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This bachelor’s thesis examines the financial sustainability of the Finnish professional ice 
hockey club Saipan Pallo between 2017 to 2024. The purpose of this study is to identify how 
an organization in a small market maintains economic viability despite poor performance on 
the ice.  

The findings indicate that SaiPa’s revenues relied primarily on sponsorships and ticket sales, 
as well as from other supporting activities such as merchandise sales. However, revenue 
generated during the years 2017 to 2024 fluctuated significantly due to declining attendance 
and the COVID-19 pandemic. Player salaries consistently represented the largest cost category, 
requiring SaiPa to adjust its player budgets and its number of staff during financially difficult 
seasons. 

In addition, this study found that SaiPa increasingly depended on debt to finance day-to-day 
operations and utilized public subsidies to compensate for unstable revenues during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. During the time under review, SaiPa’s liabilities grew substantially, 
highlighting long-term vulnerabilities in the organization’s financial position. 
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Tämä kandidaatin tutkielma tarkastelee suomalaisen ammattilaisjääkiekkojoukkue Saimaan 
Pallon taloudellista kestävyyttä vuosina 2017-2024. Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on selvittää, 
miten pieni markkina-alueen organisaatio säilyttää taloudellisen toimintakykynsä, vaikka 
joukkueen menestys jäällä olisi heikkoa.  

Tulosten mukaan SaiPan tulos perustuivat pääosin sponsorointiin ja lippumyynteihin, mutta 
myös tukevien toimintojen, kuten fainituotteiden, myynti tuotti tuloja. Vuosien 2017-2024 
aikana tulot kuitenkin vaihtelivat merkittävästi yleisömääräien laskun ja COVID-19-
pandemian vuoksi. Pelaajien palkat muodostivat jatkuvasti suurimman kuluerän, mikä pakotti 
SaiPan sopeuttamaan sekä pelaajabudjettia että henkilöstömäärää taloudellisesti haastavina 
kausina.  

Tutkimus myös osoitti, että SaiPa joutui yhä enemmän turvautumaan velkaan päivittäisten 
toimintojensa rahoittamiseksi ja käyttämään julkisia avustuksia epävakaiden tulojen 
tasapainottamiseen COVID-19-pandemian aikana. Tarkastelujakson aikana SaiPan velat 
kasvoivat huomattavasti, mikä paljastaa, että organisaation talous voi mahdollisesti olla 
pitkällä aikavälillä haavoittuvainen.  
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1. Introduction 

On May 3rd, 2025, Saimaan Pallo (SaiPa) was defeated on home ice when Kalevan Pallo 

(KalPa) secured the Finnish Championship title in Kisapuisto, bringing deep disappointment 

for the local team and its supporters (Salmensaari 2025). The loss concluded a season that had 

been nothing short of exceptional for SaiPa, a club that had for many years remained far from 

the postseason and championship contention. For both the organization and its community of 

fans, the 2024-2025 season represented a significant departure from past struggles, reviving 

hope of long-awaited success. The fears of bankruptcy that loomed just a season ago are now 

a distant memory (Toijonen 2024). Today, the club presents a radically different image, both 

economically and athletically, reflecting a rapid and unexpected turnaround.  

Professional sports make up a significant part of the entertainment industry, but present a 

unique challenge in the business environment (Wetzel, Hattula, Hammerschmidt & Van 

Heerde 2018). Unlike traditional businesses, professional sports teams are often seen as 

“natural cartels” in which clubs are interdependent, and success is not only dependent on 

internal management but also on the structural and economic environment they operate within 

(Késenne 2014; Vrooman 2009). Sports clubs must balance sporting ambition with economic 

realities, often facing pressures from fans, sponsors, and stakeholders to compete at the highest 

level while remaining financially sustainable (Storm 2009). This dynamic can add pressure on 

small-market teams that don’t have the same revenue buffers and market exposure as their 

larger rivals (Késenne 2014). 

The success of a hockey team is often measured by its performance on the ice, but financial 

sustainability does not always depend solely on sporting achievements. Athletic success is 

normally seen as the key driver of revenue through ticket sales, sponsorships, and media 

attention. (Zheng & Mason 2022, 2) However, many other factors, such as community 

engagement, brand value, and local market dynamics, play a big part in a team’s ability to stay 

financially sustainable (Chen 2025; Ji & Heinze 2025). 
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1.1 Background 

The Finnish Ice Hockey League, also known as Liiga, has long been the most followed sports 

league in Finland (Rämö 2024), and the financial situations of teams are often a hot topic of 

public discussion (Keskitalo 2022). The financial landscape within Finland’s domestic league 

reveals significant disparities between clubs (EY 2024). Studies have shown that clubs in larger 

markets and with wealthier fans generate more revenue due to greater fan interest and a larger 

base for casual supporters, whose support increases when there’s success. (Bradbury 2019) 

Even though the findings in Bradbury’s study were based heavily on baseball statistics, the 

findings can still be applied to hockey.  

In Finland, the main hockey markets are naturally in Helsinki and Tampere, the largest and 

third-largest cities in Finland (Kuntaliitto 2025), and they get to enjoy the benefits from broader 

revenue streams, with larger fan bases and home arenas. During 2021-2023, Tampere-based 

Tappara and Ilves were among the three top clubs in terms of revenue, with Helsinki’s HIFK 

also exceeding 10 million euros. When examining revenue per home game, the leaders were 

Tappara, Ilves, and Lahti’s Pelicans. (EY 2024, 25) Interestingly, during the same period, 

Tappara ranked first in points, with Ilves coming in second and HIFK fifth. SaiPa, on the other 

hand, came in last. (Liiga 2025) 

In contrast, smaller teams operating in smaller cities are stuck trying to compete with limited 

resources and tighter operational budgets, highlighting the limitations that market size brings 

in terms of shaping clubs’ financial possibilities (Késenne 2014; Wetzel et al. 2018). These 

economic differences contribute to competitive imbalances within the league, making it 

potentially more difficult for smaller clubs to consistently compete at a high level (Vrooman 

2009). However, this isn’t always the case, since the teams in Kouvola, Kuopio, and Mikkeli 

have been able to succeed with similar budgets and markets as SaiPa (Rämö 2024). 

While success and playoff runs boost ticket and merchandise sales and increase media attention 

(O’Reilly, Foster, Murray & Shimizu 2015), smaller-market teams cannot rely solely on 

performance-based income and must look for other ways to generate income. For small clubs 

like SaiPa, with a small market to work with, long-term viability demands a broader strategy 

beyond on-ice results. (Ahonen 2019) This became especially evident in recent seasons, where 

performance success was limited, lessening ticket sales and possibly affecting sponsorship 

incomes (Kelley, Harrolle & Casper 2014). In such conditions, smart financing was crucial to 
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keep the organization afloat and to avoid bankruptcy (Light, Chernin & Heffernan 2016). Much 

of the existing literature in sports economics examines successful teams and their revenue 

strategies. For instance, Ferri, Macchioni, Maffei and Zampella (2017) explore the correlation 

between financial and sports performance in Italian football. Similarly, Glasnapp (2004) 

analyses the relationship between team payroll and performance in the NHL. Both studies come 

to similar conclusions: spending more money does not ensure better team performance, but 

rather, success depends more on how funds are allocated and on effective management.  

Finland is still in a very early stage in research in this field, and most existing studies about 

Finnish sports and economics are heavily based on bachelor’s and master’s theses. This leads 

to most of the research being done in America, naturally using their biggest leagues: the 

National Basketball Association (NBA), Major League Baseball (MLB), National Hockey 

League (NHL), and the National Football League (NFL). Some research has also been done 

based on the Premier League and the earlier-mentioned Serie A, in Italy. The nature of these 

leagues in terms of the actual sport and as competitions differs significantly from Liiga. For 

instance, the United States uses a draft system, giving struggling teams a path to improvement 

and simultaneously affecting the financial side of the organization significantly. The money 

circulating in these countries’ sports in general is also considerably higher than in Finland. 

(Dobson & Goddard 2011, 16).  

While much of the existing literature on sports economics focuses on successful teams and 

their revenue-generating strategies, this research contributes to a less explored but equally 

important area: how clubs sustain themselves financially during prolonged periods of poor 

sporting performance. This study is also connected to several broader phenomena in sports 

economics: the long-term sustainable financing of a professional sports club and its business 

model, market size impact on financial capacity, as well as the increase in commercialization 

of sports and the effect it has on competitive balance. 

1.2 Research Questions and Scope 

The goal of this research is to increase understanding of the financial success factors of 

professional sports organizations, particularly in cases where athletic achievements don’t meet 

expectations for an extended period. In the literature, much attention has been placed on 

revenue maximization and performance optimization among successful teams. Less focus has 
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been put on the survival strategies of smaller-market clubs facing ongoing financial and 

sporting pressure. 

In this thesis, the focus is specifically on SaiPa, because its case presents a compelling example 

of financial resilience despite underwhelming competitive results between the seasons 2016-

2017 and 2023-2024. This topic is particularly interesting and relevant given that SaiPa 

operates in the challenging context of Finnish professional hockey, where most clubs face 

significant financial pressures due to limited market size and reliance on local sponsorships 

and fan support. The aim is to answer the main research question and two sub-questions, to 

provide a more in-depth understanding of the topic.  

Main question:  

- What factors have influenced SaiPa’s financial performance during seasons without 

playoff success? 

Sub-questions: 

- What financial strategies has SaiPa implemented to maintain economic viability during 

prolonged periods of poor athletic performance? 

- How have SaiPa’s revenue streams and cost structures evolved between 2017 and 2024 

without on-ice success? 

The first sub-question aims to examine what financial strategies SaiPa has implemented to 

remain economically viable despite an extended period of poor athletic performance, while the 

second sub-question focuses on the broader financial picture and how SaiPa’s revenue streams 

and cost structures have evolved. 

