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Abstract 

The migration of athletes is a known phenomenon but the reasons behind it are based on the 

athletes’ motivation as well as their kind of sport. Athletes migrate for a variety of reasons, 

including their own motivation and the nature of their sport. The aim of this study was to 

understand why Icelandic elite ski racers emigrate to achieve their goals and how they adapt to 

new surroundings while training and racing. To understand in greater detail their reasons for 

emigrating, as well as how their adapt to their surroundings, 8 members of the Icelandic national 

team in alpine and cross-country skiing for the 2018-2019 or 2019-2020 seasons who had 

migrated participated in semi-structured interviews. The factors that played a role in their 

migration included a desire for better training conditions as well as more challenging 

competition both in training and racing. Overall, they adapted well to the changes involved and 

bonded both with teammates and individuals outside of the sport. 

 

Key words: alpine skiing, cross-country skiing, Iceland, motivation,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Table of contents 
1. Introduction ................................................................................................................................. 4 

1.2 Migration – why do they move? ........................................................................................... 4 

1.3 Skiing in Iceland.................................................................................................................... 5 

1.5 The Icelandic skiing community ........................................................................................... 7 

2. Aim and Hypothesis .................................................................................................................... 8 

3 Methods........................................................................................................................................ 8 

3.2 Recruitment and participants ................................................................................................. 8 

3.3 Procedure for interviews ....................................................................................................... 9 

3.4 Data analysis ....................................................................................................................... 10 

3.5 Ethics ................................................................................................................................... 10 

4. Results ....................................................................................................................................... 12 

4.2 Emigration for competitions and conditions ....................................................................... 13 

4.2.2 Trails and hills .............................................................................................................. 13 

4.2.3 Racing and competing .................................................................................................. 14 

4.3 Social environment .............................................................................................................. 16 

4.3.2 Training partners........................................................................................................... 16 

4.3.3 Coaching ....................................................................................................................... 17 

4.3.4 Connections with the society ........................................................................................ 18 

4.4 Chasing their goals and dreams ........................................................................................... 18 

4.4.2 Emigrate in order to meet their goals ........................................................................... 19 

5. Discussion ................................................................................................................................. 21 

5.2 Emigration for competitions and conditions ....................................................................... 21 

5.3 Social environment .............................................................................................................. 22 

5.4 Chasing their goals and dreams ........................................................................................... 22 

5.5 Methodical considerations................................................................................................... 23 

6. Conclusions ............................................................................................................................... 24 

7. References ................................................................................................................................. 25 

Attachments .................................................................................................................................. 28 

Appendix 1: Interview guide ..................................................................................................... 28 

Appendix 2: Information Letter ................................................................................................ 29 

Appendix 3: Project time plan ................................................................................................... 30 



4 
 

1. Introduction 

 Migration is described as a movement of a person from one location to another. That 

movement can be in many forms and for different reasons, such as relatively permanent 

movements and change of residency between countries, cities or parts of a town. It can also be a 

temporary move for all sorts of purposes, including seasonal employment or to attend school 

(Fawcett, 1985). One of the scopes that is used to describe why an individual voluntarily changes 

his location is the motivation of that person. Place utility can describe that motivation and based 

on the goals and values of that person the perceived likelihood of attaining said goals in alternate 

places compared to his new location (Fawcett, 1985). Migration is two dimensional. On the other 

hand, there is immigration which refers to migration to a place, and on the other hand, there is 

emigration, which refers to migration from a place (Poulani, 2008). This means that an 

individual that migrate is both an emigrant and an immigrant depending on the observer’s 

perspective. The purpose of this paper is to understand why elite Icelandic skiers choose to 

emigrate from Iceland.  

1.2 Migration – why do they move? 

The migration of athletes has been a known phenomenon for many years now. However, 

there are differences in why athletes choose to migrate based on what sport background they 

come from and where they migrated to. In team sports, athletes tend to migrate to another 

country and play for financial reasons. In football a professional athlete’s career does not last 

very long, or on average about 10 to 15 years, so players try to make the most of that time 

(Magee & Sugden, 2002). In another popular team sport, rugby, athletes who have migrated from 

New Zealand to Japan talk about the main reason being a financial one. Players who are coming 

to the end of their careers are offered better contracts there than they would receive back home, 

so they take their chances playing in another country. In that same study some of the players did 

mention that they wanted to experience a different culture, but that was not as common as the 

financial reasoning (Chiba & Jackson, 2006). The same thing can be said about coaches; there 

are economic factors that outweigh the performance or competitiveness factors when it comes to 

the decision if they migrate or not (Orlowski, Wicker & Breuer, 2016). 

 When it comes to female football players it is well known that they do not get as much 

paid as male football players. Scandinavia has become one of the central places for female 

footballers to migrate to. In the 1970’s when female football was catching on the Scandinavian 
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countries took it up on themselves to promote the game, and still do very much today. Migration 

of women footballers has thus become popular and the national leagues in those countries have 

become strong. However, because the financial gain is not as much for the females as it is for the 

males, the motivation for migration is associated to other factors as well. One factor female 

footballer’s mention was the love of the game and it being more of a lifestyle than a job (Botelho 

& Agergaard, 2011). 

