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Migration of Athletes from Small Island Nations
Migration is now common practice for athletes across the world. A group of athletes where 

migration is often necessary for both sport and education/work purposes is that of athletes 

from small island nations.

The Project:
We endeavoured to explore the routes and experiences of athletes from 3 small 

island nations who migrate off-island for sport and/or education/work purposes. The main 

outcomes we hoped to achieve were:

• Understand what a successful transition off-island looks like from the perspectives of 

athletes, parents, and staff

• Understand how to optimise the transition so that island athletes with potential can 

become part of national talent pathways and GB programmes

• Understand how islands can assist athletes to make the best decision regarding their 

migration

• Understand the type of support athletes need both pre and post-transition from their 

islands and their new environments

Who Took Part:
• Participants were from 3 Crown Dependencies within the British Isles; Jersey, Guernsey, 

and The Isle of Man.

• Athletes, parents, sport support staff, and education staff

• Athletes were at varying levels (e.g., Commonwealth hopeful, professional) and stages 

in their careers (e.g., pre/post migration) and had taken several different routes (e.g., 

decided to stay on island, University in UK, pro in Europe etc.)

Although this project included athletes from 3 Crown Dependencies in the British Isles, 

many of the findings may be applicable to other island nations.

What Did We Do:

Surveys: 86 Interviews  22 Focus Groups   12

Small Island Athlete Migration
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Migration of Athletes from Small Island Nations

Small Island Athlete Migration

What Did We Develop:
The report includes the following:

• Executive Summary

• Overview of Quantitative Findings (Survey Data)

• Overview of Qualitative Findings (Interview, Focus Group, and Open-Ended Survey Data)

• Recommendations for Supporting Island-Athletes

• Individual Island Summaries

• Athlete and Staff Resources

How to Utilise the Findings & Recommendations:
This project was conducted between May 2021 and June 2022. The findings and 

recommendations reflect the period in which the survey and interview/focus data was 

collected. Throughout the research period, we are aware that the islands may have been 

undertaking some minor and major changes, particularly in the way the island-based 

support programmes are run. This report provides a summary of one-point in time, with the 

intention that all three islands utilise the findings and recommendations to further shape 

and develop the sporting systems on-island. 

Our suggestion is to take time to digest the findings and recommendations, determining 

key priority areas and developing a strategy moving forwards. It is important for each of the 

three islands to take the recommendations and shape them to meet their individual needs 

and current stage of development. There are some recommendations that are already being 

actioned by one or multiple islands, so areas of focus may differ, i.e., setting up something 

completely new, in comparison to fine-tuning something that is already in place. 

As sporting systems on-island continue to evolve, the findings and recommendations can be 

used as guidance, as well as a point of reflection. 
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Executive Summary

Purpose of the Project
• The purpose of this piece of work was to explore the decision-making processes and 

experiences of island athletes who migrate off-island for sport and/or education/work. 
Participants were from 3 Crown Dependencies: Jersey, Guernsey, and the Isle of Man. 

• The authors developed 12 key recommendations for these Crown Dependencies to 
consider to best develop effective sporting systems on-island. This includes effectively 
preparing young island-athletes for a potential transition to the UK, US, or further afield. 

• The recommendations are then followed by individual island summaries, highlighting the 
strengths on each respective island, as well as an outline of suggested areas for 
improvement/development. 

Summary of Findings
The main factors pulling athletes towards the UK, US, or further afield include:
• The opportunity to study at university
• Access to elite sport infrastructure to support sporting development
• Training alongside more advanced training groups

The factors pushing athletes off-island were essentially the converse of the points 
mentioned above.

As expected, athletes who migrated off-island experienced a variety of challenges. Some 
athletes were able to manage and overcome these challenges effectively. For other 
athletes, these challenges became too much, leading to either an unsuccessful transition 
(i.e., athlete returned to their island) or a challenging transition (i.e., athlete struggled 
physically/psychologically/socially). The report outlines these challenges and the factors 
that can contribute to athletes experiencing unsuccessful transitions.

The main factors keeping athletes on-island include:
• Consistency of support from coach, support system, and family/friends. 

The perceived risks and costs of leaving the island include:
• Needing to build new relationships/networks off-island
• Transitioning from ‘big fish to little fish’
• Lack of clear information and guidance about the transition

Throughout the project, regardless of the potential transition, athletes and parents felt that 
they needed more support and advice regarding the options available to them both on and 
off-island. 

The research identified several benefits of island-based support, encouraging athletes to 
return to the island after a period of time away, e.g., after completing a university degree. 
Some athletes also made the decision to remain on-island, citing island-based support 
mechanisms as a key reason for their choice to stay.

Small Island Athlete Migration
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Executive Summary

Summary of Key Recommendations

A total of 12 recommendations were developed for the 3 islands to consider. Some of the 
recommendations were already being actioned by the different islands, with other areas 
currently unexplored by the 3 Crown Dependencies. 

Small Island Athlete Migration

The following recommendations relate specifically to off-island migration and how the 
islands can optimise the support they provide:

• Developing a mentoring programme: Providing older athletes with the opportunity to 
share their experiences with younger island athletes.

• Developing a pre-transition support programme: A specific programme targeted at 
island-athletes aged 16+ with focus topics such as different transition routes, key areas 
to consider when making a transition decision, and pre-transition preparation. 

• Provision of lifestyle support: A designated member of staff to support athletes with key 
decisions/transitions, as well as wider areas of personal and professional development.

• Coach and staff education and development: As one of the most prominent sources of 
support for next step decision-making, it’s important for coaches and staff to be 
upskilled in areas such as athlete lifestyle and athlete transitions. 

• Continuity of support from island-based support programmes: Developing a strand of 
support specifically for those athletes who have transitioned off-island. 

• Support for secondary decision making/key transition periods: Provision of support for 
the decision-making processes of those athletes who may have previously transitioned 
off-island and are in the process of determining their next steps.

The following 
recommendations are focused 

upon building stronger 
connections with stakeholders 

both on and off-island:

• Building connectivity 
between school and sport.

• Developing connections 
with UK based NGBs  / 
professions setups.

• Developing connections 
with off-island FE and HE 
institutions.

The final three recommendations are broader island 
recommendations that aren’t specifically targeted at 

island-athlete migration:

• Financial support: Development of partnerships 
with local travel companies for discounted travel 
rates.

• Annual multi-island sport conference: A platform for 
collaboration between the 3 (or more) islands to 
share best practice, new ideas, and different 
perspectives.

• Greater athlete connectivity: Developing an island 
athlete collective and/or an athlete/parent advisory 
group to provide athletes with a platform to share 
their experiences.
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Typical Pathways that Island Athletes Take

Academy or Sports 
College

If athletes leave the island 
before 18, it is typically to 

attend an academy or a 
specialist sports college

University in the UK
A popular route is to go to 

study at university in the UK, 
with many athletes 

combining this with training 
at a specific club/training 

centre. Sport scholarships are 
also on offer for high-level 

athletes

Professional Sport 
in the UK

Some elite level athletes 
choose to focus primarily on 

their sport and join pro sports 
clubs or teams

US Collegiate 
System

An increasingly popular route 
is to migrate to the United 
States and join a college 
(options include junior 

college, Div 1, 2 & 3). Part 
and full ride scholarships may 

be available

Stay on island
Some athletes (typically 

those in specific sports where 
facilitates are accessible, e.g., 
swimming) choose to stay on 
island to continue training, 
often this is combined with 

full or part time work

Professional Sport 
in Europe

A less common route than 
others, but a route that some 

athletes took was to 
transition to Europe to 

become a semi pro or pro 
athlete

Broader International Pathways
Following a route that does not align with those already outlined is also increasing in popularity, with 

some athletes transitioning as far as New Zealand to study or compete professionally

Small Island Athlete Migration

Around the age of 18 (although in some cases earlier), talented island athletes must make a 
decision about their next steps, with regards to both their sporting and educational/vocational 
development. For athletes that transition off-island, we found that they typically fall into the 
below categories:

• Temporary transition – Athlete plans to migrate off-island for a set period of time before 
transitioning back (e.g., athlete is undertaking a 3-year university undergraduate degree).

• Undefined transition– Athlete leaves the island but for an undefined endpoint (e.g., athlete 
could become part of a club/programme or get a job that could lead to permanent 
transition).

• Crisis transition – Athlete transitions off-island but experiences a crisis or an event that 
leads them to transition back without completing their intended stay (e.g., athlete is 
unhappy with their scenario, or they are forced to move back due to the pandemic).

Below is an overview of some of the routes that island athletes took.



Quantitative Findings
Survey Data

Small Island Athlete Migration
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Survey Responses – Pre-Decision Making

To take part in the pre-decision making survey, athletes must:

• Currently or previously have lived on Jersey, Guernsey, or Isle of Man

• Have been considering their future options for sport and education

• Have been in further education

42 athletes completed the survey

18 sports were represented

22 male athletes  20 female athletes

15 Jersey athletes

21 Isle of Man athletes

6 Guernsey athletes

Small Island Athlete Migration
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Survey Responses – Pre-Decision Making

What are you plans upon completion of your current education programme on 

island?
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These concerns were:

• Cost of living

• Limited access to high-level coaching and 

competition

• Not reaching potential in sport on-island
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Survey Responses – Pre-Decision Making

For those that are choosing to move off-island, what are your plans when you 

move to the UK or further afield?

What are your main reasons for choosing this route?

Do you have any concerns about leaving the island?
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See page 32 for further 

discussion relating to this 

finding.

For insight regarding the 

unexpected challenges 

experienced by post-transition 

athletes, see page 15.
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Survey Responses – Pre-Decision Making

Do you have good knowledge and understanding of all the options available to 

you both on and off-island?
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Survey Responses – Pre-Decision Making

Points to consider based upon the survey findings:
• A large proportion of pre-transition athletes were unsure of their next step plans 

following completion of their current education programme.

• What information could be shared with these athletes to support the decision-

making process?

• For those that have chosen their next steps, a transition to the UK was the most 

popular option amongst athletes. 

• The majority of athletes choosing to stay on-island had concerns about this decision. 

These concerns centered around: Cost of living, limited access to high-level coaching 

and competition, and not reaching their potential in sport.

• The majority of athletes choosing to migrate off-island had plans to attend university. 

• Over 80% of athletes choosing to migrate off-island had no concerns about leaving the 

island.

• Are these athletes fully aware of the different changes they’ll experience as part 

of the transition?