1.3 Research Methodology 

The study in the thesis will be conducted using a quantitative research method to analyze the 

resilience of a professional sports organization in the absence of sustained athletic success. The 

focus will be on SaiPa during the 2016-2017 to 2023-2024 seasons. The analysis will hopefully 

identify financial patterns, sources of income, and expenditure structures that have enabled the 

club to remain viable despite not reaching the playoffs during this period. It will also analyse 

the main strategies that have been implemented to balance its financial situation. 
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Two main sets of data will be used. The first one will be sports performance data, which will 

include win-loss records, league standings, and playoff qualifications. This will be sourced 

from Liiga’s official website. The financial data will be sourced from financial statements that 

are available in the database Orbis. Other needed financial data can be obtained from the 

Finnish Patent and Registration Office’s Virre information service. 

The data processing will be conducted using Microsoft Excel for a comprehensive spreadsheet 

analysis. This approach allows for systematic comparison of financial and sporting 

performance metrics over time. The analysis will focus on year-on-year comparisons of key 

financial indicators, such as revenue, net income, and operating costs. Also, identification of 

changes in income streams and cost structures over the selected period will be focused on.  

1.4 Structure of the Study 

This study is organized into five main chapters and their corresponding sub-chapters. The first 

chapter is the introduction, which describes the objectives, background, research questions, and 

the scope and limitations of this particular study. The second chapter focuses on the theoretical 

framework, specifically on how a professional hockey team generates income and how market 

size limitations affect this. The third chapter discusses the research methodology and data 

collection methods. The findings are presented in the fourth chapter. The fifth and final chapter 

provides the conclusion and suggestions for further research. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
 
In this section of the thesis, a framework of theories and concepts will be introduced, which 

will form the basis for the research that will be conducted later on. As the subject of this 

research is how SaiPa has remained financially stable without on-ice success, the theory will 

be heavily based on the business model for the hockey team. Theories and concepts will also 

focus on the impact of market size on sports clubs’ financial capabilities, the commercialization 

of sports, and its effects on competitive balance. Lastly, turnaround theory will be assessed and 

some strategies small-market and low-performance teams could implement to generate more 

revenue will be analysed. 

2.1 Business Model 

Sports teams differ fundamentally from traditional businesses because their success does not 

solely depend on outperforming rivals, but also on maintaining their existence. Professional 

sports teams are economically interdependent. They require other teams to join the same 

market to create competitive matches that fans are willing to pay to watch and that generate 

revenue. (Vrooman 2009; Koning, Frick, Wallbrecht & Maennig 2016; Szymanski 2003). This 

also means that the business model for a professional team differs from that for a traditional 

company. Erwin Fielt (2013) defines a business model as explaining how a business creates 

value for its customers and generates revenue as a result. The business model for a team 

consists of gate receipts, television contracts, merchandising, partnerships, and sponsorships, 

as well as advertising (Willie 2017). 

2.1.1 Television Contracts 

Television broadcasting has become a major income stream in professional sports across high-

income nations. In the largest of nations, the total percentage of revenue that each major sport 

derives from television has grown significantly. This revenue growth has mainly occurred in 

the past 20 years, shifting the financial model for many clubs and leagues. (Noll 2007) For 

Liiga, television contracts are a main source of income and create a steady backbone of income 

for its teams (Paasi 2020). 
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The rise of commercial television and pay-TV has dramatically reshaped the broadcasting 

market for sports. It has turned media rights into a major revenue stream for professional sports 

organizations. As public broadcasters have lost their dominance, commercial networks have 

begun paying higher fees for live sports because of their strong appeal to advertisers and ability 

to attract valuable demographics like young adults. (Noll 2007) Pay-TV has further increased 

revenues by adding income from subscriptions, making it profitable to broadcast more games 

than free networks could. This shift in streaming has also enabled clubs and leagues to boost 

their exposure and profits, particularly through many digital platforms that reach broader 

audiences (Business Outstanders 2025). However, the move toward pay-TV has raised 

concerns about accessibility, as casual fans, those who occasionally watch, may be priced out, 

causing a phenomenon known as the Siphoning effect. (Noll 2007). 

Several key factors drive up the value of sports broadcast rights, with the most crucial being 

the aspect of it being live content. Unlike scripted entertainment, live sports attract large, real-

time audiences, making them highly valuable to advertisers, who want to target specific 

demographics. (Noll 2007) Competition among other networks, especially commercial, also 

increases the value of rights, as broadcasters try to actively seek exclusive content to maximize 

profits and appeal to subscribers (Solberg & Helland 2011).  

In professional sports, the rights to broadcasting can be negotiated either by the league or by 

individual teams. This decision on who controls the sale significantly affects revenue 

distribution, competitive balance, and market power. (Willie 2017) Centralized selling, like in 

Liiga (Takamäki 2023), typically promotes a more balanced competition and can increase the 

league’s ability to negotiate with broadcasters, potentially raising total revenues (Solberg & 

Helland 2011). However, this model does require careful management to ensure its fair 

distribution. There are different variations on how revenue is shared among European leagues. 

(Szymanski & Zimbalist 2005) As the competition for sports rights has increased, collective 

negotiations have become a strategic way for leagues to maintain control and maximize 

exposure. 

The revenue from broadcasting is also valuable to its teams since the cost of it is minimal, as 

the games are already being played, and only a small section of the arena is required for camera 

setup (Noll 2007). Broadcasting games is also particularly cost-effective and can significantly 

boost a club’s brand and fan base beyond local regions. Additionally, television coverage 

increases exposure, deepens fan engagement, and may even contribute to higher long-term 
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attendance (Ahonen 2019). While broadcasting may affect in-person attendance and therefore 

eliminate revenue from in-arena purchases, this effect is generally minimal (Noll 2007). 

 

2.1.2 Gate Receipts 

Ticket sales and game day spending are a huge source of income in the NHL, differentiating it 

from other American leagues that rely more on national revenue streams, such as TV or media 

deals (Perron & Hu 2025). The NHL generates about two-thirds of its annual income from said 

ticket sales ( Kelley, Harrolle & Casper 2014). In the Finnish Liiga, the sharing of ticket sales 

income is slightly different from that in the NHL. In Finland, the teams get to keep all the ticket 

revenue from the regular season, first round, and the quarterfinals, but the income from the 

semifinals and finals goes to a shared pool, which is then distributed based on performance 

(Karvonen & Rämänen 2025) 

Attendance and ticket revenue aren’t always consistent and are subject to fluctuations. This 

creates a need for sports organizations to explore other ways to maximize other revenue 

streams. From researching the MLB, it was found that smaller market teams are more sensitive 

to fluctuations in attendance based on game day characteristics. (Kelley et al. 2014) Research 

in both the NHL and Liiga highlights several key factors that influence attendance numbers. In 

the NHL, weekend games, special promotions, and matchups against division rivals tend to 

draw larger crowds, while games in November also show increased attendance (Kelley et al. 

2014; Paul, Conetta & Losak 2016). In Finland, Sunday games in particular have a statistically 

significant positive effect on turnout, as do games played in November, December, and at the 

close of the season (Paul et al. 2016). 

A team’s performance on the ice also affects attendance. Winning clubs naturally attract 

supporters and increase ticket revenues, while poor on-ice performances tend to lead to lower 

attendance (Wetzel et al. 2018; Gantz 2020). Fans in the Swedish Hockey League (SHL), the 

Russian Kontinental Hockey League (KHL), and the Liiga prefer to attend games when the 

home team is having success and is more likely to win. However, unlike in the SHL or the 

KHL, the uncertainty of outcome does not significantly impact Finnish attendance. This 

suggests that fans may be driven more by tradition or team loyalty than by close competitive 

matchups. (Paul et al. 2016) 
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Professional sports teams also derive a significant portion of their revenues from season ticket 

holders, who purchase their ticket packages for the season at a discount before the season 

begins (Lewis, Wang & Wu 2019). Season ticket holders are usually strong and loyal customers 

who have built a strong relationship with the team. Fans tend to follow a step-by-step journey 

to become a season member, rarely going from a first-time buyer to a full season member. 

(George & Wakefield 2018) However, because season tickets are purchased before the season, 

the consumer’s decision to purchase involves certain expectations for the next season and past 

winning rates (Lewis et al. 2019). Single tickets are easier to purchase during the season, 

knowing how the team is performing.  

2.1.3 Merchandise 

Merchandise and game day purchases are also critical revenue streams within the business 

model of professional hockey clubs, especially in markets where broadcasting deals are less 

lucrative (Gantz 2020). As mentioned earlier, for many NHL teams, ticket sales and in-arena 

purchases, such as merchandise, food, and beverages, form the backbone of financial stability. 

Given the perishable nature of game-day inventory, such as unsold seats and food items, 

maximizing in-venue sales is essential for revenue generation (Willie 2017). 

Merchandise sales contribute not only to financial gain but also to promoting brand loyalty and 

fan identity. The volume of merchandise sales is a key performance indicator for club 

management, and success in this area is influenced by factors such as brand strength, historical 

success, and market size (O’Reilly, Foster, Murray & Shimizu 2015). Strong team brands, 

especially associated with Hall of Fame players or frequent playoff appearances, tend to 

perform better in merchandise rankings due to higher visibility and emotional engagement 

(Wetzel et al. 2018). Additionally, merchandise acts as a mobile form of brand promotion, 

extending the reach of a team beyond the stadium and fostering global fan relationships (Willie 

2017).  

Game day environments provide an opportunity for profitable sales, as the experience of a live 

game encourages fans to spend money on merchandise, food, and drinks. Merchandise per 

capita sales are significantly higher on weekends and early in the season, especially in 

November, suggesting that timing and seasonality affect purchasing behavior (Kelley et al. 

2014). Factors such as team performance, playoff contention, and promotional activities can 
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further boost or reduce fan spending. In-stadium retail layout and convenience also play a key 

role in encouraging impulse purchases. For smaller market teams, especially, optimizing game 

day revenues through strategic scheduling, fan engagement, and merchandise offerings is 

essential to buffer against fluctuations in attendance. (Lemke, Leonard & Tlhokwane 2010; 

Kelley et al. 2014) 

Licensing agreements are a strategic mechanism for scaling merchandise operations while 

maintaining control over brand identity. Through partnerships with apparel companies and 

third-party vendors, clubs can expand distribution and visibility, especially in international 

markets (Willie 2017). A strong brand not only commands higher merchandise sales but also 

enhances a club’s appeal in sponsorship negotiations and media exposure (Wetzel et al. 2018). 