When it comes to individual sports such as snowboarding there are athletes and 

professional snowboarders who migrate in order to compete or for work. For the professional 

snowboarders it is a part of their job to travel to exotic places for photo- and or video shoots 

which are published. Those professionals are paid for their job and therefore the main attraction 

is a financial one. For the athletes it is a bit different since they travel to follow competitions 

which is usually not financially rewarding, and most funds go towards travelling to the next 

competition. In most cases, travelling and competing on a regular basis takes its toll, not just 

physically but also mentally and on personal relationships. Snowboarding athletes who still 

choose to do it sometimes gain a sense of confidence in achieving their goals and doing 

something that most people do not do (Thorpe, 2012).  

1.3 Skiing in Iceland 

Skiing competitions have been held in Iceland for just over 100 years. In the year 1905 

local Icelanders in the northern part of the country competed in “Brekkurennsli”, a sport similar 

to what nowadays is known as downhill in alpine skiing. The first national championship was 

held in 1937 and has been held every year since that time, with the exception of two years. The 

Icelandic ski association was established in 1946 and just two years later Iceland sent their first 

competitors to the winter Olympics in St. Moritz in Switzerland. Since then, Iceland has sent 

competitors to every winter Olympics. Iceland has also been represented several times at the 

world championship in both alpine skiing and cross country, the first time in Sweden in 1954 

(Skíðasamband Íslands, n.d.). 

 Icelandic skiers have however not been famous for their podium finishes. An Icelandic 

skier has in fact only one time stood on the podium, when Kristinn Bjornsson took 2nd place in 

slalom in the world cup in Park City, Utah in 1997. Kristinn took another silver in slalom in the 

same season of the world cup later that winter in Veysonnaz, Austria (FIS, n.d.a). Apart from 

that Iceland has had a competitor finishing in the top 20 in the world championship in cross-
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country skiing in 2019 as well as having a few top 30 finishes in other big events over the years. 

Overall, Icelandic skiers have not been on many front pages because of their achievements on the 

slopes or the tracks.  

1.4 Popularity of skiing in Iceland 

Skiing is the 15th most popular sport in Iceland, according to a report from the year 2017 

made by the national Olympic and sports association of Iceland. The total number of individuals 

registered in the 21 ski clubs in the country was 1608. In comparison, the most popular sport in 

Iceland is football with 127 clubs and over 25.000 registered individuals (Íþrótta- og 

Ólympíusamband Íslands, n.d.).  

Ski resorts are situated by most towns around the country; however, the size of each 

municipality has a say in how many trails and ski lifts are situated on each place. The national 

arena, for alpine skiing as well as cross-country skiing, is in Hlíðarfjall mountain above Akureyri 

on the north side of the country. Hlíðarfjall offers five loops of groomed cross-country ski trails 

ranging from 1,2 to 10 kilometers long and 26 alpine slopes with a total of 14,9 kilometers, the 

longest slope being 2,3 kilometers (Hlíðarfjall, n.d.). When this is for instance compared to 

Sweden the national arena for alpine skiing is in Åre where over 91 kilometers of slopes are 

available with the longest one 6,5 kilometers (Skirestort.info, n.d). The national arena for cross-

country skiing is in Falun where there are seven trails around the stadium ranging from 0,7 to 15 

kilometers (Lugnet, n.d.) 

When it comes to competitions the biggest one every year in Iceland is the national 

championship which is held at the end of the skiing season. In cross-country skiing there are 

three events of classic technique, free technique and a sprint. In 2019 the total number of 

competitors in all events were 13 male and 8 females (FIS, n.d.b). In the Swedish national 

championship of 2019, there were 113 males (FIS, 2019a) and 63 females (FIS, 2019b) that 

competed in the classic technique alone. In alpine skiing of the Icelandic national championship 

there were two events, slalom and giant slalom with a total of 19 female and 25 male competitors 

(FIS, n.d.c). Compared to the Swedish national championships where there were 53 females 

(Skidor, 2019a) and 56 males (Skidor, 2019b) in the Slalom competition alone. These numbers 

might not be fully comparable because of population differences but it does give an idea of the 

size of the tournaments.   
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1.5 The Icelandic skiing community 

The skiing culture in Iceland, as is shown by the numbers of individuals who are active in 

the sport, is not big nor as common as the bigger sports. Youth development is little and from my 

own experiment as a former promising skier I found that opportunities for high level racing are 

very few in Iceland with few competitions and athletes competing. When athletes are picked for 

junior national teams there is a pressure on them to move abroad to seek better coaching, better 

facilities and a higher level of racing. I myself spent two seasons on a junior national team and 

did not move abroad, making me one of the very few who have done that. I however did not 

reach my goals, unlike many of the athletes who move abroad. In this study the researcher would 

like to understand how Icelandic alpine and cross-country skiers adapt and emigrate for racing 

and/or training and understand what motivates them to do so. The Icelandic skiing community 

could benefit from understanding why the top athletes tend to emigrate and what changes can be 

made to make it a reasonable option to train at a high level in Iceland. Understanding what the 

athletes are seeking and their motivation for leaving would help strengthen elite skiing in Iceland 

and develop knowledge in coaching and other resources. To the best knowledge of the researcher 

a study in this form with skiers or individual athletes has not been done before. 
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2. Aim and Hypothesis 

The aim of this research was to obtain a better understanding on what motivates Icelandic 

elite ski racers emigrate to race and train in another country. The main research questions were: 

1. Why do Icelandic elite ski racers emigrate to achieve their goals? 

2. How do Icelandic ski racers adapt to new surroundings while training and racing?  

The hypothesis was that the factors that influence their decision to emigrate included better 

skiing conditions, a greater variety of high-level competitions, the availability of elite coaching 

and lower expenses both for living in general and for travelling between competition sites. To the 

researcher’s best knowledge, this is the first study of its kind.  

