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Executive Summary 

The college football player compensation market has entered a more stable and 

predictable phase—though not one defined by clear or enforceable regulation. While 

often still described as “NIL,” the current environment more closely resembles an open 

cash compensation system governed by continually updated guidelines, broad 

interpretive latitude, and limited effective enforcement. 

Governance efforts have not produced hard-fast, durable rules. Instead, they have 

yielded evolving standards that are frequently clarified, revised, or reinterpreted. In the 

absence of enforcement or clearly articulated penalties, these guidelines function more 

as signals than constraints. Market participants have responded by interpreting 

guidance aggressively, and in some cases disregarding it altogether. 

There is also no near-term regulatory backstop. Congressional intervention remains 

distant and uncertain, and without collective bargaining or formal athlete 

representation, attempts to impose binding compensation limits face significant legal 

challenges. As a result, the market is being shaped by economic reality rather than by 

policy intent. 

After the initial period of rapid escalation, growth in football player cash compensation 

is slowing and normalizing. Projected increases for 2026 roster budgets are generally in 

the 10–15 percent range—well below the 30–40 percent annual growth seen in earlier 

years. For many Power Four programs, this normalization represents donor fatigue, 

internal budget constraints, and more disciplined roster strategies. 

Spending power is also becoming increasingly (and predictably) both stratified and 

concentrated. A small group of well-resourced athletic departments drive the largest 

incremental growth, while the majority of Power Four and Group of Six programs are 

already operating at or near their current, practical financial ceiling. This stratification 

mirrors earlier cycles in college athletics, including the facilities boom of the 1990s and 

early 2000s and the escalation of coaching salaries, support staff investment and 

administration growth. 
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Based on triangulated industry data, publicly available financials, and proprietary 

analysis, Total Player Value estimates that annual football player cash compensation 

across the Power Four will total approximately $1.25 billion for the 2026 season, or an 

average of $18.6 million for the 68 Power Four schools. This level—typically 

representing 10–12 percent of athletic operating budgets—has proven broadly 

sustainable. 

Compensation remains highly concentrated at the roster level, with roughly 90 percent 

of funds allocated to the top 40 players on a typical team. While a limited number of 

elite players at premium positions still command seven-figure deals, the majority of 

scholarship athletes receive mid- to low–six-figure compensation or less. 

In short, college football compensation is a system defined by guidelines without 

enforcement, where economic limits—not regulatory clarity—are determining outcomes. 

Understanding this distinction is essential for accurately assessing where the market 

stands today and how institutions should operate within it going forward. 
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1. Governance by Guideline, Markets by Reality 

The current governance and enforcement environment in college sports represents a 

fundamental departure from prior models of college sports governance. Historically, 

compliance regimes were rules-based: restrictions were explicit, enforcement 

mechanisms were credible, and violations carried predictable consequences. In the 

current environment, that structure has been replaced by interpretive flexibility. 

Institutions and collectives operate within broad guidelines that allow significant 

discretion in implementation, timing, and scope. 

Similar dynamics have emerged in other open compensation systems. Prior to the 

introduction of UEFA’s Financial Fair Play regulations, European football operated 

without enforceable spending caps, relying instead on owner funding and informal 

oversight. In that environment, spending ultimately stabilized not because of regulation, 

but because clubs learned—through experience—the economic limits of sustainability. 

Financial Fair Play followed market discipline; it did not create it. 

The absence of consistent enforcement has amplified this flexibility. Guidance becomes 

subject to interpretation rather than compliance. Over time, interpretation itself has 

evolved into a strategic variable. Programs assess not only what guidance suggests, but 

how it is applied, against whom, and with what practical consequences. The result is not 

uniform behavior, but rational divergence. 

Any analysis of player compensation, roster behavior, or future reform must 

begin with this premise: Markets—not governance—have imposed discipline. 

 

Predictably, this governance framework has not meaningfully constrained player cash 

compensation. While public discourse often frames recent stabilization in spending as a 

product of regulatory intervention (a “salary cap” outlined by the House Settlement), the 

evidence does not support that conclusion. The slowdown in growth has occurred 

despite—not because of—governance action. 
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Institutions have learned, much like the UEFA owners previously, the practical limits of 

donor appetite, budget capacity, and return on investment. Early experimentation gave 

way to recalibration as programs encountered the analysis of cost of retention, 

replacement, and roster volatility. Discipline emerged not from policy, but from 

constraint. 