Furthermore, merchandise tied to postseason success and iconic players can serve as both a 

short-term revenue spike and a long-term asset for brand development (O’Reilly et al. 2015).  

2.1.4 Partnerships and Sponsorships 

In the business model of professional hockey clubs, sponsorships and advertising represent 

crucial revenue streams that support financial sustainability beyond gate receipts and 

merchandise sales (Willie 2017). As the core product, live sports, is seasonal and vulnerable to 

fluctuations in performance and attendance, sponsorships offer a more consistent inflow of 

revenue (Ahonen 2019). Unlike ticket sales, which are heavily influenced by local market size 

and team success, sponsorship deals provide long-term value through brand identity and 

expanding market reach (Bouchet, Troilo & Walkup 2016; Rasku, Tinaz & Turco 2020). 

Advertising, particularly digital, supports sponsorships by offering brands direct access to 

engaged audiences, reinforcing the club’s role not only as a sports entity but also a marketing 

platform (Ciletti 2012).  

Sponsorships are especially important for hockey clubs operating in smaller markets where 

broadcasting revenues are relatively limited (Bowman, Lambrinos & Ashman 2018). In the 

NHL, for example, teams in the Southern United States struggle with attendance and revenue 

compared to their Canadian and Northeastern counterparts, making sponsorships a key 

stabilizing factor (Light et al. 2016). Sponsorship income can bridge the financial gap created 

by inconsistent match-day revenue and underperforming merchandise sales, particularly for 

teams in less favorable locations (Willie 2017). Clubs that consistently secure sponsorships are 
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better positioned to invest in player development, infrastructure, and fan engagement strategies, 

which are essential elements of long-term competitiveness and sustainability (Ahonen 2019). 

Sponsorships in professional hockey are not only financial transactions but strategic 

partnerships that deliver mutual value for both parties. For sponsors, the association with a 

hockey club offers access to a passionate, loyal fan base and opportunities to elevate brand 

visibility through in-arena exposure, media coverage, and social media (O’Reilly et al. 2015). 

Clubs, on the other hand, benefit not only from funding but from a reputational boost that 

comes from aligning with established brands, which can better the organization’s credibility 

and attract further commercial interest (Zarei Mahmoudabadi, Keshtidar & Razavi 2019). 

Effective sponsorship requires alignment of values and goals, with sponsors increasingly 

seeking integration into the club’s identity through community initiatives or youth programs, 

for example (Ahonen 2019, Bouchet et al. 2016). 

Advertising revenues, while often grouped with sponsorships, function differently, depending 

on audience size and demographic targeting. In professional hockey, advertising is delivered 

through multiple formats, such as ad placements and digital platforms, and streaming services 

(Noll 2007; Willie 2017). As hockey clubs embrace the modernization of digital platforms, 

advertisers benefit from real-time engagement metrics and segmented audience data, making 

campaigns more efficient and measurable (Bouchet et al. 2016). However, market constraints, 

such as broadcast regulations and limited TV rights in smaller European countries, restrict 

advertising potential compared to North American markets (Szymanski & Zimbalist 2005; Noll 

2007).  

2.1.5 Advertising  

While advertising differs from sponsorships, it still helps sports organizations achieve different 

financial goals by reaching fans and boosting revenue. Whereas sponsorships rely on long-term 

brand associations and strategic alignment, advertising is primarily driven by reach, visibility, 

and demographic targeting (Ciletti 2012; Noll 2007). In the business model of a hockey team, 

advertising functions as a transactional revenue stream, capitalizing on the club’s ability to 

attract and retain attention across various media platforms. 

Traditional advertising formats, such as rink boards, in-game announcements, and jersey 

placements, remain the core elements of advertising. However, the rise of digital media has 
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widened the realm of possibilities. Hockey clubs now engage audiences not only in the arena 

but across websites, apps, and streaming services, creating new opportunities for advertisers to 

target specific segments with personalized messaging (Bouchet et al. 2016). This shift has 

allowed for more accurate performance tracking, which in turn enhances the value for 

advertisers who wish for real-time engagement and brand visibility through sports content 

(George & Wakefield 2018). 

Nevertheless, the revenue potential of advertising is closely tied to the market context in which 

a club operates. North America allows up to twenty minutes per hour of advertising on 

commercial networks, which has historically enabled teams and leagues to gain significant 

value from television rights and associated advertising deals (Szymanski & Zimbalist 2005; 

Noll 2007). However, European teams often face more restrictive regulations. Public 

broadcasters like the BBC prohibit advertising altogether, and commercial stations are typically 

limited to seven minutes of advertising per hour, reducing the overall attractiveness of hockey 

broadcasts to advertisers. (Szymanski & Zimbalist 2005) 

For smaller market teams or those located in non-traditional hockey regions, these constraints 

further highlight the importance of local advertising partnerships and digital outreach. In 

Finland, for example, clubs like Jyväskylän Palloilijat (JYP) have compensated for limited 

national TV income by developing media strategies, including radio broadcasts and regionally 

targeted digital advertising (Ahonen 2019). These efforts reflect the broader trend of clubs 

functioning as localized media hubs, which provide targeted brand exposure to niche audiences 

in ways that large national platforms may not be able to. 

 

2.2 Market Size and Financial Disparities in Sports Leagues 

Professional sports teams generate their revenue through five main sources (TV contracts, gate 

revenue, merchandise, sponsorships, and advertising), but the impact of these revenue streams 

is affected by the size and strength of the club’s local market. Clubs located in larger cities are 

able to generate more revenue through ticket sales, merchandise, and sponsorships because 

they have a broader fan base and more commercial opportunities. (Light et al. 2016; O’Reilly 

et al. 2015) Many of the teams in Liiga are based in smaller markets and face limitations that 

make it more difficult to maintain financial stability. 
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Teams located in larger, wealthier markets typically generate more revenue due to a 

combination of factors. These include a larger fan base, higher ticket sales, and greater 

opportunities for sponsorships. According to Noll (2002), teams in more populated and 

wealthier markets provide teams with wider fan bases and higher average incomes, which boost 

spending in both fans and local sponsors. This means that teams operating in these areas are 

able to generate more revenue regardless of the team’s performance. O’Reilly et al. (2015) also 

note that fans in higher-income markets, or those who spend more on tickets, are also more 

likely to purchase team merchandise, meaning wealthier markets tend to generate additional 

revenue from merchandise sales. 

Liiga clubs depend heavily on gate receipts, meaning their financial health is closely tied to 

attendance figures. Smaller-market teams are more vulnerable to attendance fluctuations 

because they often lack the income generated from strong media deals or lucrative sponsorships 

(Kelley et al. 2014; Bowman et al. 2018). Poor team performance tends to result in lower 

attendance, which in turn reduces ticket revenue, merchandise sales, and in-arena spending 

(Wetzel et al. 2018). According to Gantz (2020), teams in large markets tend to have more 

stable crowds and stronger secondary income even during weaker seasons, providing a more 

consistent financial foundation. 

Operating in smaller markets also presents distinct financial challenges, which require clubs to 

capitalize on both local and international business opportunities to remain viable (Ahonen 

2019). These clubs may also have fewer sponsorships and revenue options available locally, 

which makes alternative sources of income even more valuable. As a result, they often turn to 

alternative strategies such as international player transfers, participation in European 

competitions, and creative use of their facilities to diversify income streams (Ahonen 2019; 

Lachmann & Struckmeier 2021). For example, JYP generated approximately 11% of its annual 

turnover through the sale of a single player to the KHL, demonstrating how significant 

international transfers can be (Ahonen 2019). While such moves can hurt sporting success in 

the short term, they reflect an innovative approach that can help smaller-market teams remain 

competitive and sustainable. 

Broadcasting revenues also make up one of the most significant gaps between large and small 

market clubs. In leagues like the NHL and NFL, the rights to broadcast games are often sold 

collectively, and the revenue is shared evenly between all teams, helping to keep smaller-

market teams competitive (Vrooman 2009). In contrast, many European leagues reward big-
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market teams when the distribution of TV revenue is based on performance or viewer ratings, 

reinforcing financial gaps (Szymanski & Zimbalist 2005). While the TV rights to Liiga games 

are sold collectively (Paasi 2020), smaller-market teams still struggle to benefit equally because 

their national exposure is limited compared to the bigger clubs. 

While market size dictates the financial potential of a sports club, strategic decisions are shaped 

by whether a club seeks to maximize profit or utility. Traditionally, teams are viewed as profit 

maximizers, meaning they attempt to make a profit by investing in talent, facilities, and 

marketing to earn extra revenue. (Senaux 2008) However, many European leagues operate 

under different logics. Research suggests that, particularly in smaller markets, clubs often 

pursue utility maximization, where the goal is not necessarily profit, but sustainability, 

tradition, community impact, or sporting competitiveness (Prinz 2019; Késenne 2014). This 

model reflects motivations like maintaining status in the top division, serving a local identity, 

or developing homegrown talent, even if these choices do not generate the highest profit. 

Many small-market Liiga teams continue to compete at the top level despite modest revenues 

and limited on-ice success. These organizations often operate under a utility-maximizing logic, 

prioritizing sustainability, community engagement, and long-term presence in the league over 

short-term profitability (Prinz 2019). For example, clubs may retain popular but costly players 

or maintain affordable ticket prices to preserve fan loyalty, even if such decisions restrict 

financial performance (Ahonen 2019). In the case of SaiPa, a utility-oriented strategy may 

partially explain how the club sustains financial stability without consistent playoff 

appearances. Small-market teams like SaiPa tend to rely heavily on loyal fan bases and local 

sponsorships, focusing on long-term stability rather than rapid financial growth (King, Rice & 

Vaughan 2018; O’Reilly et al. 2015). This framework also contextualizes why mechanisms 

such as revenue sharing or dynamic pricing may not fully eliminate financial disparity because 

the underlying goals of many clubs are not strictly economic (Késenne 2014; Priz 2019). 

