial signature; every player and team behaves uniquely in space11”.  

In addition, spatial data mapped within a temporal context has been used to identify and 

                                                
10	  Fuhrmeister,	  Chris.	  	  “How	  2010-‐2014	  conference	  realignment	  affected	  recruiting	  (so	  far).”	  	  SB	  Nation,	  
2014	  March	  18.	  	  http://www.sbnation.com/college-‐football/2014/3/18/5429658/conference-‐
realignment-‐college-‐football-‐recruiting.	  
11	  Goldsberry,	  Kirk.	  	  "Courtvision:	  New	  Visual	  and	  Spatial	  Analytics	  for	  the	  NBA."	  	  2012	  MIT	  Sloan	  Sports	  
Analytics	  Conference.	  	  2012.	  
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characterize the tactics and tendencies of professional tennis players.  This type of 

predictive spatial analysis can also effectively model the behavior of tennis players within 

a match in order to determine where (on the court) future shots are likely to be hit, thus 

helping to shape strategic choices on the part of the player12.  Similar analytical studies 

have been conducted across the sports spectrum, to include simulating shot 

selection/location in the sport of ice hockey13 as well as soccer14.  In both of these 

examples, the intent is to systematically determine the location on the playing 

environment that will yield the highest probability for success (i.e. a scored goal).  This 

type of information, when obtained with a high level of confidence, holds extreme value 

for athletes and coaches alike, as it can provide a distinct advantage over opponents 

during athletic competition.  My research within this thesis project addresses similar 

questions and scenarios as the ones described by these previous works by evaluating 

college football recruiting geographies and assessing whether shifts in those geographies 

are a result of conference realignment. 

 
 
 

                                                
12	  Wei,	  Xinyu,	  et	  al.	  "Sweet-‐Spot:	  Using	  Spatiotemporal	  Data	  to	  Discover	  and	  Predict	  Shots	  in	  Tennis."	  	  MIT	  
Sloan	  Sports	  Analytics	  Conference,	  2013.	  
13	  Pileggi,	  Hannah,	  et	  al.	  	  "Snapshot:	  Visualization	  to	  Propel	  Ice	  Hockey	  Analytics."	  	  Visualization	  and	  
Computer	  Graphics,	  IEEE	  Transactions	  on	  18.12	  (2012):	  2819-‐2828.	  
14	  Perin,	  Charles,	  Romain	  Vuillemot,	  and	  Jean-‐Daniel	  Fekete.	  	  "SoccerStories:	  A	  Kick-‐off	  for	  Visual	  Soccer	  
Analysis."	  	  Visualization	  and	  Computer	  Graphics,	  IEEE	  Transactions	  on	  19.12	  (2013):	  2506-‐2515.	  
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METHODS 

This thesis project focuses on the geographic dispersion of recruit locations and 

how those locations change as a result of a specific phenomenon.  In this case, that 

phenomenon is a school leaving its conference to join another one.  In order to measure 

the degree of change as a result of conference realignment, it is necessary to study recruit 

locations both before and after the conference realignment event occurs. 

  The following operations will be performed on the collected datasets in order to 

answer the questions posed by the original problem statement:  “How is the geographic 

landscape of collegiate football recruiting efforts impacted by recent NCAA FBS 

realignments?” 

Preprocessing	  
 

In order to visualize the origins of a school’s recruits, the street addresses of their 

high schools (or in some cases, junior colleges) were collected and organized according 

to school and recruiting year.  Next, using an address geocoding service provided by 

ArcGIS Online, these individual street addresses were visualized on a map as individual 

point feature classes.  Another preprocessing task that was conducted was the 

visualization of the individual conferences being studied.  Given that the member schools 

of a conference are typically dispersed across multiple (and sometimes noncontiguous 

states), it is difficult to use one methodology to visualize a conference within a map 
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display.  However, for the purposes of this thesis project, and as a way of showing how 

recruits can be spread out over multiple “conference” states, each conference was 

symbolized according to the states (polygon feature classes) that contained a school 

belonging to that conference. 

Spatial	  Statistics	  
 

Once all recruit locations for each focus school were successfully geocoded over a 

predefined five-year span and the conference polygons were symbolized, spatial statistics 

operations were applied in order to assess the degree to which these point locations 

changed as a result of realignment. 

Mean	  Center	  
 

The Mean Center is a spatial statistic that identifies the geographic center (or the 

center of concentration) for a set of features (point features in this case).  It consists of a 

single point that is constructed from the average X and Y values for the centroids of the 

input features.  After projecting the recruit locations in order to ensure an accurate 

measure of distance, the Mean Center tool was applied to each school’s set of recruit 

data, thus creating a set of five mean center points for each school (1 for each year of 

analysis).  Being that each school’s recruit locations spanned a large area of the country 

each year, the mean center locations shifted with each new recruiting class.  Although the 

sample size was somewhat small, the shift in the location of the mean center helped 

portray the average location of the input data.  For the purposes of this thesis project, its 
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location not only displayed proximity to the school itself, but also proximity to the states 

comprising the new conference to which that school had recently joined. 

