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Abstract

Local governments often justify subsidizing sports stadiums as economic devel-
opment projects that have positive returns on investment. If this is true, economic
and quality-of-life spillovers that are capitalized in local property values ought to
generate additional tax revenue for host municipalities through increased property
assessments. This analysis uses the synthetic control method to estimate the effect
of a new publicly-funded professional baseball stadium and team relocation on prop-
erty assessments in Cobb County, Georgia. Cobb assessment values did not increase
relative to other metro-Atlanta counties following the stadiums’ announcement or
opening, which is inconsistent with the stadium having a positive fiscal impact, even
with its desirable location and accompanying mixed-used development. The find-
ings are consistent with past economic studies and are likely generalizable to other
stadium projects.
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220 J. C. Bradbury

Property values in Ott’s District 2, which includes Cumberland and east Cobb,
have increased by almost $11 billion since 2013, according to the data the
commissioner shared last month. Ott says Cumberland alone has seen signifi-
cant developments step up to the plate in the wake of the Braves’ announce-
ment of their entry into Cobb.... “As those come online, you start to increase
property taxes, and it’s people in the area. They weren’t being proposed before
(the Braves arrival).” (Gargis 2017)

1 Introduction

It has become common for local governments to subsidize the relocation and
retention of professional sports teams through the construction and operation of
sports venues. Since 1970 more than 120 sports stadiums and arenas have opened
in North America to host major-league franchises, with public subsidies covering
a majority of total construction costs (Humphreys 2019). This does not include
funding of minor-league and college sports facilities that also often benefit from
public subsidies. The penchant for funding sports venues among local govern-
ments in the United States and Canada remains strong, and thus the economic
justifications for these projects is an important subject for public policy.

Stadium and arena subsidies are often defended as economic development pro-
jects, based on the expectation that associated commercial activity will spill over
onto the surrounding community to stimulate economic growth. However, con-
sensus findings reported in the large literature on the economic impacts of sports
facilities and events offer little support for the hypothesis that sports-related com-
merce stimulates the local economy (Coates and Humphreys 2008). Spending on
sports appears to emanate from intrajurisdictional transfers among residents who
sacrifice other local consumption options rather than generating net new eco-
nomic activity in the community. Thus, the continued subsidization of sports ven-
ues appears to be unjustified, which represents a curious example of a persistent
government failure.

Despite the lack of observable impacts on tangible measures of economic perfor-
mance (e.g., income, output, employment, etc.), the presence of a professional sports
franchise may confer social benefits to the community through neighborhood exter-
nalities and non-excludable public good amenities that enhance residents’ quality of
life. These potential unpriced benefits are not captured in sports consumption but
are still valued by local residents. Rosentraub (2014) argues that amenity spillovers
from hosting a professional sports team make the region more attractive and livable
for businesses and residents, which ultimately results in positive returns on public
investments in sports stadiums: “As investments, the tax dollars expended for venues
have generated positive net financial returns. Cities can and do win in the sense that
the financial returns the public sector receives are more than the funds expended”(p.
xv). If professional sports teams generate positive fiscal impacts through existence
spillovers, then public subsidization of sports venues and their widespread political
support may be justified.
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In a Tiebout (1956) and Oates (1969) framework, the welfare gains from
spillovers that derive from hosting a professional sports team should be reflected
in local property values. As Carlino and Coulson (2004) notes, “If people like
having a professional sports franchise in their community, they are presumably
willing to pay for it, if not directly through the purchase of season tickets, then
indirectly through an increased willingness to pay for housing in the area” (p.
27). Increased local property values should translate into greater property assess-
ments that raise additional property tax revenue for the host municipality, provid-
ing another channel through which a stadium may have a positive fiscal impact
on its community. Therefore, fiscal effects from stadium spillovers on resident
taxpayers ought to be observable in property assessments. Though economists
have examined neighborhood effects of stadiums on local real estate prices, the
extended fiscal impact through property assessments has received little study.

In 2013, Atlanta National League Baseball Club (ANLBC) of Major League
Baseball (MLB) announced that it was moving its team (“Atlanta Braves”) from
its downtown Atlanta stadium (Turner Field) in Fulton County to the suburban
business district of Cumberland in adjacent Cobb County. As part of the agree-
ment to host the team, Cobb County committed $300 million in public funds to
subsidize the construction and operation of a new stadium (Truist Park).! A novel
feature of the stadium is that it is part of a broader mixed-use development, which
is owned and operated by ANLBC. The stadium is also uniquely positioned
within metropolitan Atlanta to attract new customers and residents from the
region, due to its location at the junction of major highways on the Cobb County
border. Thus, the stadium is placed ideally to facilitate economic activity by
attracting cross-border consumption and migration from non-Cobb residents and
expand the County’s taxbase through added sales and property tax collections.

Cobb Board of Commissioners Chairman Tim Lee touted the stadium development
as an economic “home run for Cobb County,” which would stimulate economic growth
and pay for itself through increased tax revenue derived from the project, declaring that
the stadium would be “the single greatest economic development project in the mod-
ern history of Cobb County” (Klepal 2013; Lee 2016). However, the predicted impacts
have not manifested in the local economy. Studies of the business district surrounding
the stadium (Bradbury 2022) and County sales tax receipts (Bradbury 2021) do not
identify significant increases in economic activity following the opening of the ballpark.

This analysis extends the examination of the stadium’s impact further by observ-
ing changes in county-wide property assessments. Added residential and commer-
cial amenities from the stadium should be evident in local property values, which
ought to reflect the social and economic value of the stadium borne by the citizens
who funded the project. Increased property values should correspondingly grow the
County’s tax digest to help cover the costs of the stadium. Though the stadium may
not have directly stimulated sufficient commercial activity to justify the public subsi-
dies, the total social benefits may rise to that level.

! The stadium was named SunTrust Park during its first three years of operation, but changed its name
along with its naming rights sponsor in 2020. For simplicity, I refer to the stadium as Truist Park in this
article.
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I use the synthetic control method to compare Cobb’s property assessments before
and after the announcement and opening of Truist Park relative to other metro-
Atlanta counties, which provide a donor pool of control units to generate a reason-
able counterfactual estimate of Cobb County property assessment values absent the
stadium. Synthetic control comparisons indicate that Cobb property assessments
did not deviate from their pre-stadium trajectories following the announcement or
opening of the stadium. Instead, Cobb’s property tax digest growth has been typical
among metro-Atlanta counties, which indicates that post-stadium growth in Cobb
property assessments reflects a regional trend rather than a response to the stadium
development. The estimates are robust to sensitivity and placebo tests. Because the
team relocated within the same metropolitan area, cross-county congruence cannot
reflect spillovers from the Cobb stadium onto the larger region. Though Cobb resi-
dents have borne the financial obligation of funding the stadium, they have not expe-
rienced a corresponding financial return through increased property assessments.

The findings also contribute to the regional science and economics literatures
on intangible stadium spillovers, in which studies have produced mixed findings.
Georgia’s property assessments are regularly curated to reflect market transactions
and thus capture social benefits capitalized in property values. The lack of deviation
from pre-stadium trends in Cobb assessment values does not support the hypoth-
esis that sports stadiums are strong sources of non-pecuniary social benefits to local
residents.

