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Objectives

The main objective of this study was to examine ice hockey clubs with a
limited budget from different European top ice hockey leagues and compare
the management styles of those clubs. The ability to operate under the
constraints of a limited budget served a vital role in the comparison process.

Summary

An interview was conducted with one professional ice hockey club from the
Finnish Liiga. The interview questions were asked from the club manager of
this club. The data analysis focused on comparing the answers of the club
manager to previously identified hypotheses and finding differences and
similarities from the answers. The findings were concluded after the data
analysis. Implications for international business as well as limitations to the
study were discussed. Finally, recommendations for future research were
identified.

Conclusions

The study intended to be done with multiple clubs, thus no definitive
conclusion of how ice hockey clubs with limited budgets are managed could
be made. However, the study was able to get a clear understanding of a
certain club’s management and the different strategies that they use. This
study sets an example for future research through the findings based on one
club that was interviewed.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Background

Professional ice hockey clubs, in recent years, have transferred from nonprofit
organizations to profit seeking businesses (Ahonen, 2022). Due to this, the
management of professional ice hockey clubs has become more professional
(Hanstrdom & Lundstrom, 2015). Though sport as a field of business and the
restrictions that sports impose on the club managers has been studied before (Cucui
& Cucui, 2013), the management of ice hockey clubs with limited budgets and the
different strategies those clubs utilize to stay competitive has only little research.
Professional ice hockey clubs with limited budgets are affected more by the restrictions
that sports as a field of business impose than bigger clubs (Nielsen & Storm, 2017).
As ice hockey club management is becoming increasingly more professional, it is
important to understand the factors that help a professional ice hockey club to be

successful.

Professional ice hockey clubs, nowadays, are regarded to be businesses like any
other. However, the managers of professional ice hockey clubs are faced with a
difficult task of ensuring both financial and sport success for their respected clubs. For
professional ice hockey clubs with limited budgets, pursuing financial or sport success
is faced with various restrictions. Therefore, this research will focus on investigating
what management decisions professional ice hockey clubs with limited budgets utilize
to offset the restrictions that a limited budget imposes on them to stay competitive.
The findings of this research aim to develop an understanding of the different
strategies that professional ice hockey clubs with limited budgets use to stay

competitive.



1.2. Research Problem

Sports organizations main decisions making body is the management team of the
sports organization. However, there has been lack of research conducted regarding
the management of ice hockey clubs. Furthermore, little to no research has been
conducted regarding the management of clubs with limited budgets. Previous research
has shown that professional ice hockey clubs management is faced with various
constraints due to sports as a field of business (Ghio, Ruperti & Verona, 2018;
Hanstrom & Lundstrom, 2015; Bayle et al. 2019). The information from the previous
research helps guide the research of this study in understanding of the management
of professional ice hockey clubs. As a result, the aim of this research is to examine the
management strategies of ice hockey clubs with limited budgets to be competitive. In
addition, this thesis aims to examine the effects a small budget has on the

management and operations of an ice hockey club.

1.3. Research Questions

The objective of this thesis is to thoroughly answer these following questions:

RQ1: What Strategies do ice hockey clubs employ to be competitive?

RQ2: What management decisions of an ice hockey club affect its revenue and
budget?

RQ3: How do ice hockey clubs balance the pursuit of sport and business success?



1.4. Research Objectives

The main objective of this study is to look at ice hockey clubs with limited budgets from
different European top professional ice hockey leagues and compare the management
styles of those clubs. The ability to operate with the constraints of a limited budget will

serve a vital role in the comparison process.

1. To the different aspects of ice hockey club management.
2. To identify the constraints a limited budget set for and ice hockey club.
3. To define the different strategies that ice hockey clubs can utilize to be

competitive.



2. LITERATURE REVIEW

This literature review will examine the management of ice hockey clubs. First, the
management of an ice hockey club is established. Then different restrictions to an ice
hockey club are introduced through both financial and sport related restrictions,
following with the different strategies ice hockey clubs can utilize to be competitive.
For the purpose of the research, the focus of this literature review will center around
European professional leagues and clubs. The examination will be based on the
relevant literature related to sports organization management, budget management,
and strategic sport organization management. The purpose of this literature review is
to examine the different management practices and methods ice hockey club
managers must impose on their clubs when faced with constraints and restrictions to

stay competitive both financially and sports wise.

2.1. Ice hockey club management

Professional ice hockey clubs, and sport clubs in general, have become profit seeking
businesses (Ahonen, 2022). Therefore, professional ice hockey clubs should be
addressed as any organization regardless of their field of business (Cucui & Cucui,
2013). Ice hockey clubs are faced with the task of managing their organizations
towards both financial and sport success (Hanstrom & Lundstrém, 2017). On the one
hand, a professional ice hockey club is a business like any other, that strives for
maximizing its profits to be able to pay dividends to investors (Cucui & Cucui, 2013).
But on the other, they seek to ensure success sports wise and sometimes it is difficult
to achieve both (Hanstrom & Lundstrom, 2015). However, Nielsen and Storm (2017)
argue that ‘many professional team sport clubs seem to pursue sporting success
without bothering about any budget constraints. Their accounts show persistent

deficits and growing debts.’