Standard	  Distance	  
 

Like the Mean Center, another spatial statistic that was applied in this thesis 

project was the Standard Distance, which measures the degree to which features are 

concentrated or dispersed around a geometric mean center.  It provides a single summary 

measure of feature distribution (displayed via a circle polygon) around their center.  

Having already calculated the mean centers for each school, the standard distance 

calculation helped to further visualize the degree of geographic concentration or 

dispersion of a school’s recruits for each year of analysis.  This calculation, combined 

with the mean center, helped demonstrate the shift of recruiting footprints as a result of 

conference realignment.  For the purposes of this thesis project, one standard deviation 

was used to calculate the annual standard distances for each focus school.  For normally 

distributed data, approximately 68% of the observations are contained within one 

standard deviation of the mean. 

Directional	  Distribution	  (Standard	  Deviational	  Ellipse)	  
 

A final spatial statistic that was applied to the recruit data within this thesis 

project was the Directional Distribution (or Standard Deviational Ellipse) tool, which 

creates standard deviational ellipses to summarize the spatial characteristics of 

geographic features.  In this case, the ellipses that were generated provided information 

about the recruit locations, including central tendency, dispersion and directional trends.  
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When calculated in conjunction with the Mean Center and Standard Distance tools, the 

Directional Distribution tool is useful as the ellipse polygon includes the X and Y 

coordinates of the mean center, two standard distance calculations (long and short axes), 

and the directional orientation of the ellipse.  All of these characteristics are obviously 

dependent on the nature and orientation of the input data.  For the purposes of this thesis 

project, the Directional Distribution tool was applied as a way of complementing the 

Mean Center and Standard Distance tools.  After being run, the output ellipse polygons 

helped provide even more information about the locations of a school’s recruits, and if 

any spatial patterns were evident. 

Spatial	  Clustering	  
 

A multi-distance spatial cluster analysis (using Ripley’s K function) was also 

performed on the recruit point data in order to determine clustering of the recruit 

locations at multiple different distances from the schools/universities that targeted them.  

Ripley’s K function is a tool that is used to tease out the non-randomness in the 

distribution of point data from a source location (in this case, each college/university).  

This method helps measure the randomness of dispersion using specific distance 

thresholds, thus providing additional insights as to how recruit locations were dispersed 

following conference realignments. 

For the purposes of this thesis project, Ripley’s K function was applied to both the 

pre-realignment and post-realignment recruit location data, in order to identify and assess 

any key differences in clustering (as well as dispersion) as a result of conference 

realignment.  This method was primarily incorporated and applied as an experiment to 
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determine whether recruit locations were clustered or not.  The end results were 

inconclusive and indeterminate, but included and presented within this study for context.  

Given the focus and hypothesis for this thesis project, Ripley’s K function supported the 

proper approach, but is not the most suitable option due to the small sample size of input 

data (recruit locations for each focus school). 
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DATA 

  The data for this thesis project was derived from primary sources.  All of the 

geographic location information for the committed recruit base for each focus school was 

extracted come from open-source websites, particularly www.scout.com, which collects, 

stores and archives all historical recruit data for every D-1 college football program.  This 

data served as the point locations for each recruit’s high school or junior college, and 

each school had its own subsets for past recruiting years.  For the locations of the actual 

colleges/universities to which these recruits commit, the locations of each university were 

geocoded using centroids. 

 

Table 2.  Data Generation 
 

Variable Measurement Source 
Geographic locations of 
schools/universities in 
study (pre- and post-

realignment) 

Point feature class 
(geocoded) 

Open source websites (i.e. 
Google, Google Maps, 

etc.) 

Geographic locations of 
committed recruits (high 

school/junior college 
street addresses) 

Point feature class 
(geocoded) www.scout.com 

NCAA FBS conference 
members Polygon feature class  Esri dataset of contiguous 

U.S. states 
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RESULTS 

Focus	  School	  #1:	  	  Brigham	  Young	  University	  
 

The following sections provide the results of the spatial statistical operations 

performed for assessing the shift in recruiting footprint for Brigham Young University 

(BYU).  BYU departed the Mountain West Conference (MWC) in 2011 to become an 

Independent for the sport of football and a member of the West Coast Conference (WCC) 

for basketball and its other sports.  Figure 2 shows the geographic extent of both of these 

conferences one year before BYU’s conference realignment (2010). 
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Figure 2.  BYU: Conference Geography 

 

Recruiting	  Geography	  (2009-‐2010)	  
 

In order to assess BYU’s recruiting footprint prior to its conference realignment, 

all committed recruits during 2009-2010 were geocoded.  With this point location data, 

spatial statistic calculations were performed, including mean center, standard distance, 

and standard deviational ellipse.  These calculations are displayed Figures 3 and 4. 
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Figure 3.  BYU: Pre-Realignment Analysis (2009) 
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Figure 4.  BYU: Pre-Realignment Analysis (2010) 
 

 

For the 2009 and 2010 recruits, the standard distance was calculated as 

approximately 834 miles and 913 miles, respectively.  These numbers suggest that in 

these two years before realignment, BYU’s recruiting extent expanded to more distant 

areas across the country. 