• Across all 3 islands, there was huge variation in the knowledge and understanding 

athletes had about the options available to them both on and off-island. The average 

across all three islands was 6.3 (0 being no knowledge and 10 being good knowledge)

• What more could be done to increase knowledge and understanding within 

athlete and parent cohorts?

• Coaches and teachers were the most prominent sources of support with regards to 

next-step decision-making.

• Are coaches and teachers fully equipped with the most up-to-date knowledge 

around dual career opportunities both on and off-island?

Small Island Athlete Migration
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Survey Responses – Post-Decision Making (18+)

To take part in the post-decision-making survey athletes must:

• Currently or previously have lived on Jersey, Guernsey, or Isle of Man

• Have been 18 years old or over

• Have been on a recognised NGB or professional sport pathway OR be an 

aspiring Youth Commonwealth Games or Commonwealth Games athlete

44 athletes completed the survey

17 sports were represented

24 male athletes  20 female athletes

23 Jersey athletes

16 Isle of Man athletes

5 Guernsey athletes

Small Island Athlete Migration
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Survey Responses – Post-Decision Making (18+)

What is your current status within sport?

Small Island Athlete Migration
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Survey Responses – Post-Decision Making (18+)

Preparation for moving off-island:

Small Island Athlete Migration
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Survey Responses – Post-Decision Making (18+)

Did you receive support during your decision making?

Small Island Athlete Migration
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Survey Responses – Post-Decision Making (18+)

Points to consider based upon the survey findings:

• The majority of athletes aged 18+ were either studying at university or working full-

time. 

• What support is available for athletes pursuing a work-sport dual career?

• The majority of athletes were currently based on-island, either having never left or 

having returned following a period off-island, i.e., whilst at university. 

• There was variety in responses across all three islands as to how well-prepared athletes 

were for their transition off-island and for how well they adapted to the transition. Many 

athletes rated the support they received to help them adapt to their new environment 

fairly poorly, i.e., less than 5 out of 10. 

• What can be put in place to better support athletes to adapt to their new 

environment off-island?

• As with the pre-transition survey there was variation in the knowledge and 

understanding athletes had about the options available to them both on and off-island. 

The average across all three islands was 5.6 amongst the post-decision making cohort.

• The pre-transition average of 6.3 shows that knowledge and understanding is 

improving. 

• Over half of the athletes who had transitioned off-island experienced unexpected 

challenges. 

• This raises concerns amongst the 80% of pre-transition athletes who stated they 

had no concerns about leaving the island. 

• For these older athletes, their predominant sources of support for decision-making came 

from parents, teachers, and coaches. 

Small Island Athlete Migration



Qualitative Findings
Interviews, Focus Groups, & Open-Ended Survey Data
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Island Athlete Migration: Push-Pull Framework

• Opportunity to study at university

• Access to elite sport infrastructure 

(facilities, competition, coaching etc.)

• Opportunity to train with elite level 

athletes in larger training groups

• Exposure to UK competition (with 

potential routes into GB programmes)

• Opportunity to gain new life 

experiences

Small Island Athlete Migration

PULL FACTORS
(Factors pulling athletes towards the 

UK/further afield)

PUSH FACTORS
(Factors pushing athletes 

off-island)

ANTI-PULL FACTORS
(The perceived risks & costs of 

transitioning off-island)

ANTI-PUSH FACTORS
(Factors keeping athletes 

on-island)

• Limited access to elite sport 

infrastructure (associations, facilities, 

competition, coaching etc.)

• Limited pool of athletes to train & 

compete against

• The need to travel

• Lack of HE options on-island

• Lack of opportunities in sport/outside 

of sport

• Lack of clear information & guidance 

about the transition

• Adapting to a new environment (new 

coaches, peers, support teams etc.)

• Losing proximity to island-based 

support staff

• Transition from big fish to little fish 

(impact on confidence & motivation)

• Maintaining support from island-

based programmes

• Staying with the same coach

• Maintaining proximity to family & 

friends

• Financial factors

• Opportunities to balance work and 

sport
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What factors are pulling athletes towards the UK or further afield?

1) Opportunity to study at university

Athletes, parents, and support staff mentioned the opportunity to study and gain a degree as a key 

pull factor towards the UK or further afield. Despite all three islands having access to higher 

education offers (i.e., through University College Isle of Man), athletes had a desire to attend 

university institutions off-island, where they would have access to a greater breadth of subject 

choices. 

2) Access to elite sport infrastructure (facilities, competition, coaching etc.)

“I think it's an amazing opportunity [to move to the UK]. Because of the course she wants to do, 
the facilities in the UK will enable her to do that and come out with that degree, which will 

then open a lot more doors … I think if you want to go down that field, you need to go.” (Parent)

Pull Factors

“I've seen athletes who have moved 
simply for the reason that they are 

very ambitious in that sport, but just 
can't get coaching locally and need 

their support, so have to move 
away.” (Parent)

Access to enhanced elite sport infrastructure was another 

pull factor towards offers off-island. When infrastructure 

was mentioned, this referred to factors such as: 

• High quality facilities

• Expert coaching

• Elite-level competition

• Developed performance pathways

“I've been to a few training camps in the UK… I went over to a three-day camp there and I 
thought, "Wow, this training is completely different to what we usually do." It was just a lot 
more in terms of volume, and obviously, there's 50-meter pools over there, which is a big 

difference when you want to compete in the UK… There was more to experience. I think just 
coming from a very sheltered and enclosed environment, it's just an eye-opener, but I enjoyed it. 

It was great.” (Athlete)

Athletes were eager to access the specialist facilities available in the UK or US. The facilities 

mentioned include: 50m swimming pools, indoor athletics tracks, and cycling velodromes. 

Athletes, parents, and staff also described expert coaching as a pull off-island. The desire for 

specialist coaching was mentioned by multiple different athletes regardless of whether they 

were aiming to pursue a dual career or a full-time sporting career off-island. Combined with 

enhanced competition opportunities and access to developed performance pathways, these 

factors were prominent areas ‘pulling’ athletes towards the UK and further afield. 

Small Island Athlete Migration
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3) Opportunity to train with elite level athletes in larger training groups

In addition to the sporting infrastructure mentioned above, individuals were also attracted to the 

off-island opportunities to train with top-level athletes. Island athletes valued training in larger 

training groups, with athletes that would push and motivate them to perform at a higher level. 

4) Exposure to UK competition (with potential routes into GB programmes)

5) Opportunity to gain new life experiences

As with any young person from an island, the opportunity to transition off-island, into a new 

environment, was described to be an important step in gaining independence and new life 

experiences. Moving off-island gave athletes the opportunity to experience living in a new place, 

meet new people, access different career/development opportunities, and engage with different 

types of support. The opportunity to develop personally, as well as athletically, was a significant 

pull towards the UK, US, or other off-island destinations. 

“I think just being surrounded by so 
many high-class athletes. It's just 

amazing… It's really cool to be 
around those kind of people.” 

(Athlete)

“I was living with other athletes in the university 
program… It was good because I was with some 

really motivated people and that made me go to the 
gym a lot more and do loads of training. I got a lot 

better.” (Athlete)

“I definitely felt a bit 
more prepared going into 
2018 after being at uni… 

It was almost like the 
people I was racing were 
the people I was training 
with and I was racing in 

the UK quite a lot as 
well.” (Athlete)

Closely linked to the above, more accessible exposure to UK 

competitions was another pull factor towards the UK. Being 

exposed to UK competitors and competitions was a helpful 

performance indicator, something island-athletes identified was 

missing when on-island. Engaging in more challenging events, 

sometimes on a weekly basis, was described as helping to enhance 

performances. 

“I started training 4-5x a week with harder competitions weekly which enhanced my game play 
and skills.” (Athlete)

“Whether he goes to uni or if he travels and surfs, I think it's important that he does one or both 
of those because obviously [island] is a very small island… I think it's really important for kids to 

spend time out of the island.” (Parent)

Small Island Athlete Migration
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What factors are pushing athletes off-island?

1) Limited access to elite sport infrastructure (associations, facilities, competition, coaching etc.)

2) Limited pool of athletes to train & compete against

Push Factors

“Not every sport has an 
association on island. There 

are some that exists 
without. I'd also say that 

even where there are some 
associations, they're not fit 

for purpose. They don't 
function particularly well.” 

(Support Staff)

In contrast to the pull factors mentioned above, limited access 

to elite sport infrastructure was described to be a key reason 

why athletes were choosing to leave their island. When 

discussing island-sport infrastructure, athletes and staff 

mentioned that island sporting associations, facilities, 

coaching, and access to competition could be described as 

barriers to progressing within sport on-island. It’s important to 

note that these factors did vary across islands and across 

sports. 

“I think I always knew that's what I wanted to do because I knew that with the facilities that I 
had and the coaching that I had available to me on the island I wouldn't really progress. I knew 

that I had to move away… I don't really remember there being another option. I always just 
thought that's what I wanted to do and that's what I was going to do.” (Athlete)

"I actually didn't have 
any training partners. 

My training group 
essentially looked like, 
"Don't let the boys get 
too far ahead and don't 

let the girls get too 
close". (Athlete)

A common theme throughout the research was the limited 

pool of athletes to train and compete against on-island. Many 

athletes we spoke to described doing a lot of training in 

isolation or with athletes that were not of a similar 

competitive standard. This was challenging both for 

motivation but also athletic development. 

“It's like in terms of sport itself, there was quite a big change because back home I was 
doing sessions there. I was just basically on my own. I did everything on my own, I was going 

to the gym on my own, but you come across to here and you're training. You could go down at 
any point on a Tuesday and there's 10, 15 people running around the track.” (Athlete)

Small Island Athlete Migration

“I think the island is such a small place that in any sport, there is a ceiling and you've got to 
get to the mainland in order to kick on to a further level.” (Athlete & Coach)
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3) The need to travel

The need to travel off-island for competitions and events is an obvious challenge faced by all island-

athletes. For some, this challenge was so great it was pushing athletes off-island from as young as 

16-years-old. 

4) Lack of HE options on-island

5) Lack of opportunities in sport/outside of sport

“That stretch of water is a disadvantage for us.” (Parent)

“I think the big ones [concerns] for me, it's the same for all of us on the island. Travel is very, 
very difficult at this moment in time. You want to support your child to be able to give them the 
best opportunities in life. Unfortunately, travel is hindering that chance to be progressive and 

doing something they love. That for me is a concern and a worry.” (Parent)

Aligned to what was mentioned previously, a factor 

pushing athletes off-island is the limited higher 

education opportunities available on the three islands. 

