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When reports surfaced that Tiger Woods would be making his return to professional golf at 
next month’s Masters, Sean McManus, the president of CBS News and CBS Sports, was asked 
how significant a story it would be. “I think the first tournament Tiger Woods plays again, 
wherever it is, will be the biggest media event other than the Obama inauguration in the past 
10 or 15 years,” he said. 

Mr McManus, whose network shares broadcast rights to the Masters with ESPN, was widely 
ridiculed for his hyperbolic comment. But if not exactly a hinge moment in history, the scandal 
surrounding Woods is arguably the biggest sports news of the past decade. With confirmation 
last week that the world number one will indeed be teeing off at the Masters on April 8, the 
tournament promises to be a spectacle the likes of which golf has perhaps never seen. 

Woods will be back on the course after a surprisingly short but extremely eventful hiatus. His 
last tournament was a victorious appearance at the Australian Masters, in November. Over 
Thanksgiving weekend, he ploughed his car into a fire hydrant after an apparent late-night 
argument with his wife Elin, and a deluge of revelations followed. Woods, winner of 14 major 
tournaments, turned out to be as prolific a philanderer as he was a champion. Virtually 
overnight, the world’s most acclaimed athlete became the juiciest tabloid fodder since the Bill 
Clinton-Monica Lewinsky saga.  

Last month, after reportedly seeking treatment for sex addiction, Woods stepped before the 
cameras for the first time since the scandal broke and read a statement of apology. In his 
remarks, he seemed to indicate that a comeback was a long way off. “I do plan to return to 
golf one day, I just don’t know when that day will be,” he said. “I don’t rule out that it will be 
this year.”  

For golf and the television networks that cover it, Woods’s decision to rejoin the tour next 
month is an answered prayer: simply put, the game depends on him. When Woods competes 
in a tournament, the television audience is 40-60 per cent larger than when he is not taking 
part.  

But in choosing to open his season at the Masters, an event he has won four times, Woods has 
provoked further controversy. The tournament, held at the Augusta National Golf Club in 
Augusta, Georgia, prides itself on decorum, and there is concern that Woods will bring a circus 
atmosphere with him.  

His presence will also create a challenge for CBS and ESPN. They cannot ignore the imbroglio, 
but they will have to address it gingerly if they hope to avoid incurring the displeasure of the 
gents who administer the Masters. In 1994, CBS analyst Gary McCord was banned from 
covering the tournament for joking on air that the greens were so fast that they must have 
been “bikini waxed”. With the Woods melodrama, the potential for a slip of the tongue in the 
broadcast booth is high.  

Mr Woods will be minus several sponsors when he arrives in Augusta: while his main backer, 
Nike, has stood behind him, Accenture, AT&T and Gatorade have all ended their relationships 
with the 34-year-old golfer.  

Up until November, Woods was the most marketable sports figure on the planet, pulling in an 
estimated $100m annually in endorsement fees. There seems little reason to doubt that he can 
recapture his form on the fairways; whether he can rehabilitate his image and become a 
magnet for sponsors again is less clear. “One thing we see over and over again is that athletes 



can recover – over time,” says David Carter, executive director of the Sports Business Institute 
at the University of Southern California’s Marshall School of Business.  

“While [Woods] will never regain his global stature as a pitchman, winning consistently while 
handling himself appropriately on and off the course will help him slowly re-emerge with 
corporate America. Importantly, though, there will be a segment of consumers that will be 
very slow to re-embrace him, if ever.” 
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