In addition, in order to determine the clustering of the recruit locations prior to 

BYU’s conference realignment, a multi-distance spatial cluster analysis (Ripley’s K 

function) was performed on the 2009-2010 recruit location data. 

As Table 3 and Figure 5 show, over a portion of the distance threshold, the 

ObservedK values were (on average) higher than the ExpectedK values, meaning that 

clustering occurred at those distances.  Beyond that, however, it is difficult to assess the 

degree of dispersion at greater distances, since the confidence envelopes deviate from the 

ExpectedK values. 

 

Table 3.  BYU: Ripley’s K Function Results (2009-2010) 
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Figure 5.  BYU: Ripley’s K Function Results (2009-2010) 

	  

Recruiting	  Geography	  (2011)	  
 

BYU’s transition into becoming an Independent school took effect at the start of 

the 2011 football season. 
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Figure 6.  BYU: Realignment Analysis (2011) 
 

Recruiting	  Geography	  (2012-‐2013)	  
 

BYU’s first two recruiting campaigns following its realignment year are portrayed 

in Figures 7 and 8. 
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Figure 7.  BYU: Post-Realignment Analysis (2012) 
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Figure 8.  BYU: Post-Realignment Analysis (2013) 
 

 

For the 2012 and 2013 recruits, the standard distance was calculated as 

approximately 597 miles and 697 miles, respectively.  These distances, significantly 

smaller than the pre-realignment calculations, suggest that in these two years after 

realignment, BYU’s recruiting extent contracted and focused on clustered concentrations 

of recruits located closer to the mean centers for those years. 

In order to determine the degree of clustering of the recruit locations following 

BYU’s conference realignment, Ripley’s K function was again applied to the input data. 

Table 4 and Figure 9 show that over a small portion of the 10-band distance 

threshold, the ObservedK values were higher than the ExpectedK values, meaning that 
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clustering occurred along this small range of distances.  Beyond this range, the data is 

inconclusive, since the confidence envelopes deviate from the ExpectedK values. 

 

Table 4.  BYU: Ripley’s K Function Results (2012-2013) 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 9.  BYU: Ripley’s K Function Results (2012-2013) 
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Recruiting	  Geography	  Summary	  
 

It is obvious that the location of the mean center shifted during the years of recruit 

analysis for BYU (2009-2013).  Figure 10 shows how the mean center drastically shifted 

location during 2009-2010 but then followed a gradual western migration during 2011-

2013. 

 

 

 

Mean Center Movement 
Year Distance from BYU (in miles) 
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2009 161 

2010 198 

2011 126 

2012 175 

2013 322 
 

Figure 10.  BYU: Mean Center Movement 

 

In the case of BYU, the results provided in the sections above do not support the 

initial hypothesis that the school’s recruiting footprint was impacted by conference 

realignment.  Following the school’s move to an Independent in 2011, the school 

attracted only 1 commit from the Independents geographic footprint (comprised of New 

York, Maryland and Indiana).  That recruit (2013 commit Thomas Shoaf from Columbus, 

IN) perhaps is a sign that future BYU recruits will be attracted from that part of the 

country and possibly even those states, but there is no substantial evidence from this 

study to support that prediction. 

Out of the 110 total recruits to commit to BYU from 2009-2013, here is a 

breakdown of how many came from “conference” states (either for the MWC or 

Independents). 

 

 
Table 5.  BYU: Recruit Summary 
 

Year 
MWC Independents 

UT TX CO CA NV WY NM IN NY MD 
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2009 10 1 1 6 1 0 0 0 1 0 

2010 11 3 0 6 0 0 0 0 0 0 

2011 13 0 0 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 

2012 4 0 0 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 

2013 8 0 0 11 2 0 0 1 0 0 

TOTALS 46 4 1 35 3 0 0 1 1 0 

 

As Table 5 indicates, there was very little change in the origins of BYU’s recruits 

after it became an Independent school.  The Independents are comprised of a very select 

group of universities and U.S. service academies that, unlike other major FBS 

conferences, do not share a common geographic affiliation.  In other words, Independent 

schools are not as geographically clustered as some other conferences are.  Its pre-2011 

members included the University of Notre Dame (South Bend, IN), the U.S. Military 

Academy (West Point, NY) and the U.S. Naval Academy (Annapolis, MD) – three 

schools that are very widely dispersed from a geographic standpoint.  The unique nature 

of this conference may explain why an incoming member school (like BYU) may not see 

any real change or shift in its recruiting footprint for its football program. 

