Strategic Market Analysis: The Collegiate
Expansion of Women’s Wrestling

By Coach Shan Al

1. The Macro-Environment: Record Growth in the Secondary Market

The landscape of women’s wrestling has undergone a profound strategic shift, evolving from a
marginalized niche activity into a mainstream athletic staple. For collegiate institutions, high
school participation data serves as a critical leading indicator for institutional health, long-term
program viability, & Title IX compliance. As secondary markets expand, this participation surge
provides institutional cover for aggressive program expansion; the "proof of concept" is no
longer a speculative venture but a data-driven mandate for universities looking to stabilize
enrollment & enhance athletic prestige.

The trajectory of the sport is best illustrated by its explosive participation metrics over the last 3
decades:

1994: 804 participants

2005: 4,975 participants
2018-19: 21,124 participants
2024-25: 74,064 participants

This 15% year-over-year jump, accompanied by the addition of nearly 1,000 new high school
programs, signifies a massive, untapped recruiting base that fundamentally de-risks program
adoption for athletic directors. The sheer volume of incoming talent ensures that new collegiate
programs can be populated quickly with experienced athletes, significantly reducing the
"ramp-up" time & financial exposure typically associated with emerging sports. This surge in the
secondary market serves as the primary engine driving current collegiate expansion, creating a
direct pipeline that requires an immediate institutional response.

2. The Pipeline Paradox: Attrition Dynamics & Qualified Talent

While the "headline number" of 74,000 participants is impressive, sophisticated institutional
planning requires a more granular look at the actual number of college-ready recruits. In
high-intensity training combat sports, a "funnel effect" is naturally created by the physical &
mental rigors of the discipline. Moving beyond "naive" data analysis—which assumes an even
distribution of athletes across all 4 high school grades—is essential to identifying the resilient,
self-selected group or cohort that constitutes the actual recruitment pool.



To understand the refined senior cohort available for recruitment, we must evaluate different
attrition models:

Model Type Estimated Senior | Logic/Source

Cohort
Naive Split ~18,500 Simple division of 74,064 by four grade levels.
Linear Attrition ~9,600 30% year-over-year drop-off from a ~28,000

freshman class.

Historical ~11,300 Based on a 56% total attrition rate (Sabo & Veliz,
Comparison 2014).

Current Growth 8,000 — 14,000 Adjusted for rapid growth in younger grades &
Range high dropout rates.

The motivations for this attrition—including injury, burnout, & the rigorous demands of weight
management—act as a natural "weeding out" process. This results in a refined senior cohort of
8,000 to 14,000 athletes who are uniquely resilient & highly motivated. From a strategic advisory
standpoint, these seniors represent prime targets for recruitment because they have already
demonstrated the persistence required to succeed in a high-pressure collegiate athletic
environment. This distilled talent pool is the foundation upon which sustainable collegiate
rosters & high-retention programs are built.

3. Supply vs. Demand: Analyzing the "Opportunity Surplus”

A unique characteristic of the current women’s wrestling market is the "Opportunity Surplus." In
most established sports, the number of qualified athletes exceeds available roster spots;
however, the college women's wrestling infrastructure is expanding so rapidly that it has created
an under-saturated market—a strategic advantage for high school athletic directors aiming to
assist college enroliment for their college ready student-athletes.

The supply & demand dynamics reveal a significant "pipeline leak" that institutions can exploit:

1. Demand (Annual Recruits): While a "working central estimate" suggests 400-500 new
recruits, the current "thirst for talent" in an expanding market suggests the annual influx



could reach as high as 1,200 athletes (a 3% to 6.3% continuation rate).

2. Supply (Total Capacity): There is a total collegiate capacity for 7,500 to 9,000 roster
spots across approximately 300 to 400+ functional programs.

3. Market Ratio: The current demand-to-supply ratio sits at approximately 0.69.

This data indicates that collegiate opportunities are currently outpacing the number of dedicated
high school seniors entering the recruitment pipeline. Institutions can capitalize on this by
positioning their programs as solutions to "market maturation" and "retention." To plug the
"pipeline leak"—where only 0.5% to 0.8% of high schoolers reach college rosters—college
administrators must prioritize academic-athletic integration & specific retention strategies to
prevent further weeding out after enroliment.

