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Executive Summary

The landscape of girls’ wrestling in the United States is characterized by record-breaking growth
at the secondary level and a rapidly maturing collegiate infrastructure. As of the 202425 school
year, high school participation reached 74,064 athletes—a 15% increase over the previous year
and a 4.5x increase since 2018. Despite this surge, a significant "pipeline leak" exists; high
attrition rates among high school athletes have created an opportunity surplus at the
collegiate level.

There are currently more collegiate roster spots available (estimated at 7,500 to 9,000) than
there are graduating seniors actively pursuing them (estimated at 8,000 to 15,000 total seniors,
with only a small fraction continuing). NCAA Division Ill (D3) has emerged as the most
significant player in this ecosystem, hosting the plurality of programs. D3 offers a "student-first"
model that leverages financial need, academic & merit-based aid, providing a sustainable
alternative to the high-intensity, scholarship-dependent environments of Division | & 1.

High School Participation & the Attrition Funnel

Growth Trajectory

High school girls' wrestling has transitioned from a niche activity to a mainstream staple. The
National Federation of State High School Associations (NFHS) reports unprecedented
expansion metrics:

e 1994: 804 participants
e 2018-19: 21,124 participants
e 2024-25: 74,064 participants across ~8,100 schools.

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



The "Pipeline Leak™ & Attrition Dynamics

While the total participant pool is large, the number of athletes reaching the recruitment phase is
narrowed by significant drop-off rates.

e The "Naive Split" Fallacy: Assuming one-fourth of the 74,000 participants are seniors
(~18,500) is inaccurate. Data suggests participation is heavily weighted toward freshmen
& sophomores.

e Attrition Modeling: Estimates for the graduating senior cohort range from 8,000 to
14,000.

e Continuation Rates: Only 3% to 6.3% of these seniors move into collegiate programs,
resulting in approximately 400 to 1,200 new college wrestlers annually.

e Drivers of Attrition: The "weeding out" process is fueled by physical demands, injury,

weight management, academic pressures, & athlete self-selection based on perceived
competitiveness.

The Collegiate Landscape: An Opportunity Surplus

The central finding of recent market analysis is that collegiate capacity currently outpaces the
supply of dedicated recruits.

Metric Estimated Value

Total Collegiate Programs 300 — 400+ (includes NCAA, NAIA, NJCAA, NCWA)

Total Roster Capacity 7,500 — 9,000 spots

Annual Roster Openings 1,125 — 2,250 (assuming 4-year turnover)

Annual New Recruits 400 - 1,200




Demand-to-Supply Ratio ~0.69 (indicating under-saturation)

This "under-saturation" means that athletes who persist through their senior year face highly
favorable recruitment odds. Currently, only about 0.5% to 0.8% of the total high school
participant base eventually reaches a college roster.

The Strategic Case for NCAA Division lli

Division Ill represents the deepest & most established layer of the sport, hosting approximately
55 to 77 programs—more than half of all NCAA women's wrestling sponsorship.

1. The Financial Model: Financial Need + Merit + Academic vs. Athletic
Scholarships

While D3 schools do not offer athletic scholarships, they provide a distinct financial advantage:

e Stackable Aid: Strong students can combine academic scholarships, merit awards, &
need-based aid. These packages often rival or exceed partial athletic scholarships at DI
or DIl levels.

e Security: Unlike athletic aid, academic money is not tied to performance, injury risk, or
roster cuts. This removes the "pay to stay" pressure found in scholarship-dependent
programs.

2. Competitive Evolution & the 2027-28 Championship

Historically, D3 programs competed in a combined championship against scholarship-funded DI
& DIl schools. To ensure parity, the NCAA has approved a standalone Division Ill Women's
Wrestling Championship starting in the 2027-28 academic year. This allows D3 athletes a
clearer path to becoming national champions rather than competing at a resource disadvantage.

3. Student-Athlete Identity & Balance

D3 programs prioritize the "student" in student-athlete, offering:

e Time Management: D3 athletes typically spend 15-28 hours per week on sports
in-season, compared to 30—40+ hours at the DI level.

e Flexibility: The model allows for study abroad, internships, & rigorous academic
pursuits that may be restricted in higher-intensity programs.



e Roster Accessibility: Without the "bottleneck" of limited athletic scholarship spots, D3
programs often offer more realistic playing time & immediate impact opportunities.

Comparative Analysis of Collegiate Tiers

Level Scholarship Core Advantage Primary Trade-off
Model

NCAA | Upto 30 Highest intensity; Olympic Extreme competition for

DI scholarships (max) | pathways; high visibility. spots; "full-time job" time

demands.

NCAA | Partial athletic aid Balanced scholarship model | More pressurized than D3;

DIl (equivalency) with high-level competition. smaller program count than

D3.

NCAA | Zero athletic aid; Majority of programs; No "prestige" of athletic

D3 academic/merit/nee | standalone championship scholarship; lower national
d-based only (2027); student-first focus. media exposure.

NAIA Up to 8-10 Historic pioneer in the sport; | Often smaller or faith-based
scholarships robust institutional support. schools; varied regional fits.
(equivalency)

NCWA | Primarily Entry point for schools Limited resources; lacks
club-funded without varsity status. NCAA institutional

support/coaching.

Structural Conclusions

e Persistence is Rewarded: The high attrition rate in high school means that any female
wrestler who completes 4 years of high school competition is in a "seller's market" for
college recruitment.




e The Pipeline Throttle: The primary challenge for the sport's ecosystem is not a lack of
collegiate opportunities, but the retention & maturation of high school participants into
college-ready athletes.

e Market Maturation: As D1 programs expand (following the House settlement & roster
cap changes to 30), competition for the small pool of elite recruits will intensify. However,
D3 remains the "default landing spot" due to its sheer volume of programs and its
alignment with the academic goals of the majority of participants.

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