In addition to this, looking at BYU as an individual institution, religion plays a 

very significant role in the composition of the entire student body, including scholarship 

student-athletes.  The emphasis that the administration as well as the local community in 

Provo, UT (where BYU’s campus is located) places on the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints (LDS) is very evident.  BYU requires all LDS and non-LDS 
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prospective students to provide an endorsement from a religious leader with their 

application for admittance to the university.  This specific condition thus limits the extent 

of the recruiting footprint for BYU’s football program, and is a good indication as to 

why, even after becoming an Independent, the school continued to sign football players 

from western U.S. states (i.e. California and Utah) instead of anywhere in the eastern part 

of the country (where LDS is less common as a religious preference).  The influence of 

external factors (in this case, religious affinity) underscores the complexity of recruiting 

geography for a school like BYU. 

 

Focus	  School	  #2:	  	  University	  of	  Missouri	  
 

The following sections provide the results of the spatial statistical operations 

performed for assessing the shift in recruiting footprint for the University of Missouri 

(UM).  UM departed the Big 12 Conference in 2012 to become a member of the 

Southeastern Conference (SEC) for the sport of football.  Figure 11 shows the geographic 

extent of both of these conferences one year before UM’s conference realignment (2011). 
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Figure 11.  UM: Conference Geography 
 

	  

Recruiting	  Geography	  (2010-‐2011)	  
 

In order to assess UM’s recruiting footprint prior to its conference realignment in 

2012, all committed recruits during the 2010-2011 seasons were geocoded.  With this 

point location data, spatial statistics were calculated, including mean center, standard 

distance, and standard deviational ellipse.  The results of these calculations are displayed 

in Figures 12 and 13. 
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Figure 12.  UM: Pre-Realignment Analysis (2010) 
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Figure 13.  UM: Pre-Realignment Analysis (2011) 

	  
For the 2010 and 2011 recruits, the standard distance was calculated as 

approximately 477 miles and 456 miles, respectively.  These calculations suggest that in 

the two years prior to realignment, the extent of UM’s recruiting footprint was nearly the 

same and did not show any significant changes or directional movements. 

In addition, in order to determine the statistical significance of the clustering of 

the recruit locations prior to UM’s conference realignment, a multi-distance spatial 

cluster analysis was performed on the 2010-2011 recruit location data. 

As Table 6 and Figure 14 show, over a distance threshold of 10 bands, the 

ObservedK values were higher than the ExpectedK values, meaning that clustering 
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occurred at all distances (small and large) with no occurrence of dispersed data points 

(i.e. recruit locations). 

 
 
 
 
 
Table 6.  UM: Ripley’s K Function Results (2010-2011) 
 

 

 
 

Figure 14.  UM: Ripley’s K Function Results (2010-2011) 
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Recruiting	  Geography	  (2012)	  
 

UM’s transition to the SEC officially took effect at the start of the 2012 football 

season. 

 

Figure 15.  UM: Realignment Analysis (2012) 

 

Recruiting	  Geography	  (2013-‐2014)	  
 

UM’s first two recruiting campaigns following its realignment year are displayed 

in Figures 16 and 17. 
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Figure 16.  UM: Post-Realignment Analysis (2013) 
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Figure 17.  UM: Post-Realignment Analysis (2014) 

 
For the 2013 and 2014 recruits, the standard distance was calculated as 

approximately 442 miles and 391 miles, respectively.  These calculations suggest that in 

the two years following realignment, the extent of UM’s recruiting footprint was slightly 

reduced.  Although the mean center showed significant movement between 2010-2014, 

UM’s recruiting footprint maintained about the same extent across those four years. 

As shown in Table 7 and Figure 18, after running Ripley’s K function, the 

distribution of the recruit location data is clustered at short distances following 

conference realignment, as the ObservedK values are higher than the ExpectedK values 

across the 10-band distance threshold.  Greater distances, however, cannot be accurately 

assessed given the deviation of the confidence envelopes. 

 

 
Table 7.  UM: Ripley’s K Function Results (2013-2014) 
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Figure 18.  UM: Ripley’s K Function Results (2013-2014) 

 

Recruiting	  Geography	  Summary	  
 

It is obvious that the location of the mean center shifted during the years of recruit 

analysis for UM (2010-2014).  Figure 19 shows how the mean center gravitated towards 

Big 12 Conference states in the two years prior to realignment, but began to shift towards 

SEC states following realignment, particularly in 2014.  An interesting statistic to note is 

that out of the five-year span for this study, the mean center for 2013 (the first year 

following conference realignment) was the closest to the UM campus (in terms of miles).  

