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Abstract
This study examined the effect of league affiliation on demand, as measured by attendance, in minor league hockey in North America.  Multiple methodologies were utilized in this investigation, including both primary research, using a survey instrument to examine minor league hockey patrons’ perceptions of league affiliation and its impact on their support of and future purchasing behavior towards a team, and secondary research, in creating a demand model used to isolate the impact of league affiliation on attendance.  Both methodologies provided evidence that league affiliation does impact demand significantly.  These findings will be discussed further at the conference.
Introduction

Minor league hockey in North America has a long and colorful history.  The many franchises and leagues that comprise minor league hockey span the spectrum of economic success; some teams and leagues have endured the test of time while others have folded before their inaugural campaigns (Ferguson, 2009; Fraser, 2007).  In many cases, when a minor league hockey franchise fails in a particular market, a new team with a different league affiliation often takes that teams’ place (Associated Press, 2009; Colageo, 2004; Fraser, 2007) or an ownership group in the region frequently attempts to attract a franchise from another league to replace that failed team (Skolnick, 2009; Tresslar, 2008).  In addition, many successful minor league hockey teams have had multiple league affiliations throughout their history.  For example, between the 1995-1996 and 2005-2006 seasons, the Peoria Rivermen belonged to the International Hockey League (IHL), the East Coast Hockey League (ECHL), and the American Hockey League (AHL) (rivermen.net, 2009).  For ownership groups looking to bring a minor league franchise to their local community, the effects of league affiliation on consumers can be an important factor relative to demand and revenue generation.  While anecdotal tales suggest affiliation with one league can be more attractive for consumers than affiliation with another (Skolnick, 2009), such an assumption has not been empirically investigated.  Thus the purpose of this study is to determine the effect league affiliation has on the demand for minor league hockey.
Minor League Hockey Landscape

Compared to the structure of minor league baseball, minor league hockey can seem quite disjointed.  Major League Baseball teams in North America have farm systems in which a team’s players move up or a down within the club’s hierarchy of minor league teams, from the lowest levels of rookie ball and “A”-level, to the highest level of “AAA”.  In hockey, however, the lines are not as clearly demarcated.  The highest level of minor league hockey is the AHL, which currently has 29 teams, all affiliated with a National Hockey League (NHL) franchise. The ECHL is generally regarded as the second highest level of minor league hockey (a “AA” equivalent). In fact, the league bills itself the premier AA hockey league (ECHL, 2009). During the 2008-2009 season, the ECHL had 22 teams, 21 of which were affiliated with a NHL franchise.  Coincidentally, the number of ECHL teams is down from the peak membership season of 2003-2004 in which 31 teams competed (Fraser, 2007).  The Central Hockey League (CHL) claims to have led all AA professional hockey leagues in attendance, although its status as a AA affiliate may be by reputation only, as just a handful of CHL clubs have a formal relationship with an NHL or AHL team (CHL, 2009).  Aside from the AHL, ECHL, and CHL, four other professional minor leagues operated in 2008-2009. These leagues included: (a) the International Hockey League (IHL); (b) the Southern Professional Hockey League (SPHL); (c) the All American Hockey League (AAHL), and (d) the Eastern Professional Hockey League (prohockeynews.com, 2009).  Numerous other leagues have risen and fallen over the years (Ferguson, 2009; Fraser, 2007; Roybal, 2004) and, in fact, the Wikipedia entry for minor league hockey lists 78 now defunct North American professional hockey leagues (2009).  Debate exists among many hockey fans regarding the comparable standards of many of these current and former leagues.  


In baseball’s minor leagues, AAA franchises are typically located in the largest markets, while lower level teams find themselves in smaller markets. Such a correlation does not necessarily exist in minor league hockey.  While the AHL boasts franchises in some of the largest markets in North America such as Philadelphia, Toronto, Chicago, and Houston, it also has teams in smaller markets such as Lowell, Massachusetts, Hershey, Pennsylvania, and Manchester, New Hampshire.  The ECHL, meanwhile, has teams in major markets like Phoenix, Charlotte, Cincinnati, and Las Vegas as well as smaller markets like Elmira, New York, Johnstown, Pennsylvania, and Reading, Pennsylvania.  The remaining hockey minor leagues typically have teams in mid- to small-sized markets.  Because of the unique relationship between league affiliation and market size, potential owners have the ability to attract a team affiliated with any minor league to any community, although Fraser (2007) warns some markets are more suitable than others based on factors other than simply population.  In his study, such factors included the number of registered youth hockey players in the area and the amount of competition from nearby NCAA Division I universities.