3 Methods 

In this study a qualitative approach was used to collect data through semi structured 

qualitative interviews with a total of eight athletes from the Icelandic national team in alpine 

skiing and cross-country skiing. The interviews were subsequently analyzed using a qualitative 

content analysis (Patton, 2014). 

3.2 Recruitment and participants 

Recruiting for the interviews was done with a purposeful sampling through the database 

of the Icelandic ski association, where in the end four women and four men were recruited. Four 

of the athletes were alpine skiers and four were cross-country skiers because they have the 

certain knowledge that was sought after. These athletes were offered to take part because of how 

knowledgeable they are on the subject.  Purposeful sampling has the advantage over other 

sampling strategies in that it selects individuals that are very knowledgeable in the studied 

material. From those individuals one can learn the most about said study. Therefore, purposeful 

sampling’s main target is to select the best candidate for the study (Patton, 2014). If a different 

method had been used there is a chance that less knowledgeable candidates would have taken 

part. 

The criteria for participation was set as the individuals having represented the Icelandic 

national team in a competition during the 2018-2019 or the 2019-2020 skiing season and having 

emigrated to another country. In research topics such as in this study, where the subjects have 
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such specific experience, it is recommended not to have too many subjects (Malterud, Siersma & 

Guassora, 2016). 

The Icelandic ski association were informed of the study and the criteria set for 

participation; the association then gave the researcher a list of athletes who fulfilled said criteria. 

They were then approached by the researcher through e-mail. Not all the individuals who 

fulfilled the criteria wanted to take part in the research. After an individual had agreed to take 

part, a meeting was set based on competition sites and future training plans of the participant. 

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic the meetings were held online at a time the participants had 

chosen through e-mail communication.  

In the end eight individuals were recruited, four from each sport, four women and four 

men. All these athletes had emigrated to another country for skiing reasons and had spent two 

years or more abroad. In table 1 below, the participants are listed and in brackets their code 

names, which will be referenced in the results.  

Table 1: Overview of participants 

Alpine skiers Cross-country skiers 

Man 1. (Róbert) Man 2. (Guðjón) 

Woman 1. (Anna) Man 3. (Ólafur) 

Woman 2. (Sara) Man 4. (Aron) 

Woman 3. (Rakel) Woman 4. (Sandra) 

 

3.3 Procedure for interviews 

Initially, the author (KK) had planned to meet the participants in person as they travelled to 

competitions in Scandinavia and had also planned to travel to Iceland for the Icelandic 

Championships for interviews. However, due to the limitations caused by the outbreak of Covid-

19, travelling was not possible. Therefore, all interviews were done using video conference 

solutions. Compared to individual physical person-to-person interviews it can be harder to create 

an environment in on-line media that creates a trusting relationship between the interviewer and 

interviewee. It is also recommended to make efforts to “standardize” the procedure of the 

interview, in order to be able to perform each interview in a similar way (Blusi, Asplund & Jong, 

2013). 
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 The interviewer contacted the participants from his computer using a built-in webcam, 

microphone and speakers. Interviewees were in their homes using either a similarly equipped 

computer or a smart phone. The interviews were recorded on a digital recorder and documented 

by the researcher and had a mean duration of 40 minutes and 29 seconds. The goal of the 

interviews was to collect enough data to obtain saturation of the subject under study and 

therefore keep adding data (interviews) into the study until nothing new is being learned and to 

stop when similar knowledge kept reoccurring (Patton, 2014). 

3.4 Data analysis 

The data recorded was transcribed as a whole and resulted in 122 pages of text (A4, 12 

point and 1.5 line spacing). The text was read thoroughly over and over until categories and sub-

categories emerged and were identified. Then began the process of coding and grouping similar 

material between each participant which was then grouped into three main categories and a few 

sub-categories under each category. After that abstraction was done by formulating a general 

description of the research topic by generating categories. Using qualitative content analysis can 

help connect shared experiences, feelings and/or other variations between the individuals who 

were interviewed (Patton, 2014).  

Creating categories is a way to describe the content and increase understanding of the 

material. When formulating categories and sub-categories by using inductive content analysis, 

which is recommended when not much is known about the phenomenon, the researcher decides 

through interpretation which things belong in each category (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). The goal of 

qualitative research is to understand the perspective of the individuals who are studied, their 

experiences and why they do what they do (Patton, 2014). 