Governance has served as little more than a signaling mechanism. Updates and 

guidance influence tone, timing, and risk assessment at the margins, but they do not 

dictate outcomes. Programs continue to operate within a shared understanding that 

meaningful constraints are unlikely in the near term, whether through federal 

legislation or centralized enforcement authority. 

This reality has produced a system defined by adaptation. Programs that adjusted 

quickly—aligning spending with capacity, concentrating resources, and accepting 

rational churn—reached equilibrium sooner. Those that delayed adjustment faced 

sharper corrections. In both cases, behavior was driven by market learning rather than 

regulatory mandate. 

Understanding this distinction is critical. The current landscape is not a temporary 

deviation awaiting correction. It is a stable equilibrium shaped by limited enforcement, 

institutional capacity, and economic rationalization.  
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2. Market Size: Outcomes of a Guidelines-Driven System 

Absent a collectively bargained framework or a durable enforcement mechanism, there 

is no standardized reporting, uniform disclosure, or authoritative clearinghouse for 

athlete compensation data. As a result, market sizing requires triangulation rather than 

direct measurement, and headline figures—often driven by self-reported or extrapolated 

data—frequently overstate both scale and dispersion. 

For historical perspective, regulation of spending on college sports has been at the 

institutional level, not the conference or NCAA level. The value of media rights has 

escalated as have the revenue generated by ticket sales, donations and sponsorships. 

Just at the 68 Power Four schools, there is an annual budget discrepancy of 

approximately $200 million from the top to the bottom. 

With the confluence of the “NIL era” combined with the advent of the transfer portal 

and legally mandated flexibility in transfer rules, player evaluation, scheme fit, cost of 

retention and the institution-level budget constraints all factor into setting the overall 

cash compensation marketplace.  

The Limits of Existing Market Estimates 

Several industry participants have attempted to quantify the NIL and player 

compensation marketplace, each using methodologies shaped by their access points and 

business models. 

On3 has developed a proprietary valuation framework that estimates a player’s 

projected annual value by combining roster value and NIL value. While this approach 

provides a useful comparative baseline, On3 valuations are frequently misconstrued as 

realized compensation rather than theoretical estimates. 

OpenDorse provides insights drawn from anonymized platform data and extrapolated 

modeling. While its dataset offers valuable directional information, OpenDorse 

acknowledges that a significant portion of Power Four compensation activity does not 

flow through its system. When blended, these methodologies can produce internal 

inconsistencies. For example, projections of a $1.9 billion annual football market are 

difficult to reconcile with reported income distributions showing that the majority of 

players earn well below six figures. 
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Student-Athlete Insights, through large-scale athlete polling, offers important 

perspective on NIL education and brand-driven activity. However, its focus on 

marketing-oriented deals provides less visibility into the broader cash compensation 

structures that now dominate football roster economics. 

Each of these sources contributes useful signals, but none alone capture the full or 

accurate market—particularly in an environment where guidelines invite interpretation, 

enforcement remains limited, and player valuation is varied in sophistication, 

application and consistency.  

Roster management now accounts for variables including financial resources available, 

roster construction (current makeup and philosophy), scheme (impacts positional 

value), cost of retention, recent won/loss (restlessness of donor base), coaching tenure, 

and the confidence of the development process of the coaching staff. With the multitude 

of variables, no two institutions are operating in the same environment. 

Establishing a Practical Baseline 

Transparency is a word often used by coaches and administrators regarding athlete cash 

compensation. However, stuck between the past model of compliance and the new 

model of adaptability, disclosure is suggested, not required. During the first four years 

of the “NIL era,” the state of adaptability was seen as temporary. 

Adaptability is now the accepted norm and the shift can be summarized in this way. 

Programs have gone from “What can I pay” or “What do I have to pay” to now saying 

“This is what I have to spend, how SHOULD I deploy those resources for my roster.” 

This makes individual player values produce outliers, but economic realities have led to 

market stabilization and allow for macro market sizing. To arrive at a realistic estimate 

of the market, Total Player Value triangulates multiple inputs, including: 

• Publicly reported athletic department revenues and expenses 

• Industry reporting and roster-level deal disclosures 

• Analysis of valuation frameworks and compensation distributions 

• Exclusion of extreme outliers representing less than one percent of Power Four 

football players 
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Based on this analysis, TPV estimates that annual football player cash compensation 

across the Power Four totals approximately $1.25 billion. 