 

2.3 Competitive Balance 

Competitive balance is a key factor in the success of any league because it keeps a certain level 

of equality between teams. This maintains the fans’ engagement in the league and helps keep 

the league financially viable long-term. (Vrooman 2009) Professional sports clubs are 

interdependent because they require each other to remain profitable and competitive. Leagues 
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also need a certain level of uncertainty and close outcomes in their games to increase the 

match’s entertainment value. This sets a significant difference between professional sports 

clubs and monopolistic firms, which benefit from eliminating competitors. (Késenne 2014) 

Nevertheless, creating a perfect balance is difficult. The structures of professional sports are 

naturally imbalanced due to unequal market sizes and financial resources. As mentioned 

before, teams benefit from playing in greater population density and higher income areas 

because they tend to attract better talent and build stronger brands. (Késenne 2006; Szymanski 

& Zimbalist 2005). This creates a cycle where on-ice success boosts revenue, enabling further 

investment in talent and infrastructure, and enabling more success. (Wetzel 2018). 

Késenne (2006) emphasizes that the most important factor affecting competitive balance is the 

difference in market size. Large market teams in both profit and win-maximizing leagues tend 

to dominate since they have a higher potential for both spectators and players. However, in 

win-maximizing teams, competitive balance can be improved by utilizing different kinds of 

revenue-sharing arrangements. Redistributing income can help small-market clubs invest in 

better talent, which would hopefully narrow the gap between different rivals. However, teams 

may become too dependent on revenue sharing and may rely on it instead of trying to generate 

more of their income. 

Palomino and Rigotto (2000) identify a core issue in revenue sharing: it promotes competitive 

balance but simultaneously risks weakening teams’ drive to compete. Teams, especially utility-

maximizing ones, may start to prioritize financial security over performance if financial 

rewards are not closely tied to competitive outcomes. This issue can be relevant in leagues like 

the Finnish Liiga, where clubs put more emphasis on sustainability, community ties, and 

tradition instead of maximum profit (Ahonen 2019; Prinz 2019). 

Furthermore, the structural differences between North American and European sports leagues 

complicate the dynamics. North American leagues tend to be closed systems utilizing rookie 

drafts, salary caps, and consistent revenue-sharing models (Késenne 2006; Vrooman 2009). 

These mechanisms have been created to maintain balance and share financial success across 

clubs. In contrast, most European leagues use a relegation system and have a more variable 

talent market due to European players being able to move freely in the European Union (EU). 

The Bosman ruling had a huge effect on professional football leagues because the ruling 

allowed players to freely move to another club at the end of their contract without transfer fees. 

(Késenne 2006; Brand 2015)  
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Governance structures also play a key role in competitive balance. Leagues like the NHL 

enforce salary caps and centralized media rights to create balance between teams. While Liiga 

does share TV revenue among teams, it doesn’t implement strong financial checks or transfer 

limits to keep teams equal (Paasi 2020; Szymanski & Zimbalist 2005). Késenne (2006) 

suggests a revenue-sharing model, which also takes into consideration the market size in 

addition to a team’s budget. He argues that this model may better support competitive balance 

among teams without punishing efficient small-market teams.  

However, the long-term risks of imbalance remain significant. As Vrooman (2009) notes, 

leagues are only as strong as their weakest teams. Consistent uneven matches between teams 

can weaken fan interest and undermine the value of the league, even to broadcasters and 

sponsors. Even in a utility-maximizing environment, the appearance of fair and uncertain 

competition remains crucial to engage the public and generate commercial success. 

2.4 Business Turnaround Theory 

While business models, the impact of market size, and the challenges faced in maintaining 

competitive balance explain why certain teams face disadvantages, it is also important to 

address how these organizations survive when faced with financial and competitive pressures. 

In order to address this, it is important to look at the literature on corporate crises and their 

recovery. Business turnaround theory examines the strategies firms utilize when performance 

declines and jeopardizes the company’s viability.  This is an important perspective for clubs 

like SaiPa, whose financial resilience does not only depend on market structures and revenue 

opportunities but also on its ability to adapt through cost management, strategic refocusing, 

and organizational renewal. This section will introduce the main turnaround strategies 

identified in the literature. 

Barker, Luger, Schmitt, & Xin (2024) define turnaround to be a process that leads a firm from 

a “survival-threatening decline situation to a period of sustained success”. Among scholars, it 

is seen as an attempt for a company to avoid bankruptcy. Schoenberg, Collier, & Bowman 

(2013) identify the strategies companies implement that have been historically effective based 

on previous research. They identified six strategies to be the most effective: cost efficiency, 

asset retrenchment, focusing on core operations, renewing leadership, a change in culture, and 
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preparing for future growth, with the first five being the most relevant for how SaiPa has 

ensured financial stability. 

Schoenberg et al (2013) found cost efficiencies to be the first step in a company’s recovery 

strategy. Companies strive to reduce expenses while maintaining or improving their 

performance, providing the company with short-term financial stability while more complex 

strategies are prepared. Most often, expenses are reduced by delaying payments to their 

suppliers, cutting inventory, and reducing inventory and salaries. These actions were also often 

paired with financial restructuring, aimed at easing the company’s debt obligations. These 

strategies are often quickly implemented because they can have an immediate effect on the 

company’s financial condition without requiring much capital or resource allocation. 

In addition to cost efficiencies, asset retrenchment is an effective strategy when companies face 

financial difficulties (Schoenberg et al. 2013). During financial hardships, strategic cuts are 

made to the amount of resources put into the company by, for example, downsizing operations 

and cutting costs aimed to improve operational efficiency and restore profitability (Barker et 

al. 2024). In order for this strategy to be effective, companies must determine the markets, 

products, and customers that can generate the greatest profits and refocus the company's 

activities on these areas (Schoenberg et al. 2013). However, research does highlight that there 

must be a balance between focus on core operations and the flexibility to innovate and adapt 

to an ever-changing business environment (Barker et al. 2024). 

In addition to these content-oriented strategies, Schoenberg et al (2013) identified some 

process-oriented strategies, including restructuring the company’s leadership and changing the 

culture within its employees. During financial downfalls, companies often quickly change their 

Chief Executive Officer (CEO), which is often followed by replacing parts or all of the top 

management team. The replacement of the CEO often signals change to both the external 

stakeholders and internally to the employees, and is commonly the main reason for the 

measure. Another contributing factor is that at times CEO’s may fail to recognize existing 

problems or attempt to apply past strategies that are no longer effective. In addition, the 

leadership team may struggle to acknowledge the poor decisions that have been made and 

understand how the company has arrived at its current situation. The change in leadership 

brings new perspectives and backgrounds, as well as new strategies that the company could 

implement. With new leadership, the culture within the company and its employees would also 

most likely change.  
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While these turnaround strategies detailed before are important, they do not stand alone in how 

a company recovers from financially difficult times. Schweizer & Nienhaus (2017) provide a 

view in which turnaround theory is tied together through three elements: content, process, and 

context. Content refers to the concrete strategies, which include cost efficiencies and asset 

retrenchments. Process, in turn, refers to the timing and implementation of these strategies over 

time. Lastly, context includes the internal and external factors, such as industry conditions and 

organizational characteristics, that influence the choice and success of the strategies. The 

success and effectiveness of turnaround strategies are determined by how they are executed 

within certain environmental conditions and over time.  

In addition to these turnaround strategies, it is important to implement recovery methods to 

ensure the company’s long-term sustainability and address deeper strategic issues. While cuts 

to spending can improve a company’s operational efficiency immediately, they may not always 

resolve the fundamental strategic problems. Recovery methods also aim to rebuild the firm’s 

market position, innovate, and leverage new market opportunities, which are essential for 

sustained profitability and competitiveness. Merely reducing costs does not generate new 

revenue streams, leaving the company in a vulnerable position. (Barker et al. 2024) 

 

2.5 Strategies of Small-Market and Low-Performance Clubs 

In addition to the main strategies identified in turnaround theory, teams also adopt smaller 

strategies based on the team’s financial constraints, such as market size and financial resources, 

as well as the league’s structure. Strategic choices are often influenced by factors such as the 

revenue-sharing mechanisms, the competitive structure of the league, and whether financial 

goals are for the short term or long term.  

Dynamic pricing serves as a valuable tool for teams aiming to maximize ticket revenues, as 

prices fluctuate based on constantly changing supply and demand (Bouchet et al. 2016). As 

mentioned before, several factors affect game attendance, including weekend games, 

particularly in November and December, and also at the end of the season (Paul et al. 2016). 

When teams understand these factors, ticket prices can be set in response to demand. Moreover, 

dynamic pricing can be outsourced to third-party firms, which many professional teams have 

opted for since it allows teams to focus on other strategic priorities (Bouchet et al. 2016).  
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To maximize revenue from dynamic pricing, consistently strong and sustained fan engagement 

is essential. Season ticket holders form a crucial backbone of income, making their long-term 

commitment a priority. George and Wakefield (2018) emphasize that maintaining this loyal 

relationship requires consistent and personalized interactions, which the NHL consistently 

does, when teams, for example, have their best players call their season ticket holders or create 

opportunities for season ticket holders to interact with the players. In addition to these 

personalized interactions, fans often also take into consideration past performances when 

deciding whether to renew season tickets, highlighting the value of maintaining a successful 

team (Lewis et al. 2019). 

The strength of a team’s brand also influences ticket sales and overall attendance levels (Wetzel 

et al. 2018). The most efficient way of building a brand is through the sale of merchandise, 

which is influenced by a multitude of factors. Certain research finds that six main factors 

influence merchandise revenue: overall fan satisfaction, media exposure, on-ice performance, 

strength of the club’s brand, local market dynamics, and the fans’ ability to pay. Additionally, 

clubs in larger and more supportive markets also experience higher merchandise sales. 

(O’Reilly et al. 2015) However, according to Ramshaw and Hinch (2006) merchandise sales 

can also be influenced by a team having a rich history in the sport.  

Playoff hope also matters in terms of merchandise sales (Kelley et al. 2014). Smith (2012) 

suggests that the boost in sales during postseason success is likely due to an increase in fan 

engagement and visibility. By reaching the postseason, teams play more games and attract more 

attention nationally, therefore increasing the amount of revenue generated. Postseason games 

can also increase attendance for the next season, which in turn can enhance fans’ desire to 

purchase new merchandise (Kelley et al. 2014). Playoff runs can also offer opportunities for 

new players to get recognition or for local heroes the emerge and provide an increase in sales 

(Smith 2012). 

