The Divergent Pipelines
of U.S. Wrestling

An analysis of high school participation, attrition, and the economic
gender inversion in collegiate recruitment (2024-2026).
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Record participation masks two exact economic opposites

Total U.S. wrestling participation has reached an all-time high of 374,278 athletes. Yet,
the collegiate opportunity structure is completely inverted depending on gender.

The Labor Surplus The Opportunity Surplus

The Opportunity Surplus

The Labor Surplus
High school boys face an established, hyper-saturated market. High school girls are entering an unprecedented collegiate gold rush.
Institutional supply is scaling rapidly, creating more open collegiate

A massive base of athletes battles for a statically capped,
highly selective number of collegiate roster spots. roster spots than there are dedicated high school seniors to fill them.




The base of the sport has never been larger

High school wrestling participation hits new all-time highs, but the scale of opportunity
remains wildly disproportionate by gender.

An all-time record, up 8,340
athletes from the prior year to
cross the 300k threshold.

74,064

300,214
Girls (20%)

Boys (80%)

Explosive growth, marked
by a massive 15%
year-over-year jump.

According to 2024-25 NFHS data, the high school talent pool is vast. However, measuring
high school freshmen is not an accurate indicator of collegiate readiness. The true metric is
who survives the attrition of the high school pipeline.
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The boys’ pipeline is a funnel of extreme scarcity.

~300,000

High School Participants

The Leaky Pipeline.

Most boys vanish from the
sport not from a lack of initial

Hyper- passion, but because a

Competition

hyper-competitive pyramid
leaves zero room for the
mid-tier or developing

~45,000-50,000 athlete to reach their

Graduating Varsity Seniors senior year.

Physical
Exhaustion

Strict Weight
Management

~3,000-3,500

Annual Freshman College Openings

&1 NotebookLM



A massive labor force fighting for static capital
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~3.0% Conversion Rate:
The verified HS-to-NCAA probability.

BOTTLENECK SEVERITY

Baseball: 7.5% conversion T
Football: 7.3% conversion 7.3%
Volleyball: 3.7% conversion 3.7%

Wrestling: 3.0% conversion 3.0%
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The women'’s base is experiencing
exponential expansion

. 2024-25:
Sanctioning Surge: 2019:

More than 40 states now offer 21 ,1 24 74 0 6 4
official girls’ state championships. participants |

participants

2005:
4,975

participants

Rapid Normalization:
Nearly 1,000 new high school

1994: schoc
804 participants programs were added in a single year

* to support the 74,064 athletes.




Collegiate infrastructure is racing to capture the surge

300-400+ functional team
opportunities total (including
146+ formal programs, 77

clubs, 47 NAIA, 14 JUCO).

~300

programs
~113 projected NCAA ~113 projected X 25
programs (D1, D2, D3). NCAA programs i
(D1, D2, D3). __ avgspots
7500
to
The lowa Effect. '
. i . total roster
A brief explanation highlighting that elite SpOtS
programs like the University of lowa carry 30+ The Hub:
athletes per roster, pushing total national The 2025-26 season marks
capacity even higher and turning wrestling into a women's wrestling as an official
vehicle for female institutional enrollment. NCAA Championship sport.
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Filtering the data: Defining the true recruitment pool

The Naive Split (Incorrect) Linear Attrition Historical Attrition
30% YoY 56% total
drop-off drop-out rate

74,064 + 4 = ~18,500 =~9,600 . =~11,300
seniors seniors \x seniors

Ignores the severe attrition -
inherent to combat sports.

True Ta“rget Pool:

8000t014,000

graduatlng senior glrls

The “weeding out” process limits the senior pipeline.

The “weeding out” process limits the senior pipeline. Injury, burnout, shifting academic interests, and self-selection
disproportionately drain the freshman and sophomore classes. High school attrition is the primary throttle on the collegiate pipeline.
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The Math of an Under-Saturated Market

1,100 to 1,200 motivated P e 1,125 to 2,250 annual
seniors entering the pipeline o colleglate roster openings
annually (derived from a 6.3% (accounting for 4-year turnover

collegiate continuation rate). on 7,500+ spots).

E T

*_Pf!’!i'i'?‘_'* Demand-to -Supply
. | Ratio

T

There are more collegiate roster spots actively opening each year than there are dedicated high school

seniors pursuing them. For girls, the crisis is not a lack of collegiate programs—it is a leak in the high school
pipeline. Only 0.5% to 0.8% of total participants reach a college roster.
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The Inversion Matrix: A Comparatlve Dlagnostlc
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High School | Massive and mature Smaller but explosive
Base (300,214). (74,064, +15% YoY).
: . Rapidly multiplying
gsgglg;ate (Sjggg ?gad n_f;pped E (300-400+ teams
' and scaling).

Attrition Weeds out athletes Y’ Starves newly built
(et to an ultra-elite pool college programs of

P of survivors. necessary recruits.
The Too many athletes, Too many roster spots,
Bottleneck too few roster spots. too few seniors. II
Market Labor Surplus Opportunity Surplus
Dynamic (Hyper-competition). (The Gold Rush).
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Strategic Imperatives for the Wrestling Ecosystem

<

Persistence is

Rewarded
(For Athletes)

For girls, simply remaining
in the sport through senior
year yields incredibly
favorable collegiate
recruitment odds,
bypassing the attrition that
eliminates the vast
majority of their peers.

V]

The Retention

Imperative
(For Administrators)

The system does not need
more women's college
programs right now. The
existential challenge is
retaining the 74,000 high
school girls and maturing
them into a collegiate-
ready senior cohort.

The Closing

Window
(For the Market)

The current “opportunity
surplus” is historic but
temporary. As the women's
college market fills out and
normalizes, the high
continuation rates will eventually
compress, mirroring the men's
hyper-competitive reality.
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