
The Business of the National Hockey League
to 1945: An Evolution in Sports and
Entertainment
When it comes to professional sports leagues, few can rival the rich history and
cultural impact of the National Hockey League (NHL). Since its inception in 1917,
the NHL has grown from a humble gathering of a handful of teams to a global
powerhouse in the world of sports and entertainment. This article will take you on
a journey through the business side of the NHL, exploring its evolution up to the
year 1945.

The Birth of the NHL

The origins of the NHL can be traced back to a series of meetings held in 1917 by
team owners looking to establish a more organized and structured hockey
league. Prior to this, professional hockey in North America was fragmented, with
various leagues operating independently. These meetings led to the birth of the
NHL in Montreal, Canada, with four original teams: the Montreal Canadiens,
Montreal Wanderers, Ottawa Senators, and Toronto Arenas.

From the very beginning, it was clear that the NHL had a vision for growth and
expansion. The league implemented rules to improve the quality of play,
established a central authority to oversee operations, and began to negotiate
contracts with players. These pioneering steps laid the foundation for the NHL's
future success and set the stage for further business innovations.
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Expansion and Encountering Challenges

Throughout the 1920s and early 1930s, the NHL faced numerous challenges that
tested its ability to adapt and grow as a business. One of the critical issues was
the Great Depression, which hit North America and the sports industry hard. The
league had to find ways to stay afloat, attract fans, and generate revenue amidst
a struggling economy.

Despite these challenges, the NHL continued to expand, adding new franchises
and exploring new markets. The league's first major expansion came in 1926
when it welcomed the Boston Bruins, Chicago Black Hawks (now known as the
Chicago Blackhawks), Detroit Cougars (now known as the Detroit Red Wings),
and New York Rangers. This expansion not only increased the reach and
popularity of the NHL but also introduced new rivalries and further fueled the
competitive spirit of the game.

The Emergence of Broadcasting and Sponsorship

As the NHL grew in popularity, it began to embrace new avenues to reach wider
audiences and generate revenues. One significant development was the
emergence of radio broadcasting as a means to bring live game action and
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commentary to people's homes. Radio broadcasts of NHL games allowed fans all
over the nation to become engaged with the sport, further deepening their
connection to the teams and players.

Alongside radio, the NHL began to capitalize on sponsorship opportunities.
Companies saw the value in associating their brand with the excitement and
passion of professional hockey. This led to mutually beneficial partnerships
between the league and corporate entities, ranging from equipment
manufacturers to soft drink companies. These early initiatives demonstrated the
NHL's innovative approach to business and reinforced its commitment to
expanding its reach beyond just the game itself.

War and Its Impact on the NHL

Like many other industries, the NHL was not immune to the effects of World War
II. With many players and personnel serving in the armed forces, the league
faced a significant decline in talent and overall competitiveness. Nevertheless,
the NHL managed to persevere during the war years, adapting its operations to
mitigate the impact of the global conflict.

One notable change during this period was the creation of a new trophy, the Lady
Byng Memorial Trophy. Named after Lady Byng, wife of NHL governor Viscount
Byng of Vimy, this award recognized the player who best exemplified
sportsmanship and gentlemanly play. The of this trophy reinforced the NHL's
commitment to recognizing excellence both on and off the ice, even in difficult
times.

Growth and

By the end of 1945, the NHL had firmly established itself as a major player in the
sports and entertainment industry. Its dedication to innovation, expansion, and



adaptability had allowed it to overcome numerous challenges and chart a path
towards continued success.

The business of the NHL during this period served as a blueprint for the league's
future growth and development. It demonstrated the importance of strong
leadership, smart financial management, and a deep understanding of its fan
base. These early years laid the groundwork for the NHL to evolve into the
thriving multi-billion dollar industry it is today.

As we reflect on the business of the National Hockey League to 1945, it becomes
clear that the NHL's success was not solely built on the talent and prowess of its
players. The business side of the league played a crucial role in shaping the sport
into what it is today, making it one of the most beloved and respected
professional sports leagues in the world.

In , the NHL's journey to 1945 was not just a story of sports, but also a story of
business evolution. It showcased the league's ability to adapt, innovate, and
overcome challenges in its quest to become a global powerhouse in sports and
entertainment. The NHL's success continues to inspire and captivate fans,
players, and business professionals alike, making it an enduring icon in the
annals of sports history.
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How did a small Canadian regional league come to dominate a North American
continental sport? Joining the Clubs: The Business of the National Hockey
League to 1945 tells the fascinating story of the game off the ice, offering a play-
by-play of cooperation and competition among owners, players, arenas, and
spectators that produced a major league business enterprise. Ross explores the
ways in which the NHL organized itself to maintain long-term stability, deal with its
labor force, and adapt its product and structure to the demands of local, regional,
and international markets. He argues that sports leagues like the NHL pursued a
strategy that responded both to standard commercial incentives and also to
consumer demands that the product provide cultural meaning. Leagues
successfully used the cartel form—an ostensibly illegal association of businesses
that cooperated to monopolize the market for professional hockey—along with a
focus on locally branded clubs, to manage competition and attract spectators to
the sport. In addition, the NHL had another special challenge: unlike other major
leagues, it was a binational league that had to sell and manage its sport in two
different countries. Joining the Clubs pays close attention to these national
differences, as well as to the context of a historical period characterized by war
and peace, by rapid economic growth and dire recession, and by the momentous
technological and social changes of the modern age.
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