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Q: Please give us a brief career history leading up to
your current position as WPS Commissioner.
Antonucci: After college at Stanford, I spent time

working in digital media at Yahoo!, helping launch
Yahoo! Sports and Yahoo! Fantasy Sports and oversee-
ing, among others things, Yahoo’s multi-language pro-
duction and commercialization of the official FIFA
2002 World Cup website.
Q: What was the impetus for the creation of the WPS?
Antonucci: After the WUSA folded in 2003, a group

of interested parties and business people who had a
passion for soccer—and women’s soccer in particular—
got together and said, ‘Let’s take an analytical look at
the WUSA, what they did right and what they didn’t do
well.’ The WUSA averaged over 4,000 fans per game in
its final season and that’s a good little business if you
can get the business and structural aspects of the league
right. There is a place in the American sports landscape
for professional women’s soccer.
Q: What led to your decision to serve as

Commissioner of the WPS?
Antonucci: I was brought into the mix because of my

background in soccer as a collegiate player and my
start-up experience with Yahoo! in the Bay Area to
oversee the Women’s Soccer Initiative, which was the
initial exploratory group that was put into place to
assess starting up the next league. As we grew from an
exploratory group to the early stages of a league and
started putting the building blocks in place—owners,
investors, venues, team logos—it was time to open a
proper league office with a commissioner. I was asked
to take this position and it was very much the next step
in the evolution of my role in putting the foundation
together for the launch of the league.
Q: How did the approach the WPS utilized to estab-

lish the league differ from the WUSA’s approach?

Antonucci: First and foremost, we developed a fran-
chise model in which the teams were individually owned
and operated, compared to the centrally owned league
in the WUSA, which was owned by one individual and a
few large media companies. This new model allows for
an entrepreneurial approach, for owners with ties to
their local soccer communities and flexibility in grass-
roots and partnership development at the local level.
That is the biggest structural difference. Other smaller
differences included things like our focus on smaller,
intimate venues, and a partnership with a sports channel
for our game of the week on Fox Soccer Channel.
Q: Describe the most effective strategies used to

market and promote the league.
Antonucci:We have found a lot of success tapping into

social media, no question. When we had our first draft we
had it over Twitter, about a year before the Twitter trend.
Now we have almost 250,000 followers. Our Facebook
pages and viral videos have had some success. Part of this
is being up to speed on what the younger demographic
likes. Part of it is out of necessity since social media is very
inexpensive and we don’t have large budgets to spend on
marketing. For us, it’s been important to market to differ-
ent segments, to kids with our grassroots partner—to
teen and adult soccer fans when we promote WPS on Fox
Soccer Channel, and so forth.
Q: Please describe the use of social networking to com-

municate with the fan base and potential consumers.
Antonucci: As mentioned, this has been a key aspect

in spreading the word of WPS. It’s cost-effective and
word of mouth is just such a powerful tool. We’ve used
it to further expose our brand, whether through news,
video, features, and even exclusive access in many ways.
Q: How has the growth of the MLS impacted the WPS?
Antonucci: It’s been great to see their success in the

past few years with expansion teams, new stadiums,
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and bringing in international talent. We have a direct
link to MLS in that our sponsorship agency, SUM
(Soccer United Marketing), is MLS’s sponsorship arm.
But we are a completely separate business in the sense
that we play in smaller stadiums in suburban commu-
nities. The development of soccer on the whole only
helps all of us—whether it’s the World Cup, MLS,
global tournaments, etc.—so it’s been great to see
MLS’s growth in the past decade.
Q: How did the 2010 World Cup events affect the

WPS?
Antonucci: During the World Cup itself, we actually

took a little hit in attendance, ratings, and even visitors
to our website. It’s clear that the soccer world was just
fully engaged in the tournament. In the long run, it
only helps us and the sport by bringing in new fans
and more mainstream attention after all the dust is set-
tled from the event. It made soccer water cooler con-
versation across the US this summer. On the whole, it
was a good learning experience for us as we look to the
2011 Women’s World Cup, which should be a great
boost for our visibility.
Q: Describe your fan base. For example, three pri-

mary market segments targeted.
Antonucci:We’ve always said that it’s the 6-16 year-

old girls and their parents first and then fitness-mind-
ed women in their 20s, 30s, and 40s after that, along
with all soccer fans. From there, we just want to grow
one fan at a time.
Q: What strategies were used to maximize WPS tick-

et sales?
Antonucci:We did a lot of creative ticket packages.

One of our most popular family packs was buy four
tickets and get an on-field photo with a player after a
game. A lot of teams had success with that. What’s key
in a new league is to get on regular calls, have regular
communication about what’s working and what’s not.
Teams provided their best practices and we saw season
ticket sales go up from season 1 to season 2.
Q: Were you satisfied with the media coverage the

WPS received? 
Antonucci: That’s always tough to say. On the one

hand, you always want more media and think that you
should be getting more coverage. On the other hand,
we recognize that we are a smaller, start-up league. We
need to earn our coverage in the big outlets from our
attendance, TV ratings, and fan base. I think in year 1
we had some good stories about the league launching.
We need to see more stories about our stars and con-
tinue to build personalities. That’s only going to come
over time with continued growth and league storylines.
Q: Discuss the specific strategies used for fan base

recruitment and retention.

Antonucci: Online with fantasy games and newslet-
ters, in-game promotions, and of course player visits
and events in their communities. Players are some of
the biggest assets we have. One of the things that is so
unique about WPS is how invested our players are in
seeing the league thrive and grow over time. Also, lever-
aging our partners to help bring in new fans has been
important. PUMA has done some great PR events and
given us increased visibility and other grassroots part-
ners like AYSO, US Club, USYS, NSCAA, and USASA
are key to spreading the word in the soccer community
—especially to the younger players and fans.
Q: What specific efforts were made to connect to the

youth soccer community?
Antonucci:We partnered with all of the major grass-

roots organizations such as NSCAA, AYSO, US Club,
USYS, and USASA to name a few. In addition, our teams
have done a good job reaching the teams in their local
communities through player visits, special club deals, or
even the opportunity for youth soccer players to play on
the WPS fields at halftime of a game, for example.
Q: How willing were sponsors to become involved

with the WPS? 
Antonucci: Our two founding sponsors PUMA and

Citi have been terrific partners, and Coast Guard,
which sponsors our WPS All-Star Game, have had
some great activation events. You always want to look
for sponsors that activate beyond your own fan base to
help grow the sport, but that takes time, of course.
Q: What can other professional sports, in particular

women’s sports, learn from the WPS?
Antonucci: To be patient, to build a strong founda-

tion, and to keep goals and expectations within reach.
We want to have slow, steady growth and it’s going to
take time. 
Q: What changes have you seen in the industry for

women’s professional sport throughout your career?
Antonucci: There are, of course, more opportunities

for participation and more participants as a result.
There is still a lack of mainstream media coverage and
corporate support for women’s sports on the whole,
but with the Internet, there is also more content and
exposure that can be shared with fans even with the
lower levels of media coverage. Also, like men’s sports,
you see an increase in the internationalization of pro
sports. We have 20 countries represented in our league.
That would not have been possible 20 years ago.

NOTE: The editor would like to recognize the assis-
tance with this interview provided by Erica Jensen, WPS
Intern from UNLV. Special thanks to Tonya Antonucci
and to Robert Penner, WPS Director of Communications
& Broadcast Relations.
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