2.1.1. Sport as business

Sports as a field of business offer the club managers an opportunity to be more patient

with the management of the club. This is due to multiple factors, such as professional
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sport club’s history of being non-profit organizations and the uncertainty of outcome in
sports (Ahonen, 2022). However, sport as a field of business also imposes certain
restrictions on the managers (Hanstrom & Lundstrém, 2015). As ice hockey clubs are
very often built with a long-term plan in mind, the managers are given the chance to
trust the process and they are allowed to have years without any financial or sports
success, because of the unpredictable nature of the field of business that these
managers operate in (Hanstrom & Lundstrém, 2015). Sports also impose restrictions
on the managers which prevent them from gaining financial success (Bayle et al.,
2019).

Ice hockey club managers cannot only be concerned about the on-ice product of the
club, but also about the financial success of the club (Ghio, Ruberti & Verona, 2018).
Sports has become a quickly growing business in the past years and ice hockey is no
exception (Cucui & Cucui, 2013). Television broadcasting deals have grown immensly
causing the professional clubs under those television contracts to have a steady
guaranteed influx of cash every season. Alongside this, sponsorship costs have
increased, and players have become more expensive. This all has caused more
money to flow into professional ice hockey (Hanstrom & Lundstrom, 2015). The top
European ice hockey clubs operate with budgets consisting of millions of dollars and
have a lot of investors. These investors consist of local enterprises that seek notoriety
from the club’s events, and large multinational corporations that seek benefits from
associating with a sport organization (Bayle et al., 2020). Nielsen & Storm (2017)
confirm this by stating that ‘European professional team sport clubs have become
business enterprises with capital injections by owners and sometimes flotations on
stock markets.” The managers of these clubs have the obligation of ensuring the
financial success of their club towards their investors and more importantly to keep the
clubs’ operations running. In this regard, managing an ice hockey club does not differ
from any other business, such as one producing a good or service. However, there
are differences in the field of business that these managers need to operate in (Nielsen
& Storm, 2017).

2.1.2. Strategic management and planning



Strategic planning in an organization is the complex process of giving life to the vision
and mission of the desired goals by facilitation the effective process of decision making
(Abdalkrim, 2013). Planning is a key part of sport organizations, such as ice hockey
clubs, management process (llic, 2013). Planning in terms of a sport organizations,
such as an ice hockey clubs, operations, is necessary for the manager to be able to
adapt to changes and act quickly upon them (llic, 2013). For a manager of an ice
hockey club, uncertainties, due to the nature of sport as a business, are common
rather than exceptions (Hanstrom & Lundstrom, 2015). The purpose of planning is to
be able to prepare and foresee changes and conduct a plan of action regarding those
changes (llic, 2013). Strategic planning is said to be one of the most important aspects
of business success (Demmings, 2008). For professional ice hockey clubs, strategic
planning is just as important, as they operate based on the same values as other

businesses (Cucui & Cucui, 2013).

Managing sport organizations such as ice hockey clubs requires managers to have a
vision for the future operation of the organization (llic, 2013). The vision of the club
helps ice hockey club managers to identify those actions, which the club must make

for the future to achieve financial profit or sport success from those actions (llic, 2013).

2.1.3. Financial or sport success

As professional team sport clubs have become increasingly more commercialized,
their management has also become more professional (Hanstrom & Lundstrom,
2015). Professional management and player labor markets have been solidified and
consistently tightened corporate governance has been implemented in the clubs
(Nielsen & Storm, 2017). However, profit maximizing is not in every club’s interest.
Furthermore, increasing revenues tend to lead to larger expenses. In professional
sports, maximizing the sport success of the club is more of a desirable outcome rather
than maximizing profits year in year out (Nielsen & Storm, 2017). Thus, managing a
professional team sport club such as an ice hockey club requires the managers to

balance the pursuit of both financial and sport success.

Although ice hockey clubs’ managers must always be alert of the clubs’ situation and

monitor both the financial and sport success throughout the season, managers usually
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have a longer multi-year plan for the club. It is crucial for the managers to be able to

manage the club with that long-term goal in mind (Hanstrom & Lundstrém, 2015).

2.2. Restrictions from a limited budget to an ice hockey club

2.2.1. Financial restrictions

Within professional team sport leagues, clubs’ budgets may differ a lot resulting in
possible advantages for other teams (Nielsen & Storm, 2017). Clubs with larger
budgets can invest more in players every year and are able to attract better players
and investors to the club through financial stability (Bayle et al., 2019). Thus, clubs
with a limited budget must invest their money very wisely every year and are forced to
rely on cheaper opportunities in the player markets and find ways to gain an edge to
the bigger clubs. This statement is backed by Hanstréom & Lundstrém (2015) who claim
that ice hockey clubs often prioritize investing their financial resources in the player
markets and player salaries, making it even more difficult for clubs with limited budgets

to produce a competitive team every season and ensure a stable financial situation.

Another financial restriction clubs with limited budgets are faced with, is the economic
and financial situation of the community that they are part of. Clubs that operate in a
small financial market must deal with the limited spending power of the members in
their community (Wicker & Breuer, 2015). Wicker & Breuer (2015) further argue that
‘the size of the community is associated with the recourses of sport clubs, specifically
human and financial recourses. The community size is relevant when looking at
organizational outputs such as programs and services that are provided to a variety of
external stakeholders (eg. donors, corporate sponsors, customers participating in
sports courses).” Thus, a club in a small market that is restricted with the number of
possible investors and sponsors, has lower economic potential than clubs with high
local economic potential (Bayle et al. 2020). The economic potential of a community
means the commercial growth possibilities that are present in the community and area
of the professional team sport club. For example, clubs in metropolitan areas and

growing communities that have a lot of business are likely to have fewer financial



restrictions in comparison to clubs in small communities that do not attract a lot of
business (Bayle et al. 2020).