2013 was also the year that UM drew the highest number of recruits from the state of 

Missouri, suggesting that realignment may have had a reverse effect as far as drawing 

recruits from the territories of the new conference (in this case, the SEC). 
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Mean Center Movement 
Year Distance from UM (in miles) 
2010 250 

2011 362 

2012 191 

2013 161 

2014 346 
 

Figure 19.  UM: Mean Center Movement 
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Out of the 111 total recruits to commit to UM between 2010-2014, here is a 

breakdown of how many came from “conference” states (either for the Big 12 

Conference or the SEC). 

 

Table 8.  UM: Recruit Summary 
 

Year 
Big 12 SEC 

TX OK KS MO IA GA SC FL TN KY LA AL AR MS 

2010 9 1 1 6 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 

2011 9 1 1 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 

2012 6 1 1 5 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 

2013 4 0 1 12 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 

2014 3 0 1 8 0 3 0 7 3 0 0 1 0 1 

TOTALS 31 3 5 34 1 4 0 11 3 0 1 2 1 1 

 

 

As Table 8 indicates, from 2012-2014, after UM became a member of the SEC, 

its college football program began signing a higher number of recruits from SEC states, 

notably Florida (10 total recruits), Tennessee (3 total recruits), Alabama (2 total recruits) 

and Mississippi (1 total recruit).  Prior to 2012, UM signed a combined total of only 3 

recruits from these four states combined.  This drastic shift in recruiting geography for 

UM during this five-year span could have very well been due to its conference 

realignment, thus supporting the initial hypothesis of this thesis project.  Figures 14 and 
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16 support this conclusion, as UM effectively recruited a significant number of recruits 

from SEC states (notably Florida) in just two years after joining the conference. 

 

Focus	  School	  #3:	  	  West	  Virginia	  University	  
 

The following sections provide the results of the spatial statistical operations 

performed for assessing the shift in recruiting footprint for West Virginia University 

(WVU).  WVU departed the Big East Conference in 2012 to become a member of the 

Big 12 Conference in the sport of football.  Figure 20 provided below shows the 

geographic extent of both of these conferences one year before WVU’s conference 

realignment (2011). 
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Figure 20.  WVU: Conference Geography 

Recruiting	  Geography	  (2010-‐2011)	  
 

In order to assess WVU’s recruiting footprint prior to its conference realignment 

in 2012, all committed recruits during the 2010-2011 seasons were geocoded.  With this 

point location data, spatial statistics were calculated, including mean center, standard 

distance, and standard deviational ellipse.  The results of these calculations are displayed 

in Figures 21 and 22. 

 

 

Figure 21.  WVU: Pre-Realignment Analysis (2010) 
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Figure 22.  WVU: Pre-Realignment Analysis (2011) 

 

For the 2010 and 2011 recruits, the standard distance was calculated as 

approximately 615 miles and 521 miles, respectively.  These calculations suggest that in 

the two years prior to realignment, the extent of WVU’s recruiting footprint was reduced. 

In order to determine the degree of data clustering or dispersion prior to WVU’s 

conference realignment, Ripley’s K function was applied.  The outputs in Table 9 and 

Figure 23 show that the pre-realignment recruit locations were more clustered than 

dispersed, as the ObservedK values were higher than the ExpectedK values across half of 

the distance threshold. 
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Table 9.  WVU: Ripley’s K Function Results (2010-2011) 
 

 

 

Figure 23.  WVU: Ripley’s K Function Results (2010-2011) 

 

Recruiting	  Geography	  (2012)	  
 

WVU officially joined the Big 12 Conference in 2012, and the geographic 

distribution of its committed recruits for that year is displayed in Figure 24. 
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Figure 24.  WVU: Realignment Analysis (2012) 

 

Recruiting	  Geography	  (2013-‐2014)	  
 

In the first two years following its realignment to the Big 12 Conference, WVU 

continued to recruit heavily from states containing schools from the Big East Conference.  

However, as Figures 25 and 26 indicate, WVU’s recruiting footprint began to expand into 

states within the Big 12 Conference as well. 
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Figure 25.  WVU: Post-Realignment Analysis (2013) 
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Figure 26.  WVU: Post-Realignment Analysis (2014) 

 

For the 2013 and 2014 recruits, the standard distance was calculated as 

approximately 688 miles and 763 miles, respectively.  These calculations suggest that in 

the two years following realignment, WVU significantly expanded its recruiting reach to 

include more states within the Big 12 Conference.  The movement of the mean center 

during these two years also reflects that geographic trend. 

As shown by Table 10 and Figure 27, the post-realignment WVU recruit locations 

were clustered and dispersed across the distance threshold, suggesting a change in 

orientation occurred as a result of the realignment action. 