3.5 Ethics 

While implementing this study the four principles of ethics were upheld. They are non-

maleficence, beneficence, autonomy and justice (Flick, 2014). Participants in the study were 

informed about the nature and purpose of this study and how personal information will be 

handled. Those individuals who participated signed an informed consent. To ensure privacy the 

names and ages were changed, as well as their current location. This was done to ensure that no 

clues about individual participants appear in the study.  

The requirement for ethical review stated in the Act on the Ethical Review of Research 

Involving Humans does not apply here as this is a master’s level research. Such projects are not 
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considered research in a legal sense in Sweden (Lund university, 2019). Icelandic legislation 

does not cover this kind of research so ethical approval does not apply. Even so, the researcher 

tried to adhere to all standards as if it qualified as a research. 
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4. Results 

The categories that emerged were emigration for competitions and conditions, social 

environment and chasing their goals and dreams with sub-categories under each category. 

Table 2: Overview of categories and sub-categories 

Category Sub-category Quote 

Emigration for competitions 

and conditions 

Trails and Hills “Skiing conditions back home 

are beyond poor” - Róbert 

Racing and competing “The biggest tournament in 

Iceland, the National 

Championship is very small 

tournament compared to the 

tournaments I am competing 

at abroad”  

- Sara 

Social Environment Training Partners ” What it is really that you 

are gaining by emigrating is 

more competition in 

training”  

- Ólafur 

Coaching ” My current coach is 150% 

the best coach I have ever 

had” – “the current Icelandic 

national alpine team coach 

does not even like skiing” - 

Rakel 

Connections with society ” I have several friends from 

school and not just those who 

are also skiers” - Anna 

Chasing their goals and 

dreams 

Emigrate in order to meet 

their goals 

 “I do not think you can stay 

in Iceland if you are aiming 

for a World Championship 

for example” - Aron 
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4.2 Emigration for competitions and conditions 

The participants spoke about how they found big differences in the competitions they 

take part in in their new location as well as the overall training conditions. In this theme the two 

groups of alpine and cross-country skiers agreed that facilities and selections of tracks were far 

superior to their hometowns back in Iceland. Training facilities and grooming are a factor when 

it comes to how much time the athletes can spend training on skis. “On snow time” is usually a 

big concern for skiers, especially alpine skiers, so they can progress as much as they can and 

need during a certain period. Competitions are a way for the athlete to get the best comparison of 

their abilities against other athletes. The comparison between the competitions in Iceland and 

competitions the athletes’ take part in in other countries comes mostly down to the size of their 

racing category as well as how much of a competition other athletes give them. 

 4.2.2 Trails and hills 

All participants spoke about how the facilities for training are much better in the location 

that they are in now compared with their former location in Iceland. The alpine skiers talk about 

how the Icelandic ski resorts are too few and none of them have very many good training hills. 

On top of that there can be a bit of stubbornness from the ski resorts to groom hills for training 

and/or keep a certain area closed off from the public so the athletes can train in peace as Sara 

mentions here: 

 Then there are only three options of hills you know, and two of them 

are very short and in one we rarely get to train in because of the public 

and the ski resort does not want to close some hills just for training, but 

out there was just you know, maybe like more than one ski resort to 

choose from, like three-four ski resorts which we could pick from within 

an hour driving distance. There were maybe three-four hills on every 

resort only for athletes and closed off from the public. 

 The cross-country skiers mention a similar ongoing problem regarding the trails and 

grooming in their hometowns compared to where they are located now. The number of 

kilometers groomed and the variety in trails based on their difficulty seems to be much more in 

their new location. In their hometowns in Iceland they mention that there are on average about 

five to ten kilometers groomed daily while in their new location the variety of trails as well as 

longer groomed loops were accessible. The length of trails was longer, from about 40 to over 100 
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kilometers of groomed trails. When asked if they could compare their training trails where they 

are now to those who they grew up with they said it was like comparing apples to oranges.  

 Weather was also mentioned a few times but not as a main concern for the most part but 

in relation to the grooming and preparation of the hills and trails. The alpine skiers spoke of how 

the hills were not properly groomed. The cross-country skiers had the same theme even though 

they came from different parts of the country, that the trails were never groomed until between 

12:00 and 16:00 o’clock. Therefore, training in the morning was often not possible if there was 

wind or precipitation during the night. In their current location that is not the case and in all cases 

the trails are groomed during the night so fresh tracks are available during the morning, as 

Guðjón talks about here: 

There is always groomed after noon and sometimes not until four in 

location 6. When I was at school and maybe did not have class until ten 

then it was not possible to go skiing in the morning. But here there is 

always groomed in the morning. 

 Ólafur however would not say that the weather conditions were a major factor in order to 

be a good cross-country skier. He spoke about how it mattered more what they did in training 

rather than having snow early in the training year.   

Often at times there are better conditions or more stable conditions and 

that is really what I am going for, not, not those lows in the weather. I 

knew that when I tried it but then I knew also that at times it does not 

matter where you are in the world, it matters more if you, if you train. 

There is no magic in Norway you know in becoming a better skier. 

