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ABSTRACT 

 

Amid sustained fiscal constraints, growing public scrutiny, and increasing commercialization in 

public higher education, the purpose of this qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study was 

to investigate how administrators at four Division I (D-I) four-year Public Higher Education 

Institutions (PHEIs) interpret, understand, and justify the stewardship of governmental funding 

across competing priorities such as academics, staffing, and intercollegiate athletics (ICA). 

Institutional documents, including budget reports and strategic plans, were examined to evaluate 

fiscal practices and identify organizational objectives. Ten PHEI administrators were also 

surveyed or interviewed to capture their lived experiences within the industry. The guiding 

theories were Hood’s New Public Management (NPM) and Moore’s Public Value Theory 

(PVT), offering complementary lenses for interpreting how budgetary decisions influence 

administrative procedure, strategic initiatives, and leadership dynamics within public institutions. 

Data were analyzed through interpretive coding to classify and derive meaning from the 

participants’ perspectives. Three core themes emerged: holistic student experience; navigating 

fiscal constraints and pressures; and ethical stewardship, each revealing how administrators 

balance financial accountability, institutional mission, and stakeholder trust in decision-making. 

Findings indicate that stewardship in PHEIs is viewed as both a managerial and moral 

commitment, requiring leaders to reconcile financial discipline with equity, transparency, and the 

academic and societal aims of public higher education. The study clarifies how stewardship 

transforms fiscal responsibility into civic value, thereby enriching existing scholarship in higher 

education, athletic administration, and the central discipline of public administration. 

 Keywords: athletic administration, governmental funding, hermeneutic phenomenology, 

higher education, intercollegiate athletics, New Public Management, Public Value Theory 
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