Though this analysis is a case study, its findings are likely generalizable to other
stadium projects. From its inception, Truist Park was well-suited to be successful
and generate net new economic activity and tax revenue through interjurisdictional
competition in the region. Its impotence despite its unique advantages indicates that
most stadium projects are unlikely to have strong positive effects on local commu-
nities that would justify standard levels of public subsidies typically provided for
stadium projects.

2 Background

On November 11, 2013, ANLBC, which is a subsidiary of Liberty Media Corpo-
ration, announced that it was moving its MLB team operations from Turner Field
in downtown Atlanta to the suburban business district of Cumberland in Cobb
County.” The relocation was unexpected when announced, because the team was
playing in a relatively new stadium with modern ballpark amenities, and the club
was not openly advertising its intentions to relocate. Similarly, Cobb County was
not seeking to attract an MLB team, as county residents were largely fans of the
existing metro-Atlanta franchise and lacked the population (approximately 720,000

2 Cumberland Community Improvement District (CID) is a self-taxing business improvement dis-
trict organized for the purpose of facilitating commerce among local businesses, which is located on
the south-eastern border in unincorporated Cobb County. Truist Park lies near the center of the district,
which covers approximately seven square miles.
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residents) to support a separate club. On November 26, the Cobb Board of Com-
missioners approved a memorandum of understanding that committed the County
to devote $300 million to assist with construction of a new ballpark to host the club.

The County planned to fund its portion of the $672 million stadium through sev-
eral mechanisms; however, a majority of funds are collected from the entire county.
The largest contribution is from the County’s general fund through county-wide
property tax collections, much of it derived from the reallocation of revenue from
park bonds that were scheduled to be retired.’

Though most studies of the impacts of the presence of sports teams and venues
do not identify strong economic impacts, Truist Park is a unique stadium project
with attributes lacking in other stadium developments, which may generate greater
economic and social benefits for the community. Stadium advocates highlighted the
novelty of the project in response to objections from critics who pointed to the fail-
ures of past stadium projects to recoup their investments.

First, the stadium is part of The Battery Atlanta (“the Battery”) mixed-use devel-
opment, which is owned and operated by ANLBC. In addition to the stadium,
ANLBC invested another $400 million in purchasing and developing land around
the stadium to be part of an entertainment, retail, office, and residential campus. In
total, the $1.1 billion stadium development was designed to attract commerce as a
year-round economic hub that generates revenue even when the team is not playing,
expanding its development footprint in a halo that extends to other Cobb businesses
and residents. Club President and CEO Mike Plant emphasized this aspect when
touting the stadium development’s impact on the Cobb:

Our collective public-private partnership always was focused on the mixed-
use development. This was never about building a professional ballpark as a
standalone facility. I know I've said over a hundred times on behalf of our
organization those don’t pencil out most of the time. This has been about $1.1
billion in private investment into the Battery (Deere 2021).

Second, the stadium’s location facilitates easy access for the existing local fanbase
that includes non-Cobb residents who are shifting their baseball consumption from
Fulton County to the adjacent tax jurisdiction of Cobb County. Truist Park is situ-
ated near the edge of Cobb, on its border with the City of Atlanta and at the junc-
tion of two major interstates that can be accessed by fans throughout the metro area.
Thus, the stadium development is well placed to increase net economic activity
within Cobb that was previously not present, which may result in greater tax revenue
to the County through added sales and property taxes. Associated new residential
construction at the Battery and the juxtaposition of the area to the City of Atlanta
and its transportation arteries might also facilitate in-migration from metro-Atlanta
residents who value proximity to the ballpark.

3 Other revenue sources include a reallocation funding from its existing county-wide hotel tax, a new
county-wide car rental tax, and two new special tax districts near the stadium that assess additional taxes
on local businesses, multifamily housing units, and hotels (Gillooly 2013b).
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The stadium also provides an opportunity for Cobb County to distinguish itself
among the Atlanta community and foster civic pride among residents. Hosting an
MLB club demonstrates that Cobb is desirable place to live and work, and busi-
nesses may be attracted by the team’s presence; thus, migrating businesses may
choose relocation to Cobb over downtown Atlanta or other local jurisdictions.
Furthermore, county residents may value the option of local access to the ballpark
and other amenities. At government meetings and town halls following the project
announcement, stadium advocates wore shirts with the logo “Cobb: Home of the
Braves" to promote the positive impact that hosting an MLB team would have for
Cobb’s reputation (Gillooly 2013a).

Thus, the unexpected relocation of ANLBC to Cobb County provides a natural
experiment to identify the effect of a professional sports franchise on its host com-
munity. Its mixed-use development design and placement within a metropolitan area
ought to enhance its effects on the host juridiction that should be evident in local
property assessments.

3 Empirical analysis
3.1 Motivation

The primary motivation for this analysis is to identify the potential fiscal impact of a
new stadium and hosting a professional sports team on a host municipality through
property tax collections. As is common with most stadium projects, Truist Park
advocates predicted significant financial returns flowing to the County treasury that
would more than cover the public costs. Commissioner Lee described the subsidy as
a sound financial endeavor: “As an economic development project this small invest-
ment by the residents will bring back and yield a significant growth in our digest, in
our sales tax, in our economic viability, it is a relatively small investment for a huge
return not only for the Cumberland area but all of Cobb County” (Gillooly 2013b).
Like most local governments, the primary revenue source of Cobb’s general fund
is property taxes; thus, fiscal returns should manifest through increased property
assessments resulting from the stadium’s presence.

The findings also contribute to the economics literature on the non-pecuniary
benefits of sports teams and stadiums. While most studies do not find large tangi-
ble economic impacts from sports facilities and events, there is some evidence that
the presence of teams may have positive social benefits on host communities. Even
if economic benefits are not evident, hosting a professional franchise may generate
welfare-improving spillovers for residents that justify subsidies to rectify a market
failure (Matheson 2019). Several studies have examined the social non-use benefits
of hosting professional sports teams using two empirical strategies.

The first approach uses contingent valuation method (CVM) surveys of local
communities to identify residents’ willingness to pay for hosting a professional
sports team to quantify its option value. Though CVM estimates identify positive
existence values from local franchises, the gains generally are well below the sub-
sidies paid to teams (Johnson, Groothuis and Whitehead 2001; Johnson, Mondello
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and Whitehead 2007; Fenn and Crooker 2009; Johnson, Whitehead, Mason and
Walker 2012).