Though financial restrictions apply to professional team sports, a phenomenon of ‘soft
budget constraints’ is popular in European professional team sports (Nielsen & Storm,
2017). Soft budget constraint means that in leagues that do not have clear salary caps
and other restrictions around spending, as is the case in many European professional
sports leagues, clubs often operate and spend over their budget limit in the pursuit of
sport success. Professional team sport clubs are comfortable with not making a profit
and expect that expenditures can be covered in various other ways (Nielsen & Storm,
2017). The phenomenon of soft budget constraints happens more when clubs are rich
and the higher revenue the clubs earn, the higher are their deficits (Nielsen & Storm,
2017).

Professional teams sport clubs over spending may also result to illegal practices. Soft
budget constraints allow professional team sport clubs to fluctuate money through their
organization, which in turn exposes them to the possibility of money laundering
(Cindori & Manola, 2020). Money laundering in professional team sports means
placing illegal funds into the club’s finances (Lilley, 2006). Sport organizations have
been used as money laundering tools through the insufficient monitoring of the club’s
financials (Nielsen & Storm, 2017). Especially big European football clubs have been
used as money laundering tools with clubs been sold to illegitimate entities (Cindori &
Manola, 2020).

Although clubs with limited budgets can and do operate under the soft budget
constraints, it is not as possible for them to the same degree in the long run as it is for
bigger clubs. Bigger clubs have the support from major sponsors that are willing to
subsidize the losses for future profits (Nielsen & Storm, 2017). Clubs with limited
budgets, however, cannot sustain a long run budget deficit since they cannot generate

enough revenue due to the previously mentioned financial restrictions.

2.2.2. Sport related restrictions



One of the reasons why ice hockey clubs invest their resources mainly into new and
better players is that the sporting success the club has, can be directly leveraged into
financial returns (Andon & Free, 2019). Furthermore, this restricts the clubs with limited
budgets from gaining financial returns since they are generally not fighting for
championships year in year out due to them not being able to invest as much in good
players (Ghio et al., 2018).

Generating revenue within ice hockey clubs is restricted by the fixed number of games
that they play at home during the season. The fixed supply schedule means that the
clubs are limited with the number of games they play, the number of seats in the arena
to fit fans etc. (Hanstrom & Lundstrom, 2015). This restricts clubs in the possibility of
earning revenue and clubs need to investigate other possibilities of income (Hanstrom
& Lundstrém, 2015).

A big restriction in professional team sports is the restriction on spending. In all North
American major leagues clear salary caps are used (Gantz, 2020). These can either
limit the amount a team can spend on one certain player or limit the amount the club
can spend in all its players combined (Bayle et al. 2020). That said, here the focus is
on European leagues and clubs, where clear salary caps have not been implemented.
For this reason, clubs can utilize all the available recourses they have in the team
building process. This furthermore creates a gap between the clubs with limited
budgets and bigger clubs as both the competitive and financial caps start to grow very
quickly (Bayle et al. 2020).

Hammarstrom & Malmqvist (2019) studied the correlation between ice hockey club’s
financial health and sport success. They discovered that the financial health of a club
impacted the possibility to be successful sports wise. For clubs with limited budgets,
this sport related restriction limits the club’s ability to gain success and grow. Thus, it
can be argued that the smaller clubs are in a never-ending struggle when it comes to

the ability to succeed sports wise.

2.3. Strategies for ice hockey clubs with limited budgets to be competitive



Professional sports as a field of business differs from traditional business in terms of
competition (Kiuru, 2016). Where traditional business sees competition as bad for
business, in professional team sports, such as ice hockey, competition is in the best
interest of every club and the league (Kiuru, 2016). The business of sport thrives from
the uncertainty that sports provide and as entertainment it is exactly what the fans
seek when they attend sport events (Nielsen & storm, 2017). For clubs with limited
budgets, living in the environment of the competitive sports, striving for both financial
and sport success, is faced with the limitations discussed previously. To offset these
limitations these club’s need to employ different strategies to remain competitive while

balancing the pursuit for both financial and sport success.

For ice hockey clubs, strategies are different ways to achieve high levels of
performance (Barney, 2007). Strategies help organizations to reach various
performance goals, and thus serve a critical role for monitoring success (Renshler,
2007). Therefore, when looking at sport organizations pursuit for competitiveness,
identifying different strategies and monitoring the decisions made based on those

strategies is very important.