At this level, average annual cash compensation across roughly 6,000 Power Four 

football players equates to approximately $208,000 per player. This figure is best 

understood as a mathematical anchor rather than a reflection of typical earnings, given 

the highly concentrated nature of roster compensation. 

Distribution Reflects Capacity, Not Compliance 

When examined at the program level, spending aligns closely with institutional 

resources. 

• Average per-team spend (68 P4 Schools): approximately $18.6 million 

• Top-tier programs: approximately $28 million 

• Mid-tier programs: approximately $16 million 

• Lower-tier programs: approximately $10 million 

 

On average, football player cash compensation represents 10–12 percent of total 

athletic operating budgets, a proportion that has proven broadly sustainable. This 

alignment emerged organically. It was not mandated by regulation, nor enforced by 

oversight bodies, but instead reflects internal financial limits and donor capacity. 

The most pronounced variance occurs among the most well-resourced programs. A 

small subset of elite schools retains greater elasticity, allowing football payrolls to 

exceed the average for their peer group. These outliers are typically driven by 

concentrated donor wealth. 

“The size of the market reflects capacity—not compliance.” 

What the Market Size Tells Us 

The current $1.25 billion market size is not evidence of regulatory success or failure. It is 

evidence of equilibrium under uncertainty. 
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The next section examines how this equilibrium manifests at the roster level, where 

concentrated spending, positional value, and short-term contracting strategies define 

how compensation is deployed. 
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3. Roster Economics: How Interpretation Shapes 
Compensation 

Discussions of college football player compensation often focus on total roster spend. 

While useful as a headline metric, total spend alone obscures how compensation is 

actually deployed. 

In practice, roster economics are shaped less by formal rules and more by competitive 

necessity, positional scarcity, and interpretive latitude. Programs do not construct 

rosters to comply with theoretical compensation frameworks; they construct rosters to 

retain impact players, manage transfer risk, and operate within financial limits that are 

largely self-imposed. 

Concentration Is Structural, Not Incidental 

Across the Power Four, football player cash compensation is highly concentrated at the 

top of the roster. Regardless of total budget size, approximately 90 percent of 

available funds are allocated to the top 40 players, with the remaining 10 

percent distributed among the remaining scholarship athletes. 

This concentration is not an unintended consequence of the system. It is a rational 

response to: 

• Talent scarcity at premium positions 

• Transfer portal volatility and replacement risk 

• Short-term contracting that prioritizes immediate performance 

 

Guidelines governing compensation structure do little to alter this reality. Even as 

language emphasizes “fair market value” or “legitimate business purpose,” market 

behavior continues to concentrate resources where competitive leverage is greatest. 

“Roster economics aren’t fair. They’re concentrated.” 
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What Typical Roster Budgets Actually Look Like 

Applying a standardized 90/10 allocation model illustrates how compensation scales at 

different budget levels: 

Roster Budget Avg. / Player Top 40 Avg. Bottom 45 Avg. 

$40M ~$470,000 ~$900,000 ~$89,000 

$28M ~$330,000 ~$630,000 ~$63,000 

$18.6M ~$219,000 ~$418,000 ~$42,000 

$10M ~$118,000 ~$225,000 ~$22,000 

While a small number of elite players at premium positions may still command seven-

figure deals, the majority of scholarship athletes receive significantly less. For most 

programs, compensation is meaningful but far from transformational—reinforcing how 

headline numbers distort typical outcomes. 

Contract Design Reflects Environment 

The absence of hard-fast rules has led to increasing sophistication in compensation 

design. Programs and their partners focus less on rigid definitions and more on whether 

compensation can be reasonably justified under existing guidance. 

Common structural features include: 

• Offset language to manage classification under revenue-sharing limits 

• Short-term or year-to-year agreements to preserve flexibility 

• Incentive-based compensation tied to participation, performance, or availability 

What Guidelines Assume 
• Compensation aligns with defined “fair market value” 
• Deals are consistently reviewed and enforced 
• Structure influences outcomes 
• Uniform standards shape behavior 
What Rosters Actually Do 
• Allocate resources to scarcity and replacement risk 
• Concentrate spending on impact players 
• Structure contracts for flexibility under evolving guidance 
• Treat enforcement risk as low and variable 
Key Insight: 
Roster construction is governed by competitive necessity and economic capacity—not by 
evolving compensation guidelines. 
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• Blended funding sources across departments, collectives, and third parties 

• Liquidated damages clauses if an athlete transfers, attempting to provide schools 

with financial protection. 