Many athletes had a desire to pursue a university degree, 

in a university environment. This is not something that 

was possible for these athletes to do on-island. 

“There are no universities. The 
vast majority go off-island to 

continue their 
studies. Obviously, there's a 
mass exit.” (Staff Member)

“Probably lack of opportunities, lack of coaching, lack of training partners, and obviously travel 
to and from races, it was just really difficult. I thought, as an 18, 19-year-old lad, it's quite nice 

to get away from the Isle of Man for a bit and actually go and live in the city and meet new 
people and experience that side of life.” (Athlete)

Small Island Athlete Migration

Growing up/living on a small island has advantages and benefits that 

extend beyond sport. Throughout the interview process, however, 

multiple athletes mentioned a desire to experience life off-island, 

making the most of different opportunities in sport, education, 

vocation, social spheres, and living environment. It’s worth noting 

that many of these athletes hoped to make the most of these 

opportunities but did not necessarily wish to move off-island 

permanently, i.e., wished to return following university.
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What are the perceived risks and costs of leaving the island?

1) Lack of clear information and guidance about the transition

A risk of leaving the island is the potential for an athlete to experience a challenging, or even crisis 

transition. A lack of clear information about the options available off-island, as well as a lack of 

guidance around how to best prepare for a transition, has the potential to keep athletes on-island as 

the 'safe' option.

2) Adapting to a new environment (new coaches, peers, support teams etc.)

Anti-Pull Factors

“That's as much as we know really. We don't know any more than that. Are there options 
available for his skill level, or where he would need to be, or who we would need to contact, or 

where potentially he would need to go? Completely, we haven't got a clue.” (Parent)

For pre-decision making athletes and parents, a major 

concern was a lack of knowledge about the different options 

available off-island. For these athletes and parents, more 

guidance around what areas to consider would be beneficial. 

This would support athletes to make an informed decision 

around what route is best for them personally, athletically, 

and educationally/vocationally.

“I know everyone really well and my coach knows me well and we know what works. If I went 
away, I'd have to start from scratch for the whole relationship with a coach and try and work 

out him to get to know me and me get to know him or her.” (Athlete)

“I think the biggest 
thing is also the 

confidence because 
traditionally, they're 

going to an 
environment where 
they're just not used 
to.” (Support Staff)

A second anti-pull factor, is the need for transitioning athletes to 

adapt to a new, unfamiliar environment. This includes building new 

relationships with coaches, teammates, and members of support staff. 

For some athletes, leaving their already developed relationships, 

particularly with coaches on-island, was not worth the risk. The phrase 

'if it ain't broke, don't fix it' is a nice way to illustrate this.
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“In the greater picture, we 
didn't know anything about 

what was best for him. It was 
like, yes, people go to 

university and then they might 
go to America, but there was no 

help on the advantages, 
disadvantages. It was basically 
like you need to make your own 

mind up.” (Parent) 
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3) Losing proximity to island-based support staff

4) Transition from ‘big fish to little fish’

Training in a more challenging and competitive environment can have significant positive impacts 

on an athlete’s performance. This can, however, be psychologically challenging for athletes who 

have been accustomed to having very limited competition and consistently being the ‘front runner’. 

5) Finances

For island-based athletes, transitioning off-island often comes with a cost. The associated costs can 

include university fees, costs of accommodation, costs of transport, and the general outgoings of 

living independently away from family. For some athletes, when weighting up the pros and cons of a 

potential transition, the financial costs of moving off-island outweighed the benefits of experiencing 

life in the UK or further afield. This was a common decision amongst island-athletes who had a 

desire to enter the world of work following completion of their further education studies.

“Over here, I do think 
we get a lot of 

support… Over there, 
unless you're like the 
top winning medals 

at Olympics, I do 
think you get a little 

bit overlooked 
almost” (Athlete)

“You're a very big fish in a small 
pond in Jersey. The athletes 

grow very accustomed to that 
and then all of a sudden when 

you go somewhere else and the 
talent is equally as good, if not 
better, and then the work ethic 

can sometimes be a bit of a 
shock to them.” (Athlete)

An additional risk of island-athletes migrating off-island, was losing 

proximity to their island-based support system, including access to 

performance services. Island-athletes were very grateful for the 

support that was available to them on-island, with some athletes likely 

to not receive similar levels of support whilst off-island, i.e., athletes 

that are unlikely to receive access to sport scholarship programmes at 

their chosen university. 

The phase ‘big fish in a small pond’ was mentioned 

numerous times throughout the research when describing 

being an island-based athlete. A major risk for athletes 

transitioning off-island is going from a ‘big fish to little fish’ 

and the consequential impact this can have on an athlete’s 

confidence and motivation. 

“I think that's potentially where some people struggle because they're from the island 
atmosphere and they're so used to being the best. The best wherever they go. They go to the 

race, they're the best, they win. I think you do have to accept that you're going to go somewhere 
and you're not going to be the best, at least in those first couple of years. You're not going to be 

the main person everyone's talking about... You're just another face basically.” (Athlete)

“In a work sense, university didn't make sense for me. From what I could do, I’d be wasting a few 
years, but it wouldn't make sense financially. I've got a house now. I wouldn't have that if I'd 

gone to uni. It’s pros and cons.” (Athlete)

Small Island Athlete Migration
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What are the factors that are keeping athletes on-island?

1) Maintaining support from island-based programmes

2) Staying with the same coach

3) Maintaining proximity to family & friends

Some island-athletes were also keen to stay on-island to maintain their proximity to family and 

friends. Athletes explained feeling ‘deeply routed’ to the island, with no desire to transition off and 

live anywhere else. 

Homesickness is something that was also mentioned by numerous athletes, parents, and support 

staff. Transitioning off-island often means that athletes have no easy or cheap route back home. For 

athletes that wished to maintain regular connectivity to their home, staying on-island was the best 

option for them. 

Anti-Push Factors

“Yes. I've had a coach for 
the past, nearly nine years 

now. We're really 
comfortable. We know 
what works and what 

doesn't. So yes, it's been 
good.” (Athlete)

As mentioned previously, a key factor keeping some athletes on-

island is a desire to continue working with their island-based 

coach. These athletes respected the expertise of their coach and 

the mutual understanding they had built up over numerous years 

of working together. 

“I think I was comfortable in a relationship with a girl over here. I had that going on… I've always 
been deeply rooted here anyway. It wasn't the right time for me anyway.” (Athlete)
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“They were there for me every single year with all the medical support I needed, the 
psychological… The support was there not only in the good times but in the deepest, the darkest 

times that I've had. They were always there.” (Athlete)

“I get the strength conditioning 
coaching… They provide all that 

coaching free of charge for me and the 
training and the gym facilities, which is 

great because I know I've got somewhere 
I can go, I have the guys there to guide 
me through anything… it's all great.” 

(Athlete)

Many athletes spoke very highly of the support they 

consistently received from their island-based support 

programmes. Having cost-free, high-quality support 

on their door-step can be seen as a factor that may 

influence an athlete’s decision to stay on-island and 

continue their sporting journey. 
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4) Financial factors

5) Opportunities to balance work and sport

The ease of travel on the islands was also mentioned as a factor that supported the balance of work 

and sport. 

6) Ease of island living

Mentioned numerous times by athletes, parents, and support staff was the ‘ease’ of island living. 

These individuals spoke particularly about the accessibility on the islands, i.e., the distance of travel 

between home, work, and training. In comparison to the distances individual's travel in the UK or in 

other non-island destinations, this was seen as a huge benefit of staying on-island. 

“In Guernsey, you can walk out of A-Levels and come into a reasonably pretty well-paid job. 
Living at home with your parents, with a lot of disposable income around.” (Support Staff)

Financial factors were described as a key reason for some athletes choosing to stay on-island. 

The opportunity to enter the world of work whilst living at home was seen as a great 

opportunity to save money to invest back into sport or other areas of life, i.e., saving to purchase 

a house. 

“I think generally, most 
people's works and businesses 

are very supportive. I think 
community sport in Guernsey 
is huge and everyone realizes 

how important it is to 
people's quality of life so 

everyone's generally pretty 
supportive” (Athlete & Coach)

Many of the athletes who choose to stay on-island post-18 

were balancing their sport with work. Although the support 

provided differs depending upon the sector of work and the 

employer, most athletes spoke positively about the support 

they received. This support enabled these athletes to 

effectively balance their work-sport dual career. 

“I live about maybe 15 minutes away from where work is. Then my work, my gym and then one of 
the pools is literally on the same site. Then one of the other pools we go to is about 20 minutes 
from my house and from on there as well. That's the furthest I've had to travel really.” (Athlete)

“I think living in Guernsey is very easy. 
Everything's close. For example, travel time for 

me over here to a swimming pool to train or 
down to the track was 20 minutes. To get to a 
7:30 in the morning training session at a 50-
meter pool in the UK was a 45-minute drive… 

When athletes move over, it's a lot more 
challenging. It's not as easy. The whole thing of 

living isn't quite as easy.” (Support Staff)

Small Island Athlete Migration



Once athletes had decided to move off the Island, they faced several challenges:

1) Homesickness

2) Building a new support network

Athletes described the challenge of establishing a new support network, including new social 

connections, and building relationships with practitioners. Some athletes described an increase in 

support if they entered a talent programme or university scholarship programme, as the quote 

below explains, whereas others described feeling like they had less support. 

3) Transitioning from a big fish in a small pond, to a small fish in a big pond
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Challenges Athletes Face when Migrating Off-Island

“Coming from the island I've never been coached that much. I did my own thing. Then you were put 
into this quite hands-on environment with a lot of coaches, a lot of input and it overwhelmed me.” 

(Athlete)

“I felt a bit lonely 
because you can’t see

your normal friends and 
it's not like you can just 
travel a little bit and see 
people. That was quite 

hard, but I enjoyed 
doing the races.” 

(Athlete)
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Some athletes discussed missing family and friends once they had 

moved away. This was met with feelings of loneliness, particularly in 

the initial transition when a new support or social network had not 

been established. Island athletes found this particularly difficult 

because they were not able to travel home or family members were 

not able to visit easily (compared to their peers from the mainland). 

“You go in, you're 
almost like a little fish 
in a big pond there, do 

you know what I 
mean?... Over there, 
unless you're almost 
like the top winning 

medals at Olympics, I 
do think you get a little 

bit overlooked.” 
(Athlete)

Many athletes described the shock of transitioning to a sporting 

environment off-island. In many cases training was more intense and 

challenging, and it was harder to keep up with the training group. For 

some athletes this acted as motivation, whereas for others it was 

demoralising, negatively impacting their confidence.