2.3.1. Sport success strategy

In European team sports, maximizing wins appears to be more important for clubs
rather than trying to maximize financial profits (Nielsen & Storm, 2017). Although,
budgeting is a vital part of managing an ice hockey club (Hanstrom & Lundstrom,
2015), the pursuit of best possible outcome on the ice is the goal for every professional
ice hockey club (Nielsen & Storm, 2017). As stated previously, professional ice hockey
clubs are treated as regular businesses in terms of their operations (Cucui & Cucui,
2013). This means that the clubs not only try to survive but also try to earn a profit
from their operations (Nielsen & Storm, 2017). Professional ice hockey clubs need to
show their investors that their operations are lucrative for the investors not to pull out
in search of a better business opportunity (Nielsen & Storm, 2017). However, similarly
to other businesses, professional ice hockey clubs can prioritize or sacrifice

maximizing profits for other means to be competitive (Nielsen & Storm, 2017).
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Maximizing profits for professional ice hockey clubs means an increase in
expenditures (Nielsen & Storm, 2017). For ice hockey clubs with limited budgets,
expenses tend to be lower than for bigger clubs. Ice hockey club’s budgets are formed
to maximize the potential of the team in the form of player salaries which leaves little
to no room for additional expenses (Hanstrém & Lundstrom, 2015). Garcia-del Barrio
& Szymanski (2009) argue that professional sport clubs, such as ice hockey clubs,
behave according to a win optimizing motive. This means that rather than focus on
maximizing the profits generated from the club’s operations, they focus on maximizing
the performance sport wise. However, revenue returns to winning are positive and
success has a positive impact on revenue returns of a sports team (Mattinen, 2019).
For clubs with limited budgets, the route of maximizing wins over profit is favorable in
terms of competition since the clubs are already faced with restrictions regarding their
ability to generate revenue and profits as stated previously. The clubs with limited
budgets can challenge the bigger clubs sport wise by opting for the sport success

strategy.

Although the sport success strategy helps professional ice hockey clubs with limited
budgets to compete with the bigger clubs, it must be noted that the sport success
strategy might not be possible in a long-term basis. Nielsen & Storm (2017) state that
‘in their pursuit of sporting success, owners often accept deficits leading to debt and
loss of capital.” This is something smaller clubs and clubs with limited budgets cannot
maintain, if the sport success strategy does not result in realized profits, such as
bonuses for winning their respected league. This often leads to more sponsors wanting

to associate with the club (Nielsen Storm, 2017).

2.3.2. Alternative revenue strategy

Professional ice hockey clubs are restricted in the ways that they can generate
revenue through ticket sales, merchandise sales, and other sales related to the games
due to the limited amount of home games each team has within a season (Hanstrém
& Lundstdom, 2015). These gameday events alone are not enough for the professional
ice hockey clubs to earn positive revenue all throughout the year (ibid). Bowman et al.
(2018) states that ‘fans prefer to attend games the home team could win with all other

things being equal.” This further limit the number of games clubs can expect to earn
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maximized revenue from. For ice hockey clubs with limited budgets, finding alternative
revenue streams helps them compete with other clubs and helps them grow their

operations despite the restrictions mentioned previously.

Ice hockey and sports in general, compete with other entertainment media that fans
are drawn to such as movies, concerts, and theatre for revenue (Gantz, 2020).
Professional ice hockey clubs often are not the only form of entertainment customers
within their respected area are able to choose from. To diminish unnecessary
competition in their local markets sports clubs and organizations can work together
with the other forms of entertainment providers by sharing their facilities, forming joint
ventures, and similar media outlets (Wade, Harrison, and Zhao, 2018). Partnering with
local enterprises helps ice hockey clubs with limited budgets to generate revenue
outside of the ice rink which in turn helps the clubs to promote themselves and lure

fans to attend the games where match day revenue will increase.

The alternative means to generate revenue help clubs with limited budgets to compete
with bigger clubs. The revenue sources outside of the rink ease the restrictions that
these clubs have and makes growing the club’s operations possible without expanding
the budget in unsustainable ways (Nielsen & Storm, 2017). Revenue sources outside
of the rink also secure the clubs income and allows the club to budget towards sport

success (Hanstrom & Lundstrom, 2015).

2.3.3. Differentiation strategy

As stated before, professional ice hockey clubs are businesses like any other, but they
also provide entertainment to their respected communities (Wicker & Breuer, 2015).
In the growing world of entertainment, ice hockey clubs must differentiate the product
that they offer from other various forms of entertainment, customers are able to
gravitate towards (Gantz, 2020). For ice hockey clubs, identifying that they are part of
the entertainment business is crucial for their business (Bayle et al., 2020). Business
leaders use differentiation to indicate that their business is unique. Ice hockey clubs
with limited budgets can use differentiation strategy in various creative and cost-

efficient ways to promote the entertainment that the club can provide to the fans in
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their local area (Wicker & Breuer, 2015). By profiling itself as the most cost effective,
customer oriented or otherwise better option professional ice hockey clubs with limited

budgets can differentiate themselves in their local market (Gantz, 2020).

One major way an ice hockey club can differentiate is creating and being aware of
their brand (Chanavat & Bodet, 2009). Aaker, 2009 and later Keller, 2012 emphasized
this by stating that brands are the most valuable asset for a corporate entity, a product
or an individual. Building brand equity and a clear brand image helps any sports
organization to distinguish themselves amongst their competition (Rodrique et al.
2021). Brands have value and meaning to individuals and fans. Thus, being able to
generate a certain feeling in a fan is crucial for ice hockey clubs as the aim to provide

entertainment through emotions (Williams & Son, 2022).

For sport organization managers, it is important to identify that they operate in the
entertainment industry. Part of the differentiation strategy is the realization that ice
hockey clubs provide the fans and customers an entertaining experience, and that
only a few are satisfied enough with only the sport side of the event (Gantz, 2020). Ice
hockey clubs with limited budgets can increase the interest of fans by providing them

alternative programs outside of the sport side to get entertained (Gantz, 2020).