 

Table 10.  WVU: Ripley’s K Function Results (2013-2014) 
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Figure 27.  WVU: Ripley’s K Function Results (2013-2014) 

 

Recruiting	  Geography	  Summary	  
 

The mean center during the years of recruit analysis for WVU virtually fell 

outside of the conference boundaries of both the Big East and the Big 12, suggesting that 

the school may have a geographically extensive recruiting base, regardless of conference 
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affiliation.  Figure 28 shows how the mean center shifted towards southern states during 

2010-2012 and then slightly shifted towards the west (but not far enough to fall within 

any Big 12 states) during 2013-2014. 

 

 

 

Mean Center Movement 
Year Distance from WVU (in miles) 
2010 267 

2011 311 

2012 476 

2013 345 

2014 422 
 

Figure 28.  WVU: Mean Center Movement 
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In the case of WVU, the results provided in the sections above partly support the 

initial hypothesis that the school’s recruiting footprint was impacted by conference 

realignment. 

 

Table 11.  WVU: Recruit Summary 
 

Year 
Big East Conference Big 12 Conference 

FL OH KY WV NY PA NJ CT IA KS OK MO TX 

2010 3 2 0 1 0 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 

2011 6 3 0 2 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

2012 12 4 0 0 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 5 

2013 3 3 0 1 0 4 2 0 0 1 0 0 1 

2014 6 1 0 1 0 4 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 

TOTALS 30 13 0 5 0 14 5 0 0 2 1 0 7 

 

 

As Table 11 indicates, between 2012-2014, after WVU became a member of the 

Big 12 Conference, its college football program began signing a higher number of 

recruits from Big 12 Conference states, notably Texas (6 total recruits), Kansas (2 total 

recruits) and Oklahoma (1 total recruit).  Between 2010-2011, prior to realignment, WVU 

signed a combined total of only 1 recruit from the five Big 12 Conference states (Iowa, 
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Kansas, Oklahoma, Missouri and Texas) combined.  Although not a staggering shift in 

terms of total recruiting numbers, there was a clear influx of Texas-based recruits 

immediately following realignment, and possibly the start of a continuing trend with 

recruits hailing from the states of Kansas and Oklahoma. 

 

Focus	  School	  #4:	  	  University	  of	  Nebraska	  
 

The following sections provide the results of the spatial statistical operations 

performed for assessing the shift in recruiting footprint for the University of Nebraska 

(UN).  UN departed the Big 12 Conference in 2011 to become a member of the Big 10 

Conference in the sport of football.  Figure 29 shows the geographic extent of both of 

these conferences one year before UN’s conference realignment (2010). 

 

Figure 29.  UN: Conference Geography 
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Recruiting	  Geography	  (2009-‐2010)	  
 

In order to assess UN’s recruiting footprint prior to its conference realignment in 

2011, all committed recruits during the 2009-2010 seasons were geocoded.  With this 

point location data, spatial statistics were calculated, including mean center, standard 

distance, and standard deviational ellipse.  The results of these calculations are displayed 

in Figures 30 and 31 below. 

 

 

Figure 30.  UN: Pre-Realignment Analysis (2009) 
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Figure 31.  UN: Pre-Realignment Analysis (2010) 

 

For the 2009 and 2010 recruits, the standard distance was calculated as 

approximately 740 miles and 583 miles, respectively.  These calculations suggest that in 

the two years prior to realignment, UN’s recruiting footprint shrunk considerably, as 

more recruits were being drawn from areas within close proximity of the university. 

In order to determine recruit location clustering and/or dispersion, Ripley’s K 

function was applied to UN’s pre-realignment recruit location data.  Table 12 and Figure 

32 show that clustering occurred across a small portion of short distances, but the results 

across longer distances are inconclusive, given the deviations in the confidence 

envelopes. 
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Table 12.  UN: Ripley’s K Function Results (2009-2010) 

 

 

Figure 32.  UN: Ripley’s K Function Results (2009-2010) 

 

Recruiting	  Geography	  (2011)	  
 

UN officially joined the Big 10 Conference in 2011, and the geographic 

distribution of its committed recruits for that year is displayed in Figure 33 below. 
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Figure 33.  UN: Realignment Analysis (2011) 

 

Recruiting	  Geography	  (2012-‐2013)	  
 

In the first two years following its realignment to the Big 10 Conference, UN 

continued to recruit heavily from states containing schools from the Big 12 Conference.  

However, as Figures 34 and 35 show, UN’s recruiting footprint began to expand into 

states within the Big 10 Conference as well. 
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Figure 34.  UN: Post-Realignment Analysis (2012) 
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Figure 35.  UN: Post-Realignment Analysis (2013) 

 

For the 2012 and 2013 recruits, the standard distance was calculated as 

approximately 730 miles and 855 miles, respectively.  These calculations suggest that in 

the two years after realignment, UN’s recruiting footprint ballooned to include a larger 

geography and more states than what was seen prior to realignment.  This change 

correlates to UN’s move to the Big Ten Conference, as more recruits were drawn from 

those new conference states during these two years. 