These structures are not attempts to evade rules. They are responses to uncertainty. 

Flexibility becomes a competitive necessity. 

Despite ongoing experimentation in contract structure, roster budgets are increasingly 

constrained by economic reality. Donor capacity, institutional tolerance for subsidies, 

and internal tradeoffs now impose clearer limits than any external guideline. 

The next section examines how these forces have driven rationalization across the 

market—and why stabilization occurred without regulatory success. 
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4. Free Market Rationalization  

The evolution of college football player compensation over the past several years reflects 

a familiar market pattern: rapid expansion followed by rationalization. What 

distinguishes this market is not that it stabilized, but how it did so—defined by evolving 

guidance, broad interpretive latitude, and limited enforcement. 

Market participants are quickly learning and adapting to what worked, what did not, 

and what is economically sustainable. This has accelerated the market’s movement 

toward equilibrium. 

A Compressed Learning Curve 

The early years of athlete compensation were marked by experimentation and 

escalation. 

• Year One: With minimal guidance and no enforcement precedent, collectives 

formed rapidly and focused on high school acquisition. Compensation was often 

speculative, front-loaded, and disconnected from long-term roster planning. 

• Year Two: As the transfer portal expanded, attention shifted toward retention 

and targeted acquisition. Elite recruits gained leverage, and spending increased 

sharply as programs competed for perceived difference-makers. 

• Year Three: Donors and collectives matured, and expectations adjusted. 

Compensation strategies became more intentional, though growth remained 

elevated. 

• Year Four: Anticipation of the House Settlement and potential oversight 

changes prompted deal front-loading and accelerated spending ahead of 

implementation timelines. 

• Year Five: The House Settlement introduced a formal framework, but the 

College Sports Commission did not secure unanimous buy-in from the Power 

Four, and several state attorneys general publicly opposed elements of the 

structure. 

What is often described as chaos functioned instead as a rapid discovery process. 

Participants tested limits, recalibrated expectations, and learned where economic 

constraints existed. 
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Equilibrium Without Uniformity 

The result is a market that is more predictable but not more equal. Compensation levels 

have stabilized across much of the Power Four, but spending power remains uneven and 

are continuing to stratify. Well-resourced programs retain flexibility, while the majority 

operate at or near their capacity ceiling. 

This equilibrium should not be mistaken for regulatory effectiveness. It is the product of 

economic limits operating in a system where interpretation has replaced rule adherence 

as the primary compliance mechanism. 

 

  



COLLEGE FOOTBALL PLAYERCOMPENSATION TOTAL PLAYER VALUE 

 

14 

5. Looking Forward: Structural Inertia, Not Structural Change 

The near-term outlook for college football player cash compensation is defined less by 

impending reform than by inertia. While governance discussions continue and policy 

proposals circulate, none appear positioned to materially alter market behavior in the 

foreseeable future. 

Instead, the trajectory of the market will continue to be shaped by institutional capacity, 

donor behavior, and revenue realities—the same forces that have already imposed 

discipline. 

Governance Will Continue to Lag the Market 

There is little evidence that oversight bodies will shift from guideline-based governance 

to enforceable, durable rulemaking in the near term. The College Sports Commission is 

likely to continue issuing clarifications and interpretive guidance, but without expanded 

authority or credible enforcement mechanisms, these updates will function primarily as 

signals rather than constraints. 

Absent collective bargaining or formal athlete representation attempts to impose 

binding compensation limits will remain legally fragile. As a result, flexibility—not strict 

adherence—will remain embedded in roster and contract strategy. 

Growth Will Be Incremental and Concentrated 

Market growth is expected to slow further and concentrate among a small subset of well-

resourced programs. For most Power Four schools, football cash compensation budgets 

are already near their practical ceiling. Future increases are more likely to reflect 

inflationary pressure and retention needs than meaningful escalation 

Donor Behavior Remains the Key Variable 

Donors continue to be the primary funding source for football player cash 

compensation. Early enthusiasm has given way to greater selectivity, clearer 

expectations, and increasing emphasis on return on investment. 
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Programs with concentrated, long-term donor bases retain flexibility. Those reliant on 

episodic or speculative support face volatility. This dynamic reinforces stability across 

the broader market. 

Forward Reality 

Meaningful change will require new revenue—not new guidance. 

While the market has stabilized, several emerging capital mechanisms could alter 

capacity at the margins—though none change the underlying economic logic. 