Research conducted in the United States found that the birthplace of players plays a central role 

in fan identity and marketing. Promotional materials frequently highlight locally born players 

because they are often seen as “relatable figures who enhance fan loyalty and foster community 

pride”. (Perron & Hu 2025) According to the research conducted by Perron and Hu, attendance 

grew by about 12,000 spectators and boosted team revenue by 4,8 million dollars annually with 

each locally born player who played a full season. The same phenomenon can be found in 

German football, where local “heroes” enhance fan loyalty (Brandes, Franck & Nüesch 2008). 
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Attendances boost as a result of homegrown players because they represent their local 

community and boost deeper connections and pride among fans (Decrop & Derbaix 2010).  

As the hockey market in Finland is quite small in general, teams must be able to recognize 

international opportunities as well, in addition to local ones. Liiga teams have capitalized on 

internationalization when selling some of their players to international leagues. Teams also 

benefit from European games to generate more turnover and generate extra income from their 

usual business. Playing in European competitions lengthens the regular season, attracts new 

spectators, and generates more revenue through ticket sales, game payments, and as well from 

sponsorship money. (Ahonen 2019) Through the new world of digitalization, teams have new 

opportunities to market their product and engage new consumers through social media in a new 

way (Ciletti 2012). 
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3. Methodology 

This section will outline the research methods used to collect and analyse the data for this study. 

The focus will be on how the data was gathered and analysed to ensure the validity and 

reliability of the findings, in addition to the limitations within the data. 

3.1 Data Collection 

The data used in this research have been gathered from both publicly accessible sources and 

institutional databases. As Liiga-SaiPa Oy is a Finnish limited liability company, detailed 

annual financial reports are publicly available and have been published yearly, making a 

thorough evaluation of the club’s financial performance possible. The data were collected from 

two main sources: the Orbis Database and the Finnish Patent and Registration Office. The data 

consisted of audited financial statements, including income statements, balance sheets, and 

cash flow summaries from the years 2017 to 2024. From these reports, key financial indicators 

were gathered, including total revenue, cost breakdowns, profit margins, debt levels, liquidity 

ratios, and the structure of capital.  

The company’s audit period is 12 months, starting from the beginning of May and ending at 

the end of March the following year. All the company’s financial statements have been 

prepared per Finnish accounting legislation (FAS), which guarantees that the financial 

statements follow standard reporting principles, ensuring the validity of the data. The 

company’s accounting period and reporting standards have remained unchanged throughout 

the period under review, guaranteeing consistency in the data and ensuring reliability. 

In addition to financial metrics, sporting performance data were attained from the official 

website of the Finnish Liiga and various reputable sports databases. This data includes annual 

win-loss records, final league standings, and the playoff qualification outcomes. It was 

important to contextualize financial outcomes with athletic results because of their central 

concern in sports economics literature, and this research analysing SaiPa’s financial viability 

during a period of sustained competitive struggles. 

The financial data analysed in this study cover the period from the 2016-2017 season to the 

2023-2024 season using financial statements from 30.4.2017 to 30.4.2024. During this 

timeframe, SaiPa only managed to reach the post-season twice in 2018 and 2019, placing 7th 
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and 9th, respectively. During the following season, in 2020, SaiPa placed 12th, and no playoff 

games were competed that year due to the pandemic. Otherwise, SaiPa has placed last or 

second-to-last out of 15 teams in the remaining seasons during the period under review. 

3.2 Data analysis 

This is a quantitative research paper, which aims to analyse the financial viability of Liiga-

SaiPa Oy during a time of modest performance on the ice. Choosing to conduct an analysis 

over multiple seasons allowed for the examination of trends and changes over time, 

highlighting how financial indicators have evolved in relation to the team’s sporting outcomes. 

A quantitative method was chosen because it was suitable for comparing financial data with 

sporting results. This combination aligned with the purpose of this research to evaluate the 

company’s financial performance over a certain period of time using numerical data and 

statistical analysis. 

The main methods of analysing the collected data were descriptive statistics, ratio analysis, and 

visual trend analysis. Descriptive statistics summarized and displayed key characteristics of the 

dataset, while visual trend analysis identified patterns and changes over time. Ratio analysis 

was utilized to compare different financial indicators to evaluate financial performance. 

Microsoft Excel was utilized to develop year-to-year comparisons and create visual 

representations of revenue trends, cost distributions, and capital structures. Financial ratios had 

already been calculated in the data obtained from the Orbis Database. 

To gain a comprehensive understanding of how SaiPa’s revenue streams and cost structures 

have evolved from 2017 to 2024, it was necessary to examine several key areas. Since SaiPa’s 

financial statements did not provide a detailed breakdown of revenue sources, an overall 

category of “revenues” was analysed, along with information from their annual reports on 

public subsidies. Additionally, SaiPa’s debt structure, including accounts payable, received 

advances as well as short-term and long-term debts, was also examined. More detailed 

categories were available to gain insight into how the cost structure has changed over this 

period. Personnel expenses, purchases, other operating costs, and external services were 

considered. SaiPa’s financial health was also assessed using three financial ratios and metrics: 

gearing ratio, current ratio, and EBITDA.  
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The financial indicators that were examined in this research included both absolute values, such 

as total revenue, debt, and personnel expenses, as well as relative metrics, such as operating 

margins, liquidity ratios, and gearing. These metrics were analysed over time to identify 

patterns and key turning points, particularly in response to external events such as the COVID-

19 pandemic or internally driven cost management efforts. 

3.3 Data Limitations 

There are some limitations to this research. Firstly, it is important to note that the figures in 

Liiga-SaiPa Oy’s financial statements not only provided information about their team 

competing in the Liiga, but also included all ice hockey-related operations and services, 

restaurant and kiosk operations, as well as merchandise. Liiga-SaiPa Oy has an under-20 team 

in the Junior SM-Liiga in addition to their representative team. However, SaiPa acknowledges 

that the most significant business risks are related to the strong correlation between the 

company’s operations and the sporting success of Liiga-SaiPa’s representative team, indicating 

that the representative team generates the majority of the company’s income, and the figures 

can be used in this research as they are presented in the financial sheet. Liiga-SaiPa Oy also 

notes that a lack of sporting success from their representative team directly affects the revenues 

that can be generated. 

Secondly, while the financial statements are comprehensive and appropriate for this research, 

some categories could benefit from more detail. Sponsorship income, a major source of income 

for the company, is not explicitly detailed in the statements, which may obscure the full picture 

of revenue sources. Additionally, some global ratios, such as cash flow or operating revenue 

percentage, were not available in the Orbis Database, which limited the scope of ratio analysis. 

Lastly, external factors like the COVID-19 pandemic affected the period under review greatly, 

but it is hard to measure exactly how much it influenced financial decisions.  
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4. Findings 

This chapter aims to present the key findings of the study regarding Liiga-SaiPa Oy’s financial 

performance between 2017 and 2024. Despite consistent underperformance in terms of 

athletics, most notably an absence from the playoffs, SaiPa has remained operational through 

a complex mix of financial strategies, structural changes, and external support. This chapter 

aims to interpret how the club’s financial situation has evolved during this time, focusing 

especially on its revenue, costs, capital and liquidity, and the strategies it adapted to maintain 

both short-term and long-term viability. 

This chapter is structured into four major sections. The first section will cover the evolution of 

SaiPa’s revenue streams and how the sources of income have shifted over time. The following 

section will explore how the organization has managed its different operating expenses and 

how the cost structure has been adjusted in response to fluctuating income. The third section 

will evaluate SaiPa’s broader financial strategies during this period of underperformance, and 

finally, the last section will present an evaluation of SaiPa’s capital structure and overall 

financial health. Together, these findings provide a detailed picture of the factors that have 

shaped SaiPa’s financial trajectory in the absence of athletic success. 

4.1 Operating Income and Revenue Streams 

To assess the profitability of professional hockey teams, it is important to analyse where they 

generate their revenue and how they distribute it. As noted in the literature review, most 

professional teams’ income derives from two main sources: sponsorships and ticket sales, 

which is also the case for SaiPa (Willie 2017). Besides these primary sources, SaiPa also earns 

revenue from other avenues, such as sales from its restaurants and merchandise, and occasional 

compensation from the NHL. 

From 2017 to 2020, SaiPa made consistently around 5 million euros in sales, which was then 

followed by a significant dip in income due to the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 and 2021. 

SaiPa estimated in their annual report that their revenue loss in 2020 was about €250,000. This 

was because one home game had to be cancelled, and there was no income generated from 

playoff games for the first time since 1945, as they were not played. This showcases just how 
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vulnerable small-market teams can be to attendance shocks, aligning with Késenne’s (2014) 

findings. In addition, SaiPa did not receive any player compensation from the NHL that year. 

SaiPa’s sales experienced a more significant decline in 2021 due to the prolonged impacts of 

COVID-19 restrictions and related disruptions. That year, SaiPa experienced a decrease of 

around two million euros in sales, which was about a 40% decrease from the previous year. 

This drop is consistent with the fact that spectators were only allowed at ten games, and the 

remaining matches had to be played without a live audience due to the limits on public 

gatherings. This eliminated most ticket sales, and as there were limited live games, fans were 

unable to purchase merchandise in person, causing a significant drop in merchandise sales as 

well. In addition, during this season, three games had to be cancelled due to the team 

completing a mandatory quarantine. Restrictions on restaurants also led to a significant 

decrease in income from the company's lunch restaurant operations.  

Although the impact of COVID-19 was significant, SaiPa was able to recover swiftly and was 

generating slightly less than 5 million euros already the following year, in 2022, even though 

five home games were still played to an empty audience and restrictions on restaurant 

operations remained, leading to a decrease in revenue streams from its food and beverage 

services. As seen in Figure 1, revenues have not returned to pre-COVID levels, largely because 

fan attendance remains lower than it was before the pandemic, most likely due to the team 

underperforming. This highlights how smaller market teams are more vulnerable to 

fluctuations in performance and attendance (Ahonen 2019). 

