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Executive Summary 
The landscape of American and international wrestling has undergone a fundamental 
transformation since the late 20th century. Originally facing a period of severe 
contraction—characterized by the loss of over 170 men's collegiate programs between 1981 & 
1999—the sport has successfully pivoted toward a model of expansion driven by the rise of 
women’s wrestling. This shift was catalyzed by 2 critical institutional pressures: gender-equity 
mandates under Title IX at the collegiate level & the International Olympic Committee's (IOC) 
2013 threat to remove wrestling from the Olympic Games. 

Women’s wrestling has evolved from a peripheral addition to a primary engine of growth & the 
central argument for the sport’s institutional survival. By expanding participation opportunities for 
women, wrestling organizations successfully addressed gender-equity concerns that once made 
the sport a target for elimination. Key milestones in this recovery include the sport’s 
reinstatement to the Olympic program in 2013, the rapid ascent of women’s wrestling to the 
NCAA’s 91st championship sport in 2026, & a staggering 42% increase in participation between 
2024 & 2026. Today, women's wrestling serves as a "compliance solution" that stabilizes men's 
programs while fostering an unprecedented grassroots pipeline. 

1. The Historical Contraction of Men's Wrestling 
(1972–2006) 
The implementation of Title IX in 1972, which prohibits sex-based discrimination in federally 
funded education, coincided with a prolonged decline in men’s non-revenue sports. Wrestling 
was particularly vulnerable during this era. 

The Impact of Title IX & Budgetary Pressures 

●​ Program Losses: NCAA institutions sponsoring men’s wrestling dropped from 342 in 
1984 to 228 by 2006. Nationally, over 170 varsity programs were eliminated between 
1981 and 1999. 



●​ The "Arms Race" & Resource Allocation: While Title IX is often cited as the primary 
cause for these cuts, research suggests a more complex reality. Many athletic 
departments eliminated wrestling not to fund women’s programs (nor women’s wrestling 
programs), but to protect massive budgets for football & men’s basketball. For example, 
in 2006, Rutgers cut its men’s tennis program (budget: $175,000), which was roughly 
equivalent to what the university spent on football team hotel rooms for home games that 
same year.​
 

●​ Enforcement Paradox: Data indicates that colleges eliminated men's wrestling 
programs at 3 times the rate during years when Title IX was not actively enforced 
(1984–1988) compared to periods of active enforcement. 

The Vulnerability of a Single-Gender Sport 

The lack of a women’s counterpart made wrestling an easy target for roster reductions aimed at 
meeting gender-equity ratios. Without a female participation base, wrestling could not offer the 
"proportionality" required to balance large male rosters, such as those in football (read flag 
football in 2026). 

2. The 2013 Olympic Crisis: Gender Equity as Survival 
Strategy 
In early 2013, the wrestling world faced its greatest existential threat when the IOC Executive 
Board voted to drop the sport from the core Olympic program for the 2020 Games. 

The IOC’s Objections 

The IOC cited several factors for the removal, including lagging television ratings, complex 
rules, & a significant lack of gender equity. Although women’s freestyle was added in 2004, it 
was vastly underrepresented compared to men's freestyle & Greco-Roman. 

Reinstatement through Reform 

The international federation (FILA, now United World Wrestling) launched a global campaign for 
reinstatement, placing gender equity at the center of its modernization efforts: 

●​ Weight Class Equalization: The federation expanded women’s freestyle from 4 weight 
classes to 6, matching the men’s programs and creating an equal 6-6-6 distribution 
across styles (still no Greco-Roman for women).​
 

●​ Governance Changes: Leadership was overhauled to increase women's roles in 
international leadership & officiating.​
 



●​ The Outcome: On September 8, 2013, the IOC reinstated wrestling for the 2020 & 2024 
Games. Wrestling won decisively in the first round, receiving 49 votes compared to 24 
for baseball/softball & 22 for squash. 

3. The Collegiate Surge: From Emerging Sport to NCAA 
Championship 
Women’s collegiate wrestling has moved from a peripheral activity to one of the fastest-growing 
sports in the NCAA’s history (flag football is next). 