Ripley’s K function was applied to the post-realignment data for UN’s committed 

recruit locations.  The outputs in Table 13 and Figure 36 show that the data was clustered 
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at short distances, but then became dispersed at mid to longer distances, suggesting a 

change in orientation both before and following the realignment. 

 

Table 13.  UN: Ripley’s K Function Results (2012-2013) 

 

 

Figure 36.  UN: Ripley’s K Function Results (2012-2013) 
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Recruiting	  Geography	  Summary	  
 

With the exception of 2012, the location of the mean center during the years of 

recruit analysis for UN (2009-2013) showed a gradual migration to Big 10 Conference 

states.  Figure 37 shows how the mean center gradually moved in an eastern direction 

towards the Big 10 Conference during 2009-2011 and 2013, suggesting that UN’s 

realignment allowed for a higher draw of recruits from those new conference territories. 
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Mean Center Movement 
Year Distance from UN (in miles) 
2009 459 

2010 265 

2011 356 

2012 315 

2013 315 
 

Figure 37.  UN: Mean Center Movement 

 

In the case of UN, the results provided in the sections above support the initial 

hypothesis that the school’s recruiting footprint was impacted by conference realignment. 

 

Table 14.  UN: Recruit Summary 
 

Year Big 12 Conference Big Ten Conference 

IA* KS OK MO TX NE CO IA* MN IN OH WI IL MI PA 
2009  1 0 0 8 2 1  0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

2010  3 0 1 5 4 2  1 0 1 0 1 0 0 

2011  1 0 0 5 4 0  0 0 2 0 1 0 0 

2012  0 0 1 2 1 1  0 0 2 0 2 0 0 

2013  0 0 2 2 1 0  0 1 3 1 1 0 0 

TOTALS  5 0 4 22 12 4  1 1 8 1 5 0 0 

*Iowa (IA) removed from this table as it fell within both conferences 
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As Table 14 indicates, between 2011-2013, after UN became a member of the Big 

10 Conference, its college football program began signing a higher number of recruits 

from Ohio (7 total recruits), Illinois (4 total recruits), Indiana (1 total recruit) and 

Wisconsin (1 total recruit).  Between 2009-2010, prior to realigning to the Big Ten, UN 

signed a total of only 2 recruits from these four states combined.  This trend is a clear 

indication that conference realignment at least partially accounted for the influx of 

recruits to UN from states within the Big 10 Conference. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

As the results in the previous section show, conference realignment did have 

some degree of impact on how some college football programs conducted their recruiting 

campaigns.  Although this correlation was more obvious in some schools (i.e. West 

Virginia University and the University of Nebraska) than others (i.e. Brigham Young 

University), the shift in recruit locations (even over a short time span of five years) was 

evident. 

The reasons behind these results could vary.  On one hand, conference 

realignment often brings increased exposure, visibility and publicity to new parts of the 

country.  On the other hand, when a school changes conferences, it obviously wants to 

infiltrate the recruiting territory of its in-conference opponents as much as possible, to 

bolster their own recruiting stock while diminishing that of their opponents.  Either of 

these reasons (among others) could have accounted for the post-realignment patterns seen 

with these four schools.  The four focus schools studied in this thesis project (although a 

small sample size) prove that there is no universal strategy for recruiting that works for 

every college football program.  Every program is armed with its own budget, its own 

philosophy and its own geographic footprint, which may expand or contract depending 

on specific team needs and resource availability. 
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 In order to measure how conference realignment affected college football teams 

on the playing field, annual conference winning percentage is a reliable metric to use.  

Table 15 shows how the four focus schools in this thesis project fared within their 

conferences, both before and after their respective year of realignment (highlighted in 

yellow).  (The one outlier in this analysis is BYU, which, as an Independent, does not 

play against a traditional group of in-conference opponents, hence the “Overall Record” 

designation in Table 15). 

 

Table 15.  Realignment and Winning Percentage 
 

 

 

The statistics on the average winning percentage of each school before and after 

realignment are very telling.  Excluding BYU (given the lack of true Independent 

conference opponents), UM saw its pre-realignment (2010-2011) record of 11-6 (0.647) 
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jump to 14-2 (0.875) during 2013-2014.  WVU, on the other hand, took a step backwards 

as its record fell from 10-4 (0.714) during 2010-2011 to 7-11 (0.389) during 2013-2014.  

UN experienced virtually no change in its on-field performance as a result of 

realignment, going 12-4 (0.750) in both the Big 12 and the Big 10 during 2009-2010 and 

2012-2013, respectively. 

