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Industry Insider: 
Sean Pyun
Title: Managing Director of International Business Affairs, LPGA
Education: MA, University of San Francisco
Prior Positions: Director of Tournament Business Affairs; LPGA; 

Manager of Tournament Business Affairs, LPGA; 
Manager of International Development and Member Services, LPGA; 
Sport Specialist in Business Development, Nike Golf Schools & Junior Camps

This interview was conducted by Alan Morse, associate professor at the University of Northern Colorado and the
Vice President of Industry Affairs of the Sport Marketing Association.

SMQ: What first led you to consider taking on the
role of Managing Director of International Business
Affairs for the Ladies Professional Golf Association
(LPGA)? What parts of your education and career
helped you prepare for taking on this challenge?
Pyun: After graduating from Southern Methodist

University with a degree in economics with financial
applications in 2005, I enrolled in the graduate sport
management program at University of San Francisco
in 2006. At the time I wasn’t even aware that there was
an academic field of sport management. While in the
program I was very fortunate to gain access to several
internship opportunities in the Bay area, starting with
NBA franchise Golden State Warriors, Nike Golf
Schools and Junior Camps, and then with an official
LPGA sanctioned tournament, Longs Drugs Challenge.
Through these opportunities, I realized that there was
a niche for Korean-American sport professionals in the
golf industry, particularly in the areas of sponsorship
sales and business development. Even to the eyes of an
inexperienced student like myself, it was very clear that
the success of Korean/Asian players on the LPGA Tour
had not yet translated into more sponsorship and busi-
ness opportunities for the LPGA.
Luckily, the LPGA decided to give me an opportuni-

ty as the Manager of International Development and
Member Services. This position with the LPGA was to
work with international players, on everything from
tour integration to educating rookies to recruit/sched-
ule players to participate in various sponsor/charitable
activities during tournament weeks. Traveling to
almost every tournament my first three years, I gained
invaluable knowledge in LPGA and its players. That
helps me today when presenting the LPGA in sales
rooms. While this was not a “sales” position, it most
certainly had sales aspects to the job. At the time I was
selling corporate partners to the players (in recruiting

players for sponsor/charitable activities). Today, I sim-
ply turned that table around and market players to
potential partners. It’s really not that much different
because they both respect and admire each other more
than you think. 
This was not a sales position that I coveted; however,

it was a position that still came with a great deal of
opportunities to “fix” what was perceived to be an
issue for the LPGA at the time—to find ways to “fully”
and “rightfully” integrate Korean/Asian/International
players in to the LPGA ecosystem. It took a great deal
of effort and time but it all finally came together under
the direction of current LPGA Commissioner Mike
Whan in his first year. Mike really challenged us to
look at this not from the standpoint of “fixing a prob-
lem” but rather as part of the process “to celebrate the
LPGA as golf’s global tour.” We wanted to have a pro-
gram in place where Korean players are learning
English and French, American players are learning
Japanese, while Spanish players are learning Korean.
They all wanted to communicate not only with one
another, but also with our sponsors, fans, and media
from around the world. It also really helped the players
to recognize the importance of understanding cultural
differences beyond just language barriers. 
Now going back to your original question, there is

absolutely no doubt in my mind that applying and
going through a sport management program at USF is
one of the best decisions I’ve ever made in my life! I
was really torn between a law school and sport man-
agement program and I think the biggest difference
was the presence of “passion” everywhere. I was always
around enthused and passionate sport professionals
and students. Personally, that was exactly what I need-
ed. I am a true believer in “you get back what you put
in.” That said, I felt I was able to take away much more
from each opportunity than some of the other interns



who were not sport management students because I
was learning in the classroom and in the field at the
very same time, sometimes on the same day.
“Homework” was no longer optional! 
SMQ: How has the approach to marketing the

LPGA in Asia changed during your time with the
organization?
Pyun: This isn’t necessarily specific to Asia but I once

heard Commissioner Whan saying “Attitude is the only
thing you can control in life.” In the past, we were con-
stantly fighting to keep our identity as the U.S. Tour.
Simple change in attitude and approach to embrace the
LPGA as “golf’s global tour” was all that was needed to
create our biggest competitive advantage today, and we
don’t apologize for our global membership and tourna-
ment footprint as some may have characterized our
approach as recently as six or seven years ago.
Today, the LPGA features 115 international players

representing 28 countries every time we tee off. We
play in 15 different countries with more than 170+
countries watching us on TV every week. While we are
most certainly excited about golf’s inclusion in the
Olympics in 2016, we feel that the LPGA showcases the
same competition every time we play with the best
female golfers from all over the world making up our
membership. We also launched the first international
LPGA office last year in Seoul, South Korea. This team
is responsible for prospecting/generating sponsor-
ship/business opportunities in Asia. We have many
big-time partners coming from Asia today and that list
continues to grow. 
In just the last few years, we were able to add GOLF-