The NCAA Pipeline 

●​ Emerging Sport Status (2020): Women’s wrestling entered the NCAA Emerging Sports 
for Women program, designed to provide a pathway to championship status.​
 

●​ Surpassing Thresholds: The sport cleared the required 40-program threshold by 
October 2023. By early 2024, the Committee on Women’s Athletics recommended 
elevation to full championship status.  (Approximately 80 NCAA schools sponsor a 
varsity women's flag football program, with over 100 schools planning to compete in 
2027.)​
 

●​ The 91st Championship Sport: On January 17, 2025, women’s wrestling became the 
NCAA’s 91st championship sport. The inaugural NCAA Women’s Wrestling 
Championship was held in March 2026 in Coralville, Iowa, with McKendree University 
winning the title. 

Recent Growth Statistics 

Metric 2023–24 2025–26 

NCAA Programs 76 113 

Student-Athletes ~1,200 1,738 

Participation Growth N/A +42% 

Institutional Legitimacy ⬇ 



 

Institutional Legitimacy 

The decision by the University of Iowa in 2021 to add a varsity women’s program—the first 
Power Five school to do so—is credited with moving the sport into the mainstream. Iowa State 
followed in 2026, signaling a trend where storied men’s programs leverage their brand to build 
elite women’s teams. (These programs model the U.S. Olympic Education Center from 
2004-2012 where blue chip or top rated national high schoolers attended.) 

4. The Symbiotic Relationship Between Men’s & Women’s 
Programs 
A critical finding in recent research is that women’s wrestling does not compete with men’s 
wrestling for resources; instead, it stabilizes the sport’s institutional footprint. 

●​ The Compliance Solution: Adding a women's team allows athletic departments to 
improve their male-to-female participation ratios without cutting men’s teams. In some 
instances, it even allows men’s roster caps to expand.​
 

●​ Program Retention: Data from 2007–2018 indicates that no 4-year institution with a 
women’s wrestling program dropped its men’s program. Conversely, none of the 46 
institutions that dropped men's wrestling during that period had a women's program.​
 

●​ Shared Infrastructure: Universities benefit from shared facilities, coaching structures, & 
community interest, making the sport more cost-efficient plus culturally entrenched. 

5. The Grassroots Explosion: High School Participation 
The visibility of Olympic & collegiate pathways has fueled a massive increase in female 
participation at the high school level. 

●​ Participation Numbers: High school girls' participation grew from roughly 11,496 in 
2014 to 74,064 in 2024–25. By 2025–26, participation reached 88,771, a 19.9% 
year-over-year jump.​
 

●​ State Sanctioning: Over 40 states now sanction official varsity state championships for 
girls.​
 

●​ Pipeline Effect: The growth of high school programs has directly supported collegiate 
expansion by creating a vast pool of experienced recruits, ensuring the sport’s long-term 
sustainability. 



6. Historical Timeline of Key Milestones 

Year Milestone 

1972 Title IX enacted, mandating gender equity in federally funded education. 

1981–1999 Over 170 men's college wrestling programs are cut nationwide. 

1993 First varsity women's college wrestling program established at University of 
Minnesota-Morris. 

2004 Women's freestyle wrestling debuts at the Athens Olympic Games.  U.S. 
Olympic Education Center women’s wrestling program debuts. 

Feb 2013 IOC votes to drop wrestling from the core Olympic program, citing a lack of 
gender equity. 

Sept 2013 IOC reinstates wrestling after governance reforms & expansion of women's 
weight classes. 

2020 NCAA adds women's wrestling to the Emerging Sports for Women program. 

2021 Iowa becomes the first Power 4 program to sponsor women’s wrestling. 

Oct 2023 Women's wrestling surpasses the 40-program threshold for NCAA 
championship status. 

Jan 2025 Women’s wrestling is formally added as the NCAA’s 91st championship sport. 



Mar 2026 First NCAA Women’s Wrestling Championship held; McKendree University 
wins. 

2028 Inaugural Division III women's wrestling championship scheduled to take place. 

7. Key Quotes 
"Women’s wrestling is not a side story to American wrestling’s survival—it has become one of its 
primary engines of growth." — Research Report, Coach Shannyn Gillespie 

"Wrestling won decisively... Lalovic called the reforms—including the gender-equity 
changes—the difference-maker in the sport’s case." — United World Wrestling Analysis 

"Women’s wrestling has become the fastest-growing sport for young women in our nation." — 
Rich Bender, USA Wrestling Executive Director 

"Women’s wrestling helped wrestling stay in the Olympic Games." — Dan Gable, Wrestling 
Legend 

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

http://coachshannyn.com/resources
http://coachshannyn.com/articles
http://coachshannyn.com/international-blog
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