This analysis uses the second method of observing property values in the sur-
rounding community to estimate stadium spillovers that are capitalized into real
estate prices. The theory that property values capture the social costs and benefits
of collective consumption goods to residents originates from Tiebout (1956) and
Oates (1969), which posit that land prices reflect resident benefits and tax costs
of the provision of publicly-provided local services. Public good and externality
spillovers from hosting professional sports teams ought to be similarly capitalized
into property values. This approach has produced mixed findings, which I discuss
below. Georgia property assessments are governed by objective procedures designed
to reflect the fair market value of property; thus, the assessments are a reasonable
proxy of market values.*

In its examination of the impact of National Football League (NFL) teams on
social benefits to metropolitan areas, Carlino and Coulson (2004) begins with the
basic hypothesis that if professional sports teams contribute quality-of-life amen-
ities, then hosting a team should be reflected in increased local residential rental
prices. The authors use a hedonic pricing model that accounts for housing and city
characteristics to observe monthly residential rents in large US metropolitan areas,
in order to estimate the impact of hosting an NFL team. The authors find higher
rents in cites with NFL teams, which they infer reflects the added value that resi-
dents place on living in an NFL-hosting city. Though Coates, Humphreys and
Zimbalist (2006) contends that the findings are not robust, and the original authors
defend their estimates (Carlino and Coulson 2006), the idea that property values
reflect total social benefits of hosting professional sports teams remains important
for motivating the design of this study. Tu (2005) similarly uses housing prices to
examine the impact of a new NFL stadium on its neighborhood. The study employs
a difference-in-differences strategy to estimate changes in residential property values
in the neighborhood surrounding a new stadium following the move of Washington,
DC'’s professional football team from its inner-city location to a Maryland suburb—
a move that is similar to ANLBC’s move from downtown Atlanta to Cobb County.
The estimates indicate a positive impact on nearby home prices, which may reflect
amenity spillovers from hosting the team. Positive stadium impacts on property also
have been identified from US major-league professional sports stadiums (Feng and
Humphreys 2012), professional soccer stadiums in England (Ahlfeldt and Kavetsos

4 In Georgia, all real property is assessed at 40 percent of its fair market value for tax collection pur-
poses. Counties are required to assess property annually and compare assessments to recent sales to
ensure that they reflect up-to-date market transactions. The state mandates that each county’s Board
of Tax Assessors must provide regular estimates of all property in its jurisdiction to the State Revenue
Commissioner who reviews the assessments to assure uniformity within and across counties (Georgia
Department of Revenue 2017, 2021a, ¢, d). Accuracy and uniformity were particularly important to the
state for most of the sample, because Georgia collected a state-wide property tax through 2015. Georgia
assessed a 0.25 millage rate through 2011. In 2012, the state began a gradual phase out of the state-level
property tax by 0.05 mills per year, until the tax was no longer collected in 2016.
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2014) and the US (Feng and Humphreys 2018), and commercial property near a
National Basketball Association (NBA) arena (Propheter 2019).

While much of the policy discussion regarding the impact of sports on the local
community focuses on positive spillovers, sports events are associated negative
externalities, which may be a detriment to nearby businesses and residents and thus
may lower property values. Disamenities include crime (Mares and Blackburn 2019;
Marie 2016; Montolio and Planells-Struse 2019; Pyun 2019; Rees and Schnepel
2009; Yu, Mckinney, Caudill and Mixon Jr. 2016), traffic congestion (Humphreys
and Pyun 2018), and pollution (Locke 2019). Dehring, Depken and Ward (2007)
identifies mostly negative announcement effects from an NFL franchise relocation,
which were consistent with expected increased tax obligations. Humphreys and
Nowak (2017) finds negative effects evident in NBA team departures.

Whether the net impact of sports-related spillovers is positive or negative is an
empirical question that should be reflected in local property values. This analysis
adds to the literature on the economic and social benefits of hosting a professional
sports team by estimating Truist Park’s impact on Cobb County property assess-
ments. The findings regarding Cobb’s stadium development have implications
for other local municipalities, which regularly commit public funds to subsidize
stadiums.

3.2 Cross-county comparison

A simple time-series comparison of Cobb’s assessment values before and after the
stadium is not sufficient to identify the impact of the stadium development, because
Cobb experienced growing property values during this period that was unrelated to
ANLBC'’s relocation, like much of the Atlanta area. Metro-Atlanta counties provide
a useful control group of counties experiencing similar economic circumstances to
estimate how Cobb’s property assessments progressed relative to counties that did
receive a new MLB team and stadium. Cobb is one of 29 Atlanta Metropolitan Sta-
tistical Area (MSA) counties in Georgia, which are mapped in Fig. 1, along with
baseball stadium locations and major interstate highways.

The Georgia Department of Revenue (2021b) reports annual property digest
assessments on its website for Georgia counties. Table 1 reports the mean assessed
value per acre for all metro-Atlanta counties during the study sample, from 1999
to 2019. Cobb’s property is the third most valuable among the cohort, and its nor-
malized value is most similar to three other core metro-Atlanta counties of DeKalb,
Fulton, and Gwinnett, which have assessed values that are much higher than other
counties. 60 percent of metro-Atlanta’s population resides in these four core coun-
ties. The remaining MSA counties have strong economic and social ties to Atlanta,
but they are more suburban and exurban in nature.

Treatment effects from the stadium may be evident at two points in time: at its
announcement and at its opening. When a stadium project is announced, buyers and
sellers receive information that should be immediately capitalized into property val-
ues if the effects can be accurately anticipated. However, the uniqueness of stadium
projects and conflicting external effects on local land use may create substantial
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Fig. 1 Map of Metropolitan Atlanta Counties. Includes City of Atlanta boundary, major highways, and

ballpark locations

Table 1 Mean value per acre

by Metro-Atlanta County, County Value per acre County Value per acre

1999-2019 Fulton $176,977 Spalding $14,634
DeKalb $165,864 Walton $14,314
Cobb $158,914 Bartow $12,304
Gwinnett $125,177 Dawson $11,141
Clayton $99,454 Pickens $10,354
Forsyth $65,567 Carroll $10,243
Fayette $45,560 Butts $6,554
Henry $36,741 Morgan $5,094
Rockdale $36,365 Lamar $4,888
Douglas $35,671 Haralson $4,818
Cherokee $32,554 Pike $4,252
Barrow $21,007 Heard $2,764
Paulding $19,938 Jasper $2,507
Coweta $16,936 Meriwether $2,397
Newton $16,731

Real dollar values in 2019 dollars
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uncertainty as to how the development will unfold—e.g., enhance or deter busi-
ness and residential agglomeration, produce local amenities, attract traffic and crime
(Humphreys and Zhou 2015)—which may not be apparent until after the stadium
opens and land use changes manifest. Previous studies of sports venues have identi-
fied announcement effects (Ahlfeldt and Kavetsos 2014; Dehring, Depken and Ward
2007) in addition to facility existence effects (Ahlfeldt and Maennig 2010; Feng and
Humphreys 2018; Bradbury 2022) on nearby property values. Tu (2005) identifies
both an effect from the announced move of the team, and smaller increase follow-
ing the stadium’s opening. Therefore, I examine the potential impacts of stadium
announcement and opening treatments in this study.

As a preliminary comparison, Fig. 2 maps Cobb’s change in value per acre as a
percent difference relative to the year prior to the announced move to Cobb (2013)
and the year prior to the stadium opening (2016). Percent differences normal-
ize changes across counties with large differences in average property values. The
figures include comparisons to all Atlanta MSA counties, and separately identifies
Atlanta’s central core counties of Cobb, DeKalb, Fulton, and Gwinnett. Their pro-
gressions reveal that while Cobb assessment values have increased since the sta-
dium was announced and opened, as stadium advocates have noted, its growth has
not been extraordinary among counties in the region. These simple comparisons are
not indicative of a treatment effect from the stadium that ought to be reflected in
changes to property assessments, as Cobb’s experience has been typical.