The Super Donor: A few programs have seen uber-wealthy alumni come 

forward in meaningful ways. Texas Tech, Kansas, Michigan State have all 

received 11-12 figure donations designed to provide financial flexibility. 

Private Equity: Utah and the Big XII conference have both announced 

agreements to access private capital. The B1G 10 conference tried to close a 

significant private equity round but could not get unanimity with its members. 

Innovation: Recently, a new platform named Vestible announced that it has 

signed its first collegiate client. This platform allows fans, alumni and donors 

through tradable securities backed by future department revenue.  

Future Media Rights: A dramatic increase in media rights could also impact 

and accelerate continued stratification of the marketplace. This includes the 

current movement to open the 1961 Sports Broadcasting Act to allow 

consolidation of media rights and increase revenues. 
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6. Looking Ahead / Operating Effectively 

There is no credible path back to a pre-compensation model in college football. 

Athlete mobility, donor participation, and direct payment mechanisms have 

permanently altered expectations. Even if governance became more restrictive, 

enforcement would face immediate legal challenge, and market participants would 

adapt through structure rather than retreat. 

More importantly, the economic logic is now internalized. Athletic departments budget 

for player compensation. Donors expect to fund it. Athletes expect to receive it. These 

expectations are embedded in recruiting, retention, and roster planning and cannot be 

unwound without significant disruption. 

What has changed is not the existence of compensation, but its trajectory. The era of 

unchecked escalation has passed. What remains is a mature, stratified market operating 

within known financial limits and governed primarily by economic reality rather than 

evolving guidelines. 

“The system didn’t just change. Expectations changed.” 

For athletic administrators and football general managers, the most important 

adjustment in the current environment is not tactical—it is conceptual. Success no 

longer comes from waiting for regulatory clarity or attempting to engineer compliance 

perfection. It comes from accepting that the system is governed by evolving guidelines, 

interpreted unevenly, and enforced inconsistently—and then operating with discipline 

inside that reality. 

Operating Principles 

Budget to Capacity, Not to Narrative 

Build rosters around reliable funding, not headline-driven assumptions. One-time 

donor surges should not be treated as recurring revenue. 
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Accept and Plan for Concentration 

Roster economics are not egalitarian. Retention risk at premium positions should drive 

resource allocation. 

Shorten the Planning Horizon 

Plan in 12–18 month cycles. Flexibility is not a workaround—it is the operating model. 

“Flexibility isn’t a loophole. It’s the operating model.” 

Treat Governance as Signal, Not Guardrail 

Guidance indicates areas of attention, not enforceable limits. Avoid reactive 

restructuring. 

Align Donors to Strategy, Not Emotion 

Sustained giving follows clarity and purpose, not urgency or fear. 

Separate Competitive Strategy from Legal Speculation 

Do not build rosters around anticipated policy outcomes. Operate effectively within 

current ambiguity. 
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Conclusion 

College football player compensation has moved beyond its experimental phase. What 

was once described as a “Wild West” has evolved into a more stable, capacity-driven 

marketplace—not because governance-imposed order, but because economic reality did. 

“The market didn’t wait for clarity. It imposed limits.” 

In the absence of clear standards and credible enforcement, interpretation has become 

an operational strategy. This governance framework has not constrained behavior in the 

way often assumed, nor has it provided lasting clarity. 

This follows a similar pattern we have seen in UEFA (previously referenced) or the 

professional leagues before salary caps were formalized: 

•  Open compensation + weak enforcement 

•  Rapid escalation 

•  Donor/owner fatigue 

•  ROI recalibration 

•  Market-imposed ceilings 

•  Formal governance attempts 

 

The college football market rationalized on its own terms. Donor capacity, institutional 

budgets, and competitive return on investment imposed discipline where policy could 

not. Growth has slowed materially, with most Power Four programs now operating at or 

near their own practical ceiling for football cash compensation and not a capped 

compensation system. 

How programs operate within this equilibrium—and why some consistently outperform 

peers with similar resources—is explored in a companion analysis focused on Football 

GMs and roster construction. 

The key takeaway is not that governance failed, but that it was never determinative. In a 

system governed by guidelines without enforcement, market forces—not policy—have 

shaped outcomes. 
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Looking ahead, the market is best understood as stable, stratified, and economically 

bounded. Stakeholders who ground decisions in these realities—rather than in policy 

expectations or headline narratives—will be best positioned for the next phase of college 

football’s compensation landscape. 

“The era of speculation is over. The era of discipline has begun.” 
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