4.2.3 Racing and competing 

Both the alpine and the cross-country skiers spoke about how competitions were both 

larger in the sense of the number of participants but also the scale of the tournament setting. In 

Iceland the biggest tournament is the Icelandic Championship and every one of them mentioned 

that the only competition they got in that tournament was from other members of the national 

team, and all of them knew beforehand how the outcome of that tournament would be. Róbert 

talks about one of his experiences from the Icelandic Championship:  
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It is actually embarrassing to say, but you know last year in the Icelandic 

Championship I won by some five seconds and I was just, I was not even 

thinking about what I was doing, just strolling easy down. But out here, 

you have to go full throttle at all times. So yes, there is a huge 

competition out here which is not the case back home. 

The racing atmosphere in their current location is also mentioned as being more serious 

than at home, with a bigger pool of competitors who are better and/or on the same level as them 

fighting for the positions on the leaderboard. The competition in Iceland has few competitors and 

the athletes most often know beforehand where they are going to end up, which seems to 

influence their focus during the race like Aron mentions here: 

In reality it does not matter where you are going to race if you have the 

right focus, you are going to race and have to get everything right but you 

know naturally that is hard to do when you are maybe going to a cup 

tournament at home and you know that you are a lot better than 

everybody else and it does not really matter with the kick you know. 

Okay, I have got a bad kick, does not matter I will just double pole the 

whole lap. I know that nobody will catch me anyway. 

With a bigger pool of contestants in each race it seems like the athletes are more focused 

and can always try to push harder, even when they are having a bad day. If they push just a little 

bit more, they can gain a few places and the opposite if they ease down, they might lose a few 

places. In Iceland that is not the case as there are fewer competitors and the margins are much 

bigger between places. Another factor that Aron mentioned are the smaller details, like ski 

waxing and ski selection, that can make a difference between competitors in the competitions 

where they are now, while they do not seem to do in Iceland.  

There is such a big difference here in skis, if you do not have good skis 

you do not stand a chance. It is just- you do not have a chance. But if you 

are in Iceland and do not have good skis then you can still manage. It is 

just like, the skis are not good today, but I still can manage to hold on. 

You know you are not going to do that here. 
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 4.3 Social environment 

 Only one of the participants was not training with some sort of a team or a training group, 

saying that he lived too remote and did not know anyone who was training consistently in his 

town. He did however train with his significant other. Training partners was one of the themes 

found in social factors where they all spoke about training with other athletes and having some 

sort of competition in training. In those trainings they also spoke about coaching and half of the 

alpine skiers spoke of the lack of or poor coaching in the sport in Iceland. Only one cross-

country skier spoke about a lack of elite coaching in that sport in Iceland. Friendships and 

relationships, both inside and outside the sport, were also mentioned by all the athletes which is 

also a theme in this category.  

4.3.2 Training partners 

 All the athletes had training partners of some sort and seven of them were currently 

training with a team or a group of other athletes. With these athletes being the best in their teams 

and groups back home in Iceland they rarely got the chance of having someone to compete with 

there, like Sandra mentions: 

I would find it kind of hard because I would be a lot by myself and you 

know getting you know- to get to train with somebody, not that I find it 

boring to train by myself just you know to get somebody to push yourself 

a little bit you know. When always pushing 100% it is always good to 

have more people around you.  

Having training partners who can push you a little bit is a common theme with the participants. 

The most common size of training groups is from 10 to 20 individuals in every training session 

and none of the participants thought of themselves as being the best one in their group, as they 

were all training with individuals who are either better or at the same level. Having someone to 

train with who is better than yourself seems to help with keeping the Icelanders on their toes and 

giving them a constant reminder that they need to try a little harder, but as Rakel mentions here 

that is a good thing: 

The team is exactly on my level and it is also strong enough too you 

know, there are strong enough individuals and girls so that I am always 

kind of catching up a little bit.  
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Ólafur has the same thoughts on the matter, even though he does train by himself at times. It is a 

big part of why he emigrated, to get to train with other athletes at a similar level and have them 

push him during training as well as him pushing them. 

But I think that this is possible everywhere in the world, you just need to 

do things differently and, and yes push yourself harder when you are 

training. Go then- go out by yourself and do the though intervals by 

yourself while here there is somebody maybe breathing down your neck 

or pulling you forward and then you can maybe give that extra 5% which 

you would not be able to do by yourself. “.hh” but that is, yes that is 

maybe really what it comes down to, what I am looking for when moving 

abroad is really more competition. 

4.3.3 Coaching 

 All the cross-country skiers spoke about how they trained at least partly by themselves, as 

that is common in the sport. Three of them have the help of a national team coach to oversee 

their individual training. Sandra mentions that there is not any coaching at an elite level available 

in Iceland and therefore she must look outside the country for coaching at her level. The alpine 

skiers have more divided opinions on the matter and two of them talk about how alpine coaching 

in Iceland is completely different than in their present countries. Better structure and coaching 

based on high level of expertise seems to be what the alpine skiers are looking for when going 

abroad for training. Rakel mentions that her coach is a former elite athlete but that does not seem 

to be available back home in Iceland:  

If there are any technical factors, he says himself that if there is any 

technique involved, he wants to describe for anyone he wants to be able 

to show it. He always wants to know what he is talking about you know 

because wha-, why-, what is he then even saying, it could be 

nonsense…sometimes in Iceland somehow then you know that there is 

maybe some coach coaching you and he cannot ski himself, he cannot 

even do three turns in a training session and that is unbelievable.  
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As the sport of alpine skiing is more dependent on having coaches and training partners during 

practice than cross-country skiing, the alpine skiers all agree that high-level coaching and enough 

training partners are not available in Iceland.  