3.3 Synthetic control method

While a simple comparison among counties does not suggest a stadium-induced
increase in property assessments in Cobb, metro-Atlanta counties differ from Cobb
in multiple ways; thus, a more-realistic counterfactual comparison is preferred. The
synthetic control method provides an empirical strategy for identifying causal effects
from interventions by creating a counterfactual non-intervention outcome that is
more realistic than the average of untreated control units, which provides an attrac-
tive comparison for evaluating policy (Athey and Imbens 2017). It has become com-
mon tool for identifying causal effects in social science, and economists have used
the synthetic control method to examine the effects of sports events on local com-
munities, with recent studies analyzing the effects of NFL expansion on employ-
ment (Islam 2019), MLB games on crime (Pyun 2019), and hosting Olympic Games
on employment (Johnson 2021).

The synthetic control method was developed in several papers by Abadie and
Gardeazabal (2003) and Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller (2010, 2015). Abadie
(2021) provides a comprehensive overview of the method, which discusses relevant
considerations for researchers and offers practical guidance for its application. The
synthetic control approach works by exploiting the co-movement of relevant charac-
teristics across similar units to generate the counterfactual non-intervention outcome
from a weighted average of non-treated control units. Observed outcomes are then
compared to the synthetic control during the post-treatment period, where diver-
gences suggest a treatment effect. I use the synthetic control method to estimate how
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trajectory is not abnormal among all metro-Atlanta counties before or after the stadium was announced
(2014) or opened (2017). Atlanta’s core counties in black
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Cobb property assessments likely would have evolved if the Truist Park develop-
ment had not occurred.

Georgia counties are appropriate units of observation, as previous studies have
used Georgia counties for estimating economic impacts of various interventions.’
The synthetic control method uses a set of relevant county characteristics to com-
pare Cobb to a control group of all Atlanta MSA counties, except Fulton County,
which received the inverse treatment of losing its baseball team. The procedure
employs an objective matching algorithm using pre-treatment means of county char-
acteristics to construct a synthetic Cobb that reflects the county’s observed prop-
erty assessment values from a weighted average of donor counties. It selects and
weights donor counties that best reproduce observed Cobb values to minimize the
root mean squared prediction error (RMSPE) during the pre-treatment period, where
donor weights are positive and sum to one.® Because each synthetic control derives
from pre-stadium county characteristic means, any post-stadium divergence of the
progression of the observed and counterfactual trajectories indicates a causal effect.

I use the annual assessed real dollar value per acre in the county as the out-
come of interest for examining the impact of the Truist Park development on Cobb
County, observing the both the level and annual percent changes in assessments.
The assessment level is important for estimating the aggregate impact on the Coun-
ty’s tax digest to contribute to the general fund; however, because of Cobb’s high
property values in the region, a limited number of counties are likely to be appro-
priate donors. Therefore, I also observe annual percent changes in property assess-
ments, which normalize values across counties to provide the opportunity for more
counties to serve as donors and ensure that the comparisons are not an artifact of a
limited donor pool. Observing yearly changes is also useful for assessing the growth
impact of the stadium development on assessment values.

The sample period extends from 1999 to 2019, which ranges from earliest year
for which county millage rates are available from the Georgia Department of Rev-
enue to the year before the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the economy. 2000 is
the earliest observed year for the percent annual change estimates. The announce-
ment and opening of the stadium provide two potential treatments identified in pre-
vious studies that may have influenced Cobb property values. The announcement
treatment begins in 2014, the first year Cobb property was assessed following the
surprise announcement of the stadium in November 2013. The opening treatment
begins in 2017: the stadium opened in April of that year and hosted all 81 regular-
season home games that season and all successive years. Thus, the sample includes

5 Hall, Matti and Zhou (2020) observes Georgia counties to examine the economic impact city-county
consolidations. Several studies (Feddersen and Maennig 2013a, b; Hotchkiss, Moore and Zobay 2003;
Hotchkiss, Moore and Rios-Avila 2015) use Georgia counties to estimate the economic impact of Atlanta
hosting the 1996 Summer Olympic Games. Similar to this analysis, Bradbury (2021) uses Atlanta MSA
counties to examine the impact of Truist Park on County sales tax revenue.

% 1 use the nested optimization procedure provided by Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller (2011) to
weight the relative importance of county characteristics for selecting and weighting donors in order to
construct the synthetic controls reported in this analysis.
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15 (announcement) or 18 (opening) pre-treatment observations, which correspond to
six or three post-treatment observations, respectively.

I use several characteristics associated with local property values as covariates to
select donors and weights among control MSA counties. The natural log of income
per capita measures the wealth of county residents. Land area accounts for the size
of the county, which affects the amount of taxable land and government obliga-
tions for county services. The percent acreage devoted to commercial activity, as
defined by the Department of Revenue in annual property assessments, accounts for
the commercial use of land. Population density measures residential agglomeration
and reflects the rural/urban nature of the county. The millage rate accounts for the
property tax burden and services provided by the county governments. Because mil-
lage rates may differ across cities within counties, I use the millage rate of unincor-
porated areas. I include the Federal Housing Finance Agency (FHFA) House Price
Index value for each county to reflect within-county changes in house prices over
time.” I also include distance of the county’s government seat from Turner Field
in downtown Atlanta as a covariate to account for distance from Atlanta’s main
employment center and transportation access in the county.

I employ the common practice in synthetic control method studies of includ-
ing several lagged observations of the pre-treatment outcome (assessment value
per acre) to account for co-movement among unobserved factors across counties.
Matching units on pre-intervention outcomes controls for heterogenous responses
to unobserved factors, because units that co-move for reasons not captured by
observable county characteristics likely follow similar trajectories prior to the treat-
ment (Cunningham 2021). I include the mean of assessed value per acre for the
entire pre-treatment period (1999/2000-2013 for the announcement treatment or
1999/2000-2016 for the opening treatment) and the value per acre of the first pre-
treatment year (1999/2000), the middle pre-treatment year (2006 or 2008), and the
final pre-treatment year (2013 or 2016).

Table 2 reports the pre-treatment means of county characteristics for Cobb, syn-
thetic Cobb, and the mean of all control counties for the announcement and opening
treatments. The comparisons demonstrate that the synthetic Cobb characteristics for
both potential treatments are more similar to Cobb than the means of all control
counties, and thus likely provide a superior counterfactual expectation of Cobb’s
post-stadium-treatment outcomes.