4. The Collegiate Landscape: Comparative Institutional Frameworks

The collegiate landscape is diversifying as women’s wrestling moves towards 6 divisions. This
transition has created a tiered environment where different governing bodies offer distinct
strategic advantages.

Association Estimated Scholarship Model | Primary Strategic Advantage
Programs

NCAA Divisionl [6-10 Athletic (Up to 30) Elite resources; highest national
visibility.

NCAA Division Il | 35— 38 Athletic (8-10) Balance of aid & competitive
intensity.

NCAA Division ~70 Non-Athletic (Merit, Dominant segment;

1] Academic, Need) academic-first focus.

NAIA 38 -50 Athletic (Flexible) Established history & robust aid
models.




Juco/CcC 26 — 56 Varies Primary feeder system.
(NJCAA/CCCAA)

NCWA 86 — 150+ Club/Varsity Hybrid Low-cost "proof of concept"
entry point.

The "House settlement" and the 30-scholarship cap in Division | have created an arms race in
the other divisions. Currently, elite non-D1 programs often carry 30+ athletes, creating "roster
bloat" at the top of the pyramid. This bloat actually benefits elite non-D1 programs; as roster
spots at powerhouse DI schools become hyper-competitive, "Tier 1.5" talent is frequently
displaced. These talented athletes increasingly seek out elite non-D1 programs where they are
guaranteed participation rather than sitting on a DI bench. This dynamic, combined with the
opt-in nature of DI scholarships, strengthens the value proposition for all non-D1 programs that
can offer guaranteed roster security.

5. Strategic Deep-Dive: The Division Ill Value Proposition

Division Il has become the "default landing spot" for the majority of new programs because its
"Student-First" philosophy aligns with the current recruitment market. For athletes exiting
high-intensity training high school environments, the DIIl model offers a sustainable path to
pursue both elite athletics & rigorous academics.

The DIII model provides 4 key strategic advantages:

e Financial Reality: While DIII does not offer athletic scholarships, private institutions
utilize merit, academic, & need-based aid that frequently rival or exceed partial athletic
scholarships. This aid is decoupled from performance, injury risk, or roster cuts.

e Roster Security: Without the "pay to stay" pressure of athletic aid, wrestlers do not face
the financial stress of losing their education due to performance fluctuations, a major
factor in collegiate retention.

e Competitive Access: Housing the plurality of programs, Dlll offers more realistic
opportunities for immediate lineup impact & leadership roles.

e Academic Flexibility: A shorter season with fewer mandatory off-season requirements
allows athletes to pursue dual majors & internships, a critical recruitment lever for
high-achieving prospects.

The strategic importance of this division will be further solidified with the launch of the
standalone Division lll Women’s Wrestling Championship in 2027-28. By eliminating the



"competitive disadvantage" of facing scholarship programs in combined brackets, DIl provides
a clearer, equitable path to national titles. This makes the DIIl model the most sustainable
framework for long-term growth in the collegiate market.

6. Institutional Justification: Strategic Recommendations

The data-driven reality of women’s wrestling is that persistence is rewarded. Athletes who
navigate the high school "weeding out" process enter a highly favorable market where collegiate
demand currently exceeds supply. For university stakeholders, this represents a rare window of
opportunity to adopt a sport with a guaranteed recruiting base & high growth potential.

Strategic Conclusions for College Athletic Directors:

1. Execute Low-Risk Expansion: Utilize the current "under-saturation" & record-high
participation rates (74,000+) to meet enroliment targets with minimal recruitment friction.

2. Prioritize Academic-Athletic Integration: To minimize the "Pipeline Leak," implement
robust support structures that treat retention as a core program KPI, capturing the most
resilient cohort of the 8,000—-14,000 available seniors.

3. Secure Early-Mover Advantage: As the sport matures toward, competition for talent
will intensify. Early movers—particularly in the DIl and NAIA sectors—will secure "Tier
1.5" talent displaced by DI roster crunches, establishing a foundation for national
prominence.

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