ZON (Official Golf Simulator of the LPGA), Swinging
Skirts Golf Foundation (Title Partner of Swinging
Skirts LPGA Classic in San Francisco), JDX (Official
UL International Crown Licensee), and Amore Pacific
(Official CC Cushion of the LPGA) to our list of cor-
porate partners. In 2016, you are going to see the new
LPGA apparel brand launching in the fall with a plan
of 150+ standalone LPGA stores in Korea and China
by 2020. We also just signed a new deal for the
“Official Mobile Case of the LPGA,” which (was)
unveiled at the season-ending CME Group Tour
Championship (in late November) in Naples, Florida. 
As the managing director of this office, I have been

splitting my time 50/50 between Seoul and our head-
quarters in Daytona Beach, Florida. While traveling
has been both enjoyable and tough at the same time it
has been very rewarding and exciting to be able to
explore opportunities the LPGA had not seen before.
SMQ: What are some of your primary marketing

strategies for the LPGA in Asia?
Pyun: Our messaging is no different whether we are

in the US, Asia, or anywhere else for that matter. It’s to

showcase the two most important aspects of the
LPGA—to showcase the global nature of the brand,
from membership to tournament footprint, as well as
to get fans and members of the media to “see why it’s
different out here.”
With that being said, we tend to focus much more

on the marketing and business objectives of our title
partners, rather than on our own. Starting in 2010, we
created a one-page customer profile called “Partner
Profile.” This document is distributed to everyone,
from players to staff, to help understand why the title
partner is writing a check for that particular week. I
believe we were the first (and still may be the only)
property to start doing this practice. We want all of
our players and staff to know exactly why and how we
are having the opportunity to play each and every
week. This partner profile also includes pictures of key
executives so that our players can thank the partners
when they see them on site. It seems like a no-brainer
but it’s amazing how many positive comments we
receive from partners on this. Many of them tell us
that the LPGA players were the first athletes to ever
send them “thank you” cards for sponsoring. 
SMQ: What is the greatest challenge the LPGA faces

in the Asian market? How is that different than the
North American market?
Pyun: There are the same basic challenges in any

market we go to, and that’s competing for the publics’
time and interest. More specific to Asia from a busi-
ness standpoint, our greatest challenge is finding room
on the LPGA schedule to play more events there. In
2015, we played seven events in Asia (eight including
Australia)—Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, Korea,
Taiwan, China, and Japan. There are at least two or
three more partners who want to host an LPGA tour-
nament in their home country but we simply do not
have any openings on the schedule to play more. 
Separately, our success in any particular market is

closely tied to the performance of players coming from
that country. It is important that the LPGA continues to
work closely with local authorities in each country—
whether that’s local professional tours or junior tourna-
ment organizers—to make sure the overall pool of
young talent is growing around the world. For this pur-
pose, we utilize other programs we have, such as LPGA-
USGA Girls Golf or LPGA Teaching & Club
Professionals Division, to ensure the game and necessary
infrastructure continue to grow on a worldwide basis. 
SMQ: Have you conducted any market research to

inform or support your marketing strategies and if so,
what have been the major findings in terms of your
demographic and psychographic targets?
Pyun: Yes, it tells us that golf demographics/psycho-

graphics doesn’t change much from market to market.
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We conduct market research across a variety of initia-
tives. Some of the major findings among our fanbase
are that they are a loyal, passionate fanbase who are
very supportive of our partners. And they are influen-
tial consumers across many product categories, both in
business and in their personal lives. We affectionately
call them Healthy, Wealthy and Wise, meaning they
are active, they have money and spend it, and they are
educated. Additionally, our fans tend to be very chari-
table, which matches up very well with our players,
who are as generous with their time and money as any
athletes you will find.
Also, through various researches we are continuously

reminded of LPGA’s brand strength in Asia—based on
Repucom’s global tracking study SPORTS DNA, 24%
of South Koreans indicate they are interested in the
LPGA, which is a higher percentage than the PGA Tour
enjoys in South Korea. Interest in the LPGA exceeds
that of any men’s major, with South Korea showing
more than twice as much interest in the LPGA than
The Open Championship and nearly twice as much as
The Masters (SPORTS DNA May 2015, 1,000 nationally
representative respondents ages 16-69 in South Korea).
SMQ: What is the LPGA doing to establish a global

brand?
Pyun: It would be difficult for anyone to claim

“global” without having true presence across different
markets. Today, the LPGA plays in 15 different coun-
tries throughout the season. We truly believe our
events have a great deal of impact on overall growth of
the game in those particular markets. For example, in
2016 we will be celebrating our 10-year anniversary of
playing in Thailand. At the time we staged our first
tournament in Thailand, there were no Thai players on
the LPGA. This season we have six Thai members and
Thailand is the seventh-highest ranked country based
on the Rolex Women’s World Golf Rankings. 
It is also important for us to continue to expose

LPGA to the worldwide audience through TV and
other various media platforms, and this is something
we have been working very hard at for the last several
years. Our telecast is now distributed in up to 170 dif-
ferent countries and our website is now operated in
seven different countries/languages—English, Korean,
Chinese, Thai, German, Spanish, and Japanese. It is
critically important for us to have platforms where we
can communicate with our fans in their native lan-
guage. From a business standpoint, our global TV dis-
tribution is one of the first key elements we discuss in
any boardroom, particularly when it comes to measur-
ing ROI and/or ROO for partners. 
SMQ: What do you see as your major challenges in

promoting the growth of the LPGA in terms of broad-
casting, attendance, and global awareness?