Differentiation strategy allows professional ice hockey clubs with limited budgets to
compete in the same market as the bigger clubs. By differentiating their operations,
the clubs can stand out and attract fans while maintaining their operational structure
(Gantz, 2020). Labeling themselves as an entertainment option and opportunity to

experience more than just an ice hockey game is crucial for smaller clubs.

2.4. Conceptual framework

All professional sports organizations, such as ice hockey clubs, need to address
themselves as any organization regardless of their field of business (Cucui & Cucui,
2013). Thus, the management of professional sport organizations should be
addressed as any other organization (Moisecu & Moisescu, 2013). However,

professional team sports as a field of business has characteristics that differentiate it
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from other fields of business (Bayle et al., 2019). As professional team sport clubs,
such as ice hockey clubs, strive towards financial success, managers need to balance
this pursuit in their actions while maintaining competitive on ice performance
(Hanstrom & Lundstrom, 2015). The commercialization of sports as a field of business
requires ice hockey club managers to be responsible for investors financially. The
nature of sports as a field of business, allows the managers to make more long-term
plans for their respected clubs and the managers are allowed to operate with a

financial deficit (Hanstom & Lundstom, 2015).

Professional ice hockey club managers are faced with restrictions caused by sports
as their field of business (Nielsen & Storm, 2017). These financial and sport related
restrictions result in difficulties for the clubs to make financial profits and stay
competitive sport wise (Ghio et al., 2018). Financial restrictions that professional ice
hockey club managers face can relate to budget, location and community size and
structures of their professional sport leagues. Clubs with limited budgets face the
restriction on ability to invest in the player market which result in possibly poor sport
results (Hanstrom & Lundstrom, 2015). The size of the community and locations of the
ice hockey club restricts the club’s financial side in the lack of potential sponsors and

business opportunities outside of the rink (Wicker & Breuer, 2015).

Major sport related restriction professional ice hockey clubs face is the restriction that
the limited number of home games played per season causes for the clubs (Hanstrom
& Lundstrom, 2015). Home games are the best opportunity for professional ice hockey
clubs to generate revenue. As each club plays no more than half of their games per
season at home, the opportunities for each club to generate revenue inside of the rink

are limited.

The conceptual framework of this study is influenced by the findings from the reviewed
literature. The framework aims to identify the process that managers of a professional
ice hockey club with limited budgets need to go through in their decision making to
stay competitive. Both financial and sport related restrictions are used as the main
factors affecting the decision-making process that managers are faced with. To offset
these restrictions, managers can utilize different strategies to achieve decisions and

results that help their respected club to be competitive. The conceptual framework
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aims to guide the managers of ice hockey clubs with limited budgets in their decision-

making process when faced with financial and sport related restrictions.

Identify financial

restrictions Offset restrictions

with
competitiveness
Identify sport strategies
related
restrictions

Identify the industry
of ice hockey as a

Competitive
decision-making

business process

Figure 1.
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3. METHODOLOGY

The aim of this study was to understand the management practices of professional ice
hockey clubs with limited budgets and identify different strategies that these clubs use
to stay competitive. To answer the research questions and objectives of the thesis
better, a qualitative study was conducted with the support of currently available

secondary information.

In this section of the study, the research methodology is presented and discussed.
The section explains how the interview questionnaire was designed and the data
collected. The expectations for the interviews are also explained before going over the
data analysis process and the limitations of the methodology. The specific interview

questions can be found in the appendix.

3.1. Interview Questionnaire Design & Data Collection

The questions for the interview were designed based on the conceptual framework in
figure one with the objective of finding out what strategies ice hockey clubs with limited
or small budgets use in their operations and how they perceive their position compared
to bigger clubs. Two clubs per country, that were identified having smaller budgets
compared to other teams in their respected leagues, were contacted from Finland,
Switzerland, Sweden, and Germany to be part of the interviews. Unfortunately, only
one interview with one club from Finland was able to be conducted. Further details of

the interviews can be found in the appendix.

The interviews were designed to be semi-constructed, and they served as the primary
data collection method. The interviews were meant to be conducted with the club
managers of the professional ice hockey clubs that were contacted, as they serve a
vital role in both the clubs financial and sport success. The questions were designed
to focus on finding usable data on different strategies that professional ice hockey

clubs with limited budgets use in their operations to stay competitive.

The interview questions were grouped in three different categories. The questions

focused on identifying club’s success strategies, fan engagement strategies, and how
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the clubs view themselves. In total, the interview had 12 (twelve) questions and all
questions were asked from all interviewed club managers. The first three questions
focused on the way the interviewed clubs measure success, what is their main strategy
for competing, and how they balance the pursuit of financial and sport success. Next
two questions focused on identifying if the club’s success or lack of itimpacts the plans
or strategies identified at the start of the season and if the clubs feel they have had to
implement unique strategies to find sport or financial success. The sixth, seventh, and
eight question focus on the correlation between club’s success and attendance in the
stadium, external aspects that affect the club’s ability compete, and specific strategies
for differentiation locally from other entertainment providers. The final four questions
focus on the club’s brand strategy and fan engagement. All twelve questions can be

found in the appendix.

3.2. Interview Expectations

The expectations regarding the interviews will be based on the assumption that the
club’s interviewed identify themselves as having smaller or limited budgets compared
to the bigger clubs in their respected leagues. This assumption helps with conducting
the interviews as well as possible and will produce suitable data for the research. All
interviewees are expected to be able to answer all the questions asked and give
answers that can be analyzed afterwards. The interviewees are expected to give
differing answers from one another based on factors such as the country that the club

is from, community size, and the level of competition of the club’s respected league.

