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The professional sporting spectacle that is elite North American ice hockey, most commonly recognized as the 
National Hockey League (NHL), has including fighting between two or more players as part of the game since its 
inception more than 100 years ago. Although fighting is penalized, the severity of those penalties is modest and 
generally is considered to have limited impact on the outcome of a game. In the 1970’s, 1980’s and 1990’s, however, 
the best fighters in hockey were frequently celebrity athletes and fighting was given a notable profile as an integral 
part of the game. “Brawls” (involving more than two players) were common and “bench clearing brawls” rare but 
not uncommon.  Rules over time have largely eliminated these group fights and fighting overall has been reduced. 
The player safety and player health benefits drawn from these changes have been well discussed but the marketing 
outcomes are intriguing.   
 
The leading source for hockey fights, www.hockeyfights.com, reports that the number of fights per game in the 
NHL in 2001-2002 was 0.65, declining gradually in the years since to be 0.24 fights per game during the 2017-2018 
season. Interestingly, they also report the number of games with more than one fight was 172 in 2001-2002 and just 
55 in 2016-2017. 
 
A market segmentation lens is brought to this research since the segmentation of customers into homogeneous 
groups in order to target and position offerings is a well developing and often-used tactic in sport marketing (Shank 
& Lyberger, 2014) and professional sport (Funk, 2002). Adopting such concepts as trust, satisfaction, loyalty, 
demographics, psychographics and commitment as means to differentiate groups or segments (Gabarino & 
Johnson, 1999), segmentation enables custom marketing and product differentiation that is efficient and effective 
for marketers, such that “heterogeneity in demand functions exists such that market demand can be disaggregated 
into segments with distinct demand functions” (Dickson & Ginter, 1987; p. 4). We will use the definition of Crane 
et al. (2017), which posits that “aggregating prospective buyers into groups, or segments, that (i) have common 
needs and (ii) will respond similarly to marketing action” (p. 233).  
 
Segmentation studies in professional sport include Hunt, Bristol and Bradshaw (1999) who segment fans into five 
categories, Funk and James (2001) and Funk (2002) who introduced a diagnostic tool to segment customers through 
an individual’s psychological connection to sport, and Mahony, Madrigal and Howard (2000) who used loyalty in 
their segmentation approach. More recently, scholars in professional sport segmentation have used perceived value 
of service quality (Byon, Zhang & Baker, 2013), psychographic profiles (Alexandris & Tsiotsou, 2012), brand 
associations (Kunkel, Funk & King, 2014), churn rates (McDonald, 2010), team identification (Lock, Funk, Doyle & 
McDonald, 2014), early adopters of a new team (McDonald et al., 2016), and psychological connections (Doyle, 
Kunkel & Funk, 2013).  
 
Our research goal is to explore a potential bi-model, if not more complex, segmentation of professional hockey 
(NHL) fans, to understand the ramifications of reduced fighting (and the elimination of bench-clearing brawls) and 
the marketing implications in different value sets for different segments.  
 
A series of case studies on star players who could fight (e.g., Gordie Howe, Zdeno Chara), players who specialized in 
fighting (e.g., Tiger Williams, Terry O’Reilly, Dave Semenko, Dave Schultz), player death on the ice (e.g., Don 
Sanderson), fighting teams (e.g., Broad Street Bullies, Canada-Russia), and player personal issues post-career (e.g., 
Derek Boogard, Bob Probert) all illustrate this marketing dichotomy. 
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In the 1990’s and 2000’s, however, it became clear the NHL Commissioner could not be seen to be encouraging or 
endorsing in-game fighting on behalf of his respective owners. And yet a large segment of NHL fans, in an age of 
Ultimate Fighting (UFC), indicated a desire to see fights during NHL contests.  
 
One case study illustrates the marketing potential of fighting. In the early 90’s, Bob Probert and Tie Domi fought 
often. In one case, in 1992, just 37 seconds into the game, Probert, the NHL’s undisputed fighting champion (at the 
time) and protector of Detroit Red Wings’ stars Steve Yzerman and Sergie Fedorov, dropped his gloves to fight the 
New York Rangers’ Domi, a great fighter in his own right. The two had been talking up a potential fight in the 
media thus building pre-game anticipation. The arena was jammed. On television, the announcers couldn’t hide their 
excitement. At the location (New York’s Madison Square Garden), the atmosphere was electric with a sell-out crowd 
screaming loudly. For about a minute, time stood still, as the two players battled, with dozens of punches thrown. 
The players on both benches also stood and cheered. The referees let them go until Probert knocked Domi down. 
The Red Wings bench erupted as if they’d won the game, the arena buzzed and TV commentators raved. This was 
one of nine times Probert and Domi fought during NHL games. 
 
This December 1992 game provides an example where the fight is long remembered but few can recall who won the 
game. We argue the outcome of that “Janus-face of sport” (Donnelly, 2011), reveals a bi-modal intricacy. For some, 
hockey fights worked to bring fans closer to the game, to buy merchandise, purchase tickets and watch professional 
hockey more avidly. However, for others, it produced the opposite outcome: violence pushed them away, leading 
them to reduce their child’s involvement with the NHL or even organized youth hockey. Thus, conceptually, we 
propose a segmentation lens designed to view the marketing implications of fighting in ice hockey. This lens requires 
both long- and short-term considerations, recognizing societies change over time.  
 
For those where impacts were positive, fighting sold future tickets, attracted viewers and added a valuable element 
of attraction. However, the violence and widely-discussed injuries of the short-term likely caused longer-term 
problems. For the NHL, despite having fans who love fights, there are others who do not and can play a role in 
keeping the next generation of fans away. 
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