4 Results

Figure 3 maps observed and synthetic property assessment values for Cobb
County before and after the announcement and opening treatments. I include the
announcement and opening synthetic controls on the same graphs for both observed

7 The FHFA House Price Index, developed by Bogin, Doerner and Larson (2019), measures movement
of single-family house prices in a county using repeat sales with a base year of 2000 (Federal Housing
Finance Agency 2021).
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Fig.3 Observed and Synthetic Property Assessment Values in Cobb County (1999-2019). Synthetic
Cobb comparisons using announcement and opening treatments for property assessment levels (a) and
annual percent changes (b)

outcomes, which shows the respective pre-treatment covariate means produce simi-
lar synthetic Cobb assessment levels and changes. Though observed and synthetic
Cobb property values do not overlap precisely before or after the treatments, they

@ Springer



Does hosting a professional sports team benefit the local... 235

Table 3 Donor and covariate weights

Level Annual change (%)

Announcement Opening Announcement Opening

Donor counties Donor weights

Carroll 0.410
Clayton 0.081

DeKalb 0.754 0.785 0.125 0.060
Fayette 0.307
Forsyth 0.259 0.241
Gwinnett 0.246 0.215 0.536 0.352
Covariates Covariate Weights

Ln (Income per capita) 0.0011 0.0473 0.0214 0.0525
Land area (square miles) 0.0010 0.0005 0.3912 0.0556
Commercial % 0.0020 0.1355 0.0071 4.94E-05
Population density (population/square miles) 0.0096 0.0496 0.0081 0.0023
Property millage (unincorporated) 0.0002 0.0003 0.0646 0.0217
FHFA house price index 0.0007 0.0360 0.0014 0.0147
Distance from turner field (miles) 0.0006 0.0146 0.0473 0.0160
Value per acre (pre-treatment mean) 0.5723 0.1770 0.0245 0.0099
Value per acre (first pre-treatment year) 0.1808 0.0212 0.1632 0.0365
Value per acre (middle pre-treatment year) 0.1665 0.3286 0.0037 0.0049
Value per acre (final pre-treatment year) 0.0651 0.1895 0.2676 0.7859
Pre-treatment RMSPE $8,738 $8,867 0.0178 0.0175

Donor weights reflect the relative contribution that each county contributes to synthetic Cobb. Covariate
weights reflect each variable’s relative contribution to the selection of donor counties. RMSPE is the pre-
treatment prediction error of the synthetic control

follow similar trajectories that reflect the progression of Cobb property assessments.
The observed and synthetic values do not diverge following the stadium announce-
ment or opening, which is not indicative of a treatment effect. For levels, the small
deviation between observed and synthetic property values (predicted gap) narrows,
rather than deviates, during the post-treatment periods, which is consistent with a
negative treatment effect; however, the magnitude of the deviation is not statistically
significant (see Fig.4 and the associated discussion in Sect. 4.1.1).

Table 3 reports the donor weights for counties used for generating synthetic Cobb
property assessments and the weighting of county characteristics in selecting donors.
The estimates of synthetic Cobb property assessment levels derive from weight-
ing DeKalb between 75 and 79 percent, with the remainder attributed to Gwinnett.
These counties are the most similar to Cobb in terms of proximity to Atlanta and
Fulton. Though only two counties compose synthetic Cobb, the pre-treatment pre-
diction error is small (RMSPE = $8, 800) relative to Cobb’s pre-treatment mean
value per acre of $155,000. Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller (2015) finds syn-
thetic controls estimated from few units—even one unit—may offer a superior fit
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Fig.4 In-Space Placebo Comparison. Lines map predicted gaps between observed and synthetic control
assessment value per acre for Cobb and placebo treatments of control counties for announcement and
opening treatments for property assessment levels (a) and percent annual change (b). Predicted gaps are
not indicative of treatment effects
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to the control sample average. As I demonstrate further in Sect. 4.1.3, Cobb and its
donor counties exhibit similar co-movement.

The synthetic controls for annual percent changes in assessments similarly use
DeKalb and Gwinnett as donors, but include other counties as well. Clayton and
Forsyth are selected as additional donors using the announcement pre-treatment
means. Carroll, Fayette, and Forsyth are the additional donors selected using the
opening pre-treatment means.

For both outcomes and treatments, covariate weights show that pre-treatment out-
come lags play a significant role in selecting donors, which is consistent with county
property values in the metro-Atlanta area moving together.

4.1 Robustness

A concern with synthetic control comparisons is that the synthetic estimate may be
sensitive to donor selection and weighting from spurious correlations during the
pre-treatment period that result in post-treatment trajectory divergences reflecting
model design or post-treatment exogenous shocks to donors rather than a treatment
response. Abadie (2021) suggests a series of robustness checks that evaluate the
validity of the synthetic control in matching observed outcomes and sensitivity of
the estimates. This is particularly important when reporting null results, to ensure
than non-findings are the product of a lack of effect rather than poor study design.

4.1.1 In-space placebo test

The most common robustness evaluation presented in synthetic control method
comparisons is the in-space placebo test, in which placebo treatments are assigned
to untreated control units to produce a synthetic control for each control unit. The
predicted gaps of the control units are compared to the predicted gap estimated for
the actual treated unit. A relatively larger post-treatment predicted gap for the treated
unit suggests that the estimated divergence reflects a treatment effect. I do this by
estimating synthetic controls for each control county (all Atlanta MSA counties
except Fulton) in separate estimates by reassigning placebo treatments for the sta-
dium announcement and opening using the same county characteristics. If there is
a treatment effect from the Cobb stadium, then the predicted gap between observed
and synthetic Cobb following the treatments should be extraordinarily large relative
to placebo counties that did not receive the stadium-treatment.

Figure 4 maps the predicted gaps between observed and synthetic assessed values
for Cobb and all placebo-treated control counties. Cobb’s deviation does not appear
notably different from other counties, which is not supportive of a stadium-treat-
ment effect. There is no exceptional change in Cobb property assessment levels as
Cobb’s predicted gap shows a gradual rise and fall that does not correspond to the
stadium’s announcement or opening. The predicted gaps follow similar trajectories,
which indicates little difference between the announcement and opening treatments.
The predicted gaps for percent annual changes are not exceptional in comparison to
control counties, and no post-treatment deviations are obvious.
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Table 4 Cobb post-/pre-stadium

8 Level Annual Change (%)
RMSPE Ratios
Announcement Opening Announcement Opening
Post/Pre 0.87 0.38 1.26 1.61
RMSPE
Ratio
Cobb’s rank 25 27 10 8
among
control
counties
P-value 0.89 0.96 0.36 0.29

Ratios of post-treatment and pre-treatment RMSPEs in placebo tests
indicate Cobb’s post-stadium deviations are not extraordinary in
comparison to the 27 Atlanta MSA control counties

Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller (2010) proposes a test statistic using the
post-/pre-treatment ratio of the RMSPEs from the placebo test, which estimates the
likelihood of a true treatment effect by ranking the ratios of the treated and con-
trol units. If the ratio of the treated unit is extremely high among placebo-treated
units in a permutation distribution of ratios, it can be identified as statistically-sig-
nificant according to standard p-value thresholds for hypothesis rejection. Table 4
reports that Cobb’s post-/pre-stadium ratios have p-values well above 0.05, which
confirms that Cobb’s experience is not exceptional among metro-Atlanta counties
and is consistent with the null hypothesis of no stadium-treatment effect on property
assessments.