Some athletes received substantial support in their new environment, 

however, numerous athletes described feeling overlooked. These 

athletes had transitioned from being one of the leading athletes in their 

sport on the island to being ‘just another number’ in a group of equally 

talented, if not more talented athletes.

“As soon as they hit 
that challenge from 
outside, it's sink or 

swim.” (Staff)
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Challenges Athletes Face when Migrating Off-Island

“Obviously, the first year everyone's 18. It's their first time away from their parents and we were 
all going out and having fun, but at the same time we got to train as well.”(Athlete)

6) Culture shock

It was apparent that the islands each have their own culture 

which consists of smaller close-knit communities, familiar faces, 

and feelings of safety and security. It was often a shock when 

they left this culture and transitioned to the UK, US or further 

afield. This led to athletes experiencing new things for the first 

time. In some cases, this culture shock negatively impacted the 

athletes performance. 
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“Honestly, it probably took me about a year, especially with my running, to progress with that. I 
don't know why, but maybe it was just the culture shock and the stress of everything just impacted 

me… I did find that tough.” (Athlete) ”

4) Living independently 

For many athletes, the move off the island was the first time they had moved out of their parent's 

home and lived independently. Their practical skills of cooking, cleaning, organisation, and time 

management were therefore tested during this time. This was more of a challenge if athletes 

transitioned off-island at a younger age (e.g., for school or college). 

5) Finding a balance between socialising and training 

Particularly when athletes first moved away and were trying to make new friends, finding the right 

balance between training and socialising could be difficult. In many cases, athletes described having 

to go against peer pressure and focus on their training.

“Mum used to cook for me all the time to me going to university and me learning to cook and me 
learning to eat. I did struggle trying to keep weight down and things like that because I just used 

to eat loads of bread every day and a ridiculous amount of food.” (Athlete)

“My parents had to then teach me how to drive on a motorway because we don't have a motorway 
over here. They took me over. They were like, "Okay, you're fine on a motorway.” (Athlete)
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Factors that Contributed to Unsuccessful/Challenging Transitions Off-Island
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Homesickness

The homesickness associated with being 
off-island, away from family and friends, 

was described as being extremely 
challenging. Some athletes can deal 
with the homesickness, for others it 

becomes too much. 

“He went away and was having problems 
getting back home, but then found out he 
was really homesick, struggled to make 

the transition.” (Athlete)

It’s important that athletes are 
made aware of the homesickness 
they may feel moving away from 

home. 

Prior to the transition, taking the 
opportunity to travel away from 

home (i.e., to events) without 
family can be a good test of what it 

may be like. 

For some athletes, the challenge of 
living away from family and friends 

may mean a transition off-island 
isn’t suitable.

Injury

As described by athletes, the transition 
off-island is fine when things are going 
well, however, it’s when things don’t go 
quite so well that the major challenges 

arise. One of these turning-point 
moments is injury. 

“Then I went on a training camp in the 
February of 2020. That's when I snapped a 
ligament in my ankle. Then I started hating 

everything. I couldn't swim, and that's 
what I was there to do.” (Athlete) 

Injury is an unpredictable event 
that could happen to any athlete at 

any time. 

Ensuring the necessary support 
mechanisms are in place both on-
island and off-island is important. 
In the case of an athlete getting 

injured, these support networks can 
then rally around the athlete to 

ensure they receive the guidance 
they need. 

COVID-19

As predicted, the COVID-19 pandemic 
had an impact of island-athletes 

transition experiences, leading to a 
selection of athletes returning home to 

their island. 

“That [COVID-19] was a big factor… I just 
came back because you don't want to be 
stuck out there, and you know everyone 
else is going home. I'm not going to sit 

there for a year in quarantine by myself.” 
(Athlete)

Similar to the above, the COVID-19 
pandemic was unpredictable and 

wasn’t an event anyone would have 
been able to prepare for.  

Many athletes will face the migration challenges as described on the previous two pages and be able to 
manage and overcome these. There are some challenges, however, that can ‘make or break’ an athlete’s 
migration experience. Where these challenges become too intense, it can lead to athletes experiencing 
an unsuccessful transition (i.e., athlete returns to the island) or a challenging transition (i.e., the athlete 
struggles physically/psychologically/socially).
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Factors that Contributed to Unsuccessful/Challenging Transitions Off-Island
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Overwhelmed 
by Level of 

Sport 
Off-Island

As described previously, the sporting 
level off-island tends to be higher than 
that on-island. For some athletes this 

led to motivation to improve, however, 
for other athletes this was 

overwhelming and discouraging. It 
appears that athletes aren’t prepared 

for this step-up in level. 

“Historically there have been some really 
talented footballers for instance, they go 

off-island, they get all the opportunities to 
go on trial. They have every physical 

attribute to do it, but they're challenged 
and then they just disappear.” (Athlete)

It’s important that athletes are 
prepared for the increased level of 
competition off-island, even within 

the training environment. 

Athletes need to be prepared to not 
always be the best, with an 

understanding that this is ok!

Speaking to other athletes from the 
same sport who have made the 

transition off-island can help to set 
expectations and gain an 

understanding of areas to work on 
prior to transitioning. 

The 
Environment 

& Culture

Some athletes, particularly those who 
transitioned to the US, struggled with 

the more intense and cutthroat 
environment off-island. 

“In America, everything is so performance-
driven because performance means more 
funding. If you don't get funding, you're 
going to get cut. That's why it's so much 

more cutthroat out there, I think.” 
(Athlete)

When making a decision around 
where to migrate to (i.e., country 
and institution), the environment 
and culture should be factors that 

are considered. 

Speaking to other athletes that 
have experience of a certain 
institution/team can help to 

generate a picture of whether this 
will be a good fit or not. 

Poor Choice 
of Location

A couple of athletes attributed their 
challenging transition to a poor choice 
of location (both physical location and 

institution). 

“I'm an island boy and I was in college in 
the middle of bloody England. Couldn't be 

further away from the beach. I think I 
probably made a bad decision there.” 

(Athlete)

When making a transition decision, 
the location should be a crucial 

consideration. 

Visiting the area prior to making a 
transition can be extremely 

beneficial. This should not only 
include the university and/or 

sporting facilities, but also the 
wider local setting. 
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Factors that Contributed to Unsuccessful/Challenging Transitions Off-Island
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Lack of 
Support 

Network Off-
Island

As mentioned previously, athletes on-
island are lucky with the amount of 
support they receive through island-

based support programmes. Some 
athletes struggled to build a support 

network off-island, and found it difficult 
to cope without these support 

mechanisms in place. 

“The lack of support network made things 
really challenging.” (Athlete)

When choosing where to 
transition to, the potential 

support network an athlete may 
have access to should be an 

important consideration (i.e., is an 
athlete likely to be eligible to 
receive a sport scholarship?)

There is huge benefit in joining 
an institution/team that will be 

able to offer this support. 

Burnout / 
Overtraining

As described by some athletes, the 
design of training programmes was very 

different off-island to what they were 
used to on-island. Where manged 

effectively, this led to great 
improvements in performance. In other 
cases, however, this was not managed 
appropriately leading to burnout and 

overtraining. 

“The training in terms of design, quality and 
meterage was so different to what I had 

done up to 18. My body just couldn’t 
handle it… It pushed me into overtraining 
syndrome which negatively impacted me 
and my sporting performance for years.” 

(Athlete)

It’s hard to predict whether or not 
an athlete will experience 

burnout/overtraining in their new 
environment. 

It’s important that athletes are 
able to recognise the signs that 
things aren’t working well, with 

an appropriate support system to 
guide them through this. 

Burnout/overtraining may also be 
a sign that a particular 

environment or coach is not 
suitable for the athlete.

Language 
Barrier

An unique challenge faced by athletes 
who transition to a new country is the 
language barrier. Depending upon the 
team environment, this can be more or 

less challenging. In some cases, the 
inability to communicate effectively can 
push athletes to return to their island. 

“One cyclist, new to France, didn't speak 
French, didn't really learn French. He was in 
a relatively good team; amateur team, and 
lasted a summer and had to come back...” 

(Staff Member)

For athletes who are moving 
abroad, it’s important that they 
are educated on the challenges 

they may face by not speaking the 
language. 

Prior to the transition, athletes 
can take steps to develop basic 

language skills, ensuring they are 
able to communicate effectively 

and build relationships with other 
individuals in the new 

environment.  

As can be seen within the quantitative section, 82% of the pre-transition athletes that completed the 
survey outlined that they had no concerns about leaving the island. In contrast, 53% of the post-
transition athletes stated that they had experienced unexpected challenges when they transitioned off-
island. It’s vital that pre-transition athletes are effectively prepared for transitions off-island, with an 
understanding of what challenges may lay-ahead and strategies to use to overcome these challenges. If 
athletes are effectively supported and educated pre-transition, this will reduce the likelihood of 
athletes experiencing the unsuccessful/challenging transitions as are outlined above. 
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Advice for Younger Athletes
We asked island athletes for any advice they’d give to other athletes that were considering what their 
next steps are (i.e., leave the island or stay). Below is a summary of this advice:

Do your research!

“Don't be afraid to reach out.”

Island athletes who have made the transition suggested:
• Reach out to prospective universities, get to know the contacts in the 

sport and academic departments
• Explore whether other island athletes have been to the university you are 

looking at, and ask questions about the experience
• If you are looking at US options, don’t take offers at face value, speak to 

other athletes at the college, and don’t forget to consider the wide range 
of divisions

• If you can, visit the university prior to accepting a place, and get to know 
the local area, including any transport links

Find the best option for 
you…it may not be the 

most obvious one

“I think if I'd had gone 
somewhere a little bit smaller 

or with not as good swim 
team…you’d probably get a 

bit more support.”

• Don’t just consider what you think are the ‘top’ universities for sport in 
the UK – there are more than 100 universities in the UK that offer sport 
scholarships to athletes

• You may get more targeted 1-1 support if you attend a smaller, less 
renowned sport university

• Explore sport scholarship eligibility criteria before choosing a specific 
university, you may meet it at one university but not at another

• Some UK universities also have very specific focus sports, explore 
whether your sport is one of these

Don’t be afraid to leave 
your comfort zone

“My advice would always be 
don't not go if you're just 

worried about little things.”