4.3.4 Connections with the society 

Participants mention that there are cultural differences between how the sport is 

perceived in their new location compared with how it is in Iceland. By connecting with 

individuals in their teams they are meeting more like-minded individuals than they had 

encountered back home. Being around individuals who also want to succeed in the same sport 

seems to give the participants motivation and help them focus on their goals. They all have the 

same story when it comes to connecting with individuals outside of the sport and they seem to be 

very social within the limits that the sport sets them. Ólafur mentioned that for the first few 

months after he moved, he did not meet very many people, but after a while friendships started to 

emerge. Reflecting on that he blamed too much time spent training. Rakel has a similar story and 

mentions that she would like to meet more people outside of her team but training two times a 

day gets in the way of her social life. But she is good friends with her teammates, as is a common 

theme with the participants.  

4.4 Chasing their goals and dreams 

 As expected, the participants all had their own goals and dreams about where they would 

like to be or what they would like to do. All the athletes had already competed at a very high 

level, either the Winter Olympics or World Championships. The alpine skiers also mentioned the 

European and World cup while the cross-country skiers mentioned the World Cup. As well as 

doing well in other tournaments such the Tour de Ski and Vasaloppet. There was a little 

difference in how the individuals phrased it. Anna was the only alpine skier who mentioned a 

certain outcome she wanted to gain, as she believes she can become the best in the world and be 

an Olympic champion. The other alpine skiers spoke more about going to certain tournaments 

and earning their right to compete at a high level.  

I would not bother doing all this if I did not have a chance. I would not 

be doing all of this and spending all this money and all this time of my 

life into this if there was not a chance. But I have a chance and the goal is 

to go to the top “u;” be a world champion. Go- I am not going to go to 
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the Olympics and just barely qualify to race there, I am going to go and 

win it. I do not know exactly when but that we will just have to see.  

The cross-country skiers are on the same page as Anna. They do not just want to qualify 

for the bigger tournaments, but rather go there to compete for certain positions. According to 

Ólafur there is a big difference between showing up to a tournament just to compete and racing 

for certain positions. He said he had done the former in the beginning of his career but as his 

experience grew, the mindset of what he could do grew with him. Róbert had a similar idea 

about his goals as Ólafur, where he said in the early years, he did not know how good some 

athletes he competed against abroad really were. Living in Iceland and being a big fish in a small 

pond affects your goals and gives you false hopes.  

Yes I just could not really “.hh” figure out the circumstances you know 

“u;;” on this little island there the dreams just become way too big and 

that is-, when you get out here and-, and here the first years you just get 

smacked in the face and you can see that this is not so easy and then you 

just evolve with it and then you see what is possible and what is not. 

4.4.2 Emigrate in order to meet their goals 

When asked if it was necessary to emigrate  in order to reach their goals some of the 

participants said that it could be done without moving but that it would be much harder, what 

with training by themselves with a lack of good coaching and good facilities and higher travel 

expenses when going to tournaments. Sara was the only alpine skier who thought it was possible 

and said she was an example of it since she had qualified for the World Championship while 

living in Iceland. She did however say that during that winter she travelled a lot to and from the 

country, to the point that she did only one season like that. The winter after she emigrated 

outside the country and a few seasons later competed at the Olympics. When asked whether that 

was a steppingstone to qualifying for the Olympics, she was not sure if she would have 

continued her skiing career if she had not emigrated. Aron had a similar response when asked if 

he thought that he needed to emigrate in order to meet his goals and what he thought was needed 

to get to the top: 

When you get picked for the national team then you are at the top and 

when you are at the top in the Icelandic national team you have not gone 
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anywhere yet really. That- it is still missing that you need to do a little bit 

more. That is why you cannot stay in Iceland and train there. You need to 

be in Sweden or Norway where there is always someone saying that you 

are not good enough, you are- you are always in 50th position out of 55 

and that is not good enough. You know that there is not anyone-, there is 

not anyone in this-, at this level who is getting paid money for training 

skiing, so you need-, you need that you have to show yourself, you have 

to have more willpower to want to become better, you have to do 

everything and then you cannot just be-, cannot just be relaxing and 

doing something else. 

Only three of the participants mentioned they had noticed outside pressure to emigrate for 

skiing reasons before they eventually did. That pressure came both from the skiing community 

and the Icelandic ski association. However, they all mentioned that they did not feel ready to do 

so in their teenage years and did not emigrate until around 20 years of age. They did not feel 

ready to leave behind their friends and family in Iceland and chose to finish high school at home 

rather than move abroad too soon.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



21 
 

5. Discussion 

 All the skiers in the current study had their own individual career goals and dreams and 

reasons for emigrating. Although, there were certain common themes. In general, they were 

happy about their current situation in the country they had emigrated. Both those who had 

already achieved their goals and those on the way felt that this was the right move for their skiing 

careers. Apparently, the Icelandic skiers believed that in order to take the next step and become a 

better skier, they had to emigrate.  