Another factor which can complicate the minor league hockey affiliation landscape is the fact so many franchises have emerged, folded, relocated, or switched league affiliation over the past few decades.  Fraser (2007) noted 55 new minor league hockey teams joined different leagues during a five-year stretch from 1996-2001 in the U.S. and Canada and nearly 100 communities were home to minor league hockey teams during the 2003-2004 season.  Andrew, Koo, Hardin, and Greenwell (2009) reported the top five minor leagues had a total of 87 teams during the 2006-2007 season. Raby (2009) noted the five-year old SPHL lost two teams heading into the 2008-2009 season, while the ECHL lost four franchises and gained one in that same season.  In addition, many cities and arenas have been home to multiple minor league hockey franchises affiliated with various leagues over the years (Associated Press, 2009; Colageo, 2004; Fraser, 2007; Hart, 2001; Roybal, 2004).
Factors Affecting Demand in Minor League Hockey

Ticket sales represent a large percentage of team profits at the minor league level, meaning team owners and managers are constantly concerned about attracting spectators to their home games.  Several researchers have examined demand for minor league sports, including a handful of studies focused on minor league hockey.  These minor league hockey studies have primarily been concerned with three main thrusts: (a) factors affecting game attendance, (b) key demographic differences between consumers, and (c) motives of minor league hockey fans.  Zhang (1997) found game attributes such as aggressive play, speed of game, and love of hockey, as well as home team attributes and economic considerations were all significant predictors in the decision to attend minor league hockey games.  Meanwhile, Fraser (2007) found correlations between several variables such as market size, the number of registered youth hockey players, and the number of NCAA Division I universities in the region and minor league hockey attendance.  Hong (2009) identified game quality as the most important factor for game attendance.  In a related study, Branvold, Pan, and Gabert (1997) found population was a significant predictor of attendance at the lower levels of minor league baseball, but was less relevant at the higher levels.  They also found team winning percentage to be a significant predictor of attendance at A and AA levels, but not at the AAA level.

Other researchers have looked at differences between minor league hockey consumers and their motives for being a hockey fan.  Hong (2009) examined differences between avid and casual hockey fans at minor league games and found avid fans placed significantly more importance on star players and the team’s community involvement in their decision to attend games.  Bogle, Blais, and Eisenberg (2009), meanwhile, categorized fans of minor league hockey in their case study as either “hockey fans” or “entertainment seekers” and suggested team owners use different marketing efforts to attract these two groups.  Regarding spectator motivation, Zhang et al. (2004) established three major enjoyment factors for fans attending minor league hockey games; (a) party ambiance and atmosphere, (b) game features such as aggressive play and speed of the game, and (c) the socialization opportunity afforded fans who attend with friends and family.  Andrew, Koo, Hardin, and Greenwell (2009) extended that particular line of study, specifically focusing on the appeal of violence for minor league hockey fans. 


While the body of literature covering motivations of minor league hockey fans is growing, no previous studies have examined the effects of league affiliation on demand.  Prospective minor league hockey team owners looking to secure a franchise for their community or region can try to attract the interest of several different leagues (Skolnick, 2009).  Meanwhile, many current franchise owners have contemplated the perceived value of switching league affiliations.  The purpose of this study is to help owners determine demand for teams affiliated with particular minor league hockey leagues.  Specifically, this study examines two research questions: (1) Does league affiliation affect demand in minor league hockey? and (2) Does a potential change in league affiliation affect consumers’ perceived future consumption?  Related to the second question, this study also examined whether certain consumer characteristics influence consumers perceived future consumption of a team which might switch league affiliation?