• Island athletes talked about how living on the island can be a sheltered 
and easy way of life – if leaving the island is the best option for your 
sport and educational/vocational development, don’t be afraid to make 
that step

• Don’t let any small concerns or worries stop you from going!
• You will eventually settle into a routine and meet new people; being 

involved in sport definitely helps this process
• Athletes who transitioned to the UK suggested they were ‘only a short 

flight away’ and you can get home easily if needed
• The life experiences you will gain from moving off-island are huge, and 

you will develop not only with your sport/education but as a person too

Have a plan, A… B & C!

“I would say definitely have a 
rough plan of what you want to 

do and what you want to 
achieve. Write it down on a 

piece of paper. Always have a 
plan B and a plan C.”

• Island athletes suggested that athletes should start considering their next 
steps in advance of the transition, consider what you’re A plan is, and if 
this doesn’t work out, have back ups!

• Athletes also suggested that writing a pros and cons list helped to 
support their decision about whether to go and/or where to go.

• Having clearly defined goals may also help you to formulate an 
appropriate plan, consider: what do I want out of this experience? What 
factors are most important to me?

If it’s the best option, 
just go for it…and enjoy 

it!

“The island is too small a pond 
to really test your potential.”

• Athletes suggested that if you cannot continue to develop on-island and 
you have clear goals and aspirations to further your sporting 
development, you will need to take the leap

• Do what you enjoy, and don’t go if you feel you’re being forced into it

”Ultimately, make sure that you're having fun and enjoying yourself because, 
otherwise, your sport is just going to become something that you detest.” 

Small Island Athlete Migration
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Benefits of Support on-Island
While the focus of the research was on athletes that migrated off-island, many athletes either chose to 
stay on island or return to the island after a short period of time abroad.

These athletes described several benefits of island support that drew them back to the island or enabled 
them to continue their sport.

Support can be more 
connected

Due to the nature of islands, the support was usually conducted by small 
organisations and practitioners were able to work together in a joined-up 
way.

"I get the strength conditioning coaching with [island sport organisation]. 
Quite a close relationship I've got with [coach] there... we catch up along him 
as my strength conditioning as well as my cycling coach. We've done a couple 
of Zoom calls together... to lay over the plan for the winter and join up 
together." (Athlete)

Support can be 
more reactive

Again, due to the nature of organisations on the island, athletes were 
able to get the support they needed quickly.

"When you need it, if you ever get injured or whatever, the support there is 
quite good, as well. It's quite quick and you're not sat around. I think it's a 
difference I have had, compared to in the UK in the past.” (Athlete)

Support can be 
flexible

It was possible for high-level athletes to remain on the island and 
train/compete due to the flexible approach to training.

“The idea is Olympics, stay here, make full use of the [Island support]. At the
moment, recently, I've started going to the gym at 6:00 in the morning before
work. Using the [Island support], I can get those sessions planned. I roll up
every morning and I've got a set plan for that day.” (Athlete)

Employers can be 
willing to support 

athletes

For some athletes combining work and sport can be challenging, 
however, island athletes described feeling that employers were willing to 
support their pursuits.

“I think generally, most people's works and businesses are very supportive. 
I think community sport in [island] is huge and everyone realizes how 
important it is to people's quality of life so everyone's generally pretty 
supportive” (Athlete)

Small Island Athlete Migration

Based upon the findings outlined above, it is important to continue this type of on-island support to 
enable high-level athletes to train and compete for their country.



Recommendations

Small Island Athlete Migration
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Recommendations for Supporting Island Athletes

Mentoring 
Programme 

Pre-Transition 
Support 

Programme

Provision of 
Lifestyle Support

Coach and Staff 
Education and 
Development

Continuity of 
Support from 
Island-Based 

Support 
Programmes

Connections with 
UK-Based NGBs / 

Professional 
Setups

Connections with 
Off-Island FE and 

HE Institutions

Yearly Island 
Sport Conference 
(Island-Wide or 

Multi-Island)

Financial Support 
– Travel 

Partnerships

Support for 
Secondary 

Decision-Making / 
Key Transition 

Periods

Connectivity 
Between School 

and Sport

Greater Athlete 
Connectivity
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Take time to review the recommendations and determine key priority areas moving 

forwards. It’s important for each island to consider their specific context when interpreting 

the suggestions provided. 

Policy Level Recommendations
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Recommendations for Supporting Island Athletes
1. Mentoring Programme

Athletes across all three islands described the importance of hearing directly from older, more 
experienced athletes. The insight provided by athletes who have ‘been there and done that’ was 
invaluable. Formalising this support into a mentoring programme would be highly beneficial. From a 
migration perspective, mentoring could help young island athletes with key decisions, generating a 
greater understanding of different pathways, what to expect, and how to best prepare. 

When speaking to older athletes throughout the interview process, the majority were keen to ‘give 
back’ to sport on the island, hoping to use their experiences to support younger generations of 
island athletes. Providing these athletes with formal mentoring training would set them up to make 
a real difference. 

This is something the Isle of Man currently have in place as part of their SportsAid Academy. The 
access to mentoring was spoken very highly of by those athletes who accessed the support, as well 
as their parents. 

2. Pre-Transition Support Programme

As described previously, it became apparent throughout the interview process that pre-decision 
making athletes and parents had a lack of knowledge about the different options available to them 
off-island. It’s crucial that athletes are given a clear picture of all the different opportunities that 
may be available to them, so an informed decision can be made around which route is most suitable. 
It is also important for athletes to be aware of the potential challenges of these transitions and 
ways to help prepare for, and overcome, these challenges. 

A pre-transition programme for athletes aged 16+ would have huge benefits for these young 
athletes beginning to think about their potential next steps. A pre-transition programme could run 
annually for a period of weeks, with age-eligible athletes and parents. Different transition routes 
could be shared within each session, covering the full-picture of what these routes may entail. 
Linking into the mentoring programme, guest athlete speakers could join these sessions to share 
their experience with the group. 

“At that point, you get assigned a mentor as well. It was nice to just have people to bounce ideas 
off because obviously, Isle of Man is quite a small place, there's not loads of people to go and get 

knowledge from. It’s nice to have people who are respected in the sport industry to go and get 
help from and stuff. I feel like things like that, they were great.” (Athlete)
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“I wish I’d have known 
how many more 

challenges there would 
be training away from 

home to mentally 
prepare for them.” 

(Athlete)

This programme could also include advice around key things to 
consider when choosing where to study, train, or live, as well as advice 
on pre-transition preparation. If resource allows, individual 
conversations with athletes could take place off the back of these 
sessions. Depending upon the number of athletes, some islands may 
find that an individualised programme would be more effective than a 
group-based programme. 

A successful output from this programme (regardless of whether it is group or individual-based) 
would be a cohort of young athletes with a clear understanding of different routes and options 
available to them. As athletes become more informed about this information, this will hopefully 
increase the number of athletes who have a successful experience in their chosen pathway. 

As far as we’re aware from the research process, none of the three islands currently have a pre-
transition programme in place. 
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3. Provision of Lifestyle Support

Through the research process we identified a need for formal lifestyle support to be in place across 
all three islands. Island-based athletes experience a variety of challenges, some of which are unique 
to the island context, e.g., travel. For those athletes that transition off-island, there are a multitude 
of factors that could make this transition challenging, meaning enhanced preparation is key. 

• Balancing demands, managing support networks, supporting transitions, and education or 
career planning

It would be beneficial for each island to have a designated lifestyle advisor with the appropriate 
qualifications to signpost athletes to. Understanding that resources may be limited, a first step may 
be in upskilling a current member of staff with the Talented Athlete Lifestyle Support qualification. 
(Please note: This qualification is currently being rebranded, with the updated qualification due to 
be launched in September 2022).

4. Coach and Staff Education and Development

As was identified through the two surveys, outside of close family, the most prominent sources of 
support with regards to next-step decision making were coaches and teachers. A question that stood 
out following this finding is: ‘are coaches fully equipped with the most up-to-date knowledge 
around opportunities for athletes both on and off-island?’

It would be beneficial for island-based coaches to be upskilled through formal training to provide 
the best support they can to the athletes they work with. TASS currently run two courses that would 
be suitable for coaching staff at all levels around athlete lifestyle and transitions:

The Isle of Man currently have a member of staff enrolled on the Level 3 Award in Understanding 
Athlete Transitions, trailing this as a qualification that may be suitable for other staff.

In addition, if island-based support systems were more proactive with supporting decision-making, 
i.e., through a pre-transition programme and access to a lifestyle practitioner, this would reduce the 
pressure on coaches to be the prominent source of this support. 

“Looking at that lifestyle, 
who is their current 

network around them, who 
is their support team and 
also looking at, where can 
they get access to certain 
things that they might not 

have through us or 
through other means?” 

(Support Staff)

Across all three islands it appears that this type of support is currently 
in place informally through different methods. Jersey have identified 
this as an area they cover within their athlete reviews, however, 
highlight this as something they would like to build upon. 

Providing access to formalised lifestyle support would have significant 
benefits for those athletes on-island, those that are currently in 
decision-making phases, and those that have chosen to transition off-
island. This support would help to facilitate athletes personal and 
professional development alongside their sport, and may include areas 
such as:

• Level 2 Award in Understanding an Athlete’s Lifestyle – Designed for individuals who wish 
to enhance their knowledge and skills to deliver informal support to athletes. Athlete 
transitions is a module within this course. 

• Level 3 Award in Understanding Athlete Transitions– Designed for learners who wish to 
enhance their understanding of the transitions that athletes may face across their career. 
The course has been designed to allow learners to reflect on how they or their organisation 
can optimally support athletes through transitions.

Small Island Athlete Migration
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5. Continuity of Support from Island-Based Support Programmes

The three island-based support programmes (Jersey Sport Foundation, Isle of Man Sport Aid, and 
Guernsey Institute of Sport) were found to have overwhelmingly positive impacts on the athletes 
that have/had access to the support on offer. 

Across all three islands, athletes who transition off-island maintain some level of support from their 
island-based support programme. As we all know, the support athletes will receive when they 
migrate will differ drastically, i.e., those that are part of a university sport scholarship programme 
vs. those that receive no off-island support. 

“They go away, they won't get the same service that they got here because they've become a very 
small number in a very, big pond. Whereas here actually they're getting some quite quality stuff..” 

(Staff Member)

Within the island-based support systems, developing a separate strand specifically for athletes who 
have transitioned off-island would be hugely beneficial. This support could include:

• Access to virtual support (i.e., lifestyle, psychology)
• Connectivity between previous island-based practitioners and practitioners within the athlete’s 

new environment
• Regular check-in’s to see how the athlete is adapting, helping to identify any red flags
• Face-to-face support if/when the athlete returns to the island in the holiday periods

Developing a specific programme for these athletes would help with messaging, ensuring all athletes 
have clarity on what the inclusion criteria is for receiving island-based support. 

