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Executive Summary

The implementation of Name, Image, and Likeness (NIL) policies has fundamentally
transformed the financial & recruitment landscape of collegiate wrestling across all NCAA
divisions. While traditional athletic scholarships remain a foundational element, NIL has
emerged as a critical "equalizer" or "supplemental” tool that can effectively bridge the gap for
programs with limited scholarship funding.

Critical Takeaways:

e Division | Dominance: NIL has triggered a "financial arms race" in Division I, with elite
programs leveraging donor-funded collectives to offer 6-figure compensation packages.
This often supplements or exceeds the value of traditional scholarships.

e The House Settlement Shift: With the 2025-2026 season, Division | wrestling
transitioned from a 9.9 equivalency scholarship limit to a 30-athlete roster cap where all
30 athletes are eligible for scholarships, though funding these spots remains at the
discretion of individual institutions.

e Division Il & lll Utility: In Divisions Il & lll, where athletic aid is either limited or
prohibited, NIL serves as a vital avenue for direct athlete monetization through local
endorsements, social media, & team-based fan clubs.

e Recruitment Strategy: Recruitment is shifting toward "value stacking," where prospects
weigh the total financial package—scholarship, revenue sharing, NIL opportunities, &
camp/RTC (Regional Training Center) income—rather than just tuition aid.

Division I: The Financial Arms Race

In Division I, NIL has evolved into a sophisticated ecosystem that frequently dictates recruitment
& retention outcomes. The introduction of revenue sharing following the House v. NCAA
settlement has added a layer of institutional payment to existing third-party NIL collectives.



Financial Scale & Program Capacity

Top-tier programs have established significant "wrestling compensation capacity," blending
revenue sharing, NIL funds, & operating resources. Estimates for 2026 annual capacities
include:

e Penn State: ~2.6M
e lowa: ~$2.2M

e Ohio State: ~$2.0M.
e Nebraska: ~$1.8M.

The Scholarship Transition

Historically, D1 wrestling was constrained by a 9.9 scholarship limit, requiring coaches to divide
aid into partial "equivalencies." Under new rules:

e Roster Caps: Programs are capped at 30 athletes.
e Scholarship Expansion: Schools may now offer up to 30 full scholarships.

e The Funding Gap: Despite the increased cap, many programs are not "fully funded."
NIL collectives are used strategically to "top off" partial scholarships, allowing mid-tier
programs with strong donor bases to out-recruit larger schools with less aggressive NIL
infrastructure.

Cultural & Recruitment Impacts

While financial incentives are high, elite coaches (such as Penn State’s Cael Sanderson)
emphasize that NIL is often used to attract "like-minded" athletes who prioritize program culture
& on-mat success. However, the synergy between NIL & the Transfer Portal has increased
athlete mobility, as wrestlers seek programs that can provide the best "total package."

Division ll: Supplemental Compensation & Regional
Focus

Division Il wrestling operates on an equivalency model (traditionally capped at 9.0 scholarships).
In this division, NIL is rarely a primary financial driver but acts as a significant differentiator.

e Local Market Focus: NIL in D2 is characterized by local business endorsements, social
media brand ambassador roles, & community event appearances.



e Program Collectives: Some D2 programs, such as St. Cloud State, utilize "NIL Clubs"
where fans subscribe to access exclusive content, with proceeds split among team
members.

e Recruiting Edge: NIL helps D2 programs attract prospects who may be balancing
athletic goals with career or academic needs by offering a way to offset the costs not
covered by partial scholarships.

Division lll: Monetization Without Athletic Scholarships

Division Ill represents a unique case because athletic scholarships are prohibited. NIL
represents the first legal avenue for D3 wrestlers to receive direct compensation tied to their
athletic status.

Opportunities & Scale

e NIL as the Only Path: Since aid is limited to academic or merit-based grants, NIL is the
sole method for monetizing performance.

e The "Hustle" Model: D3 NIL is often built on individual entrepreneurship, including
youth coaching, paid clinics, & local brand partnerships.

e Typical Compensation: While some "NIL leaders" in D3 have generated thousands of

dollars across multiple deals, the average wrestling-specific deal is often modest,
ranging from $100 to $200, with exceptional cases reaching the low-to-mid 4 figures.

NIL as a Strategic Equalizer

The primary shift in modern wrestling recruitment is the move from a "scholarship-first" model to
a "total value" model. This allows programs that are not fully funded to remain competitive.

The "Value Stacking™ Model

Recruits now evaluate programs based on a cumulative financial offer:

1. Institutional Aid: Traditional scholarships or revenue sharing.
2. Collective Payouts: Direct payments from donor-funded organizations for brand work.

3. Ancillary Income: Income from wrestling camps, clinics, & Regional Training Centers
(RTCs).



4. Brand Potential: The program’s ability to provide visibility that facilitates social media
monetization.

Cross-Divisional Comparison of NIL Impact

Feature Division | Division Il Division Il
Primary NIL Collectives & Partial Scholarships Academic, Need, &
Financial Tool Revenue Sharing Merit Aid
NIL Scale 6-figure deals for elite | Local Small local
stars endorsements/Modest deals/Clinics
stipends
Recruitment High; often the Moderate; acts as a Emerging; a unique
Role deciding factor supplement "perk"
Infrastructure Professional-grade Third-party platforms Individual "hustle"
collectives (Opendorse) & fan clubs
Scholarship 30-athlete cap (new) | 9.0 equivalency cap No athletic
Context scholarships

Challenges & Constraints

Despite the opportunities, the NIL era introduces several systemic challenges:

e The "Haves vs. Have-Nots": Well-resourced programs in the Big Ten and other Power
conferences are widening the gap between themselves & programs with smaller donor
bases.

e International Restrictions: International student-athletes face significant barriers due to
F-1 visa regulations, which generally prohibit them from earning NIL income while in the
United States, creating a disadvantage in financial stability.



e Transfer Portal Volatility: The combination of NIL & the portal has created a "free
agency" environment, making roster retention a year-round challenge for coaches.

e Compliance Burden: Schools & collectives must navigate evolving NCAA guidance,
state laws to avoid "pay-for-play" violations, though the boundary between legitimate
marketing & recruiting inducements remains porous in practice.

Conclusion

NIL has transitioned from a theoretical benefit to a mandatory component of collegiate wrestling
strategy. In Division I, it functions as a quasi-professional salary that can dwarf traditional
scholarship value. In Divisions Il & Ill, it provides a crucial mechanism for athletes to offset
educational costs and build personal brands. For all programs, success in the NIL era depends
on the ability to activate donor networks, foster local business relationships, & provide athletes
with the tools to monetize their personal brand.

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



http://coachshannyn.com/resources
http://coachshannyn.com/articles
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