 
Figure 1: SaiPa's revenue from 2017 to 2024 
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As Ahonen (2019) notes, clubs in smaller markets depend heavily on sponsorships to maintain 

financial viability, which SaiPa also emphasizes in its annual reports by consistently 

acknowledging the importance of continued sponsor support, especially during downturns. 

Despite SaiPa not reporting exact figures on the revenue it derives from sponsorships, it can be 

assumed to be a critical revenue stream supporting financial stability and helping to bridge 

financial gaps caused by inconsistent ticket revenues and underperforming merchandise sales 

(Willie 2017). In general, by 2018, it was estimated that sponsorships contributed up to 50% 

of total revenue among all Liiga teams, reflecting improved marketing efforts, which made 

hockey a more attractive target for sponsors with its wide visibility (Rantalainen 2019).  

4.2 Cost Structure and Expense Management 

Since the main sources of income for Liiga-SaiPa Oy have been identified, it is important to 

analyse what their biggest expenses are and how they have been managed during a prolonged 

period of poor athletic performance. Personnel expenses represent the largest cost category for 

SaiPa, consistently accounting for over 55% of total revenue throughout the period under 

review. The total personnel expenses during 2017-2024 were around 3,1 million euros 

annually, apart from 2021 when total expenses dipped to 2,5 million euros. These expenses are 

mainly composed of player salaries, which are directly influenced by the team’s performance 

and fan attendance. Personnel expenses dominating SaiPa’s yearly budget reflect the general 

findings that player salaries are the main cost factor in professional sports organizations (Kelley 

et al. 2014). 

The player budget for SaiPa is closely linked to expected attendance figures. Since the team 

has faced extended periods without playoff success and decreasing attendance numbers, the 

budget allocated for players has been adjusted accordingly. For example, the budget for the 

2019-2020 season decreased by €100,000 from the €2 million it was in the previous season. 

During the pandemic, the budget was only €1,6 million until 2022, when it increased back to 

€1,9 million as attendance started to recover slightly. (Lahtinen 2023; Valta 2020; Lahtinen 

2019) With SaiPa reducing its investment in talent, especially during times of limited success, 

it risks reinforcing competitive imbalance, as wealthier teams are less constrained by 

downturns (Késenne 2006; Vrooman 2009). 
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On average, SaiPa employs around 80 people, but it has fluctuated due to strategic layoffs to 

control costs during financially challenging periods, reflecting a cost-efficiency strategy 

commonly adopted in turnaround situations (Schoenberg et al. 2013). Notably, in 2018 and 

2021, SaiPa reduced its personnel by 16 and 12 employees, respectively, suggesting efforts to 

manage costs during a time of declining revenues and the added impact of the pandemic in 

2021. Despite these financial adjustments, overall personnel expenses remained relatively 

stable, implying that while the number of employees decreased, there were increases in wages 

or adjustments in salary structure. 

Total personnel expenses don’t only consist of salaries and other fees, but also pensions and 

other personnel-related costs, which could include work-related benefits, trainings, and 

healthcare. Despite the headcount, SaiPa has consistently paid around €400,000 in pensions, 

except in 2021 when they only paid about €300,000. In other personnel-related costs, SaiPa 

has paid on average around €70,000 per year. 

Another great area of spending is “Purchases during the financial year”, which could include 

items such as game and training equipment, team apparel and uniforms, medical supplies, and 

merchandise inventory. Between 2017 and 2024, there has not been a clear trend in how 

purchases have evolved, as seen in Figure 2. However, between 2017 and 2019, spending on 

purchases was steadily increasing until 2020, when expenditures dropped significantly to a low 

of approximately €800,000 in 2021. This decline may have been driven by a reduced demand 

for merchandise, food, and beverages due to COVID-19 restrictions, potentially reducing the 

need for new stock. The €800,000 spent in 2021 was likely directed toward essential 

operational materials and supplies. Purchases picked up again rapidly in 2022 and showed 

greater stability by 2024, reaching a peak of over 1,3 million euros. 
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Figure 2: SaiPa's purchases during the financial year from 2017 to 2024 

 
A significant amount of money is also spent on “Other operating expenses”, which may include 

team meals, training camps, travel expenses, and accommodation. Although these expenses 

aren’t directly categorized anywhere else in the financial sheets, they are essential for a hockey 

team. These expenses increased from 2017 to 2020, reaching their peak of over one million 

euros, but in 2021, a €200,000 dip can be detected in Figure 3. As expected, these expenses 

reached pre-COVID numbers already the following year in 2022 and have stayed relatively 

stable since. The fluctuation in the amount spent raises questions on whether this category 

includes, for example, travel or accommodation expenses. It could be assumed that these costs 

would stay relatively constant because of the repetitive nature of these products, maybe 

increasing slightly over the years due to inflation. According to Liiga (2017) SaiPa budgeted 

slightly over 3 million euros in other expenses for the 2017-2018 season, which is significantly 

more than the €800,000 spent that year.  
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Figure 3: SaiPa's other operating costs from 2017 to 2024 

 
Some of these operating costs could, however, be categorised as external services when they 

are purchased from third-party providers. The evolution of these costs is shown in Figure 4. 

Unlike most cost categories listed in SaiPa’s financial sheet, the amount spent on external 

services steadily decreased from 2018 through to 2021, with COVID-19 playing a vital role in 

significantly reducing these expenses. The recovery after the pandemic also isn’t as quick as it 

has been in other categories, as the growth was quite tame until 2023, after which it doubled, 

reaching a peak of over 200,000 euros spent in 2024. Even though the growth from 2023 to 

2024 is considerable, the reason for this growth is not clear based on the information at hand 

from financial sheets and annual reports.  
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Figure 4: SaiPa's spending on external services from 2017 to 2024 
 

4.3 Financial Strategies During Poor Athletic Performance 

With revenue streams fluctuating and costs remaining constant, SaiPa was forced to adopt 

multiple strategic responses to ensure organizational survival. The approaches can be broadly 

categorized into three main strategies: increasing reliance on debt financing, capitalizing on 

government subsidies, and introducing efforts to reduce operational costs. This section will 

explore those strategies in detail, showcasing how the club reacted to both internal and external 

challenges. 

4.3.1 Liabilities 
 

With Liiga-SaiPa Oy being a limited company, it is typically funded through a combination of 

equity and liabilities. It is common to rely on both forms of funding, but relying more on equity 

is usually deemed safer. However, since 2022, SaiPa has relied more on funding through 

liabilities, with 83% of total liabilities and equity consisting of liabilities that year. However, 

this hasn’t always been the trend. From 2017 to 2021, that same figure grew from 38% to 53%, 

meaning that up until the pandemic, SaiPa maintained a healthy balance between equity and 

liabilities. In other words, SaiPa’s total liabilities have shown a clear upward trend over the 

reviewed period, increasing from approximately €700 thousand in 2017 to over €2.8 million in 

2024, representing a growth of nearly 287% as seen in Table 1. While debt restructuring is a 
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typical short-term survival tactic, without strategic renewal, it risks creating long-term fragility, 

which can be seen in SaiPa’s case as they seem to have limited recovery strategies beyond debt 

accumulation (Schweizer & Nienhaus 2017; Barker 2024). 

 
Table 1: Overview of SaiPa’s debt in Euros from 2017 to 2024 
 

As the financial years have been largely unprofitable throughout this specific period, SaiPa has 

been compelled to seek external funding, primarily through long-term loans with a repayment 

period of over a year. This is a traditional form of external financing that many professional 

sports organizations utilize (Lachman & Struckmeier 2021). SaiPa has been utilizing this form 

of funding since 2017 and has continued to grow its debt portfolio through loans, except in 

2018, as seen in Figure 5. From 2019 to 2021, the growth in loans remained moderate, 

increasing by about 130% to around €160,000. However, in 2022, long-term loans surged 

dramatically by 271% to €600,000, reaching a peak. Since then, SaiPa has reduced its 

outstanding loan balance, but it remains at a substantial amount of approximately €300,000 in 

2024. 

 
Figure 5: Evolution of SaiPa's long-term loans from financial institutions from 2017 to 2024 
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In addition to long-term loans, SaiPa has also increased its reliance on current liabilities, such 

as short-term loans, delayed payments to suppliers, and unearned revenue, which is shown in 

Figure 6. Between the years 2017 and 2020, the total of current liabilities ranged between 

€504,000 to €923,000. Since then, total current liabilities spiked to over 2 million euros in 

2024, an increase of 150% compared to 2020. This sharp rise highlights increasing short-term 

financial pressures and a growing reliance on external sources to support day-to-day operations. 

 

 
Figure 6: SaiPa's total current liabilities from 2017 to 2024 

 
SaiPa started to take short-term loans from financial institutions again in 2022 for the first time 

since 2017, as they often are utilized to bridge liquidity gaps if, for example, sponsorships or 

other payments haven’t been received on time, or in SaiPa’s case, where enough revenue was 

not generated (Lachmann & Stuckmeier, 2021). The sums of the loans in 2022 and 2023 were 

about €150,000, respectively, and then increased to €560,533 in 2024. While SaiPa’s short-
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may indicate that the club is gradually paying its long-term debt, with upcoming instalments 

now appearing as short-term liabilities. This shift could suggest that SaiPa is actively managing 

its debt by refinancing long-term obligations into short-term repayments, reflecting an effort to 

decrease its overall debt.  
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methods used to optimize expenses, and while this method does improve the company’s short-

term liquidity, it can be costly if discounts are missed. In addition, relying too much on a few 

suppliers can create a financial risk. (Schoenberg et al. 2013; Lachmann & Struckmeier 2021) 

Up until 2021, these figures fluctuated slightly and didn’t show a clear trend until 2021, when 

there was a noticeable spike in debt, as seen in Figure 7. Accounts payable more than doubled 

from 2021 to 2022, when it grew 148%. Even though accounts payable have kept increasing, 

it has not been as drastic as before. This sharp increase between 2021 and 2022 could indicate 

a growth in operational costs or delayed payments to suppliers, which could potentially reflect 

challenges in cash flow.  