Before the interviews were conducted three hypotheses were conducted based on the
interview questions found in the appendix section. First hypothesis was that ice hockey
clubs with limited budgets build their strategy to be able to compete with bigger club
in their league. Second hypothesis was that the clubs sport success or the lack of it
during the season will affect ticket sales and the strategy that the club identified at the
start of the season. Third and final hypothesis was that ice hockey clubs with limited
budgets have a clear understanding of their brand and want to appeal to their fans in

a certain way.
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3.3. Data Analysis

Each interview was meant to be conducted separately to ensure that all answers were
non-biased and not affected by another interviewees answer. The processing of the
interviews was also meant to be done separately, with the aim of finding reoccurring
themes and differing views and points to the questions. The answers and key points
were then transcribed, and color coded to enhance readability and ease the analysis

process.

The interviews that were conducted were transcribed after the interview had been
held. The transcribed answers were then analyzed, and key themes were identified.
From the key themes relevant answers were compared to the hypothesis and

conclusions were drawn.

3.4. Limitations of Methodology

One limitation that semi-structured qualitative interviews as a data collection method
impose is the risk of club managers being biased. There is a risk of club managers
interviewed giving incomplete or glorified answers to defend their respected club and

make their club seem doing better than they are.

Another limitation is difference in the structure of the leagues interviewed clubs play
in. Some clubs that were interviewed play in a league were relegation is not currently
possible. This might alter the way that the club managers view certain strategic
aspects of their operations which might affect the way certain questions were

answered.

Finally, the number of clubs interviewed could be higher. Total of nine clubs were
contacted to be part of the research but only one club responded on time to take part.
The number of clubs that were interviewed was way too low and for better results more
clubs would have needed to be interviewed. Interviewing and analyzing data from only
one club limits the depth of the research conducted and does not give clear enough

view of the state of management of ice hockey clubs with limited budgets.
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4. FINDINGS

The purpose of the interviews was to find answers to the research questions identified
for this study and provoke further research on the topic. This section will analyze the
findings of the research in detail dividing the findings under relevant subsections. Any

key points or arguments found from the interviews are presented as specific quotes.

Because one of the clubs that were contacted, took part on the research, the findings
of the study will be based on only one club’s view of the management of ice hockey
clubs with limited budgets. The club that was able to take part on the research was

Mikkelin Jukurit and the interview was conducted with their club manager.

4.1. Measuring Success

The interview was conducted with a club from the Finnish Liiga. The club has found
relative success in recent years, but no championships yet. The club that was
interviewed operates with one of the smallest budgets in the Finnish Liiga and thus,
are an excellent study subject when finding out how ice hockey clubs with limited

budgets are managed.

The club interviewed was aware of different ways of measuring both financial and sport
success. The club interviewed operates as a joint-stock company and thus for them
the most important measurement of financial success, according to the club manager,
was the result of the financial statement. The result of the financial statement pushes

forward as they are bound by law to perform.

The way that the club measured sport success had many aspects and layers to it. The
first way that the club measured success sport wise was the amount of age group
teams withing the whole organization that competed in the top division. This is an
indicator for the club that its junior development is on a strong basis and that the work
put toward juniors is paying off. The success of the junior teams is something that the
professional ice hockey clubs value highly as the development of club’s own junior to

the main team level is the most cost-effective way of acquiring players.
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The second way that the club measured sport success was the number of players
from their organization that can take the next step in their careers. This is measured
in many ways. One way is if players can move to different European leagues, are
being able to produce more points for their club and get called up to their country team.
One major way that the club measured success both sport wise and financially was if
the club has any NHL draftees. Every club that produces a player who is drafted to an
NHL organization, get a monetary compensation which in turn is financial profit for the

club.

Third way that the club measures sport success is how well they perform withing their
league and do they make playoffs. This is usually how most professional ice hockey
clubs measure their sport success as it is the most concrete way to see if the sport

operations were successful.

4.2. The effects of a limited budget to management

As the research conducted was about ice hockey clubs with limited budgets, the effect
of a limited budget was a subtopic of some of the interview questions. A few key take
aways emerged from the interview. First one regarded he clubs ability to react to
changes to their initial plan for the season caused by the amount of success during
the season or the lack of it. From the answers it was clear that only major events during
the season, such as injuries, force the club to make financial investments such as

acquire new players.

“Injuries are something that requires us to think of a certain plan and usually

they require a financial plan as the player budget is usually full.”

The second finding regarding the effect of a limited budget to management was the
club’s ability to compete with bigger clubs. A hypothesis was made before the interview
that clubs that operate with a limited or small budget build their strategy to compete
with bigger clubs. This hypothesis was somewhat overthrown as the club manager

revealed that due to the budget differentiation they do not and even cannot compare
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themselves to bigger clubs. The club therefore has their own sport strategy that they
follow, and it is not influenced by what bigger clubs within their league are doing. It
was still noted that the club does keep up with what other clubs are doing and if some
clubs are doing something very well, they take that into account in their own

operations.

“Of course, if a colleague club has some very good ideas, then of course in

this business all plagiarism is allowed.”

Despite this, the club manager emphasized that having a small budget forces the club

to only focus on themselves in their management practices.