4.1.2 In-time placebo test

Synthetic control donor weights are selected based on the pre-intervention means
of unit characteristics. If co-movement between treated and untreated units does not
persist during the post-intervention period for reasons unrelated to the treatment,
then the synthetic control is not a valid counterfactual outcome for comparison.
A real-world post-treatment comparison is unobservable by nature; however, pre-
treatment comparisons between observed and synthetic outcomes may demonstrate
the predictive ability of the characteristics in constructing a valid synthetic control.
Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller (2015) suggests a falsification test for validat-
ing the characteristics used for selecting the synthetic control by backdating the
treatment timing to several periods before the actual treatment was implemented.
If the quantity of pre-treatment observations is sufficiently large, setting an artifi-
cial premature placebo-treatment prior to the true treatment implementation permits
observing how the synthetic control follows the observed output from pre-placebo-
treatment means after the placebo treatment while the true outcome of the treated
unit remains observable. The in-time placebo test constructs a synthetic control from
means of the pre-placebo-treatment characteristics. If the post-placebo-treatment
observations estimate a synthetic control that shares a similar trajectory to observed
outcomes prior to the treatment, it provides confidence that the synthetic control is
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an accurate projection of property assessments after the stadium was announced or
opened.

I select 2010 as the beginning for the artificial premature placebo-treatment,
which is four years prior to the earliest possible treatment effect from the stadium
announcement and permits eleven pre-placebo-treatment observations. Weights are
selected from pre-2010 means, rather than pre-2014 or pre-2017 means, to minimize
RMSPE during the pre-placebo-treatment period. I use the same county characteris-
tics to select county donors and weights from the same pool of control counties, with
the exception of the pre-intervention assessment values per acre, which are the first
(1999/2000), middle (2004), last (2009), and mean (1999/2000-2009) of the pre-
placebo-treatment period. For property assessment levels, the premature treatment
results in the selection of the same donor counties and similar weights for DeKalb
(0.70) and Gwinnett (0.30) as the true announcement and opening treatments. For
annual percent changes, the matching algorithm selects donor counties (weight) of
Clayton (0.05), DeKalb (0.49), Forsyth (0.31), Gwinnett (0.09), and Meriwether
(0.06). Only the latter county was not selected using the announcement and opening
treatments (Table 3).

Figure 5 reports the synthetic Cobb estimated using the 2010 placebo treatment
in comparison to Cobb and synthetic controls estimated using the announcement
and opening treatments. The premature placebo-treatment produces a synthetic
Cobb that matches the progression of Cobb property assessment levels prior to the
announcement and opening treatments and into the post-treatment period (5a). Also,
the synthetic control generated by the premature placebo-treatment closely matches
the synthetic controls generated from the announcement and opening treatments.
The path of the placebo synthetic control for annual percentage change (Fig. 5b)
does not follow the announcement and opening synthetic controls as closely as it
does for the assessment level, but its trajectory is similar to the other synthetic con-
trols and observed property assessments.

Thus, the similarity in post-stadium-treatment trajectories between synthetic and
observed assessment values estimated from the premature placebo-treatment rein-
forces the predictive power of the model and provides credibility in the covariate
characteristics used to construct the synthetic controls employed for post-stadium-
treatment counterfactual comparisons.

4.1.3 Leaving out donors re-analysis

As a further test of the robustness of findings to study design, Abadie (2021) recom-
mends a leave-one-out re-analysis that estimates alternate synthetic controls after
omitting selected donors to observe how specific control units may influence the
synthetic control. If excluding a particular donor substantially alters the post-treat-
ment trajectory of the synthetic control, it suggests that the donor may have expe-
rienced other interventions or unobserved idiosyncratic post-treatment shocks that
unduly alter the synthetic control’s trajectory rather than the treatment. Figure 6 pre-
sents estimates of alternate synthetic controls when the selected donors are omitted
from the donor pool of control counties using the announcement treatment. Re-anal-
yses using the opening treatment (not reported) are similar.
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Fig.5 In-Time 2010 Placebo Treatment. Synthetic Cobb generated from premature 2010 placebo treat-
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cent annual changes in property assessments (b) before and after stadium-treatments. The synthetic con-
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opening (2017) treatments
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Fig.6 Leave Out Donors Re-Analysis (announcement treatment, 2014). Alternate synthetic controls
omitting originally-selected donor counties. For property assessment levels (a), excluding Gwinnett pro-
duces a nearly identical synthetic control, while excluding DeKalb generates a less similar synthetic con-
trol that co-moves with Cobb. For annual changes in property assessments (b), excluding selected donors
produces synthetic controls similar to synthetic Cobb from original donors
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For property assessment levels (6a), the comparison demonstrates that DeKalb
(in particular) and Gwinnett are influential in producing a synthetic control that
resembles the progression of Cobb’s assessment values, and removing one or both
counties from the donor pool produces worse pre-treatment fits. This is expected:
because the matching algorithm selects a weighted average of the counties that
best reflect pre-treatment outcomes, and both counties have suburban residential
and commercial environments similar to Cobb. Omitting DeKalb results in Gwin-
nett being the sole donor, which exhibits co-movement similar to Cobb, though with
consistently lower property values. Omitting Gwinnett, the donor with the lesser
weight, produces a synthetic control from a weighted average that is 92 percent
DeKalb and eight percent Forsyth. The synthetic controls are similar to the synthetic
Cobb property assessments generated from DeKalb and Gwinnett, though their fits
are slightly worse (RMSPE =~ $9,400).

The strong importance of DeKalb is unsurprising given that it is adjacent to the
City of Atlanta like Cobb—a small portion of Atlanta extends into DeKalb—how-
ever, the matching algorithm continues to select another donor county to construct
the synthetic Cobb along with DeKalb, even after selected replacement control
counties are dropped from the donor pool. Omitting Forsyth in addition to Gwin-
nett results in the selection of Douglas (announcement) or Cherokee (opening), and
excluding those replacement donors results in the selection of Henry as the replace-
ment donor. In all cases, the replacement donor has a weight of approximately six to
eight percent, with DeKalb receiving the remaining weight. For comparison, Fig. 6
includes DeKalb’s observed assessment values over time, which fluctuates with
Cobb quite closely, but the synthetic control that includes an additional more-distant
suburban county better matches Cobb. DeKalb has a larger footprint within Atlan-
ta’s outer-belt expressway—an area colloquially known as “inside the Perimeter” to
delineate its urban character within the metro area—than Cobb, which is more urban
in its development than areas outside the Perimeter, like most of Cobb. Thus, a com-
bination of DeKalb and another suburban county provides a better counterfactual of
Cobb than DeKalb alone, which likely reflects Cobb’s more suburban character as it
extends farther from central Atlanta than DeKalb.

Omitting both DeKalb and Gwinnett counties from the control units results in
Clayton County as the sole donor, which co-moves with Cobb to a lesser extent than
the other synthetic controls, and has much lower property values. The re-analysis
demonstrates that DeKalb and Gwinnett are important contributors the synthetic
control of Cobb property assessments, because their assessments co-move closely
with Cobb’s. The more important finding is that neither county’s exclusions are sug-
gestive of post-treatment interventions or shocks driving the trajectory of synthetic
Cobb constructed from the counties.

Synthetic control estimates of annual changes in property assessments are less
sensitive to donor omissions than assessment levels. In all cases, the alternate syn-
thetic controls resemble observed and synthetic property assessments using the orig-
inal donor pool.

