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continued...

Athletic facilities are often among the most visible and heavily 

used spaces on a private college campus. From football 

stadiums and basketball arenas to soccer fields and baseball 

complexes, these venues bring together students, alumni, 

families, and the surrounding community. As campuses grow 

and athletic programs expand, institutions frequently face a 

familiar challenge: upgrading or expanding spectator seating 

while maintaining sustainability goals and the overall aesthetic 

of the campus environment.

BY INTERKAL

HAVE A SEAT
Strategic Planning for

New Seating in Athletic Facilities
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In today’s era of green construction 
and environmentally responsible campus 
planning, seating upgrades are about more 
than increasing capacity. Facilities leaders 
must also consider the sustainability of 
materials, lifecycle durability, accessibility, 
fan comfort, and the long-term operational 
impact of their seating investments. With 
thoughtful planning, new seating instal-
lations can support campus sustainability 
initiatives while enhancing the game-day 
experience for generations of fans.

Understanding the Need 
for Seating Upgrades
Many private colleges built their primary 
athletic venues decades ago when spectator 
expectations and facility standards were 
very different. Wooden bleachers or 

early-generation aluminum seating may 
have served their purpose at the time but can 
fall short of modern expectations for safety, 
accessibility, and comfort.

At the same time, growing athletic 
programs and stronger alumni engagement 
can increase demand for spectator seating. 
Facilities leaders may find that attendance 
at games, tournaments, and campus events 
is outpacing the capacity or functionality of 
existing venues.

Upgrading seating allows institutions to 
address several goals simultaneously:

•	 Improve spectator comfort and safety
•	 Increase capacity for major events
•	 Enhance accessibility and ADA 

compliance
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•	 Incorporate sustainable materials and 
construction methods

•	 Align athletic facilities with campus 
branding and aesthetics

The key is to approach seating upgrades as 
part of a broader campus planning strategy 
rather than a simple equipment replacement.

Sustainability in Seating Design
Sustainability plays a growing role in the 
design of athletic facilities. While seating 
itself may seem like a small component 
of a stadium or arena, the materials and 
construction methods used can have a 
significant environmental impact.

Many manufacturers now offer seating 
products made from recycled aluminum, 
recycled plastics, or responsibly sourced 
materials. These products reduce the environ-
mental footprint of new construction while 
offering exceptional durability in outdoor 
environments.

Aluminum grandstand systems, for 
example, are widely used in collegiate 
stadiums because aluminum is both light-
weight and highly recyclable. In many 
cases, the material can be recycled indefi-
nitely without losing strength or structural 
integrity. This makes aluminum an attractive 
choice for institutions focused on lifecycle 
sustainability.

Durability is another important sustain-
ability factor. Seating systems designed to last 
decades with minimal maintenance reduce 
the need for frequent replacements, lowering 
both cost and environmental impact.

Planning for Capacity and Flexibility
When planning seating upgrades, facilities 
leaders must carefully evaluate both current 
and future capacity needs. Overbuilding can 
lead to unused infrastructure, while under-
building may require costly expansions later.

A comprehensive assessment should 
consider:

•	 Average game attendance
•	 Potential growth in athletic programs
•	 Tournament or championship 

hosting opportunities

•	 Multi-purpose event use such as 
concerts or ceremonies

Flexible seating systems can help insti-
tutions adapt to changing needs. Modular 
grandstand systems allow sections to be 
expanded or reconfigured over time without 
major structural changes.

A strong example of flexible seating design 
can be seen at Villanova University, where 
stadium upgrades have incorporated modern 
seating while maintaining the intimate 
fan environment that defines the school’s 
athletic culture.

Planning for flexibility ensures that 
seating investments continue to serve the 
institution as athletic programs grow.

Comfort and the Modern 
Fan Experience
Today’s spectators expect more than a 
simple bench seat. Comfort, visibility, and 
amenities all influence how fans experience 
athletic events.

Modern seating design often incorporates 
features such as:

•	 Individual seat backs or 
chair-back seating

•	 Wider seating rows for 
improved comfort

•	 Improved sightlines throughout 
the venue

•	 Accessible seating areas integrated 
into the overall design

Premium seating areas are also becoming 
more common at private colleges. These 
spaces may include club seating, shaded 
areas, or hospitality sections that support 
donor engagement and alumni events.

For example, Wake Forest University 
has invested in premium seating upgrades 
at several athletic venues to enhance the 
game-day experience while supporting 
athletic program fundraising.

Balancing premium seating with tradi-
tional student sections ensures that facilities 
remain welcoming to the entire campus 
community.