Geospatial tools provide proven benefits within the sports analytics industry.  

Given the profits that some college sports are ability to generate, collegiate athletics 

programs have a grounded incentive to analyze and study data and patterns in hopes of 

discovering ways to win more frequently on the playing field, attract more fans and 

national exposure, and, as a result, increases revenue for that program.  Applying the 

tools and applications that it offers, GIS is one way for collegiate athletics to save money 

and resources and increase revenue streams at the same time. 
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FUTURE RESEARCH 

Conference realignment in the world of collegiate athletics is by no means a one-

time occurrence that only happens once.  Based on the number of universities affected by 

the most recent realignments within just the last five years, it would be safe to assume 

that more schools will continue to follow this trend in the future.  Of course, it is difficult 

to accurately predict just how many schools and how many conferences will be directly 

affected by this phenomenon, but the realization that it is inevitable better prepares 

athletic directors, administration officials and conference commissioners for both its 

effects as well as its consequences.  As demonstrated in this thesis project, using 

geospatial tools to map both historical and current conference boundaries is an effective 

way of emphasizing the degree of flux and dynamic nature of today’s college football 

landscape. 

The schools analyzed in this study by no means encompassed all of the college 

football programs that have been impacted by recent conference realignments.  In order 

to present a varied representation of conferences as well as geographic locations across 

the country, the four schools described in this study were chosen.  In addition to these 

four, however, several other schools recently changed conferences, and they are listed in 

Table 16. 
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Table 16.  Additional FBS College Football Realignments 
 

# School/University Leaving Joining Effective Year 

1 University of Utah 
Mountain 

West 
Conference 

Pac-12 
Conference 2011-2012 

2 Texas Christian 
University 

Mountain 
West 

Conference 

Big 12 
Conference 2012-2013 

3 Texas A&M University Big 12 
Conference 

Southeastern 
Conference 2012-2013 

4 University of Colorado Big 12 
Conference 

Pac-12 
Conference 2012-2013 

 

 

In addition to this list, two schools in particular that were not evaluated as part of this 

thesis project are Syracuse University and the University of Pittsburgh.  Due to the fact 

that both of these universities departed the Big East Conference and officially joined the 

ACC in 2013, there was insufficient data to accurately assess any impacts on recruiting 

geography (as this study evaluated effects using a full two years following the year of 

realignment).  However, these two schools (as well as the University of Louisville, 

another former Big East member that opted to join the ACC in 2014) would be prime 

candidates for the research methods outlined in this thesis project, to determine if their 

respective transitions from one conference to another affected their recruiting footprints 

for their football programs.  Furthermore, a future version of this study could include a 

visual analysis of the recruiting footprints of the three Independent football programs 

mentioned earlier: the U.S. Military Academy (Army), the U.S. Naval Academy (Navy) 

and the University of Notre Dame.  Given the non-contiguous distribution of these 

institutions and unique admission factors (Catholic affiliation, commitment to military 
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service/duty, etc.), their respective recruiting footprints would be an interesting dataset to 

geocode and analyze through spatial statistics such as mean center and standard distance.  

These additional focus schools would drastically increase the sample size of the input 

data (recruit locations), thus providing a more favorable case for using Ripley’s K 

function to measure degrees or clustering and/or dispersion across distance bands.  By 

using Ripley’s K function with larger and more geographically representative datasets, 

spatial patterns can be visualized more easily. 

Another area that will be studied in future research is an investigation of how 

schools’ travel budgets are impacted from conference realignment.  In some cases of 

conference realignment, the changes are so extreme that the time and distance required to 

travel to in-conference opponents spans the entire country.  This shift obviously leaves a 

recurring and enduring budgetary effect and may even deter other schools from 

considering extreme scenarios of conference realignment.  Further analysis may yield 

interesting results from a cost-benefit perspective, in that some schools that incur these 

consequential costs as a result of realignment may earn them back as a return on 

investment (ROI) from the new conference they joined. 

Finally, the methods and analytical tools demonstrated in this thesis project are by 

no means unique to college football programs.  Any sport (collegiate or professional) 

could be used as the platform for performing this analysis.  For example, the spatial 

dynamics around college basketball programs and their recruiting patterns would make 

for a very interesting research project.  In addition, an analysis visualizing fan allegiance 

to National Football League (NFL) franchises and how that loyalty and connection is 
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affected by geographical relocation (i.e. the Los Angeles Rams moving to St. Louis, MO, 

in 1995) would be a fascinating geospatial study.  Expanding this thought even further, 

future research could address how conference realignment impacts overall student 

enrollment for a university, instead of only looking at scholarship student-athletes.  

Geospatial tools could be applied on this more inclusive scale in order to assess what 

effects (if any) conference realignment has on the demographic composition (i.e. gender, 

race, religious affiliation, etc.) and geographic distribution of a university’s student body. 
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