Overall, the re-analyses confirm that there are no large idiosyncratic shocks in
control counties that appear to be influencing the counterfactual estimates unduly.
The strong co-movement between assessed property values in Cobb and donor

@ Springer



Does hosting a professional sports team benefit the local. .. 243

counties indicates that it is appropriate to use a weighted average of the selected
metro-Atlanta county donors to construct a synthetic Cobb to evaluate post-stadium
changes in Cobb property values. Cobb’s changes in property assessments appear to
follow a trajectory of two of its suburban neighbors close to Atlanta’s core, which
is also demonstrated in comparisons of percentage changes over time displayed in
Fig. 2.

4.1.4 Sensitivity to covariate selection

Objectivity and transparency are important attributes of the synthetic control
method, because they limit the opportunities for researcher manipulation through
specification searching. The method constructs its counterfactual outcome from for-
mal objective criteria prior to the post-treatment period, and the weights of donors
and the characteristics used to select donors are explicit. However, it remains pos-
sible for researchers to report findings selectively that support favored hypotheses.
In order to address potential researcher bias when presenting results, Ferman, Pinto
and Possebom (2020) recommends reporting alternate synthetic controls estimated
from multiple covariate configurations to demonstrate the robustness of synthetic
control estimates. Following the authors’ example, I estimate multiple synthetic con-
trols using several pre-intervention outcomes—all years individually, even years,
odd years, mean of all years—as well as including only county characteristics or
only pre-intervention outcomes. Figure 7 reports the estimates from alternate con-
figurations, using the announcement treatment. Synthetic controls for assessment
values using the opening treatment (not reported) are similar.

For property assessment levels, the weighing algorithm selects the same donors
and weights to produce synthetic controls identical to the selected synthetic Cobb
reported in Fig. 3a in all but once case. The exception results when only the pre-
treatment county characteristics are used for matching; thus, it is unsurprising that
it produces a less similar synthetic control, and it co-moves similar to the observed
and other synthetic Cobb property assessments. Differing covariate configurations
for annual changes in property assessments produces more variation in synthetic
controls; however, the deviations from the selected synthetic and observed Cobb
property assessments are slight, and their trajectories do not indicate a treatment
effect. Thus, synthetic control construction does not appear to be sensitive to covari-
ate characteristics used for donor selection and weighting.

5 Discussion and implications

5.1 Fiscal Impact

While Cobb property assessment values have increased since the stadium was
announced and opened, the relative growth among nearby counties is not indica-
tive of a causal effect. A positive impact from the Cobb stadium development is

not evident in before-and-after comparisons with all Atlanta-MSA counties (Fig. 2)
or more precise synthetic controls (Fig. 3). The comparisons reveal that Cobb’s
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progression of property assessments has been ordinary for the Atlanta area, and the
estimates are robust to standard sensitivity tests. Thus, the stadium development has
not resulted in increased property tax revenue through greater assessments as advo-
cates predicted.

One possible objection to the inference that the stadium has been ineffective at
boosting community welfare drawn from the estimated non-effect is that no observ-
able effect should be expected from this relatively small development project at the
county level, especially in a jurisdiction as large and prosperous as Cobb. While
such concern may seem reasonable from an effect identification standpoint; from
a practical policy perspective, it is irrelevant. Like most stadium proposals, Truist
Park advocates vociferously claimed that the stadium would have a significant fiscal
impact on the County. Commissioner Lee predicted the return on investment to tax-
payers explicitly in those terms.

The average resident is going to pay $26 a year for millions of dollars in
returned investment and the benefit associated with that. I think it’s a good
investment by the Cobb County government on behalf of the taxpayers to spend
$26 to create the returned investment we’re going to get in economic growth,
the continued job creation, the expansion of our economy and all the oppor-
tunity that it provides for us so I think that that is a good investment (Gillooly
2013b).

If the stadium enhanced community welfare, property assessment values should be
exceeding expectations. The findings demonstrate that the stadium did not boost
property tax revenue through rising assessments as promised. The County budgets
close to $20 million per year to fund its stadium obligations, which it must recoup
through cuts in other service or increased taxes.® Rather than cutting taxes, Cobb
County increased its millage rate by 0.54 mills between 2013 and 2019, not includ-
ing the 0.33 mills reallocated from park bond revenue to fund the stadium.’ These
observations are not consistent with stadium producing a positive return on invest-
ment to the County.

The findings are consistent with more granular analyses of Truist Park’s impact
on economic activity, which do not identify strong economic effects from the sta-
dium at sub-local levels. The stadium has not been associated with increased com-
mercial property assessments in its host business district, which does not support
the claim of substantial development externalities surrounding the ballpark (Brad-
bury 2022). There is evidence that the stadium-development increased County sales
tax collections; however, the added revenue has not been sufficient to cover County
subsidies and indicates substantial crowding out of other Cobb spending (Bradbury
2021). The examination of county-wide property values in this analysis offers a final

8 Bradbury (2021) presents a breakdown of annual County budget obligations to fund the stadium. Typi-
cal annual funding obligations approach $25 million before ANLBC contributes $6.1 million in rent.

° Cobb County’s total county-wide non-school millage rate, which includes maintenance and operations,
bond initiatives, and fire, increased from 10.91 mills in 2013 to 11.45 mills in 2019 (Georgia Department
of Revenue 2020).
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channel through which the stadium might demonstrate net benefits—which includes
non-pecuniary social benefits—flowing to Cobb taxpayers who funded the stadium.
The consistent lack of impact in all analyses suggests that the stadium has not pro-
duced the projected boost in economic and non-pecuniary benefits to taxpayers.

Though the policy focus has been on the potential positive effect of the stadium,
it is important to note that the comparisons do not identify a negative effect. The
null findings also indicate that the added tax burden and/or negative externalities
associated with the stadium do not appear to have been sufficient to dampen prop-
erty assessments by a significant amount. Overall, the stadium may be a break-even
proposition.

5.2 Stadium spillovers and property values

The findings are also applicable to the economics literature on stadium spillovers
to host communities that ought to be reflected in property values, which has pro-
duced mixed findings. For example, Carlino and Coulson (2004) identifies increased
residential rents from hosting NFL teams in host regions of varying size. The largest
estimates are concentrated closest to central cities but extend to the entire metropoli-
tan area, indicating that the quality-of-life spillovers of hosting a professional sports
team may be spread over a wide geographic region due to the scope of fandom. The
authors also identify a positive metropolitan area effect for hosing MLB teams that
is stronger in suburban areas like Cobb County. This analysis similarly assesses the
social benefits aspect over the entire county, which was pitched as a benefit when the
project was introduced.

The non-positive estimates do not support an existence value effect from Cobb
County hosting an MLB team. It is possible that existence benefits were already
capitalized into Cobb property values from the team’s and county’s coexistence in
metro-Atlanta. If so, Cobb taxpayers may be paying for a non-excludable benefit
they were previously free-riding on. The stadium’s impotence with respect to assess-
ment values is consistent with findings of limited non-pecuniary social benefits from
hosting professional sports teams.

5.3 Voter perceptions

Researchers also have used voting to evaluate non-excludable spillovers of profes-
sional sports teams on local residents—where voters can register preferences that
are not captured in markets—however, empirical evidence regarding how commu-
nities perceive sports stadiums in referendums has been mixed. The lack of posi-
tive impacts on property assessments is consistent with subsequent Cobb election
results, which may reflect county residents’ perceptions of the stadium and team
relocation benefits as they are distributed throughout the county.