One of the most 
important steps in 
sustainable parking 
development is 
forecasting long-term 
needs. Instead of 
building multiple small 
lots over time, campus 
planners often conduct 
comprehensive parking 
studies to determine 
how parking demand will 
evolve over the next 10 to 
20 years.
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Accessibility and Inclusive Design
Accessibility is a critical component of 
modern seating design. The Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA) requires athletic 
venues to provide accessible seating areas with 
appropriate sightlines and companion seating.

However, accessibility should go beyond 
minimum compliance. Inclusive design 
ensures that all fans can enjoy events 
comfortably and safely.

Best practices include:
•	 Accessible seating integrated 

throughout the venue rather than 
isolated sections

•	 Barrier-free pathways and ramps
•	 Accessible concessions and restroom 

facilities
•	 Clear wayfinding and signage

Designing with inclusivity in mind 
reinforces an institution’s commitment to 
serving all members of its community.

Blending Seating with 
Campus Architecture
Athletic facilities often sit near academic 

buildings, residence halls, or historic campus 
landmarks. For this reason, seating structures 
should align with the broader architectural 
character of the campus.

Architectural finishes, color schemes, and 
structural design can help seating systems 
blend seamlessly with surrounding buildings.

At the University of Notre Dame, stadium 
expansions have been carefully designed to 
complement the university’s historic archi-
tectural style. The integration of stone facades 
and traditional design elements ensures that 
modern seating additions feel consistent with 
the surrounding campus environment.

Even smaller institutions can apply similar 
principles by incorporating school colors, 
branded seating panels, or architectural 
accents that reflect campus identity.

Environmental Considerations 
in Outdoor Stadiums
Outdoor athletic venues present additional 
environmental considerations. Seating 
materials must withstand exposure to sun, 
rain, temperature changes, and heavy use.

Sustainable seating systems often 
incorporate protective finishes and corro-
sion-resistant materials that extend lifespan 
while minimizing maintenance.

Shading strategies can also contribute to 
sustainability. Canopies, shade structures, or 
strategically placed landscaping can reduce 
heat buildup in seating areas while improving 
spectator comfort.

Some institutions are even integrating solar 
panels into stadium shade structures, gener-
ating renewable energy while providing cover 
for spectators.

Maintenance and Lifecycle Planning
A seating installation represents a long-term 

investment for any athletic facility. Facilities 
teams should evaluate maintenance require-
ments and lifecycle costs during the planning 
process.

Key considerations include:
•	 Resistance to corrosion and weather 

exposure
•	 Ease of cleaning and repair
•	 Availability of replacement parts
•	 Structural durability over 

decades of use
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Selecting high-quality seating systems may 
involve higher upfront costs but often results 
in lower maintenance expenses and longer 
service life.

Lifecycle planning also supports sustain-
ability by reducing the need for frequent 
replacements and minimizing material waste.

Case Study: Sustainable 
Stadium Improvements
An example of thoughtful seating upgrades 
can be seen at Davidson College. The college 
has invested in athletic facility improvements 
that emphasize sustainability and campus 
integration.

Seating upgrades were designed to maintain 
the intimate atmosphere of the stadium 
while improving fan comfort and accessi-
bility. Durable materials and energy-efficient 
lighting systems were incorporated into the 
project to support the college’s environ-
mental goals.

By combining modern infrastructure with 
thoughtful design, the college enhanced the 
fan experience without compromising the 
character of the campus.

Looking Ahead: The Future 
of Athletic Seating
Athletic facilities will continue to evolve as 
institutions respond to changing spectator 
expectations and sustainability priorities. 
Advances in materials, modular design, 
and integrated technology are creating new 
opportunities for flexible and environmentally 
responsible seating solutions.

Smart seating systems may eventually 
incorporate digital ticketing integration, 
mobile charging stations, and enhanced acces-
sibility features.

At the same time, sustainability will remain 
a guiding principle in campus construction. 
Facilities leaders will continue to seek seating 
systems that balance durability, environ-
mental responsibility, and long-term value.

A Strategic Opportunity for 
Campus Facilities Leaders
For facilities managers and campus planners, 
seating upgrades offer more than a chance to 

expand capacity. They provide an opportunity 
to enhance the fan experience, strengthen 
institutional branding, and demonstrate a 
commitment to sustainability.

By selecting durable materials, designing for 
flexibility, and integrating seating systems into 
the broader campus landscape, institutions 
can create athletic venues that support both 
environmental stewardship and community 
engagement.

In the end, well-designed seating does 
more than accommodate spectators—it 
creates spaces where students, alumni, and 
fans come together to celebrate the traditions 
and spirit that define collegiate athletics. With 
thoughtful planning, those spaces can remain 
vibrant, comfortable, and sustainable for 
decades to come.
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