4.3. The effect of external factors and importance of fan engagement

All ice hockey clubs, regardless of their size, are affected by various external factors.
These factors can be anything from their location, and economic buying power of their
community. A significant finding from the interview was the effect of these external
factors to the management of an ice hockey club with a limited budget. The club
interviewed identified their location to be one of the biggest external factors that affect
their operations. As the club interviewed is in a small town relatively far away from the
capital region, the number of big businesses that operate in their area is small. The
lack of big businesses limits the possibility of large sums of capital to be invested to
the club through local sponsors. The club manager saw this as going hand in hand

with the club’s ability to compete with bigger clubs both on and of the ice.

“In a bigger city you have bigger businesses and more businesses. | would

say that of course it goes hand in hand.”

Another factor that emerged from the interview having significant importance and
affect to the club’s operations was the engagement from the fans towards the club and
vice versa. Although the club identified themselves as being the biggest single
entertainment provider in their region, they still put a lot of effort into making sure their

fan engagement was constantly growing and they focused a lot on how to keep their
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fans coming back to their events. Increasing fan engagement was also prominent
through the club’s brand strategy. The club had set a specific strategy on how to grow

their brand and a lot of it had to do with their fans wearing their merchandise.

“Our main goal now is to have as many people as possible to wear our fan

gear.”

Although the club did identify having a specific brand strategy, when asked if they
consciously appeared in a certain way to their fans for example in the media the club
manager answered no. The club, against previously mentioned hypothesis, did not
want to appear as an underdog or in any specific way to their fans but rather just
appear as being proud of who and what they currently and letting the on-ice

performance speak for itself.

Although the club claimed that they had a specific brand strategy and a way to grow
their fanbase, when asked the club manager could not clearly identify why the fans of
their club were fans of that specific club. The club manager argued that the level that
their club play and the fact they are the best ice hockey club in their town would be a
factor for the reason why their fans are fans. Regardless of this, the club said to be in
very close contact with their core fan club and they have frequent communication with
them. This communication also would result to special offerings on season tickets and

other opportunities.
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5. DISCUSSION & ANALYSIS

This section of the thesis will focus on analyzing the empirical findings of the study.
The research questions of this study, found in section 1.3. serve as the foundation for
the discussion and analysis. The analysis will be based on the information from the
literature review as well as from the interviews conducted. The discussions were
drawn from reoccurring themes and answers from the interviews and opposing views

of the interviewee’s answers and previous hypotheses.

5.1. Impact of management

One reoccurring theme that tied all the answers from the interview together was how
the management side of an ice hockey club affects all its operations. Management of
an ice hockey club does not only impact the financial and sport side of the operations.
Thus, it is important for the manager of an ice hockey club to be able to have a clear
view on how the organization as whole works. Through the answers that the club
manager interviewed gave, it was apparent that when managing an ice hockey club
with small or a limited budget knowing how to manage your club specifically and not
focusing too much on what other bigger clubs are doing is important. This aspect of
managing an ice hockey club with a limited budget seemed to be something that the
manager must focus on the most. The manager interviewed summed up this by

stating:

“We don’t compare ourselves to the bigger clubs in any way. At the end of the
day this is resource business, so the more the merrier that is how it goes in

this business.”

Secondly, from the interview answers it was noticeable that different strategies play
an important role in the management of ice hockey clubs with limited budgets. All
aspects of the management of the club seemed to have a specific strategy behind it.
Whether it was competition both on and off the ice or branding, the club manager
interviewed stated that they have developed specific strategies to help them reach the

goals they have set and improve their operations. All strategies, however, were
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designed to ultimately serve the main goal of the ice hockey club which is to find
success sport wise and financially. This ultimately leads to the management of the

club having a clear direction and allows the club to take steps forward.

Strong management has a large impact on how well an ice hockey club can operate.
It affects every part of the club’s operations, and it can be argued that it has the most
impact on the club’s overall success. From the answers of the interview, it could be
seen that not always is the management of the club easy and various things affect the

possibility of management to be successful.

5.2. Limitations

The limitations and restrictions that a limited budgets imposes on an ice hockey club
have been established previously on this study. The answers from the interview
enhanced the belief that these restrictions and limitations do in fact affect the day-to-
day operations of ice hockey clubs with limited budgets. Operating with a small or a
limited budget compared to competition seemed to be the most important factor that
affected the interviewed club’s ability to compete. One interesting factor, however, was
that the club manager was aware of that. Instead of focusing on trying to catch up to
the bigger clubs and reaching for something that might be unrealistic in terms of, for
example, spending power the club focused on maximizing the performance they can
get out of their resources and were very happy with what they have. The club manager
interviewed summed this up when talking about their engagement with local

businesses:

“We are very happy that from a city this small we are still able to get a lot of

business on board to support us and we must be pleased with that.”

Although a limited budget was clearly an important thing that affected the club daily,
the extent to which it affected the club’s ability to operate was smaller than expected.
From the answers of the interview, it seemed that the club was still able to produce a
team on the ice, they were able to get fans into their arena every game and over all

they were able to offset the limitations caused by a limited budget rather well. An
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example of this was the club’s way of enhancing financial stability through multiple
other businesses that helped the main sport business. Being able to operate and
compete despite the limitations caused by a limited budget was an indicator of the club

being managed well under the circumstances.