 

 
Figure 7: SaiPa's accounts payable from 2017 to 2024 
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Figure 8: SaiPa's received advances from 2017 to 2024 
 

New short-term liabilities such as deferred tax liabilities and pension loan repayments appeared 

post-2020, further complicating SaiPa’s financial situation. Deferred tax liabilities grew from 

zero to approximately €384,000 by 2024, suggesting expected future tax payments due to the 

timing difference between the company’s financial reports and tax calculations. Pension loans 

appeared for the first time in 2024, totalling about €17,000, representing an obligation to repay 

borrowed funds that were used to finance employee pensions. 

4.3.2 Public Subsidies 

During the pandemic, SaiPa utilized public subsidies to help keep the company financially 

viable, according to their annual reports, making this another important strategy to keep the 
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subsidies according to their annual report. It is also possible that SaiPa continues to receive 
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from a marketing partnership fund but missed the deadline (Kalmari & Pilvinen, 2023). 
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These subsidies SaiPa utilized during the challenging times of the Covid-19 pandemic can be 

seen as an extension of stakeholder support, reflecting Ahonen’s (2019) point that small-market 

teams depend on external partners for survival. Although these subsidies were intended to be a 

temporary relief, they became an essential part of SaiPa’s short-term financial viability and 

kept the company from going bankrupt. This highlights the utility-maximizing logic of many 

European clubs, where continuity and survival often outweigh profit considerations (Késenne 

2014; Prinz 2019). 

4.3.3 Cost-Cutting Strategies  

In addition to the use of government subsidies and debt financing, SaiPa has also implemented 

different cost management strategies aimed at stabilizing its financial position. These included 

personnel-related adjustments and reducing its expenditure. These measures were intended to 

decrease the impacts caused by declining revenue, especially during periods of poor athletic 

performance and external shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic.   

During the pandemic, SaiPa was able to implement temporary layoffs and furloughs in 

response to the cancellations of matches and lost revenue, and save €600,000 during the 2020-

2021 season (Arkko 2020). These actions allowed the organization to reduce salary expenses 

without permanently terminating employment. While these measures helped in the short term, 

overall personnel costs remained one of the largest expense categories throughout the period. 

Cuts to player budgets were also implemented with a reduced attendance record, risking 

reinforcing a cycle of poor athletic performance, as reduced investment in talent could 

negatively impact on-ice competitiveness. 

In addition to these adjustments in the workforce, SaiPa also reduced its spending on purchases 

and external services. According to their annual reports, SaiPa implemented cost-saving 

measures when limiting their spending on other expenses, such as materials, services, and 

miscellaneous costs, by around €600,000 during the 2020-2021 season. Because these 

reductions were evident during a season with limited fan attendance and no playoff prospects, 

it indicates an effort to scale back operational spending to match expected revenues.  

These actions can be categorised under cost efficiency and asset retrenchment, the two main 

steps in turnaround theory identified by Schoenberg et al. (2013). Cost efficiency was 

accomplished with staff reductions and salary adjustments. Asset reduction was, in turn, 
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achieved with the scaling down of player investments and non-essential purchases. The 

implementation of these strategies is common when an organization is in financial distress and 

attempts to improve liquidity. While these actions can provide short-term relief, they can risk 

creating a cycle if not followed by recovery-oriented measures. In SaiPa’s case, reducing the 

player budget may have reinforced poor athletic performance, further reducing attendance and 

revenues, possibly exposing the organization to long-term risk of weakening its ability to 

compete. 

4.4 Capital Structure and Financial Health 

In order to understand SaiPa’s financial resilience, it is necessary to closely examine its capital 

structure and key indicators of its financial health. During the 2017-2024 period, SaiPa 

increasingly relied on debt, while its equity base showed signs of weakening due to prolonged 

unprofitability. This strategy may have been favoured due to the relative ease of taking on 

additional debt compared to implementing operationally difficult budget cuts. These 

developments in their finances have raised concerns about its ability to meet long-term 

liabilities, liquidity, and financial sustainability. 

4.4.1 Equity And Liability 

SaiPa’s capital base consists of a relatively stable equity structure and a growing share of 

liabilities. The equity portion includes €65,000 in capital shares and a share premium fund of 

€427,500 annually, both of which have remained unchanged throughout this period. In 

addition, SaiPa has received over a million euros in revaluation reserve since 2021, which 

temporarily strengthens the equity side. However, continued operating losses have gradually 

reduced retained earnings, contributing to a net decline in total shareholder equity by 2024. 

While SaiPa’s equity has remained stable, the proportion of liabilities within SaiPa’s total 

capital has increased sharply. In 2024, liabilities accounted for approximately 83% of the 

company’s total capital, highlighting a visible shift toward debt-based financing. This shift in 

strategy was largely driven by rising long-term loans, particularly in 2022 when they surged 

by 271%, as well as the return of short-term liabilities. This change in their financial structure 

indicates financial restructuring and a growing dependency on borrowed capital for sustaining 
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operations (Schoenberg et al. 2013). While this strategy of debt reliance was necessary to keep 

to organization operational, equivalent recovery actions, SaiPa may increase its long-term 

vulnerability (Barker 2024). 

4.4.2 Liquidity And Solvency Indicators 

Several financial indicators further illustrate the declining financial health of the organization. 

The gearing ratio, which shows the proportion of SaiPa’s debt compared to its equity, grew 

drastically over the period. In 2017, SaiPa had a considerably low gearing (4,87%), which 

means that SaiPa had very little debt compared to equity. This, however, shifted when the 

percentage increased drastically from under 5% to over 190% in 2024. SaiPa increasingly 

relying on borrowed money can be risky, as cash flows may not be strong enough to make the 

required repayments, leaving the company vulnerable to economic downturns.  

The current ratio percentage compares SaiPa’s ability to pay its short-term obligations with its 

short-term assets to assess the company’s liquidity. It is essential that SaiPa can cover its 

current liabilities with its current assets to avoid facing challenges in cash flow and to avoid 

bankruptcy. SaiPa has a declining trend as the current ratio has dropped significantly from 

2,13% in 2017 to only 0,26% in 2024. As the ratio has been well below 1 in recent years (2021-

2024), it suggests that SaiPa does not have enough current assets to cover its current liabilities, 

putting the company at risk of cash flow problems in paying bills on time. This creates a risk 

of needing external financing or renegotiating payables, which could affect creditworthiness 

and supplier relationships. Together, these financial indicators support Ferri et al.’s (2019) view 

that financial stability in professional sports depends on balancing unpredictable revenues with 

relatively fixed costs. 

4.4.3 EBITDA as a Performance Indicator 

SaiPa’s declining financial performance can also be detected in its EBITDA (Earnings Before 

Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortization), a widely used mechanism to measure the 

profitability of a company’s operations. For SaiPa, this shows a clear negative trend declining 

steadily from a positive 4,62% in 2017 to a deeply negative -25% in 2024. A negative and 

worsening EBITDA margin typically indicates that the core business is not generating enough 

cash to cover its basic operating costs, let alone interest or taxes. If this trend continues, it could 
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threaten the long-term viability of the organization unless significant operational or financial 

improvements are made. 

All in all, SaiPa’s capital structure has grown increasingly vulnerable, with rising debt levels 

and weakening liquidity indicators raising concerns about whether SaiPa is able to withstand 

further financial shocks. The data also suggests that SaiPa has a limited timeframe for strategic 

recovery, as the organization becomes more vulnerable to both internal and external 

uncertainties. 
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5. Conclusion and Discussion 

The objective of this thesis was to examine the financial development and survival strategies 

of Liiga-SaiPa Oy during the years 2017 to 2024 with three research questions. This analysis 

has focused on the evolution of the company’s revenue streams, cost structure, capital 

financing, and key liquidity indicators. The aim was to gain an understanding of how SaiPa 

managed to maintain operations despite ongoing athletic difficulties and significant external 

disruptions, most notably the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The first sub-question focused on the financial strategies SaiPa implemented to maintain 

economic viability. The strategies SaiPa implemented can be categorised into four main 

categories: managing liabilities and debt, securing public support, cost-cutting efforts, and, 

lastly, strategies to keep revenues stable. 

Q2: What financial strategies has SaiPa implemented to maintain economic viability 

during prolonged periods of poor athletic success? 

The main strategy SaiPa used to maintain economic viability, based on its financial statements, 

was managing its liabilities and debt. SaiPa increased its reliance on liabilities after 2020, when 

debt made up over 80% of its capital structure in 2022. Both long-term and short-term loans 

were used to cover operational gaps and finance day-to-day operations. SaiPa was able to delay 

payments to suppliers and vendors to preserve liquidity, reflecting a classic short-term 

turnaround strategy of stretching accounts payable and using financial restructuring to stabilize 

liquidity (Schoenberg et al. 2013). 

Cost-saving measures are also often a first step in turnaround, and it was also in SaiPa’s case. 

With player budgets tied directly to expected attendance, SaiPa dropped its budget to only €1,6 

million during COVID-19, and raised it modestly as revenues and attendance recovered. SaiPa 

also initiated layoffs in 2018 and 2021, cutting staff by 16 and 12 employees, respectively, 

reducing payroll obligations. SaiPa’s decision to implement these strategies demonstrates a 

clear restructuring of assets and cost efficiency efforts, which are the two most immediate 

survival methods (Schoneberg et al. 2013). Most notably in 2024, the organization laid off its 

head coach at the time, Ville Hämäläinen, hoping to change the team dynamics, a common 

method also used when trying to change the trajectory of an organization (Suvinen 2024; 

Schoenberg et al 2013). 
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Spending was also reduced on purchases and external services. Spending on merchandise 

stock, training, and third-party services was cut back during times of modest earnings, notably 

in 2020 and 2021. Additionally, travel, accommodation, and training costs were most likely 

trimmed temporarily during downturns. These adjustments in cost structure demonstrate how 

SaiPa aligned its operations with core functions and scaled back non-compulsory expenses, in 

line with turnaround theory’s focus on focusing resources on essential activities only (Barker 

et al. 2024). 

As mentioned before, government subsidies also became a lifeline when games were cancelled, 

attendance was restricted, and restaurant operations were halted. In 2020, SaiPa received a 

combined €150,000 in support from Business Finland and the Ministry of Education and 

Culture. In 2022, SaiPa received over €600,000 in subsidies from different organizations. This 

external aid highlights how contextual factors like the pandemic were just as critical as internal 

management choices in shaping the success of turnaround strategies. 