 5.2 Emigration for competitions and conditions  

All participants agreed that the biggest tournament in Iceland, the national championships, was 

very small compared to some of the tournaments they competed at. The Icelandic national 

championships have just a fraction of the number of athletes competing of the Swedish national 

championships (FIS. n.d.c; FIS. n.d.b; Skidor, 2019a; Skidor, 2019b; FIS, 2019a, FIS, 2019b). 

Tournaments that these individuals are aiming for, like the Olympics, World Cups and so on, do 

also carry a bigger athlete population. They also agree that the competition that they get from 

other athletes in international competitions is much harder than what they receive at home. A 

bigger pool of athletes to compete with and more athletes on their level or better seem to be one 

of the things that drives them to compete internationally and emigrate.  

 Regarding training facilities all participants agreed that they were gaining better training 

conditions, i.e. hills, trails and grooming, by emigrating. For instance, the Swedish national arena 

both in alpine and cross-country skiing has more trails and slopes to offer than the Icelandic 

national arena. (Hlíðarfjall, n.d.; Lugnet, n.d.; Skiresort.info, n.d.) That is probably not a fair 

comparison due to population of these two countries, but the athletes see a good variety of slopes 

and trails as an important factor in their journey. Training facilities can offer better outcomes in 

competitions, but it takes time to reach success. That was the case for the Canadian speedskaters, 

who’s success came 11 years after they got a first-class training facility (Balyi, Way & Higgs 

2013). The Icelanders who emigrate and therefore get to train at better training facilities might 

need many training hours at those facilities. The argument can be made that as soon as they 

move abroad and get access to better training facilities, the more hours they can get with high 

quality training sessions. The participants believe that they cannot be competitive against those 

who train everyday in much better facilities than Iceland has to offer. An important factor that 

plays a role there is whether the Icelandic athletes feel that they are ready to move away from 
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family and friends. Three of the participants did not feel ready to emigrate in their teenage years 

and did not move abroad until around twenty years old. Some participants did however emigrate 

in their teenage years and therefore this is probably a personal matter everyone must decide for 

themselves.  

5.3 Social environment 

Social environment is important to many athletes. Snowboarders and female footballers 

often migrate to be closer to the lifestyle and to achieve their goals (Botelho & Agergaard, 2011; 

Thorpe, 2012). The same can be said about the participants in this research. Almost all of them 

spoke about how well they were connecting to the environment and the individuals in their new 

location. If they were to train back in Iceland, they admitted that there would be a lack of 

teammates and they would have to do most of their training by themselves. Since their biggest 

gain by emigrating are the teammates, one could argue that the teammates are for them what the 

financial gain is for footballers or coaches who migrate to work at bigger clubs (Magee & 

Sugden, 2002; Orlowski, Wicker & Breuer, 2016). 

5.4 Chasing their goals and dreams 

 Striving for the biggest and strongest competitions in the world, for example the 

Olympics and the World Championship, was the biggest goal for all of the participants. Most of 

them mentioned that they did not just want to qualify for those tournaments, but they wanted to 

fight for certain positions in those competitions. One even said she wanted to be an Olympic or 

world champion. Just as with the snowboarders that have been mentioned before (Thorpe, 2012) 

there is no guarantee of economic profits and they are still striving to reach their goals and doing 

something that most people will not get a chance to do in life. While some of the participants 

admitted that reaching their goals would be possible while living in Iceland rather than in their 

new location, none of them chose to do so. All of them admitted that it was the more feasible 

option to emigrate in order to reach their goals. They have all used place utility (Fawcett, 1985) 

and conclude that it is more likely that they will reach their goals if they emigrate rather than stay 

at home in Iceland.  

Achievement motivation and competitiveness both deal with how an individual pursues 

excellence and his psychological journey along the way. Motivation and competitiveness can 

influence how that person decides to spend his time and how he behaves, for example the choice 

of activity, effort and intensity in pursuing his goals and how he faces failure and adversity 
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(Weinberg & Gould, 2019). These participants are highly achievement motivated individuals as 

they choose to dedicate most of their time to their sport in order to achieve their goals and 

emigrate to train with better athletes, coaches and in better conditions. 

5.5 Methodical considerations  

 In this study interviews were conducted with elite Icelandic skiers. General applicability 

of this research can be limited since its conclusions are based on interviews done by one 

researcher, with participants that he recruited, their answers to his questions and his 

interpretation of those answers. It can be considered a weakness of this study that it is based on 

how the interviewees present their own experiences and how the researcher interprets that 

information. The sampling of this study is only eight individuals and the results can only 

describe the experiences of those eight persons at the time the interviews were conducted. 

Therefore, it cannot be transferred over to all Icelandic elite skiers or the Icelandic skiing 

community.  

 Qualitative research is based on data from observations and narratives and built up on 

understanding and co-operation between the researcher and the participant. Reality can be 

interpreted in many ways and understanding can vary dependent on the subjective interpretation. 