5.3. Competition possibilities

The overall assessment of managing an ice hockey club with limited budget from the
answers of the interview was that competing is both restricted but also filled with
possibilities. Although the club manager did not see the club being forced to use any
innovative or unique strategies for the club to be able to compete, yet various
possibilities for competition came up from the answers. The club can for, example, set
themselves certain goals for the season and monitor their success against those
goals. However, these goals should always be linked to competition on the ice and
with the intent of maximizing the position in the standings. These goals can be, as the
club manager interviewed identified, the amount of junior level clubs playing in the top
division, the amount of player that are able to take the next step in their careers and

the amount of NHL draftees that are being produced by the club.

These possibilities are ways for professional ice hockey clubs with limited budgets to
enhance their level of competition. The restriction that a limited of small budget
imposes should always be able to be offset by the club if it wishes to compete and

grow their business.
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6. CONCLUSION

This section of the thesis will gather the main findings and answers to the research
questions, the implication to international business, the limitations of the study as well

as the suggestions for further research on the topic.

6.1. Main Findings

To clarify the main findings of the research, they will be presented as answers to the

research questions of the study.

RQ1: What strategies do ice hockey clubs employ to be competitive?

Every organization regardless of industry uses strategies in their operations.
Strategies are used to help approach a certain desired goal. From the answers of the
interview, several different strategies were identified. First strategy that came up was
the club’s approach to competition. The club has their own strategy for competing with
clubs in their league and they do not compare themselves with bigger clubs. This
answer proved the hypothesis about clubs with limited budget comparing themselves
to bigger clubs to be wrong. Second strategy found from the answers was about how
the club differentiates themselves from other entertainment providers locally. Part of
the club’s strategy was identifying themselves as the biggest entertainment provider
and using that to their advantage. The third strategy found from the answers was about
the club’s brand and approach to fans. The club identified that they do have a brand
and they for example sell certain products in their fan shop for cheaper to get more
volume out to spread their brand even more. The club also had a clear strategy for
engaging fans more in their events by for example organizing meet ups with the

players and fans.

RQ2: What management decisions of an ice hockey club affect its revenue and
budget?

The answers from the interview did not give a clear answer to what management
decisions affect the revenue and budget but rather how the revenue and budget affect
the management. One key thing that affected the management and spending was

injuries. The club manager identified that injuries are the one thing that make them
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spend more money than intended at the beginning of the season. The other thing that
affects the club’s management from a monetary standpoint was ticket sales. The club
manager identified that attendance in the stadium and ticket sales are positively
correlated. The club’s success during the season was a key factor in getting more fans

to the stadium and that then generates more revenue.

RQ3: How do ice hockey clubs balance the pursuit of sport and business success?

Balancing sport and business success was identified by the club managers to be one
of the most difficult tasks they must perform. To keep the sport business as sustainable
as possible, the club has formed three non-sport related businesses to support the

main sport operations financially.

6.2. Implication to International Business

The focus of this research was to gather data from different top level professional ice
hockey leagues around Europe. Understanding the differences and similarities in how
clubs around Europe are managed, offer club managers valuable insight to different
management styles and practices. Although professional ice hockey clubs play most
of their games during the season in their domestic leagues, international tournaments
and cups are played in Europe. The understanding of how clubs in different leagues
operate and play can be crucial for a club’s success in an international tournament or

cup.

Being able to manage an ice hockey club is faced with similar opportunities and threats
no matter the country of origin of the club. Understanding different management styles
and practices helps managers regardless of the country of the league where their

respected club plays in.

6.3. Limitations of the Study

It is relevant to note that limitations to the research conducted exist and therefore they
are presented in this section. First, the number of interviews conducted for the

research would have ideally been higher. A larger number of clubs interviewed would
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have resulted in more data to have been collected, which would have increased the
reliability of the research. The number of clubs that were interview was the biggest

limitation for the study.

Second, the topic area of research was rather broad. Being able to focus on a certain
area of strategic management of ice hockey clubs would have offered more specific

answers, which in turn would have enhanced the reliability of the research conducted.

Overall, a limitation for the study was the lack of resources and the lack of previous
research conducted on the topic. With broader resources, a more controlled research
environment would have been possible. This would have ensured that the responses

were applicable, and that quality data was been collected with every response.

6.4. Suggestions for Further Research

The research conducted in this thesis about the management of ice hockey clubs with
limited budgets merely only touched some of the key elements of ice hockey club
management. Future research should aim to broaden the understanding of the topic
as a whole and focus on finding more data on the different aspects of managing an
ice hockey club with limited or small budget. Future research should also broaden the
clubs studied as only a set number of clubs from only some of the top professional

leagues around Europe were part of this study.
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APPENDIX

Interview questions for club managers

—

. How do you measure success within your club both on and off the ice?

. How do you balance financial sustainability with the pursuit of success on the

ice?

What is your main strategy for competing in your league?

Do you compare yourself with bigger clubs?

Does the team’s success or the lack of success during a season affect the plans

or strategies you identified at the start of the season?

Has your club needed to employ any innovative or unique strategies to be able

to sustain financial sustainability or on ice success?

Do you see a correlation between the team’s success sport wise and

attendance in the stadium?

How much do external factors affect your club’s ability to compete with bigger

clubs?

Does your club have a specific strategy to differentiate locally as an

entertainment provider?

Do you have a specific brand strategy (if we consider your club and its logo to
be the brand)?

10.How does being a smaller club affect the way you want to appear in the eyes

of the fans?
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11.Do you know why your fans are fans of your club? What does this depend on?

12.What is your club’s approach to community engagement and building a fan

base?
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