Dehring, Depken and Ward (2008) examines referendum voting on an NFL sta-
dium in Arlington, Texas, finding voter support for the stadium to be positively asso-
ciated with estimated impacts on property values, but that homeowners in general
were less likely to support stadium proposals. Coates and Humphreys (2006) finds
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that voters who lived close to basketball (Houston, Texas) and football (Green Bay,
Wisconsin) facilities were more likely to favor subsidies than voters living further
away. In contrast, Ahlfeldt and Maennig (2012) finds voter support for local facilities
to be stronger for soccer stadium sites further away from their location in Munich,
Germany, indicating a NIMBY (“not in my back yard”) preference associated with
avoiding negative stadium spillovers. Similarly, Horn, Cantor and Fort (2015) finds
support for a football stadium in Seattle, Washington to be weakest in close proxim-
ity to the stadium, while voters within easy driving access to the stadium were more
likely to vote in support of the stadium.

Though Truist Park was not approved via a referendum, Cobb County’s Board of
Commissioners elections provide information about district-level and county-wide
voter preferences for the project, because the project became a major focal point
in subsequent campaigns. The five-member Cobb Board of Commissioners is com-
posed of four members elected from geographic districts, and the Board Chair is
elected county-wide. The Board of Commissioners approved a memorandum of
understanding with ANLBC 4-1, with commissioners from Districts 1, 2, and 3 and
the Chairman voting to approve, and District 4 Commissioner Lisa Cupid casting
the dissenting vote. Figure 8§ maps Cobb commissioner districts in relation to metro-
Atlanta. Truist Park is located in District 2, just across the Atlanta/Fulton County
border. Districts 2 and 3 are situated in east Cobb, more closely connected to the
stadium via Interstate-75 and Interstate-285. Districts 1 and 4 in west Cobb are less
connected to the stadium through local interstates.

During the 2016 election, the stadium was the dominant campaign issue when the
chief stadium deal advocate Chairman Lee faced his first re-election contest after the
stadium was approved. Lee was challenged in a grassroots campaign by neophyte
Mike Boyce who declared the election to be “a delayed referendum” on the stadium,
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with Lee highlighting the economic development benefits from bringing the stadium
to Cobb (Gargis 2016). The theme of the race was well documented by the media.

Lee is running on his legacy of bringing the Atlanta Braves to Cobb County,
a deal he secured by committing $400 million in public money to build and
maintain a new ballfield. In return, Lee says, the county will reap the ben-
efits of $1.2 billion in investment from the park and surrounding development.
But Boyce’s candidacy is drawing on a deep well of resentment over the deal,
which was struck in secret without a public vote."

Boyce defeated Lee with 65 percent of the vote in the Republican primary runoff,
and he was unopposed in the general election. East Cobb District 2 Commissioner
Bob Ott, who regularly touted the stadium’s robust impact on the local economy in
his district during his tenure (see epigraph), was re-elected that same year. Stadium
opponent Commissioner Lisa Cupid was also re-elected as District 4’s representa-
tive in 2016. District 3’s representative was twice re-elected, in 2014 and 2018, and
District 1’s representative did not seek reelection.

Though candidate Boyce was critical of the stadium deal in 2016, Chairman
Boyce became a strong stadium advocate after taking office, often speaking highly
of the development as a driver of tax revenue. A local newspaper recounted his
change of heart, commenting that “Boyce was effusive in his praise for Lee and
the Braves—a dizzying turnaround from when he was knocking on voters’ doors
all over Cobb County, lambasting the project during his 2016 campaign” (Around
Town 2019). Boyce would end up being defeated as Chairman in his 2020 re-elec-
tion bid by District 4 Commissioner Cupid, who cast the lone dissenting vote against
the stadium project in 2013.

Though the inferences researchers should draw from this general comparison are
limited—particularly because representative democracy elections are not single-
issue plebiscites—the results from Cobb’s post-stadium elections are consistent with
referendum results for other stadium projects. Districts 2 and 3 are located along the
east Cobb transportation corridor with easy access to the stadium, and district voters
re-elected their stadium-supporting representatives. District 4 voters in the south-
western part of the county did not punish their representative for her dissenting vote,
and she was ultimately elected as Chairwoman in a county-wide election. Voter
support for the stadium does not appear to be strong at the county-wide level, even
though it may have stronger support in the local sub-communities (Districts 2 and
3) who may receive greater benefits from the stadium than the Cobb median voter.
Voter preferences are also consistent with the stadium’s lack of impact on county-
wide property values identified in this study.

10 The $400 million references the total County debt issued, which includes a portion ANLBC repays to
the County in annual installments, and thus does not accurately reflect the public burden of the subsidy
(Lutz 2016). The public contribution in the initial agreement amounts to $300 million.
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6 Summary and conclusion

Local governments frequently subsidize stadiums and arenas in order to host
professional sports teams, which supporters often justify as worthwhile public
investments that generate positive returns to the community through new eco-
nomic activity and added quality-of-life benefits. This study examines the fiscal
impact of a recent professional baseball team relocation and stadium project in
Cobb County, Georgia using local property assessments. Though previous studies
have not identified strong economic impacts from stadiums, the relocation of the
area’s baseball team from downtown Atlanta to a new suburban jurisdiction near a
major highway junction offers the possibility of interjurisdictional inflows of new
spending and residents into Cobb that are atypical among stadium developments.

Property assessments values ought to capture the capitalized value of economic
development and social benefits that the stadium generates for the community.
Increased assessment values should translate into increased property tax revenue
for the County, and thus they provide a useful measure for evaluating the pro-
ject’s return on investment. This analysis employs the synthetic control method to
identify the stadium’s impact on local property assessments using metro-Atlanta
counties with similar characteristics to construct counterfactual comparisons of
Cobb property assessment values absent the stadium. The comparisons do not
identify changes to Cobb property assessments that are exceptional among metro-
Atlanta counties. The findings contradict the claim that the stadium would gener-
ate a sufficient return on investment through County property tax revenue to more
than recoup tax funding.

This study also contributes to the literature on the intangible social benefits
of hosting professional sports teams, in which researchers estimate the existence
value of teams that is not captured in market transactions. If the presence of a
team boosts residents’ quality of life through non-pecuniary spillovers, then these
gains should manifest in property values. That Cobb property assessments pro-
gressed similar to other metro-Atlanta counties indicates that the social benefits
of hosting the team in Cobb have not been not substantial.

In summary, Cobb stadium advocates predicted that the Truist Park/The Bat-
tery Atlanta development and associated MLB team relocation would be an eco-
nomic “home run for Cobb,” which would generate sufficient tax revenue through
new economic activity to cover the County’s investment in the project. The
absence of any observable impact on property assessments does not support this
contention. The failure of the Cobb stadium development is instructive to other
potential stadium projects due to the fact that Truist Park was primed to succeed
with a favorable location and associated mixed-use development. The findings
indicate that even with these advantages, sports stadiums are unlikely to cover the
costs of the public investments that they typically receive.
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