When going through text there are always multiple meanings and interpretation is always present 

at some degree. This can be an issue when discussing the trustworthiness of findings in 

qualitative content analysis. Research findings should be as trustworthy as possible, but a study 

should be evaluated in relation to the procedures used when conclusions or findings are 

generated. There is no single universal application for research findings, only the most probable 

meaning from interpretations (Graneheim & Lundman, 2003).  

The researcher will also have to realize his own biased ideas about the phenomenon 

researched, in order to make the research more reliable (Flick, 2014). The procedure used was 

like other procedures that had already been done (Blusi, Asplund & Jong, 2013), and while 

interviewing individuals over the internet was not the first choice of plan it was the best solution 

in the circumstances. The researcher felt that he got a good connection with the participants and 

that they were honest in their answers and storytelling. No major internet connection troubles 

were noted during the interviews. The participants were encouraged to be as comfortable as 

possible during the interview and the researcher felt that by them being in their homes they were 

in control of their surroundings and relaxed while the interviews were conducted.  
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However, the participants in this study were at the time the best skiers of Iceland and the 

most knowledgeable about the subject. By having participants of this caliber gives this study 

some kind of a value as they are the experiencing the subject at the moment this study was 

conducted and not earlier in their lifetime. 

6. Conclusions 

 The emigration of Icelandic elite skiers was based primarily on their belief that they have 

a better chance of achieving their goals as an athlete in a different country. With better training 

and racing conditions, more challenging competition with other skiers in connection with both 

training and racing, as well as in some cases better coaching.  Overall these Icelandic skiers have 

adapted well to their new environment, rapidly forming connections with the new society, 

bonding with teammates and other friends, both inside and outside of their sport.  
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Attachments 

Appendix 1: Interview guide 

Interview guide for Icelandic elite ski racers 

Age: 

Sex: 

Alpine or Cross-country skier: 

Years since migration: 

Location before migration: 

Location migrated to: 

Interview topic 

Why did you migrate and how did that come about? 

Sport background  

• When did you start your ski training and where? 

• How was your training set up, with a coach, in a group? 

• How much did you compete at home before migration? 

• Did you ever compete on an international level before migration? 

• Did it ever occur to you that you needed to migrate for skiing reasons? 

• Did you feel an outside pressure to migrate before you did? 

Comparing the sport before and after migration 

• Can you compare the training facilities from your hometown to the ones you are using 

now? 

• Can you compare competitions in Iceland with international competitions? 

• Can you compare how your training set up was in Iceland with the current set up? 

- Training partners? 

- Coaching? 

- Other factors? 

Motivation and goals 

• What are your goals towards skiing? 

• What do you think you need to do to reach those goals? 

• Do you think it’s possible to have those goals and still live in Iceland rather than migrate 

to another place? 

Social factors: 

• Outside of skiing, how are you coping with adapting to new surroundings? 

• How do you feel socially? 

- Do you actively connect with people in and or outside of skiing? 
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Appendix 2: Information Letter 

To whom it may regard, 

Modern sport is under constant development through factors that can increase performance, 

leadership, injury prevention and new training methods. This development has made the need for 

research-supported expertise in the field more important than before.  

The aim of this research is to obtain a better understanding on what motivates Icelandic 

elite ski racers to migrate to another country in order to train and race and how they adapt to the 

changes involved. The method of the research is performing interviews with individuals who 

have competed for the Icelandic national team in ether alpine or cross-country skiing over the 

last two years. They also would have to be over 18 years old at the time of the interviews as well 

as have had migrated to another country. Each interview will be about an hour in length and will 

be digitally recorded and thereafter transcribed in full. 

Confidentiality is ensured by changing the names of the participants as well as their 

location to make sure no clues appear of their involvement in the study. Those individuals who 

participate will have to sign an informed consent in order to confirm that they understand what it 

means to participate. The interviews will be done at a time of their convenience. If any questions 

rise after the completion of the interview the researcher may contact the participants again at a 

later time.  

Participation is voluntary, and those who decide to participate, can at any time decide not 

to continue without stating the reasons thereof.  

My name is Kristinn Þráinn V. Kristjánsson and I am the project leader of this study. I’m a 

master’s student in sports science – performance optimization with a focus on elite sports at 

Mittuniversitetet in Östersund. If you have any questions, I would like you to contact me via 

email or phone as soon as possible if you find this topic of interest.  

With regards 

  

Project Leader/Master Student 

Kristinn Þ. V. Kristjánsson   

Department of Health Sciences/Sports 

Science 

Mid Sweden University 

      

Tel: 00354-8651997 

Email: krkr1902@student.miun.se   

 

Supervisor/Scientifically responsible 

Mats Jong 

Associate Professor 

Department of Health Sciences/Sports 

Science 

Mid Sweden University 

Phone: +46 10 1428966   

Email: mats.jong@miun.se 

 

 

 

mailto:krkr1902@student.miun.se


30 
 

Appendix 3: Project time plan 

The time plan for this project was as follows: 

• Week 1. to 3: Recruiting participants 

• Week 3. to 6: Data collection 

• Week 6. to 13: Data analysis 

• Week 13. to 18: Writing  

• Week 19: Thesis submitted to supervisor 

• Week 20: Final submission of thesis 

 


