
The NIL College Sports 
Ecosystem - Overview

College athletics is a complex ecosystem connecting student-athletes, universities, conferences, 
governing bodies, fans, media, technology providers, and commercial partners. This document 

condenses the ecosystem into core pillars aiming to give a holistic overview. 



CORE PILLARS
This document condenses the college sports ecosystem into 8 core pillars

Talent, Governance, Teams & Universities, Fans & Community, Finance & Revenue, NIL 
commercialization, Media & Communications, Technology & Support Services, highlighting key data 
points and trends shaping policy, revenue flows, and athlete experience.
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TALENT: The Student-Athlete

College athletes are students who dedicate substantial time to 
training, practices, and competition while pursuing degrees. 
Many receive scholarships which help make college attainable. 
Debates over athlete rights, health, safety, and compensation 
have intensified, culminating in rule changes that allow 
athletes to earn from their name, image, and likeness (NIL)

Recent NIL policy shifts let student-athletes accept 
endorsements, sponsorships, and social media income, 
transforming recruitment and transfer dynamics as athletes 
increasingly consider NIL opportunities when choosing schools. 
These changes reflect broader tensions around 
commercialization, equity, and the role of sports within higher 
education.



TALENT: The NIL Market Size

Scholarships (Division I)
About 74,243 athletic scholarships support ~139,000 athletes at ~350 
schools—many awards are partial rather than full.

NIL Market Growth

Projected NIL market: $0.9B (2021–22) → $1.14–1.2B (2022–23) → $1.17B 
(2023–24) → $1.67B (2024–25) → >$2.0B (2025–26 forecast), with 
upside to $2.5B+ as revenue sharing begins.

Universal Eligibility (2025)

Starting fall 2025, every college athlete is eligible to receive a 
scholarship; wealthier programs may maximize slots and award more 
athletes.



GOVERNANCE: Layered Rules & Legislative Process

College athletics governance is multi-layered: federal and state 
laws, the NCAA, and individual conferences each shape rules. 
Member schools participate in voting and legislative processes. 
Division I uses a dual-track legislative system with Autonomy 
(Power Four conferences) and Council governance for other 
members.

Proposals follow a structured cycle (submission by Sept 1, 60-day 
comment period, amendment window in November, votes in 
April or special autonomy sessions). The 2021 NIL policy shift 
illustrates how internal governance, external legal pressure, and 
state legislation interact.



TEAMS & UNIVERSITIES: Operations & Institutional Role

Universities run athletics departments that manage recruiting, coaching, facilities, academic support, compliance, 
and student welfare. Institutions allocate resources, decide divisional participation, and are legally responsible for 
institutional control and NCAA compliance. Successful programs generate substantial revenue and visibility; 
smaller programs often rely on institutional subsidies and fundraising.

Academic Support

Dedicated advising, 
tutoring, and centers (e.g., 
Morgan Academic 
Center) help athletes 
meet eligibility and 
academic goals.

Facilities & Investment

Major programs invest 
heavily in stadiums, 
training complexes, 
and amenities to 
attract recruits and 
fans.



FANS & COMMUNITY
Fans drive ticket sales, donations, media interest, and atmosphere. 
College fan culture boosts institutional profile and enrollment; 
marquee games draw tens of thousands, some stadiums exceed 
100,000. Fan expectations and social media scrutiny also increase 
pressure on athletes.

Attendance & Culture
2023 FBS averages were the highest since 2017; traditions like Ole 
Miss’s Grove draw enormous tailgate crowds.

Fan Base Size
~182M Americans (65.5% of age 12+) identify as regular college 
sports fans—larger than any single pro league fanbase.

Athlete-Focused Fandom
Examples like Olivia Dunne (13M+ followers by mid‑2025) show the 
power of athlete-driven audiences.



FINANCE & REVENUE

College sports generate massive revenue: Division I reported nearly 
$17.5B in 2022. Media rights (~$4.2B in 2022) are the largest revenue 
engine and drive stratification among conferences. Yet many athletic 
departments run deficits—public Division I schools subsidized athletics 
with ~$3.5B in FY2021 via student fees and institutional support.

$17.5B
Division I Revenue 

(2022)

$4.2B
Media Rights (2022)

$3.5B
Institutional Subsidies 

(FY2021)

Booster donations from wealthy alumni and corporate sponsorships 
supplement media and ticket revenue. The College Football Playoff 
yields roughly $470M annually to conferences.



NIL: Commercialization Changes
NIL transformed compensation: collectives once controlled ~80% of the market; revenue sharing and legal shifts 
(House v. NCAA) introduced frameworks allowing schools to pay athletes directly from institutional revenue. 
Projections range from $1.67B (2024–25) to >$2B (2025–26), with some forecasting $10B by 2030 under expanded 
commercialization.

21
Revenue Sharing & Caps

Revenue-sharing models 
let schools distribute 
media/ticket revenue to 
athletes. For 2025–26, the 
per-school cap is $20.5M 
with a 4% annual 
increase.

3
Market Shifts

Collective-sponsored 
payouts could shrink 
from >$1B (2024–25) to 
under $80M by 2028–29 
as institutional revenue 
sharing grows.

Average Payment

NCAA NIL Assist reports 
an average reported 
athlete payment of 
$23,496 in 2024, though 
most deals are 
small—over half valued at 
$100 or less.



MEDIA: Communications & Digital Strategy
Broadcast deals are paramount for revenue and exposure; 
widespread coverage increases recruiting and institutional 
visibility. Digital media and social platforms are central to 
engagement — departments invest in content teams and 
coordinate with PR and legal units to manage messaging and 
crises.

Social Reach 📲
Over 90% of Division I departments maintain active presence on 
at least three major platforms. One analysis estimated each 
follower could be worth roughly $496 in athletics revenue.

Television Impact 📺
Live TV ratings for college football were among the highest in 
2022–23, reinforcing the value of traditional broadcast.



TECH & SUPPORT: Services & Athlete Well-Being

Performance tech (Catapult wearables, ShotTracker, Hudl) and 
data systems are widely deployed for training and injury 
surveillance; NCAA modernization (June 2025) expanded 
injury-tracking infrastructure. Privacy and biometric-data 
governance are rising concerns, prompting medical oversight 
requirements for wearables.

Academic advising, tutoring, mental health screening (annual 
requirement as of Aug 2024), and community service programs 
are core support functions. Student-athletes contributed over 
210,000 volunteer hours in 2024, and mental-health resources 
and life-skills training have expanded to meet well‑being needs.


