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Executive Summary

The landscape of girls’ wrestling in the United States is characterized by explosive growth at the
high school level and a rapidly expanding collegiate infrastructure. As of the 2024—-25 school
year, high school participation reached a record 74,064 athletes, a 15% year-over-year
increase. Despite this surge, a significant "pipeline leak" exists; high attrition rates during high
school result in only 8,000 to 15,000 graduating seniors annually.

The central finding of this analysis is an opportunity surplus. Collegiate roster spots currently
outpace the number of motivated high school seniors entering the recruitment pipeline. With a
total collegiate capacity estimated between 7,500 and 9,000 spots and only 400 to 1,200 new
college wrestlers entering annually, the demand-to-supply ratio stands at approximately 0.69.
This under-saturation presents a strategic advantage for persistent athletes, particularly within
NCAA Division I, which has emerged as a "sweet spot" offering a balance of athletic
scholarships, high-level competition, & academic flexibility.

1. High School Participation & the Talent Funnel
Girls' wrestling has transitioned from a niche activity to a mainstream staple. However, the large
base of participants is subject to intense attrition, narrowing the pool of potential recruits
significantly by their senior year.
Participation Growth Trajectory

e Current Scale: 74,064 participants across approximately 8,100 schools (2024-25).

e Historical Context: Participation has grown from 804 in 1994 to over 74,000 today.

e Sanctioning: More than 40 states now offer sanctioned girls’ state championships.



Attrition Dynamics & the Senior Pipeline

The "funnel effect" describes the sharp decline in participation from freshman to senior year.
Analyzing the recruitment pool requires modeling this attrition rather than assuming a balanced
distribution across grades.

Attrition Model Estimated Senior | Logic/Source

Cohort
Naive Split ~18,500 Simple division of total participants by four.
Linear Attrition ~9,600 30% year-over-year drop-off.
(30%)
Historical ~11,300 Based on a 56% total attrition rate (Sabo &
Comparison Veliz).
Growth/Attrition 8,000 — 14,000 Accounts for rapid growth in younger grades
Range and high dropout rates.

Primary Drivers of Attrition:

e Physical demands & injury.
e Weight management & burnout.
e Self-selection (athletes not feeling competitive for the next level).

e Academic pressures & shifting interests.

2. The Collegiate Landscape: Programs & Capacity

The collegiate environment is expanding to meet the growth of the sport, with women's wrestling
became an official NCAA championship sport in 2025-26.



Program Breakdown by Association

Association Estimated Notes
Programs

NCAA (DI, DIl, DIll) [ 96 — 126 DIlI holds the majority (~59%); DI remains small
(~5%).

NAIA 38 -49 Established championships & significant
presence.

NJCAA /JUCO 14 - 36 Emerging pathway for 2-year starts.

CCCAA (California) | 12 -20 Rapidly expanding community college sector.

NCWA / Club 86 — 150+ Includes formal club teams & developmental tiers.

Roster Capacity and the "Opportunity Surplus"”

e Standard Roster Size: 15 to 25 athletes (Elite programs like lowa, Lindsey Wilson may

carry 30+).

e Total Capacity: Approximately 7,500 to 9,000 total roster spots across all levels.

e Continuation Rate: Currently 6.3% for girls (compared to 5.2% for boys), reflecting a
collegiate "thirst" for talent.

e The Surplus: With 1,125 to 2,250 annual roster openings and only ~1,200 motivated
seniors entering the pipeline, there are more available spots than there are dedicated
athletes to fill them.

3. Strategic Analysis: The NCAA Division Il Advantage

NCAA Division Il (D2) is positioned as a premier option for many wrestlers, offering a unique
blend of financial aid, competitive prestige, & lifestyle balance.




Comparative Scholarship Models

Division | Scholarship Framework Financial Impact

NCAA Up to 30 (House settlement Highest potential, but often partial & intensely

D1 opt-in). competitive.
NCAA 10.0 Equivalency Limit. Athletic aid is common & "stacked" with
D2 academic/merit aid.

NCAA Zero Athletic Scholarships. Aid is strictly academic, merit, or need-based.

D3
NAIA Up to 10—-12 Equivalencies. Similar to D2 but outside the NCAA structure.
NCWA Generally No Athletic Club-level funding; athletes typically cover own

Scholarships. costs.

Key Benefits of the Division Il Path

1.

The "Sweet Spot" of Competition: D2 offers high-level varsity wrestling without the
"hyper-exclusionary" roster concentration found in elite D1 programs. D2 athletes often
have a clearer path to immediate mat time & development.

"Life in the Balance" Philosophy: D2 provides a more sustainable equilibrium between
training and academic pursuits (internships, research, campus life) compared to the
"near-professional" demands of D1.

Financial Value: Because D2 utilizes an equivalency model, coaches can bundle partial
athletic awards with academic & institutional aid. This often results in a lower net cost for
families than partial offers from higher-cost D1 or D3 institutions.

Championship Access: Currently, all NCAA divisions (D1, D2, and D3) compete in a
unified "National Collegiate" championship. D2 programs have proven their elite status in



this field; McKendree University (D2) won the first-ever NCAA National Collegiate
Women's Wrestling Championship.

4. Synthesis & Future Outlook

The data suggests a disconnect between the base of the sport and its peak. While high school
participation is soaring, the "pipeline leak" ensures that the collegiate market remains
under-saturated.

e Under-Saturation: Only about 0.5% to 0.8% of total high school participants eventually
reach a college roster. This indicates that the "crisis" in the sport is not a lack of
opportunity, but a lack of retention through the senior year of high school.

e Market Maturation: As collegiate programs continue to fill their rosters, the competition
for the small pool of 400—1,200 annual recruits will intensify. This may drive increased
recruitment outreach & scholarship opportunities.

e Unified vs. Split Championships: The current unified NCAA championship provides
D2 athletes the platform to compete against D1 programs. However, this is temporary;
Division Il has approved a separate championship starting in 2028, which will alter the
postseason landscape.

Final Conclusions

Athletes who persist through the high school "weeding out" process face exceptionally favorable
odds for collegiate recruitment. The primary throttle on the collegiate pipeline remains high
school attrition. For the competitive athlete who is not a national elite but is a solid regional
talent or state placer, the NCAA Division Il environment offers the highest "return on
investment," providing athletic aid, a manageable lifestyle, and a clear path to a national title.

For more, please view coachshannyn.com/resources, coachshannyn.com/articles &
coachshannyn.com/international-blog
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