This is something the Guernsey Institute of Sport currently have in place for their athletes who have 
transitioned off-island. 

Small Island Athlete Migration
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6. Support for Secondary Decision-Making / Key Transition Periods

Although we have focused predominantly on 16-18 as being a key decision-making period and 
transition point, many athletes will face the same decision-making challenges after a period of time 
off-island. For example, those that complete a degree off-island must, following graduation, make a 
decision around their next steps. Maintaining connectivity to the island-based support programme 
(through the separate strand mentioned above) can be crucial in helping to support this decision. 

Once a decision has been made, it is imperative that athletes are prepared for what their secondary 
transition may entail, e.g., transitioning from being a student-athlete to balancing full-time work with 
elite level sport. If resource allows, the island-based support systems can play an important role in 
supporting athletes to prepare for their next steps. 

It’s important to note that many athletes who transition off-island for sport and/or education/vocation 
will return to the island. This is supported by the following survey findings:

• 32 athletes had, at some point, transitioned off-island to live. 
• Of these 32 athletes, 50% had since returned back to their island to live. 
• Of the 16 athletes that had not returned to the island to live, 50% had the intention to move 

back to their island in the future. 

A large proportion of an island athlete’s sporting career will take place on-island, so it is vital that 
island-based support structures continue to develop, advancing the support that is offered to the 
athletes that stay on-island, as well as those that choose to return. There is a lot that island-based 
support programmes could learn from those athletes that have transitioned off-island and then 
returned, utilising their UK/abroad experiences to inform local development. 

“No one sits down and chats to you about the transition out of uni… at uni there were three or four 
hours of lectures a day, whereas when you go to work you can be doing eight or nine-hour days. I 
didn't see anyone prepared you for that, and then to still be training at the same level…. I did find 

that tough and no one in prepares you for that transition, I'd say.” (Athlete)
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“Then came back to the island. That was, in 
itself, was quite hard actually coming back 

because it was like, "Oh, wow, I've just 
done so long at uni and had a great time… 
You come back home, and nothing's really 
changed. It's probably the same for anyone 

coming from a small place.” (Athlete)

It would be beneficial for each island to 
provide athletes who are returning to the 
island after a period of time away with re-
integration support. Moving back to the 
island after experiencing life off-island can 
be a shock to the system, both from a 
sporting and lifestyle perspective. 
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7. Connectivity Between School and Sport

Across all three islands, it appears that schools are accommodating to those that are involved in 
sport, allowing time off when required for training and competition. This was a really positive 
finding, especially due to the dual career challenges young island-athletes face when travelling off-
island, needing to take some time off school. 

Schools are a predominant source of support around next-step decision making, particularly 
focusing upon educational or vocational pathways. Athletes found this helpful, however, had a 
desire for someone to link the sporting and educational/vocational options together, supporting 
dual career ambitions. 

Creating greater connectivity between school and sport on-island would provide athletes with the 
best possible opportunity to thrive in the classroom and the field of play, as well as supporting dual 
career decision making. This connectivity could take many different forms, for example:

Jersey is currently testing the TASS Dual Career Accreditation Programme with one of their schools, 
with a desire for all schools on-island to become accredited. 

Guernsey Sports Commission currently work across the school setting (primary and secondary), with 
a focus on community sport. This is a great baseline to build upon, maintaining connectivity from a 
community sport perspective and slowly incorporating elite sport initiatives. 

“School obviously are trying to educate him in terms of showing universities… but there's no link 
together with the Hockey Association… This would help you understand that you should consider 

this for the subjects he's potentially looking to choose from university and these would be the 
best options for hockey, so he can continue doing the two things he enjoys.” (Parent)

TASS Dual Career Accreditation:
Recognises an education institutions commitment to dual career support for talented athletes. 

The accreditation scheme acknowledges an enhanced level of academic flexibility and 
understanding within an institution, allowing talented athletes to balance their studies and 

sport.

• Performance focused athlete programmes based 
in the school setting from age 16+

• Collaborative working between athlete, school, 
and sport

• Communication between schools and local 
support programmes

• Sport-specific workshops led by the sporting 
associations/island-based support programmes

• Tailored events for school staff around key topic 
areas (e.g., dual career transitions)

Small Island Athlete Migration
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8. Connections with UK based NGBs / Professional Setups

Throughout the research process, it became clear that there are some areas for development within 
the island sporting associations. Many of these associations are ran by dedicated volunteers, 
however, some lack the professionalism of their counterparts off-island. 

As the on-island sporting associations develop further and begin to professionalise, it is important 
that connections are developed with UK based NGBs, ensuring island athletes have access to the 
same opportunities as their peers in the UK. There needs to be a clear direction of travel for island-
athletes, with entry points to performance pathways for athletes of a suitable level. 

Having close connections with key members of staff within the UK-based NGB or within professional 
setups would be invaluable for island-based athletes, building a conduit between sport on-island 
and off-island. 

From the research, a best practice example is the relationship that’s in place between the Guernsey 
Football Association and professional clubs off-island. This relationship has provided young players 
with the opportunity to play professional football. 

In addition to the above, there would huge benefit from sporting associations and clubs building 
connections with off-island coaches, clubs, and support staff. This would provide the opportunity for 
guest visits, training camps, and staff development. There may also be the chance for exchange 
visits to take place, providing island-based athletes with the opportunity to train with other athletes 
at their same level, as well as experiencing different facilities and equipment. 

9. Connections with Off-Island FE and HE Institutions

“Not every sport has an association on island. There are some that exists without. I'd also say that 
even where there are some associations, they're not fit for purpose. They don't function 

particularly well.” (Staff Member)

“They didn't know which 
were the good unis and 
which to stay away from 
or which have the best 

sports system. It was just 
a bit, left to yourself 

because I think it'd been a 
few years since anyone at 
that level was going out.” 

(Athlete)

Similar to the above, there would be benefit from sporting 
associations and island-based support systems building connections 
with further education and higher education institutions off-island. 
Developing and documenting an overview of what the offer looks like 
within different institutions can help to provide a better 
understanding of whether a particular institution is a ‘good fit’ for an 
athlete or not. 

Although the decision sits solely with the athlete, we found athletes 
and parents wished they had access to more sport-specific 
information and advice, as well as links into institutions of interest. 
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Throughout the research we found that off-island sporting environments didn’t treat island athletes 
any differently from their peers. Although it is good that island-athletes were treated equally, it is 
important that coaches and wider staff members are aware of some of the unique challenges these 
island-athletes may be facing during the transition. Having greater connections with these 
institutions will help to ensure the necessary support is provided to athletes transitioning away 
from the island. 
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10.Financial Support – Travel Partnerships

As predicted, a key challenge experienced by island-athletes is the cost and logistics of travelling 
off-island for training and/or events.

It was identified that on all three islands some financial assistance is provided to athletes of the 
required performance level, whether that is through grants distributed through associations or 
through funds directly provided to athletes for expenses. 

These funds were extremely beneficial for the athletes that had access to them, however, we all 
know it is impossible to eradicate the need for families and athletes to fund some travel off-island. 

Could it be possible for partnerships to be developed with local travel companies, e.g., ferry 
companies, to subsidise travel for athletes of a certain level. This could take the form of a 
sponsorship partnership where supported athletes receive discounted rates on off-island travel. 

In addition, there was an identified need for athletes and parents to receive support and advice 
around how to source their own grants, funding, and sponsorship. This links nicely into athletes 
learning how to build their brand and develop an online following (if this is something they wish to 
do). As part of the content currently delivered by island-based support programmes, athletes would 
benefit from a focused session around this area. 

11.Annual Multi-Island Sport Conference

“I think going back to the financial support, part of the issue is, I think if we had that little bit of 
money to compensate, not necessarily to pay players, but just to compensate them for time missed 

from work, for travel or for training and things like that. I think not only would you get a better 
commitment from players, but that would then obviously make the team more successful and 

stronger on the whole.” (Athlete)

The research process has highlighted the unique nature of being an 
island-athlete and developing a system to support these athletes 
whilst on-island and through their transitions off-island. 

There is a lot to gain through greater collaboration between the three 
islands, sharing best practice, new ideas, and different perspectives. 
An annual or bi-annual multi-island sports conference would be an 
effective way to do this, bringing key stakeholders from each island 
together. To take this idea further, greater collaboration with other 
island nations could be a possibility, i.e., creating a networking 
event/conference during the Island Games. 

A first step in this process, however, is developing a system on each 
island where there is collaboration and a joined-up approach between 
associations, governing bodies, commissions, government, and other 
organisations. More detail around this area is provided on pages 45-
48. 

Small Island Athlete Migration
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12.Greater Athlete Connectivity

As described previously, a challenge faced by numerous athletes on-island is having a lack of high 
level peers to train alongside. Some athletes described the isolation they feel training in this 
environment.

More could be done on each island to create connectivity between athletes within different sports, 
providing opportunities to develop connections with likeminded individuals with similar goals.

Developing an ‘Athlete Collective’ and providing a platform for these connections to be made would 
have huge benefits, particularly for those athletes who currently may feel that they’re on this 
sporting journey alone. 

For younger athletes, a similar system could be developed for parents. Many parents we spoke to 
were longing to speak to others in the same position, sharing thoughts, insight, and having open 
conversations. 

In addition to creating links between cohorts of athletes and parents, it may also be beneficial for 
sporting bodies on the islands to hear directly from these individuals. Creating an ‘athlete advisory 
group’ and ‘parent advisory group’ would be a great way to hear the athlete and parent voices, truly 
understanding the experiences of those within the islands sporting systems. 

“I feel quite isolated over here. Even within the athletes in my sport, we're not at the same level. I 
don't feel I'm linked, apart from JSF, which is good because we go up, and I get to see some of the 

other athletes there. Apart from that I feel quite cut off.” (Athlete)

Small Island Athlete Migration
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It’s important to note that the focus of the following section will be on performance sport. However, the 

steps taken to progress performance sport on the three islands will play a significant role in impacting 

other areas of the community, i.e., through encouraging participation in physical activity, providing 

facilities to be used by local community groups, and benefiting the local economy through attracting 

visitors to the island via sport.