The second sub-question in this paper examined how SaiPa’s revenue streams and cost 

structures have evolved from 2017 to 2024. During this time, it is important to note that the 

COVID-19 pandemic brought on unprecedented times and greatly affected SaiPa’s revenue 

streams.  

Q3: How have SaiPa’s revenue streams and cost structures evolved between 2017 and 

2024 without on-ice success?  

As highlighted by Willie (2017), professional sports teams generate revenue from five main 

sources: gate receipts, television contracts, merchandising, partnerships, and sponsorships, as 

well as advertising. Gate receipts and merchandise declined sharply after 2019 and never fully 

recovered after COVID-19, confirming Wetzel et al.’s (2018) claim that small-market clubs 

are vulnerable to fluctuations in attendance. This is particularly evident in SaiPa’s case, where 

attendance levels directly shaped both ticket sales and in-arena consumption, making the club 

highly dependent on consistent fan engagement. However, income derived from sponsorships 

and TV contracts has remained stable, supporting Bouchet et al.’s (2016) finding that 

sponsorships provide stability even when performance has altered. In SaiPa’s case, sponsorship 

income acted as a financial buffer against lost gate revenue, reflecting the importance of long-

term partnerships for organizations in smaller markets that cannot rely on postseason income 

(Ahonen 2019). In addition to these sources, SaiPa has also generated revenue from restaurant 

income and occasional player compensation from the NHL. These smaller revenue streams 
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reflect what Lachmann and Struckmeier (2021) described as diversification strategies, where 

clubs expand into secondary activities to stabilize their core business model.  

On the cost side, personnel expenses dominated, consistently making up over 55% of the 

revenues annually. SaiPa’s decision to cut its player budgets down, due to lessening attendance, 

illustrates the retrenchment strategy Schoenberg et al. (2013) described. However, spending 

less on players can reinforce competitive balance since lower spending on players can lead to 

weaker performance, which in itself lessens attendance and revenues, forcing further cuts 

(Késenne 2014). This cycle can be seen in SaiPa’s financial statements, with cost reductions 

providing short-term balance but limiting long-term competitiveness. This dynamic illustrates 

the ”vicious circle” of small-market clubs described by Vrooman (2009), where 

underinvestment in talent leads to continued poor sporting results and limits possible future 

earnings. 

Other operating costs, such as purchases and external services, temporarily dipped during the 

pandemic but quickly recovered to pre-COVID levels, showing their essential role in day-to-

day operations. This limited the scope for deeper cost restructuring, highlighting Barker et al.’s 

(2024) point that reducing costs and spending often addresses symptoms rather than structural 

constraints. Furthermore, SaiPa’s relatively fixed cost structure demonstrates the difficulty of 

flexible adjustment in professional sports organizations, where travel, facilities, and player-

related costs remain mandatory regardless of performance. This reflects Prinz’s (2019) notion 

of utility-maximizing behaviour, as SaiPa prioritized survival and community presence over 

aggressive profit-driven restructuring. 

Finally, the main research question focused on the factors that influenced SaiPa’s financial 

performance during the seasons 2016-2017 to 2023-2024, when SaiPa did not have much 

playoff success. Taken together, the findings from the two sub-questions show that SaiPa’s 

financial performance between 2017 and 2024 was shaped by a combination of three main 

factors: lost income opportunities (ticket and merchandise sales), high fixed costs (such as 

salaries, operations, and debt), and a strong reliance on external support, subsidies, and 

investors.  

Q1: What factors have influenced SaiPa’s financial performance during seasons 

without playoff success? 
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With SaiPa missing the playoffs in multiple consecutive seasons and playing in empty arenas 

due to the pandemic, the income generated from tickets was significantly reduced. As fan 

attendance declined, it can also be assumed that SaiPa experienced lower sales in merchandise 

and other in-arena revenues, such as restaurant sales, though the financial statements don’t 

specify the amounts. This outcome aligns with a professional team’s business model, where 

gate receipts and match-day income form a central but unpredictable revenue stream, especially 

for small-market clubs (Willie 2017). Alongside operating revenue, sponsorships formed a 

strong foundation for SaiPa’s income, providing stability when fan-driven revenues weakened 

due to the pandemic and limited on-ice performance. As Ahonen (2019) notes, income from 

sponsorships is often the most reliable source for smaller market clubs. League-wide revenue 

sharing from TV rights offered stability as well, but the club’s share was smaller compared to 

teams with playoff experience and stronger performance, emphasizing Késenne’s (2006) 

argument that competitive imbalance stems from unequal market sizes and performance-based 

revenues.  

Secondly, debt became an increasingly important funding tool as SaiPa nearly tripled its 

liabilities through short-term loans, delayed supplier payments, and other liabilities that 

covered liquidity gaps. In practice, SaiPa financed daily operations with debt and delayed 

payments instead of relying solely on generated operational revenues. In 2023-2024, past loans 

and liabilities started to become a burden, as repayments continued regardless of success, which 

limited financial flexibility. While taking on more debt allowed the club to keep operating, it 

also created long-term financial vulnerability (Barker 2024). This means that although debt 

restructuring helped with short-term survival, it risks threatening SaiPa’s long-term 

sustainability if not combined with renewal strategies (Schweizer & Nienhaus 2017). Along 

with rising liabilities, SaiPa used municipal and public subsidies during the COVID-19 

pandemic, supporting Schweizer & Nienhaus’s (2017) argument that turnaround results are 

influenced as much by context as by management decisions. 

Finally, SaiPa practiced disciplined cost control, adjusting player salaries and staff numbers 

during periods of poor performance and reduced fan attendance. Moreover, fixed costs like 

salaries, travel, and facilities made it challenging for the organization to remain flexible and 

cut expenses during weak seasons. While SaiPa’s initial actions to reduce spending aligned 

with Schoenberg et al.’s (2013) findings that cost efficiency is the most immediate survival 

strategy in downturns, by 2024, SaiPa increased its expenditures on both fronts. This indicates 

that although short-term restructuring was effective, it was not sustainable, highlighting the 
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tension between cutting costs and investing in future rebuilding as discussed in turnaround 

literature. Overall, SaiPa’s financial performance during this period cannot be attributed to a 

single factor but results from the interplay of unexpected external shocks, structural constraints, 

and management decisions that promoted survival but also revealed long-term sustainability 

risks. 

5.1 Discussion  

The findings of this study highlight the financial instability that lower-performing professional 

sports organizations operating in small markets may experience. SaiPa illustrates the struggles 

of financial stress smaller teams face when faced with the lack of playoff appearances and the 

lack of the associated revenue from ticket sales, sponsorships, and media attention. In these 

scenarios, organizations may be forced into cost-cutting measures and increasing their debt, 

which may delay but not solve the underlying problems.  

During the period under review, SaiPa seemed to be in a difficult cycle: poor athletic 

performance reduces income, which leads to budget cuts, which in turn lower competitiveness.  

A structural shift would most likely be needed to break this cycle. The shift could be done 

through an increase in long-term stable revenue from sponsorships, by diversifying income 

streams, or rethinking talent acquisition. External challenges, like the pandemic, did not make 

this structural shift any easier. Although SaiPa was able to survive the pandemic and return to 

near-normal operations in a quick manner, its long-term financial health remains in doubt. It is 

important to note that although SaiPa’s representative team underperformed for most of the 

review period, the pandemic significantly worsened the company’s financial situation.  

SaiPa’s financial situation was truly critical in the spring of 2024. According to SaiPa’s Chief 

Executive Officer, Jani Valkeapää, the company was “mere hours away” from bankruptcy due 

to the club being heavily in debt and the stands being nearly empty (Kaipainen 2025). However, 

when Lätkä Lentää Oy purchased 98,85 percent of the shares of Liiga-SaiPa Oy in 2024, they 

financially secured SaiPa’s participation in the Liiga for the time being. Through this 

acquisition, Lätkä Lentää Oy raised €1,1 million for the company through directed share issues 

and in addition, Lätkä Lentää Oy will receive €561,000 from a founding member of the 

company, which will most likely indirectly benefit SaiPa (Korhonen 2024). 
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Despite the prolonged period of athletic underperformance analysed in this thesis, SaiPa 

experienced a remarkably successful 2024-2025 season, which could mark a turning point for 

the organization both on and off the ice. The team’s strong performance throughout the season 

and a playoff qualification most likely led to significantly increased ticket sales, merchandise 

revenue, and renewed sponsorship interest. Due to the team’s improved performance, SaiPa 

was able to benefit from higher matchday income, improve its brand visibility, and experience 

an uptick in local and national media coverage. It is expected that these developments had a 

positive impact on the organization’s short-term cash flow and alleviated some of the financial 

pressures identified earlier in this study. While it remains to be seen whether this success is 

sustainable, the 2024-2025 season offered an opportunity for SaiPa to capitalize on renewed 

momentum, rebuild equity, and reestablish financial stability.  

5.2 Limitations and Future Research 

As with any financial analysis, this study is subject to limitations that should be acknowledged 

when interpreting the results. This research heavily relies on publicly available financial 

statements and annual reports, which offer only a limited insight into internal financial 

structures. This research has also been conducted without access to internal decision-making 

processes or discussions shaping the organization’s future direction. A team’s financial 

outcomes are also affected by multiple external economic factors such as inflation, changes in 

consumer behaviour, and league-wide developments. This study also does not measure non-

financial performance indicators such as brand value, fan engagement, or youth development, 

which could contribute to long-term financial sustainability. 

Future research could expand on this study by conducting similar analyses between SaiPa and 

other Liiga teams or European professional hockey clubs facing similar challenges. This could 

identify the best practices in financial management for teams facing athletic underperformance. 

Further studies could additionally explore long-term impacts of fan engagement strategies, 

sponsorship models, or player development investments on financial success as well as athletic 

success. Lastly, qualitative research involving interviews with management, stakeholders, or 

sponsors could shed light on the decision-making processes behind the financial strategies, 

helping to better understand how an organization responds during times of crisis.   
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