Pyun: One of the biggest challenges is finding differ-
ent ways to break through the current state of “sports
saturation.” With so many different avenues to experi-
ence and take in sports today, we have to continuously
be creative in how we get eyeballs on our product. This
includes onsite promotions for attendance, media cov-
erage, strong presence on social media, and digital plat-
forms. There are so many ways to consume sports
today; we are always pursuing different ideas on how to
get our “niche sport” of women’s golf into more homes. 
With that said, one of more specific goals for the

LPGA—both short and long term—is to identify more
network TV opportunities to showcase the LPGA to a
wider audience. While the Golf Channel has been and
continues to be a great cable TV partner for the LPGA,
more network TV opportunities could be a game
changer for the LPGA. 
SMQ: What do you see as the strengths of the

LPGA’s brand with your sponsors/fans in Asia?
Pyun: For us, it starts with “best-in-the-world” and

ends with “global.” The LPGA is the ultimate final des-
tination for any aspiring female golfers and there’s sig-
nificant value there, particularly from a sponsorship
perspective. We have certain strategic goals/standards
when it comes to making sure that we remain as the
number one women’s professional golf tour in the
world. 
SMQ: What exciting prospects and challenges do

you see over the next three years for the LPGA?
Pyun: One of the biggest opportunities for the game

of golf, and not just the LPGA, is the game’s inclusion
in the Summer Olympics starting in 2016. There is no
bigger stage in sports and it will be a tremendous week
of showcasing many of our players who compete every
week on the LPGA Tour. While fans may need to wait
another four years to watch some of these world-class
athletes in some other sports, you can simply tune in
the next week and follow the same players you watched
during the Olympics on the LPGA. The media expo-
sure will be massive and will create a platform that we
will be able to reach the casual sporting fan—not only
golf fans— which is huge for the game of golf as well
as the LPGA 
SMQ: Have there been any cross-marketing cam-

paigns with The PGA Tour, PGA Champions Tour,
and LPGA? If so, which have been the most successful
and if not, why not?
Pyun: Earlier this year, we’ve rebranded the LPGA’s

second-oldest major tournament “LPGA
Championship” and launched the new “KPMG
Women’s PGA Championship” in partnership with
PGA of America, KPMG, and NBC. From a tourna-
ment and commercial perspective, the LPGA took the
major leap here by increasing overall exposure and
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quality of the tournament—from a greater media
exposure being on NBC to a significant increase in
prize money.
Two critical parts of this merger includes “teaching

professionals.” The PGA of America has many female
members among its 27,000 members while the LPGA
has its own division—LPGA Teaching and Club
Professionals (LPGA T&CP)—made up of more than
1,600 women teachers. Secondly, the LPGA and PGA
of America, in partnership with the event’s title spon-
sor, KPMG, created a women’s executive leadership
program called “KPMG Women’s Leadership Summit”
that provides unique opportunities for KPMG and the
event to take a leadership role in expanding women’s
leadership both on and off the golf course. 
SMQ: How has the LPGA utilized social media to

market to the casual fan?
Pyun: One of the most important aspects for us as it

relates to social media is “humanizing” the brand. We
have learned that humans connect with humans, not
“logos.” So, we strive to showcase the human side of
the LPGA, the Tour as a whole, and the players indi-
vidually. As some fans might be aware, we were the
first professional golf tour to put players’ Twitter han-
dles on the back of their caddie bibs.

Overall, our social media strategy/process is quite
simple. We have “content buckets” that we have creat-
ed to keep us in balance and in check. Our buckets can
consist of tournament news, teaching tips, photos,
videos, player features, etc. We strive to post the same
amount of content from each bucket so that the fans
are not overwhelmed with one type of content. We
also use a lot of analytics to develop the best times to
post. We can see by our history, what times get the
most engagement from the fans, which focuses on our
ultimate goal—fan engagement.
Also, we do rely on our players to be “ambassadors”

of the Tour through their social channels. Each tour-
nament week, players are given a one-pager (afore-
mentioned Partner Profile) that gives them all the facts
about that week’s title partner that includes their prod-
ucts and services, what they’d like the players to say
when being interviewed, to all the correct hashtags and
handles to use when tweeting about the event. After
each event, we compile a complete report for the part-
ners with impression numbers, engagement results,
and screenshots from the players’ tweets. Our players
understand the power of social media and how it not
only can help themselves, but the LPGA as well.
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