Throughout the project it became apparent that that all three islands are in a unique position when 

it comes to talent development. The three islands have the potential to help talent thrive and 

develop well beyond the expectations of those who sit outside of the island environments. For these 

three islands to achieve their sporting potential, policy-makers on-island should consider the 

following points when developing and reviewing the island sport strategies.

It’s important that any strategy considers points, such as those outlined above, in a time-focused 

manner, i.e., identifying short-term, medium-term, and longer-term priorities. For example, to be 

able to fully utilise new sporting facilities on-island, it is vial that there are fit-for-purpose 

associations driving the sport forward, as well as upskilled coaches working with athletes in the 

sport. Our interpretation of what these short, medium, and long term priorities should be is 

visualised on the following page, aligning these priorities to the wider island sport strategies.
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• Can the funding available to island-based support programmes be enhanced, increasing the 

number of athletes that can be supported as well as further developing the support that is on 

offer?

• Can the sporting facilities on-island be developed, providing athletes with the opportunity to 

train in facilities that are comparable to those their off-island peers have access to?

• Can coach development become an area of focus, utilising off-island expertise to upskill the 

island-based coaching workforce?

• Can the island sporting associations be developed, creating sporting structures that are not 

only fit for purpose, but operate effectively from grassroots through to performance level 

sport?

• Can each island develop a system where there is collaboration and a joined-up approach 

between associations, governing bodies, commissions, government, and other organisations?
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Island Sport Strategy 
What is the vision for sport on the island? How is this planned/costed for longer term benefit? 

Are all stakeholders committed to making progress that is aligned to the common goals?

Short Term Priorities
• Alignment of stakeholders
• Development of the island 

sporting associations, 
creating a defined strategy 
for each sport that is aligned 
to the wider island sport 
strategy

• Coach development, 
building a workforce of 
skilled experts

Long Term Priorities
• Development of island-

based facilities aligned to a 
clear strategy. What is the 
focus – Improvement of 
current facilities, 
development of new 
facilities in established 
sports, introduction of new 
facilities in previously 
unexplored sports?

Medium Term 
Priorities

• Enhanced funding 
available to 
island-based 
support 
programmes, with 
consideration 
around how this 
focus aligns to the 
strategy goals.

Review Periods
Regular strategy review periods with inclusion of all key stakeholders. All priorities should be 

time-specific, aligned to a the wider goals set-out within the strategy for sport. 

Why should money and time be invested into these areas?

The majority of island-athletes will spend a large proportion of their sporting development 

years on-island. If investment is provided for developing systems, facilities, and coaching, this 

will create greater opportunities for these athletes to thrive in their sport. This can lead to 

three potential outcomes:

1. Island-athletes will be better placed to connect with performance sport programmes in the 

UK/abroad, making the decision to transition off-island to make the most of these 

opportunities.

2. Island-athletes will make the decision to stay on-island / return to the island knowing they 

have the infrastructure and resources to progress their athletic career.

3. The island will be seen as a ‘sporting hub’, with clubs, NGBs, and international federations 

coming to visit the island to experience the sporting environment. 
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These three potential outcomes will have positive impacts for the island both within and outside of the 

sporting sector.

1. Island-athletes will be better placed to connect with performance sport programmes in the 

UK/abroad, making the decision to transition off-island to make the most of these opportunities:

• If athletes are provided with sufficient support prior to any transition they make off-island (via support 

at the youth level, access to lifestyle personnel, workshops delivered by experts etc), this will increase 

the likelihood of these athletes entering an environment that is well suited to them, helping them to 

continue to thrive off-island.

• This then increases the likelihood of these athlete succeeding on the international stage whilst 

representing the island. Successful results at this level will lead to enhanced international recognition. 

• With this success comes publicity, positive reputation, and more young people wishing to engage in 

sport and physical activity on the island. This brings it’s own benefits in terms of income back into the 

sport sector, as well as a reduction of costs associated with physical and mental ill-health through lack 

of physical activity.

• If UK-based systems see effective talent development environments on the island, this may increase 

the investment and recognition the island is given. 

2. Island-athletes will make the decision to stay on-island / return to the island knowing they have the 

infrastructure and resources to progress their athletic career:

• It is inevitable that numerous athletes will choose to transition off-island, particularly for university 

education. If the island has enhanced sporting infrastructure and resources, this is likely to encourage 

more athletes to return to the island, bringing their newly acquired skills and qualifications. 

• This will enable the island to not only retain/regain sporting talent, but also introduce highly skilled 

individuals to the islands vocational workforce, benefitting the local economy.

• If UK-based NGBs are aware of larger talent pools developing on the island, they are more likely to 

direct focus and resource towards supporting further development of these athletes and the wider 

island sporting and physical activity systems. 

3. The island will be seen as a ‘sporting hubs’, with clubs, NGBs, and international federations coming to 

visit the island to experience the sporting environment:

• Regardless of the routes different athletes take, if the sporting infrastructure and reputation is 

developed on-island, there is the potential for the island to be seen as a ‘sporting hub’.

• If clubs, NGBs, and federations see the island in this light, more training camps/events may begin to 

take place on the island. The influx of visitors would bring huge benefits to sport on the island, as well 

as to the local economy.
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The following findings from the research support the points mentioned on the previous two pages:

Athletes who were considering transitioning off-island / Athletes who had already transitioned off-

island:

• Athletes had a desire to transition off-island to have access to elite sporting infrastructure 

(facilities, coaching, and competition) to allow them to develop further in their sport. 

• If there is not investment into pre-transition support for athletes, there is the possibility that they 

will experience an unsuccessful/challenging transition. For some athletes we spoke to, this 

negative experience led to talented athletes dropping out of their sport. 

• The majority of athletes and parents we spoke to explained that they need more support 

for decision-making stages. 

• The majority of athletes who had transitioned off-island and weren’t currently studying, were in 

full-time work in the UK. 

• The majority of athletes that had transitioned off-island had a desire to return. 

Athletes who were considering staying on-island / Athletes who had made the decision to stay on-

island:

• Athletes that chose to stay on-island had concerns about this decision. These concerns included 

having limited access to high-level coaching/competition and not being able to reach their 

potential in sport. 

Island-based support/infrastructure:

• Athletes really valued on-island sporting programmes. A hugely positive element of sport on-

island was the bespoke support provided by these programmes. 

• Some sporting associations on-island were described as not being ‘fit for purpose’. 

• It was mentioned numerous times that on the islands there is a lack of coherence and 

collaboration between associations, governing bodies, commissions, government, and other 

organisations. This was described as having a negative impact on the development of sport and 

physical activity on the islands. 
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As described by athletes and parents, the 
support provided by the Jersey Sport 

Foundation is effective, with the athletes 
truly at the heart of this programme. 

“The big difference as well is that the Jersey 
Sport Foundation take the athlete, and they 
have the athletes a lot more of the heart of 

what they do and focus on quite a few of the 
other supporting services.” (External Staff 

Member)

A huge strength of the system on Jersey, 
is the current focus upon developing 

relationships with schools to enhance the 
support provided to young athletes on the 

island.

“If anyone's talented, they'll come through 
our program in partnership with the school. 

My plan is that every school gets this 
accreditation. They've done a certificate, but 
then that relationship is developed. I'd like to 

think by the end of this time next year, we 
have all five schools, tertiary education 

providers sorted.” (Staff Member)

Strengths:

Areas for Improvement:

Throughout the interview process, we got 
the sense that there is little priority on 
the island for talent development, with 

performance under valued. This has 
subsequent impact upon the development 

of the physical and organisational 
sporting infrastructure on the Jersey.

“Jersey's got no idea. Absolutely no idea. I 
can tell you what we want to do what we 
think should happen but no, Jersey's got 

absolutely no ambition… They want to get 
people participating and sport is a vehicle to 
get people participating… It's not seen as a 

vehicle for performance and it is heavily 
under prioritized.” (Anonymous)

As with all three islands, an area that is 
currently lacking is an embedded system 
of support for transition decision-making 

and preparation. 

Interviewer: “Is anybody else helping you, 
giving you any guidance on making that 

decision?” 
Parent: “No, not really. There’s a bit from 
school, but not a great deal.” Interviewer: 

“Not from Jersey Sport themselves?” 
Parent: “No.”

As described by staff members, there is 
currently limited support available for 

team sport athletes on Jersey. 

“We don't support team sports within the 
Jersey Sport Foundation but we have 

individual sports that are squad-based.” 
(Staff Member)
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As described by athletes and parents, Isle 
of Man Sport provide a comprehensive 

package of support to athletes. A strength 
of this system is the tiered approach with 

Sport Aid and the Sport Aid Academy. 

“You get a certain amount of money and we 
get access to the gym facilities. We get 
access to physio, massage, psychology 

services, nutrition…. They help with all that… 
It is basically just a little bit of a hub for 

athletes over here.” (Athlete)

A hugely beneficial initiative currently in 
place on island is the mentoring support 

available to athletes, particularly the 
young athletes on the Sport Aid Academy. 

“We did have [mentor] who’s my son’s 
mentor on Sport Aid Academy, then now 
Sport Aid. He was very, very, very helpful. 

He's a lovely guy. We couldn't have asked for 
any more than him, really. He helped point 

us in the right directions, made sure that we 
were doing everything for the right reason.” 

(Parent) 

Strengths:

Areas for Improvement:

As with all three islands, an area that is 
currently lacking is an embedded system 
of support for transition decision-making 

and preparation. 

“In the greater picture, we didn't know 
anything about what was best for him. It 
was like, yes, people go to university and 
then they might go to America, but there 

was no help on the advantages, 
disadvantages. It was basically like you need 
to make your own mind up… we didn't know 

what to do.” (Parent)

Identified through the interview process, 
is a need for coach development on 
island. Initiatives to ensure island-

coaches are currently engaging in CPD 
and maintaining connectivity to 

national/international developments 
within their sport would be hugely 

beneficial. 

Parent: “Are there options available for his 
skill level, or where he would need to be, or 

who we would need to contact, or where 
potentially he would need to go? Completely, 

we haven't got a clue.”  
Athlete: “If I want to be in a situation where I 

want to go off-island, the more knowledge 
the better.” 

More could be done on the Isle of Man to 
build connections and relationship with 

the network of schools. 

“If I were to continue with the quantity of 
hockey I'm doing now next year, there would 

definitely be problems… I'm scraping by a 
very, very, very small margin now. I think as 
soon as that gets harder, everything else is 
just going to start to snowball and get a lot 

more difficult.” (Athlete)
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Summary of Findings – Guernsey

Small Island Athlete Migration

The developing Guernsey Institute of 
Sport had the potential to be a hugely 
successful system for supporting and 

developing high performance athletes on 
Guernsey.