Research Question 1: Does league affiliation affect demand in minor league hockey?
In order to examine this question, a demand model was created to determine the relationship between league affiliation and demand, while controlling for various independent variables noted in the sport demand literature.  Six North American professional minor league hockey leagues were identified and the teams playing in each league were utilized as subjects: the American Hockey League (AHL), Central Hockey League (CHL), East Coast Hockey League (ECHL), International Hockey League (IHL), Southern Professional Hockey League (SPHL), and United Hockey League (UHL).  Team-by-team data was collected for each of four seasons: 2005-2006, 2006-2007, 2007-2008, and 2008-2009.  It should be noted that not all leagues competed for each season, and a number of teams within these leagues did not compete for all four seasons.  Subject teams were not included in the sample if they did not compete in the same league during the previous season.
A fixed-effects ordinary least squares (OLS) regression model was created to estimate demand, as measured by team seasonal attendance.  The explanatory variables of interest were six dummy variables representing each of the aforementioned hockey leagues.  Other independent variables controlled for, in an effort to isolate the effects of league affiliation on demand, included current and previous years’ winning percentage, area population and per capita income, ticket price, market competition, franchise longevity, and geographic location, which was used to account for regional differences in hockey popularity.  Dummy variables were also used to control for any time effects over the four-year period examined.
The mean attendance across all subjects was 4,567, with a standard deviation of 3,019.  This degree of variability is high, but not surprising given the vast differences in minor league hockey franchises and markets.  A statistically significant regression model predicting demand was created.  Four of six league affiliation dummy variables were statistically significant variables in the regression model.  While holding other factors constant, attendance varied between 8 and 47 percent league-to-league, providing evidence that league affiliation does impact demand in minor league hockey.  Further results and a discussion of findings will be presented at the conference.
Research Question 2: Does a potential change in league affiliation affect consumers’ perceived future consumption, and, if so, do particular consumer characteristics influence consumers’ perceived future consumption of a team which might switch league affiliation?

A survey instrument was created and administered to 416 patrons at a low AA or high A minor league game located in a Midwestern city in order to examine minor league hockey consumers’ interest in the team and willingness to purchase tickets at different pricing levels pending a possible change in the team’s league affiliation.  In addition to demographic and other related information items, respondents were asked whether they would become a more avid fan of the team if the organization changed league affiliation, whether their friends and family would likely attend more games if the team changed leagues, and what they would be willing to pay for tickets, ranging on a five-point scale from “considerably less” to “considerably more”, if the team joined a different league.  Each of the above questions was posed relative to three alternative leagues: the AHL (AAA), the ECHL (AA), or the USHL, the premier junior hockey league in the United States.  These three alternative league affiliation options were chosen for inclusion in the survey instrument based on perceptions of consumer interest, likelihood of occurrence, and discussions with franchise ownership. A final related question was asked of respondents as to whether league affiliation would impact their support for the team.  A total of 351 surveys were returned for a response rate of 84.4 percent.  Four surveys were not appropriate for use in the data analysis, resulting in a usable response rate of 83.4 percent. 

An initial examination of survey results suggested that league affiliation was not an important factor in consumers fan identification or likelihood to purchase, as 76.7 percent of respondents agreed with the statement, “the type of league would not impact how I support the team.”  While a majority of respondents agreed with that statement, further examination of results provide somewhat contradictory results.  When asked if they would become a more avid fan if the team joined three different leagues, 43.5 percent replied affirmatively regarding the AHL, compared to 32.1 percent with the ECHL and 25.0 percent with the USHL.  Not only are these affirmative responses considerable, but they follow the expected progression across the levels of hockey, with the highest percentage for the AAA-level AHL, followed by the AA-level ECHL, and finally the elite junior-level USHL.  Similar results were found in response to whether respondents believed their friends and family would attend more games if the team was a member of the different leagues, ranging from 37.2 percent affirmative with the AHL, 26.2 percent with the ECHL, and 19.4 percent with the USHL.  Additionally, similar results were also found relative to respondents’ willingness to pay more for tickets if the team were to join one of these three leagues.  Further results, including an examination of respondent characteristics influencing perceptions of league affiliation, and a discussion of findings will be presented at the conference.
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