“The Guernsey Institute of Sport really is 
geared around action providing the support 
services, whether or not they be scientific, 
medical, nutritional, or lifestyle advice for 

athletes who are at above a certain level of 
criteria to give them what they need to get 
to the next level of success.” (Staff Member)

Through the research process, it appeared 
that there are close links between the 

GSC, GIS, and other island associations. 
There is a shared awareness of areas that 

need to be developed, with a focus on 
actioning these.

“What we're trying to do is almost trying to 
join everybody up and to have a bit more of 

an aligned approach... That's what we're 
trying to drive towards.” (Staff Member)

A strength of the system on Guernsey is 
the effective use of wider networks off-

island.

“The one 18-year-old player who's at Bristol 
city now playing first in football came 

through Guernsey football club and the 
pathways and the relationships that they've 
been having with Bristol city. Then we've got 

a 17-year-old who's on trial there at the 
moment.” (Staff Member)

Strengths:

Areas for Improvement:

A proportion of the support provided to 
athletes on Guernsey is arranged through 

off-island contacts on a needs basis. 
There would be huge benefit in building a 

network of island-based practitioners, 
specifically in areas such as lifestyle and 

psychology.

“If athletes have any key issues, our plan is 
to use our wider network of people… If we 
need to fund it, we will fund certainly the 

initial contact … Any services we couldn't do 
here in Guernsey, one of us within our 

network will know somebody who will be 
equally equipped” (Staff Member)

It appears that support systems on 
Guernsey for competitive athletes are 

focused predominantly on a small number 
of top performers. Is any support available 
centrally for athletes that may sit one tier 
beneath this, i.e., below GB/professional 

level?

“I think if you've got a really talented kid, 
they'll find a way or people will find a way 
for them. It's that one underneath that's 

sitting-- They're a very good sportsperson. 
They're not quite there yet, but they could 

get there. They're the hardest one to support 
without a shadow of a doubt, but they're the 
ones that pop and they're the ones that win 
the medals and go on. They're the easiest to 

lose.” (School Teacher)



Athlete & Staff 
Resources

Small Island Athlete Migration
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Pros and Cons

Small Island Athlete Migration

Moving Off-Island

Pros Cons

Opportunity to study at university Potential challenges adapting to a 
new environment

Access to high quality facilities and 
coaching

The need to build a relationship 
with a new coach

Opportunity to train with high-level 
athletes in larger training groups

Loosing proximity to island-based 
support staff

Greater exposure to UK competition Transition from ‘big fish to little 
fish’

Opportunity to gain new life 
experiences

Financial costs of moving away from 
home and living independently

Pros Cons

Opportunity to maintain support 
from island-based programmes

Potentially limited access to high 
quality facilities, coaching, and 
sport structures

Opportunity to continue working 
with the same coach

Limited pool of athletes to train and 
compete against

Maintain proximity to family and 
friends

The need to travel off-island for 
training and competition

Opportunity to make and save 
money

Lack of university options on-island 

Opportunity to begin a vocational 
career

Limited opportunity to experience 
new things in sport/outside of sport

Staying On-Island
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Moving Off-Island for University – Things to Consider

Location

• Would you be more comfortable in a big city or a small 
town?

• Are there convenient travel links back home to the 
island?

• Do you want to be close to extended family or friends?
• How costly would it be to live in that area?

Training 
Opportuni

-ties

• Where would you do your sport, i.e., can you join a 
university setup or would you have to join a local club?

• Do you have any connections to prospective coaches?
• How would you access the training facilities, i.e., would 

you need a car?

Academic 
Studies

• Do you need a university degree to meet your future 
career goals?

• Does the university offer courses you are interested in?
• Are the entry requirements aligned to your predicted 

grades?
• What are the academic facilities like, i.e. labs etc?

Training 
Partners

• Will your prospective training partners be of a suitable 
level, i.e., competitive but not too far ahead/behind?

• Will you fit in with the culture of the programme?
• Will you get enough opportunities to compete, i.e., 

enough minutes on the court/pitch.

Support 
Available

• Will you have access to sport scholarship opportunities, 
i.e., do you meet scholarship criteria?

• Will you get the support you need?
• Is the university known for providing academic flexibility 

and support for athletes?
• Will there be an opportunity to access financial support?

Other

• Do you know of any other island-athletes at the 
university? Can you learn from their experiences?

• Have you visited the university?
• What is your priority when making the decision? (i.e., 

sport, course, lifestyle, location etc). 

Small Island Athlete Migration

What are your non-negotiables?
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Considering the US Collegiate Route?

Small Island Athlete Migration

If you are considering the NCAA, it is important to understand that they have a strict 
eligibility criteria and certain tests you need to complete. Our recommendations to are:

• Set up an account with the NCAA eligibility centre
• Start the process as early as possible

The timeline below outlines key goals to make you can enrol on time:

Year 9
• GCSE selection, see NCAA core courses (page 532)

Year 10
• Register for a NCAA eligibility centre account

Year 11

• GCSE exams
• Check GPA requirements for division you are aiming for
• Consider options for A Level, or BTEC, see NCAA core courses (pg 532)

Year 12

• SAT or ACT exams
• Start recruitment process 

Year 13

• A Level or BTEC exams
• Continue recruitment process
• Select the best college for you 

Enrol in 
college

• Play or compete for a maximum of four years
• or consider rules on ‘grace periods’

The recruitment process can be challenging. To make an informed decision, we recommend 
the following process:

REFLECT
Check against your 
criteria list – Is the 
offer right for you?

If not, go back to your 
options

PREPARE
Collect as much 

information as possible
Take all the visits you 

can

BE AWARE
Recruitment might not 

be as transparent as you 
might think

Don’t get distracted by 
the ‘bright lights’

http://fs.ncaa.org/Docs/eligibility_center/International_Information/International_Guide.pdf
http://fs.ncaa.org/Docs/eligibility_center/International_Information/International_Guide.pdf
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Preparing for a Transition Off-Island

Small Island Athlete Migration

Make connections with…

• Other athletes that are already at the university, club, or part of the training 
programme

• Your new coach – Where possible, link your current coach and new coach
• Members of your new support network – Check your eligibility for accessing support 

programme, i.e., university sport scholarships
• Your island-based support system – Make a plan with members of your support 

network about your sporting plans whilst off-island

Develop the necessary skills to…

• Support independent living – i.e., cooking, washing, public transport travel
• Effectively balance your time between education/work, training, and social life
• Effectively manage your finances – i.e., effective budgeting

Consider…

• Visiting the place you are moving to in advance of making the transition
• Where you will live – Prepare the items you’ll need to live comfortably in your new 

accommodation
• The most suitable travel route back home to the island 
• How you will travel to and from training/education – Purchase any necessary travel 

cards, i.e., a railcard or bus pass
• The timing of your transition – For example, can you transition in time to attend pre-

season events?
• Mapping your sporting calendar – For example, do you need to return home for 

certain camps or events?

Take time to…

• Prepare physically and mentally for potentially more intense training and competition
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Additional Resources & Tools 

Small Island Athlete Migration

Basketball 
England USA 

Collegiate 
Project Report

This research & report explores the perceptions and 
experiences of player migration to the USA within 

English Basketball.
Some comparisons can be made between the 

migration of island athletes and UK based athletes 
transitioning to the USA.

https://www.tass.gov.uk/
wp-

content/uploads/2021/0
3/Basketball-England-

USA-Collegiate-Project-
Report-2020.docx81.pdf

A Practitioner’s 
Guide to the US 

Collegiate 
System

This practitioner guide has been developed to 
empower practitioners to support their athletes in 

making an informed decision around the US 
collegiate route. 

This resource will be beneficial for your practitioners 
supporting island-athletes who are considering the 
US (and athletes who may be considering other off-

island destinations. 

https://www.tass.gov.uk/
wp-

content/uploads/2022/0
5/Practitioner-Guide-to-

US-1.pdf

FA Women’s & 
Girls’ Dual Career 

Guides

Both of these projects provide a framework that can 
be used by athletes and parents to highlight the dual 

career opportunities available within these sports. 
The guides provide an overview of the challenges of 

a dual career pathway, best practice to overcome 
these challenges, and support available. 

There is information within these guides that will be 
useful for the athletes you work with, regardless of 

their sport (i.e., factors to consider when making 
transition decisions).

https://www.tass.gov.uk/
wp-

content/uploads/2021/1
0/Womens-and-Girls-
Dual-Career-16-18-

2021-22-Version.pdf

RYA Sailing 
Through a Dual 

Career Guide

https://www.tass.gov.uk/
wp-

content/uploads/2021/0
9/RYA-Sailing-Through-

a-Dual-Career-A4-
LANDSCAPE-PROOF-

V11-1.pdf

Starting 11 –
The European 
Dual Career 

Toolkit

The toolkit assists institutions in sport, education, 
and the labour market to implement effective dual 

career services for athletes. 
If you’re looking to develop a more enhanced dual 

career system on-island, Starting 11 have developed 
practical tools that practitioners can use. 

https://starting11.eu/

Developing the 
Para Dual Career 

Athlete 
Landscape

This project explored the experiences of para dual 
career athletes in higher education in the UK. This 

report summarises the key findings through 
presenting key questions for organisations to 

consider. 
A number of the recommendations presented are 

relevant for island-based sporting systems. 

https://www.tass.gov.uk/
wp-

content/uploads/2021/1
0/PDF_Key-

Organisational-
Recommendations.pdf

TASS Lifestyle 
Workbook

This workbook contains a selection of exercises and 
resources to support dual career athletes. The tools 
can be completed independently by athletes or as 

part of their lifestyle sessions. 
This may be a hugely beneficial resource for island-

based athletes. 

https://www.tass.gov.uk/
wp-

content/uploads/2020/0
8/TASS_Lifestyle-

Workbook.pdf

https://www.tass.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Basketball-England-USA-Collegiate-Project-Report-2020.docx81.pdf
https://www.tass.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Practitioner-Guide-to-US-1.pdf
https://www.tass.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Womens-and-Girls-Dual-Career-16-18-2021-22-Version.pdf
https://www.tass.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/RYA-Sailing-Through-a-Dual-Career-A4-LANDSCAPE-PROOF-V11-1.pdf
https://starting11.eu/
https://www.tass.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/PDF_Key-Organisational-Recommendations.pdf
https://www.tass.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/TASS_Lifestyle-Workbook.pdf
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